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      In 2020, I wrote a short story called Train to Snowhere about a former pro hockey player and his second chance at love with his college crush, Simon.

      I loved the story but once I started planning a hockey series and writing Road Rules, the prequel to that new series, I gave Noah a cameo role. And once I gave him that cameo role, I knew he was going to need to have a full-length story. Which meant he could no longer be a former player, but needed to be a current one.

      Bending the Rules was born.

      Writing about NHL players and pro hockey certainly comes with its own challenges but I’ve really enjoyed the research and am enjoying the new Evanston Otters series I am currently writing.

      Thank you to Helena Stone, DJ Jamison, and Allison Hickman for your excellent beta feedback. I appreciate you all so much. Thank you to Lynnette Brisia for your hockey-specific feedback as well. I really, really couldn’t do this without you. lol.

      Huge thanks to Rebecca Fairfax for your fantastic edits and proofreading, thank you to Melissa Womochil, Julie Fouts Hanson, and Beth Bolden for your amazing proofreading. I couldn’t do this without all of you!

      As always, huge thanks to DJ Jamison for helping me stay on track (seriously don’t know what I’d do without you). You’re the best!

      And most of all, a big thank you to all of you readers who make this possible. Without you, I wouldn’t be living my dream of being a full-time author.

      Happy Reading!
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            BOOK BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      Rule #1: Rules are made to … bend

      Noah Boucher loves his career as a hot-shot NHL goaltender—even after making league history as the first openly bi player. Last season’s catastrophic knee injury sidelined him and ended the Toronto Fisher Cats’ chance in the playoffs but now he’s determined to have one final season to win the Cup before he retires.

      Hockey has always come first, but when fate offers him a second chance with his college crush, he’s desperate to not repeat the mistakes of his past.

      Rule #2: Don’t mess with fate

      When a chance meeting on a scenic train trip puts Noah back into Simon Lawrence’s life, he’s wary even though their connection is as strong as ever.

      Noah walked away from him once to pursue his hockey dreams and the photographer and gallery owner has been burned by long-distance relationships in the past.

      A future together will require braving not only the distance and time apart, but the media scrutiny that comes with dating a pro hockey player.

      Rule #3: Trust your heart

      When a catastrophe at the gallery hits just as the pressure of the playoffs is heating up, Noah will have to bend the rules and convince Simon that this time, love comes first.

      ---

      Note:Bending the Rules was previously released as a free short story called Train to Snowhere. It has been expanded into a full-length novel and significant parts of the plot have changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEAM INFO & GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bending the Rules is set in a fictional universe.

      

        

      
        Although real life hockey teams are mentioned in passing, all of the teams shown on page are fictional. They exist alongside the real teams as part of the NHL.

      

        

      
        For example: the Toronto Fisher Cats are an expansion team in the same city as the Toronto Maple Leafs.

      

        

      
        While I have done my very best to stay true to the rules and schedules of professional hockey, some minor creative license was taken writing these stories.

      

        

      
        While not an exhaustive list of hockey terms and slang by any means, here are some used in the book that you might not be familiar with.

      

        

      
        Black Ace - Extra players added to a roster for a team's playoff run after their own season is over in the minor-leagues or elsewhere. The Black Aces practice with the team and are expected to be ready to step into the lineup if any of the regular players in the lineup are unable to play.

      

        

      
        Crease - The shaded area directly in front of a hockey goal is called the crease. This is where a hockey goalie stops goals, and where opposing players are prohibited from interfering with the goalie.

      

        

      
        Deke - A deke feint or fake is a technique where a player draws an opposing player out of position or is used to skate by an opponent while maintaining possession and control of the puck. The term is a Canadian abbreviation of the word decoy.

      

        

      
        EBUG - Emergency backup goaltender. The NHL requires its clubs to have an emergency back-up in attendance at every home game in case either team loses both of its goalies to injury or illness. If both goaltenders on an NHL roster are unavailable, the designated EBUG will dress for the game and either sit on the bench or, more rarely, play.

      

        

      
        Fluff(ed) - Miss a shot.

      

        

      
        KHL - The Kontinental Hockey League is an international professional ice hockey league founded in 2008. It comprises member clubs based in Belarus, China, Finland, Latvia, Kazakhstan, and Russia for a total of 24. Based in Moscow, Russia.

      

        

      
        Pipes - The pipe-like bars that make up the frame around the goal.

      

        

      
        Rocket - An extremely good looking woman.

      

        

      
        Salary Cap/Cap Space - The NHL salary cap is the total amount that NHL teams may pay for players. The amount set as the salary cap each year depends on the league’s revenue for the previous season. The cap space is the amount of money that a professional team has available to spend on players' salaries.

      

        

      
        Tape - A slang term for video footage of a hockey game.
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        “All hockey players are bilingual. They know English and profanity.”

      

        

      
        – Gordie Howe

      

      

    

  







            PROLOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






TWELVE YEARS AGO …

        

      

    

    
      Twelve Years Ago …

      Sweaty from hauling his belongings up to his dorm room, Noah Boucher picked up his caddy and grabbed a towel. He was halfway to the communal showers when he spotted a dark-haired woman standing in the doorway to one of the rooms, speaking to someone inside.

      “Be safe, sweetie!” she said cheerfully. “I tucked condoms into your bag. I know there are a lot of cute boys here in Toronto, but I expect you to make good choices.”

      A pained male groan came from inside the room and Noah slowed to a stop, intrigued. Another bi or gay guy on his floor? Interesting.

      “Mom, stop it. You’re being embarrassing. Please go.”

      She laughed and leaned forward. “Bye. Love you, Simon.”

      “Love you too, Mom.” The guy, Simon, sounded both exasperated and fond.

      After she left, Noah hung back for a moment before he continued down the hall. Simon still stood in the door as Noah passed and he let out another pained little sound. “You heard all of that, didn’t you?”

      Noah nodded, trying to suppress his smile.

      “God, can I just die now?” Simon’s pale cheeks flushed a bright red, and he brushed his black hair off his forehead with a bashful duck of his chin. He peered at Noah through his thick lashes as he wet his lips. “That was seriously embarrassing.”

      “Hey, no, it’s cool,” Noah said with a grin, trying to reassure him. “Well, not cool, but all moms are like that, I swear. You just missed mine being super awkward earlier. And my dad’s Quebecois, so he was embarrassing in two languages. Only it was my parents telling me that there were lots of cute girls and guys, so I need to be careful with both.”

      Simon laughed, the tension in his shoulders easing as he tilted his head and studied Noah. “You’re bi?”

      “Yep. Bilingual and bisexual.”

      Simon laughed again, even louder this time. “And you’re out about it?”

      “Sure. I told the team last year when I joined. Couldn’t have fooled the other French-Canadian players if I tried though. They knew I was bilingual right away.” Noah winked.

      Simon shook his head, his cheeks still a little pink, his expression amused. “I meant—”

      “I know what you meant,” Noah said teasingly. “I was just playing. Yeah, I’m out to everyone on the team.”

      “The … team?”

      “Uh, hockey. I play for the university.”

      “Cool. You had any issues with it? Being out, I mean.”

      Noah shrugged. “There are always a few assholes, eh? But for the most part, it’s not too bad.”

      Simon looked him up and down. “What position do you play?”

      “Goaltender.”

      “You any good?”

      Noah grinned. “I’m not bad.”

      He was more than ‘not bad.’ He’d been drafted by the new expansion team here in Toronto—the Fisher Cats—bringing a second team to the center of the hockey world—but his parents wanted him to finish his degree first. It was smarter, he knew that, but God he wanted to play now.

      Three more years, he promised himself.

      Truthfully, he was surprised Simon hadn’t heard of him, but his accent sounded more American than Canadian, so maybe that was it. It had been big news here—the new team starting and immediately going for the local star.

      Noah had been born and raised in a small town in Quebec, but once it became clear how talented he was, his parents had moved the entire family to the outskirts of Toronto so he could join a highly regarded AAA travel team. He’d spent most of his youth living in and playing for Toronto, so the idea of the local NHL team being enthusiastic to sign him had been a dream come true.

      Playing for the university had pushed his skills to another level and given him some great experience in high intensity games that he hoped would serve him well when he joined the active Fishers roster.

      But right now, he was very, very glad he’d gone to college since it meant there were cute gay boys living just down the hall from him.

      Simon gave him a small smile. “Maybe I’ll have to go to a game sometime and see just how good you are.”

      “I’d like that.” Noah leaned against the wall, studying Simon. He was dressed in jeans and a nondescript hoodie so it was impossible to tell what he was into. He could have been a musician, a jock, or pre-med, or any combination of those things, plus a million others. Whatever he was, he was damn pretty. “So, what do you do?”

      “Do?” Simon tilted his head with an inquisitive look.

      “Like … what are you into? Sports? Hobbies? What’s your major?”

      “I’m a photographer. I’m taking business classes too, but photography is what I really love.”

      “Oh cool. I’d love to see some of your work sometime.”

      “Yeah, that would be great. I’d love to show you.” Simon’s gaze flicked up and down Noah’s body before a frown creased his forehead. “I’m sorry, you were probably on your way to take a shower, weren’t you? I should let you get to that.”

      “Uhh, yeah,” Noah admitted. “Guess I should. I’m enjoying talking to you though.”

      “We could grab dinner together later or something,” Simon offered, licking his lips.

      Heat stirred low in Noah’s stomach. Simon had these high cheekbones and pretty dark eyes, and he was tall—nearly as tall as Noah was—and rangy. He was probably half his width. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. Gorgeous. The more Noah looked at him, the more he liked him.

      Noah grinned and nodded. “Yeah, I’d like that. Meet you back here at six?”

      “Six it is.”

      “Awesome, see you then.” Noah gave Simon another grin, then mentally facepalmed. He’d never introduced himself. “I’m Noah Boucher by the way.”

      Simon laughed, his cheeks flushing again, his palm warm and a little damp when their hands pressed together. “Simon Lawrence.”

      “Very nice to meet you, Simon Lawrence,” Noah said with a slow grin and a wink before he headed for the showers, whistling under his breath. At worst, it looked like he might have made a friend. At best … well, they’d just have to wait and see.

      But when Noah arrived at Simon’s door a few minutes before six, Simon’s roommate was there too. Brad followed them to the cafeteria, clearly unaware that this was supposed to have been a date. As Noah swiped his key card and a couple of guys from the team waved at him and walked over, he stifled a groan and glanced at Simon, expecting him to have an equally annoyed expression on his face. But he was deep in conversation with his roommate. A flicker of doubt went through Noah.

      Did Simon not intend this to be a date?

      Despite Noah’s annoyance and confusion, dinner that night was entertaining. Some people from their floor joined them along with a few of Noah’s teammates and it was a loud, fun group. He tried to get to know Simon better when he could, and he figured there would be another chance to ask him on a date—for real—in the future.

      But dinners with friends became a regular thing, and no matter how many times Noah tried to get Simon alone by inviting him to the movies or out for a drink, it never seemed to happen. There was always someone tagging along. Noah was glad they’d made friends with new people but Jesus, it was impossible to actually get some alone time with Simon. And within a few weeks, Simon started dating a guy from one of his classes and Noah had missed his opportunity. Admitting defeat, Noah finally said yes to the girl on the floor downstairs who had invited him to a couple of parties.

      Though they became close friends, Noah continued to wonder what it would be like to kiss Simon. Touch him. Make him his.

      Noah had missed his opportunity.

      

      
        
        Two Years Later …

      

      

      

      “That was fun. I needed that,” Simon said as he and Noah left Randall’s Pizzeria where they’d been hanging out with their friends.

      “Me too. I’ve been studying like crazy.”

      Simon snuck a glance at Noah. Noah’s cheeks were pink, and his blue eyes were bright. Simon had enjoyed a couple of drinks, but Noah had only had one. They had finals tomorrow, so they’d cut out early from the celebration with the excuse they needed to get some sleep. Though Simon had also wondered if Noah was hoping to spend some time alone with him. He hoped so.

      “Sometimes it’s nice to just get away from the hockey team,” Noah continued with a sigh.

      Simon snorted. “They’re entertaining.”

      “Sure. You only say that because I was the one they were giving shit to about being single.”

      “Like I said, entertaining.”

      “Hey. Rude.” Noah playfully bumped his shoulder. “Sorry your boyfriend couldn’t make it.”

      Noah didn’t sound very sorry. And the truth was, Simon wasn’t either. They wouldn’t be walking back to the dorms like this together if Dave had come to the bar with them. And Simon really, really liked spending time with Noah. Probably more than he should.

      Simon shrugged. “We’re … I don’t know. Not sure we’re going to last much longer.” He bit his lip and shot Noah a sidelong glance.

      “Why’s that?”

      Noah looked oddly happy at that news, which made Simon’s stomach flutter.

      In the two years they’d been friends, Simon had always wondered if something would happen with Noah. The chemistry was there, but the timing had never worked out. If one of them was single, the other wasn’t. But Simon had dreamed about what it would be like to run his fingers through Noah’s red-gold hair and kiss his full lips. He’d spent so many mornings in the shower thinking about what Noah’s body would look like under his clothes. Wondering how he’d smell. How he’d taste.

      Sometimes he even imagined being with Noah when he was in bed with Dave, though he’d never admit that aloud.

      “I don’t know,” Simon admitted. “Dave seems like he’s kinda restless. He keeps talking about seeing other people. Not like, breaking up, but at the same time.” He shrugged.

      “That’s not your thing?”

      “No.” Simon chewed at his lip. “Is that weird?”

      “No. I mean, whatever makes people happy, I guess, but I don’t think I’d want that either.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I mean, for one, between hockey and school, I don’t have that much time. It’s cool if it’s casual or whatever, but trying to seriously date multiple people at a time sounds exhausting, eh?”

      “Sure.”

      “Besides.” Noah bumped Simon’s shoulder again, this time more softly. “If I’m serious about someone, I like being focused on just them. The one person I’m really, really into is all I’d need.”

      “Is there someone?”

      “Someone I’m really, really into?”

      “Yeah.” Simon held his breath.

      “Yeah, there is,” Noah said, his voice a little raspy. “Um, there’s this guy who lives on my floor in the dorms. He’s gorgeous and so smart and really talented. I’ve had a crush on him for a couple of years.”

      “He sounds amazing. If things don’t work out, you’ll have to introduce me to him,” Simon teased, desperately hoping he was the one Noah was talking about.

      Noah stopped dead in his tracks and gently grabbed Simon’s arm. “It’s you, Simon.”

      “I know.” Simon let out an awkward little laugh. “I mean, I hoped that’s what you meant. Because I”—he licked his lips—“I feel it too. I just don’t know what to do about it.”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Noah stepped closer.

      The air was so cold Simon could see the white steam flow from Noah’s lips and mingle with the puffs of air he let out.

      “What?”

      “You and me.” Noah slid his hand along the back of Simon’s parka, pulling him closer. “We’ve been dancing around this for two years, Simon. We’re not fooling anyone.”

      Simon’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

      “Haven’t you heard people talking? My friends are always harassing me about when I’m going to ask you out.”

      “What do you tell them?”

      “When the time is right.” He pressed his forehead to Simon’s.

      “I have a boyfriend.” But Simon slid his hands, covered with mittens, up the front of Noah’s parka, grabbing his lapels. “The time isn’t right.”

      “I know,” Noah admitted. “That's why I’m not kissing you right now.”

      “You want to?”

      “Oh fuck, Simon, I’m dying to.” The rasp of Noah’s voice sent a shiver through Simon’s body. “I want to lick my way between your lips and kiss you until you know you’re mine.”

      Heat crawled across Simon’s skin at those words, his entire body trembling with need.

      “I feel like a horrible person saying this, but … break up with him, Simon,” Noah said.

      Simon sighed, pulling back to look Noah in the eye. “I don’t wanna be a jerk to Dave. He’s not a bad guy.”

      “I know. Doesn’t mean he’s right for you though,” Noah argued. “Look, I don’t want to pressure you. If you’re happy with Dave, I’ll back off. But it doesn’t sound like you are. And if you’re not, why are you with him? Whatever happens between us, don’t waste your time being miserable, Simon. And don’t do what Dave wants if it isn’t what makes you happy.”

      “Okay.” Simon wet his lips, heart beating fast. “Yeah, um, I’ll talk to Dave.”

      “Good.”

      They walked back to the dorm in silence. When they reached Simon’s room, Noah kept walking, heading to his own door. But the look he gave Simon was filled with so much heat that Simon promised himself he’d talk to Dave soon.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Noah skidded into Simon’s dorm room, socks sliding on the slippery floors.“Holy shit, Simon, you’re never going to believe this!”

      “Believe what?” Simon rose to his feet.

      Noah’s heart thundered as he tried to wrap his brain around the news he’d just gotten. “I got a call. They … I’m playing an NHL game tonight.”

      “What?”

      “The Fisher Cats needs me. You know I’ve been signed with them for a while and had planned to report to the team after I was done playing for the university.” Simon nodded. “In the meantime, I was on their roster as an emergency backup goaltender, but I never thought it would actually happen. Just got a call from my agent though.”

      “What did he say?”

      “You know how Townsend has been out with a lower body injury this past week?” Townsend was the Fishers’ starting goalie.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, Koskinen—their backup—is out now too. Concussion during practice this morning. Some weird fluke thing, I guess, but he’s out for a few games.”

      “Shit.” Simon was wide-eyed.

      “So they want me.” That was the part Noah was having trouble wrapping his brain around.

      A frown furrowed Simon’s brow. “Wouldn’t they just bring up a guy from the AHL team?”

      “Cap space problem. They can’t afford it.”

      “Wow. So, this means …”

      “I—I’m leaving in like twenty minutes to play pro hockey. I just had to tell you first.”

      “Wow,” Simon said softly. “That’s amazing, Noah.”

      Noah stepped closer. “It’s crazy. I’m so excited.” He couldn’t stop the grin that stretched across his face. Simon was the first person he’d told. The only one—other than his family—who he wanted to share that news with.

      “You should be! This is a dream come true for you.”

      “Watch the game tonight?” Noah reached out and grabbed the front of Simon’s hoodie, pulling him a little closer. “If I know you’re watching, I’ll play better.”

      “I always watch your games,” Simon said with a small smile. “I just wish I could see this one in person.”

      “Maybe someday.” Noah grinned. “When I’m on the ice wearing a Toronto Fisher Cats jersey for real.”

      “It won’t be long. I know it.”

      Simon’s faith in him warmed Noah clear down to his toes. “Wish me luck tonight?”

      “Good luck,” Simon said, his eyes filled with pride. “But you don’t need it. You’re going to be amazing either way. I know you are.”

      “Thank you.” Noah hugged him, the excited tension in him unwinding a little at the feel of Simon in his arms. He stepped back, smiling as he wrapped his hand around the back of Simon’s neck. “And when I get back, I’m taking you on a date, Simon Lawrence.”

      “You promise?”

      Noah grinned, even more widely this time. It was like he couldn’t stop. “I promise.” Impulsively, he leaned forward and kissed Simon’s forehead.

      “Guess I better have that talk with Dave then,” Simon said quietly when Noah drew back.

      Hope lit him up inside, making an already great day even better. “Guess you better.”
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s pulse raced and his short nails dug half-moons into his palms when he clenched his fists. “C’mon, Noah,” he chanted under his breath, watching with his heart in his throat while Detroit’s forward sped toward the goal. “You’ve got this.”

      He almost couldn’t watch while Noah smoothly slid into the splits, reaching with his blocker and batting the puck back onto the ice, right in front of one of the Fishers’ players who snagged it and raced toward Detroit’s goal.

      “Yesss,” Simon hissed, relief making him fall limply back onto the beanbag with a sigh. “Fuck yes, Noah.”

      By the time the game was over, and Toronto had pulled off a 3-2 win, Simon was as exhausted and sweaty as if he’d been the one playing the game. Well, maybe not as sweaty. The camera had panned across a drenched but triumphant Noah Boucher a few minutes ago, his red hair soaked with sweat and the water he’d dumped over his head. Simon’s heart raced at the sight of him. Already, he looked different. Older, more mature. Was that really the guy he’d seen this morning who’d promised to take him on a date? The one who’d kissed his forehead and looked at him with such tenderness and affection that Simon could still feel the warmth of it in his chest?

      A flicker of worry worked through Simon. Noah had played his first NHL game—and blown everyone away—but Simon knew it wouldn’t be his last. He was too good. No one had expected a college-level emergency backup goaltender to accomplish much but Noah had killed it tonight. What did that mean for their future?

      “Simon?”

      He glanced up to see his boyfriend Dave staring at him, holding out a hand. He let Dave pull him to his feet, mentally rehearsing how he was going to break up with him. Shit, he felt like an asshole. But this thing with Noah, it was too big to ignore, and even if Noah wasn’t in the picture, it was clear Dave wasn’t the guy for him.

      “You want to head back to your room or mine?” Dave asked, sliding a hand around Simon’s waist and pressing close, nuzzling against his neck. They’d been watching the game with a few guys on the floor.

      Simon tried not to flinch at the touch. “Uhh, mine is okay. Brad’s out tonight.”

      But when Simon shut the door behind them and Dave leaned in for a kiss, Simon placed his hand in the center of Dave’s chest. “Look, we should talk.”

      Dave sighed and stepped back. “Let me guess, you’re breaking up with me?”

      “Yeah.” Simon grimaced. “To be honest, it’s felt like neither of us are super into this.”

      “I like you, Simon.”

      “I like you too, but …” But there was no spark. There was no racing heart like he had every time he looked at Noah. He liked spending time with Dave, and they had fun, but even the hottest sex with Dave paled in comparison to just spending time with Noah.

      “But you’re in love with Boucher.” Dave jammed his hands in his pockets.

      “What?” Simon blinked.

      “Oh, come on, you’re not fooling anyone. I get it. He’s hot. I’d do him too. Just don’t expect him to stick around for long.” Dave let out a little snort. “You saw the game. He’s got a pro hockey career in his future. He’s not going to wait around for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Simon?” Noah peered through the open door of Simon’s room, still flying high from the game the night before. He’d snatched a few hours of sleep but the buzz inside him hadn’t fully faded.

      “Noah. You’re back!” Simon rose to his feet. “I watched your game. It was amazing.”

      Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “Thanks.”

      He still didn’t know how he’d pulled it off. Toronto had won. A lot of it was due to the rest of the team, of course. They had a strong offense this year and their D-men had kept the puck away from Noah’s goal for most of the game. But he’d had some incredible saves too, and there had been real, genuine appreciation on the guys’ faces after the game when they’d congratulated him. No one had expected much of an emergency backup goaltender but Noah had proved them wrong.

      The press was going nuts with the story and Noah had gotten a crash course in pro-level media relations.

      Sitting there in the Toronto Fishers’ dressing room, Noah had felt like one of the team. And the call he’d gotten from his agent a few minutes ago …

      Simon stepped forward. “I broke up with Dave.”

      “I …” Noah swallowed hard. “I’m not going to be able to take you on that date, Simon.”

      Simon’s expression fell. “Why’s that?”

      “They want to sign me. They’re desperate for goaltenders and I did so well last night. Last night I signed a one-day amateur try-out contract but they … they’ve offered me an actual entry-level contract. My parents and I are meeting with my agent and some reps from the Fishers this afternoon so we can hammer out some final details, but … it’s pretty much a done deal.”

      “Wow. You’ll be playing for the Fishers for real then?”

      “Yeah, I’m heading straight up to them. No stop in the AHL. It’s crazy. Shit like this pretty much never happens but …” Noah couldn’t say it out loud, but they’d told him he was one of the best prospects they’d seen in years. He’d killed it on the ice for the university this season and after his performance in his first pro game last night, no one could deny he was ready.

      His parents were a little wary—they wanted him to finish college—but even they couldn’t deny that this step made sense. How could he turn down a shot like this? It was like the fates had aligned just right. In the history of the NHL, only a few EBUGs had ever gotten ice time. Usually, they just dressed for the game and warmed the bench. Even then the team usually knew there was a high chance of losing but it had been like magic last night. Time had seemed to slow down, and Noah was there, ready to block the shots fired his way that had snuck by Toronto’s defense.

      All the pieces had lined up just right to give Noah this opportunity to go after his dream. But damn, leaving school was going to be hard, and leaving Simon even harder.

      “Well, I’m happy for you.” Simon’s tone was firm like he was trying to mean it, but his expression turned sad. “I guess it’s still not the right time for us, huh?” His sigh was heartfelt, and an answering twinge went through Noah.

      “I guess not.” Noah reached out and took Simon’s hand, then pressed his lips to his forehead, letting the kiss linger. “Maybe someday.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” The ache in Simon’s voice was unmistakable.

      “A part of me wants to turn the offer down,” Noah blurted out as he stepped back. He didn’t let go of Simon’s hand. “To stay here. To be with you.”

      Simon opened his mouth, but Noah shook his head. “No, let me get this out, please. But I know I can’t. This offer is life changing. So few guys get this opportunity, and I need to chase my dream.”

      “I know that,” Simon said thickly. “I really do. You deserve this, Noah. You’re an incredible goalie. I’d never want to get in the way of that.”

      “I’m excited about my future, but … I don’t want to lose you,” Noah whispered.

      “I don’t want to lose you either.”

      Noah squeezed his upper arm. “I wish I could ask you to wait for me.”

      Simon nodded.

      “Or that we could try to make it work anyway. But the truth is, a pro career is hard. You want to go to New York someday and open a gallery. I’m going to be traveling with Toronto but God knows how many times I’ll get traded in my career. I want to ask you to wait for me, but it wouldn’t be fair. I want you, but I don’t want to start something I know won’t last. I don’t want to promise you things I’m not sure I can follow through on.” Noah dragged the side of his thumb down Simon’s cheek, more conflicted than he’d ever been in his life. He was being offered everything he’d ever wanted—a pro hockey career—but he had to lose Simon to get it. “Because if I had you, I’d never want to let you go.”

      Simon smiled, but his eyes remained sad. “I understand, Noah.”

      Noah let out a shaky sigh. “It seems impossible that I can miss you this much already. We never even ...”

      “I know.” Simon stepped close again and Noah wrapped his arms tightly around him, aching with loss already.

      He and Simon had never dated. Never so much as kissed. But that glimmer of the future they could have had burned in his chest. “I’m excited about my future, Simon,” Noah murmured. “I just wish you could be in it.”

      “I know. Me too.” Simon hugged him tight, then pressed a kiss to Noah’s cheek. “Good luck, Noah. I know you’re going to be amazing.”

      Noah gave him a tremulous smile, then turned and walked away to pack, wondering why it felt like he was leaving his future behind.
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      “Everything is looking good. You’re going to be back on the ice in no time.” Sarah Tran patted Noah Boucher’s shoulder.

      “God, I hope so.” He rose to his feet. “This has been rough.”

      The Toronto Fisher Cat’s athletic trainer gave him a sympathetic look. “I know. But think about it this way. Taking this time off was the best shot you had at being completely healed.”

      Noah knew that. But a meniscus replacement was no joke. He’d struggled with minor tears to the cartilage in his knee a number of times in his ten-year NHL career, but to be taken out in the playoffs last season had been brutal.

      Noah’s injury had killed any chance of the Toronto Fishers winning the series, much less the Stanley Cup, and he felt like he’d let his guys down. They didn’t blame him—at least not to his face—but the guilt still nagged at him. And to miss so much of the regular season this year …

      It was early January, and he hadn’t played a game since last May. Torture.

      Noah had only been three years old when his grandfather put his first stick in his hand, and he’d been a hockey nut ever since. This was the longest he’d ever been away from his team, and he was itching to get back to it.

      But Sarah was right. Taking it slow was the only way he’d have a shot at continuing his pro career. “I wouldn’t be where I am without you,” he said warmly.

      She blushed a little, tucking a bit of her glossy black hair behind her ear. “Ahh, cut it out, you charmer.”

      Noah grinned.

      He liked Sarah. She was a happily married mother of three who was a good fifteen years older than he was, but she still blushed like a schoolgirl when he flirted a little.

      Not that he ever wanted to cross the line or anything, but he was a natural flirt and they both had fun bantering while she tortured him with strength and conditioning moves to get him back in fighting form.

      It had been a slow, steady recovery since the surgery last spring. Now, Noah walked around with a generous donor’s cartilage in his knee. The orthopedic surgeon—the best in Canada, the one all the NHL players went to—had given him several options and Noah had chosen the one that gave him the best shot at continuing his hockey career.

      For the millionth time since the surgery, Noah silently thanked the person who’d agreed to organ and tissue transplantation before their death, and promised to take good care of the gift he’d been given. He wasn’t about to squander this chance.

      “Oh, and before I forget, enjoy your vacation!” Sarah said a few minutes later as he shrugged on a warmup jacket and layered on a parka, ready to face the icy Toronto weather.

      Noah’s mood lifted at the reminder of his upcoming trip.

      “Thanks! I’m really looking forward to seeing my family.”

      “They’re in Michigan, yeah?”

      “They are. Sault Ste. Marie. Though I’m also planning to pop into the Canadian side to do some sightseeing.”

      “Oh, very fun. It’s not that often you guys get to do any sightseeing when you’re on the road.”

      “Right? It’s been weird to have all this free time on my hands.” Not that he hadn’t busted his butt with all the rehab and strength and conditioning workouts, but the weird novelty of staying put in Toronto had worn off pretty quickly. He’d grown used to life on the road.

      Last summer he’d finally decided to take some business classes, and that had kept him from going completely stir-crazy at least. And since the season started, he’d kept his schedule aligned with the team’s, coming in early to the practice arena for his PT and, more recently, for his individual training.

      If everything checked out at his next evaluation and the combined team of surgeon, trainers, and management who had to sign off on everything gave him the go ahead, he’d finally get to skate with the boys again. He’d be practicing with the team two days a week and they’d slowly work him up to more.

      Christ, he missed being in the net.

      But he wasn’t going to think about that now. He was going to think about seeing his parents and sister. Talking with his brother-in-law, Hugh. Playing with his nieces and nephews.

      And hopefully getting a chance to explore the sights during the all-star break. One last chance to take an actual vacation before he resumed playing hockey. Of course, he’d still be working out and doing his at-home PT and conditioning, but it would be nice to have a little time for fun.

      “See you soon, Noah!” Sarah called out when he approached the door, and he waved at her and a couple of the other trainers and players in the room.

      He stepped into the hallway of the Fishers’ practice facility on the outskirts of Toronto and impulsively headed toward the ice. The rink was nearly empty. Practice was over, and the facility would be quiet until the community open skate later that day.

      Noah’s footfalls were silent on the rubberized flooring as he approached the boards. He rested his arms against the top of the gate, staring out at the ice, breathing in the cool air—achingly familiar after a lifetime of hockey.

      It was bittersweet to know the team was doing so well without him. The end of last season had been a disaster for the Fishers, but they’d rallied this year.

      Noah glanced at the net, feeling the tug of it calling to him.

      “Soon,” he promised his pipes. “I’ll be back to you soon, baby.”

      He was no Patrick Roy. He’d never claimed to hear them talk back to him. But he did have a relationship with them. He missed being inside them.

      “Jesus, Boucher, you need to get laid,” he muttered to himself.

      It had been … shit, a few months now. A long time for him. And it wasn’t his knee. He’d figured out ways to get creative with that. He’d just been so focused on getting back onto the ice he hadn’t thought about much outside of recovery lately.

      He could feel Anton nipping at his heels, ready to replace him.

      The Fishers’ current starting goaltender, Anton Makarov, was a Russian kid who the team had acquired last season. He was good. Good enough that it made Noah nervous. When Noah left, there had been an understanding with the club that if—when—Noah made a full recovery, he’d be back as starting goalie, but what if he wasn’t? What if he spent the whole remainder of the season battling for his spot? What if his knee wasn’t ready and he was dogged with injuries the rest of the season? What if he was too old to compete with a kid like Makarov?

      Noah had promised himself that he’d finish out this final season of hockey before he retired, but what if he went out with a whimper instead of a bang?

      He turned away from the ice, fear churning in his stomach as he walked down the long corridor to the parking lot.

      Forty-five minutes later, when Noah reached his condo in a sky-high tower in the Yorkville neighborhood of Toronto, he was still lost in thoughts about his future. He unlocked the door, stepped inside, and found Gabriel slumped at the long marble counter in the kitchen, staring at his phone.

      “Bonjour,” Noah said, setting his own phone down nearby so he could shrug off his jacket.

      Gabriel Theriault lifted his head, looking at Noah with vacant eyes for a second before he shook his head and gave him a weak smile.

      “Bonjour.” His voice was lifeless.

      Noah leaned in, brushing his lips across the French-Canadian defenseman’s cheek, then pulled back, studying his face. There were circles under his dark eyes, and his black hair was drawn back in a low, messy bun. Scruff covered his jaw, and his normally warm-toned skin looked sallow.

      “You look like shit.”

      “Je t'aime aussi,” Gabriel muttered.

      Noah smiled at his roommate. “I do love you, but it doesn’t change the fact you look like shit.”

      Gabriel pulled back, rubbing a hand across his face. “I know. I was up all night.”

      “You gonna tell me what’s been keeping you up?”

      Gabriel closed his eyes like Noah’s words pained him. “Non. Not today, Noah.”

      “Fine. Keep your damn secrets.” Noah tried not to let frustration bleed into his voice, but this was ridiculous. They’d been the closest of friends for years. Gabriel shutting him out like this hurt. “You gonna be up to playing tonight?”

      Gabriel shrugged listlessly. “Doubt I’ll be getting much ice time anyway.”

      Gabriel had been a huge part of the Fishers’ defensive lineup for years. He’d been traded to Toronto from Calgary, though he was originally from a remote town in Quebec.

      They’d bonded over having French-Canadian fathers and being bilingual. They’d also discovered along the way that they were both bisexual, which had led to semi-regular sex. But despite the hookups and the fact they lived together, they were far from romantic.

      Oh, Noah did love Gabe, and they’d had their share of fun over the years, but he wasn’t in love with him. He was worried as hell about him, however.

      “You’ve had a rough season,” Noah pointed out, and Gabriel shot him a look. “Fine, two seasons.”

      Gabriel sighed, dragging the elastic out of his hair and scrubbing his nails against his scalp. “I’m an anchor to the whole fucking team, and it’s a miracle they haven’t put me on waivers and sent me down to the minors yet. It’s not like any other franchise will want to pick me up.”

      Noah winced. Gabriel’s game had been shit lately and everyone knew it. He was hellishly talented but no longer consistent. One game he was on fire, the next he could barely play.

      There were rumors of drug use, but Noah was pretty damn sure that wasn’t it. Still, it didn’t look good to the front office or anyone else.

      “Are you even trying to get it together anymore?” Noah asked pointedly. “Or are you just going to throw away what’s left of your career?”

      Something flickered through Gabe’s expression but immediately closed off again. “I’ll be fine. I always am.”

      Noah grimaced. He wasn’t fine. He hadn’t been in a long time, but there was little Noah could do to help when Gabe wouldn’t let him in.

      “Now get out of here,” Gabriel said breezily, the light tone utterly fake. “I have a trick on the way.”

      “When don’t you?” Noah chirped, rolling his eyes. “That’s the third one this week.”

      “Helps my game.” Gabriel rose to his feet, straightening his gray sweater.

      “Could’ve fooled me,” Noah grumbled, then pressed another kiss to Gabriel’s cheek. “Try to take care of yourself while I’m gone, eh?”

      Gabriel just looked at him.

      “At least try not to spend the whole all-star break whoring around and getting no sleep?” he offered.

      Gabriel turned away with a defiant tilt of his jaw. “I make no promises.”

      There was a quiet knock on the door and Noah shook his head, disappearing down the hall with a little sigh. He cared for his friend, he really did, but there was only so much he could do when Gabriel seemed bound and determined to self-destruct and ruin the career he’d worked so hard for.

      Noah had a few hours before he had to leave for his flight to Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, and he began packing.

      He was halfway done when he remembered he needed to confirm that his sister Margot would pick him up at the small airport when he landed. He patted his pocket, but his phone was nowhere to be found. Damn, he’d left it on the counter.

      He walked into the living room to find his roommate getting blown by a pretty twink with blue hair.

      “Mmm, putain, oui. Ne t'arrête pas,” Gabriel rasped, his French-Canadian accent thick as he coaxed the guy to continue, using his hands to echo his words.

      Noah shook his head, half-amused, half-worried. He’d never been a prude and by now he was more than used to Gabriel’s casual attitude toward sex. They’d never shied away from it, but he’d swear Gabriel was just trying to prove a point now. Or something. Hell if he could figure out what was going on with him anymore.

      As Noah approached, Gabriel cracked his eyes open and gave him a filthy grin. “Rejoins moi?”

      Noah shook his head. “Not today.”

      The truth was, while he’d taken Gabriel up on the occasional threesome over the years, he wasn’t in the mood to join in today. Hadn’t been in a while actually.

      Gabriel pouted, but he still drove his cock into the twink’s throat, making him gurgle.

      With a spluttering cough, the guy pulled away from Gabriel. “Holy shit. You’re Noah Boucher!”

      Noah smirked down at the still nameless twink. He was rather pretty, and his eyes matched his hair. Not Noah’s type, but Gabriel did have good taste. “I am.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to suck you off?” His gaze darted between Noah and Gabriel. “Because holy shit would that be hot.”

      Gabriel muttered a low curse that was too quiet for Noah to hear. “What about me?” he grumbled. “I play for the Fishers too.”

      “Yeah, but he’s Noah Boucher. The first out hockey player in the NHL. That’s huge. It would be an honor to blow you, Mr. Boucher.”

      Gabriel’s sputtering made Noah smother a snort. If there was one thing that got on Gabriel’s nerves, it was playing second fiddle to anyone. He was a defenseman, so it wasn’t like he and Noah were in any competition when it came to getting ice time, but Noah’s fame annoyed him, especially when his star had fallen as Noah’s had risen.

      Noah glanced at the twink again. “Ahh, thank you. That’s, um, flattering. But I’ve gotta be careful of my knee,” he lied.

      “Oh shit, of course. We want you back on the ice in time for the playoffs.” He gave Noah an encouraging thumbs-up. “Well, tell Gabe if you’re ever interested.” He licked his lips. “I’m sure he could put you in contact with me.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Noah promised, definitely lying through his teeth now. The kid was cute but way too young. Perfectly legal—Gabriel was undoubtedly a horny bastard but never a creep—but the guy was still too young for Noah’s tastes.

      “Pardon. You were sucking my dick here,” Gabriel said, sounding vaguely annoyed. He gestured to his still hard cock poking out through the fly of his pants. “Have you forgotten?”

      Noah did snort at that. “I’ll leave you to that. Have fun, Gabe.” He patted Gabriel’s abs once before he walked down the hall to his bedroom, knowing the nickname annoyed the shit out of him.

      “It’s Gabriel,” his roommate said icily, presumably directing that toward the twink still on his knees. “And I’m every bit as important to the team as La Bouche is. In fact—”

      Gabriel’s words were cut off when Noah closed his door behind him, fighting a smile. For all the shit Noah gave Gabriel, he was a great guy. He’d been a loyal friend for years and he was the first one of Noah’s teammates he’d told he was bisexual.

      Gabriel had merely blinked dark eyes at him and nodded. “Good,” he’d said, with a flirtatious grin. “How would you feel about getting your dick sucked?”

      None of their other teammates had offered that, but they had been cool with Noah’s sexuality from the beginning. Or at least weren’t outwardly hostile. The team knew about Gabriel too—at least that he was also into men—though he hadn’t made an official announcement about it to the world.

      Noah’s coming out last year had gone better than anyone had hoped for.

      There had been the usual crap that Noah had expected, but more fans had cheered for him than booed him, and he’d received a staggering number of messages of support, including numerous ones from LGBTQ kids, many of whom played hockey. That had meant the world to him, and he’d loved that he’d helped kids feel more comfortable opening up about their orientation.

      Noah had been shocked by the number of players who had discreetly reached out to him. A few who had propositioned him—which had made him laugh—but most had thanked him and told him how brave he was. Or shared their struggles with their own journey. Zane Murphy and Ryan Hartinger, big players for the Evanston River Otters, had come out last season as well and were dating openly now. It was encouraging and Noah felt proud to have been the player who’d launched a more open culture in the NHL.

      All in all, Noah’s coming out season had been going damn well until this stupid knee injury had taken him out at the beginning of the playoffs. Fucking Luke Crawford. Noah rarely got into dust-ups with the opposing team, but if he was on the ice when they faced Boston this year, he couldn’t promise anything.

      With a sigh at the reminder of his injury, he typed out a text to his sister, finished packing, then flopped onto the bed.

      He could still hear muffled sounds of pleasure coming from the living room. He lazily adjusted his dick, wondering if maybe he should have taken Gabriel and the twink up on their offer. It had been a while.

      As a thirty-one-year-old NHL player, Noah’d had his share of casual sex and God had it been fun. Noah couldn’t deny that. His celebrity—especially after coming out—had afforded him plenty of opportunity to enjoy himself.

      But since his injury, all of that had felt a bit flat. Part of it was the mental adjustment of months and months off the ice. Depression, really, because he had no idea what to do with himself when he wasn’t playing. And part of it was the bittersweet knowledge that hockey couldn’t last forever. His plans for the future were exciting, there was no denying that, but he’d begun to feel the weight of not having someone to share that with.

      He and Gabriel were close, yes, but at best they were friends who had sex when the mood struck. And while Noah had never hesitated to share his fears and struggles with his friend, Gabriel wasn’t always great at reciprocating. There was no denying Gabriel was one of the most important people in Noah’s life, but the idea of a romantic relationship was laughable. They weren’t suited to that at all.

      Noah was looking for more than that. More than a friend with benefits. More than a quick one-off. His few attempts at serious relationships had disintegrated quickly and he’d stopped looking for a while.

      But lately, he’d felt the pull of that again. When hockey was over, he’d have the opportunity to pursue that.

      As Noah drifted into a doze, exhausted by the earlier conditioning and the weighty questions about his future, an image of his college crush popped into his head.

      Simon Lawrence.

      Noah’s half-asleep brain played images of Simon’s dark eyes and sweet smile in his head. The electricity that had always lurked on the edge of every interaction they had. They’d just been kids at the time but there had been the potential for something huge between them. Something they’d never been able to explore. Noah had begun his NHL career carrying a bittersweet ache in his heart at the relationship that had never come to pass.

      But now, there were only fond memories of Simon. Of his laugh. Of the way he’d always made Noah feel ten feet tall. Maybe he and Simon had missed their chance, their lives veering off in two different directions, but Noah knew that was the kind of relationship he wanted now.

      Simon was exactly the kind of person Noah was looking for. Someday, if Noah was lucky, hopefully he’d find someone like Simon again.
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      “When do you leave for your train trip?”

      Simon Lawrence lifted his head to see Leah Colwell, his business partner, standing in the doorway of his office. He sighed, gesturing to his messy desk. “Honestly, I’m not even sure if I should go. We have that big meeting later this week and I’m buried in paperwork and—”

      “Simon.” Her glossy red lips turned down with displeasure. “No.”

      “What?” He leaned back in his chair and frowned at her.

      “You have been going nonstop since you moved back here. Come on.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “When was the last time you actually took a vacation. A year? Two?”

      He grimaced. “Probably closer to two.” He and his ex, Glen, had spent a weekend in upstate New York then, but Glen had been called into work and they’d had to cut the trip short. No surprise. Glen’s job as a lawyer in the district attorney’s office in Queens meant that time off was rare for him. And once he’d moved to Sault Ste. Marie, Simon had hit the ground running with their plans for the gallery.

      “Oh, good lord.” Leah rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me it’s been that long since you got laid.”

      He winced. “Not that long but not very recently either.”

      In theory, his career as a photographer and now gallery owner should have meant that he had a more flexible schedule, but he’d been working more hours lately, not fewer.

      Leah shook her head as she walked toward him, impeccably dressed in a white blouse and figure-hugging black skirt. He glanced down at his skinny black jeans and charcoal knit sweater with a rueful look. He was going to have to step up his game once the gallery was open.

      “What am I going to do with you, Simon?” Leah said with a fond sigh.

      “Open up a successful art gallery?” he said weakly.

      “Simon.”

      “Fine.” He threw up his hands. “I’ll go on this train trip like I promised.”

      “Maybe you’ll meet a hot guy there.” Her eyes sparkled.

      “I think I’m more likely to meet retirees and nice families,” he said drily. “But I’ll keep my eyes open.”

      “You better. Because while I appreciate the hard work you’ve put into this gallery, you need to have a life too.”

      She wasn’t wrong. And if she managed to work a million hours and find time for her boyfriend and his son Jacob, there was no reason he couldn’t as well.

      “I do,” he acknowledged. “I’ll go on the trip. I promise.”

      “Pity it’s work related.”

      “It’s work adjacent,” he argued. “You know how long it’s been since I’ve done any landscape photography, and the Agawa Canyon is supposed to be spectacular this time of year.”

      “I do. That’s the only reason I’m not forcibly throwing you on a plane and sending you somewhere tropical.”

      “The only reason?” he teased. “Not the possible charges of attempted kidnapping and—”

      “You spent too long dating a lawyer,” she said with a laugh. “And yes, I’ve heard all of your arguments before. Just promise me you’ll do something other than take photos while you’re there.”

      “I promise.”

      “Good. Now I’m going to go meet Brendan for lunch. Want me to bring you anything?”

      “Sure, if you don’t mind.”

      “Wouldn’t have asked if I did. What do you want?”

      “Surprise me.”

      She grinned. “Careful. I’ll bring home that hot server who keeps trying to pick you up.”

      “He’s way too young,” Simon protested with a laugh. “And why are you so invested in me dating anyway?”

      The laughter faded from her face. “I just want you to be happy. You know I care about you, Simon. If I thought you genuinely didn’t want a relationship that would be one thing but…”

      “No, I appreciate it,” he said sincerely. “Honestly. This gallery has been an amazing experience, but it’s a lot. It has eaten up most of my free time and it’s made dating difficult. But I sincerely hope that once we’re actually open, I can get out there again.” Not that Northern Michigan had a thriving gay nightlife, but he’d do his best.

      “Good,” Leah said. “Now, I’ll be back in about forty-five minutes with lunch.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Simon turned back to his laptop, intending to return to work but his thoughts drifted back to what Leah had said. He rose to his feet instead and looked around the room. She had a point. He’d poured his heart and soul into this business.

      He stepped out of the office and stared down at the busy scene below. The gallery was still under construction. When he and Leah had bought the old warehouse, it had been a wreck. Oh, the bones were there, but the renovations had been extensive.

      He’d spent months dealing with zoning laws, financing, and building codes before construction ever began. And then they’d had weeks of work on the exterior before the plumbing and wiring were addressed.

      After that, they’d begun renovations on the upper level of the building. It was a large, long rectangular space with an interior balcony that wrapped around the second floor. There were rooms off the balcony area that had been renovated into offices and meeting rooms, along with his new living space which occupied one end of the upper floor of the building.

      He and Leah had shared a cheap two-bedroom apartment across town for about six months, but now that his place was done, he was living here at the gallery, and she had moved into a house with Brendan and Jacob.

      The construction crew were currently working on the actual gallery space below, which took up all of the first floor. Along with a talented designer, Leah and Simon had created a truly modular wall set-up so it was easy to change the configuration of the space for every show.

      It had been expensive. The whole process had been. Simon’s previous career as an art gallery curator had paid decently well, and thankfully sales of his printed art and stock photography helped, but he never would have been able to do this without Leah’s investment and a generous loan from his parents. And another from the bank.

      Simon watched the crew working below, the thud of hammers and whine of drills echoing in the large, empty space. They were so close to being done. As soon as they were, the whole place would be cleaned and the furniture and décor that was stashed in a storage room below would be set up.

      When construction was done, he’d finally, finally get a chance to display the art. He had some incredible work he was ready to feature. Less than two months from now, he’d hold his first gallery show.

      Nerves fluttered in his stomach. The closer they got, the more stress he felt. If it had just been his investment, he wouldn’t have worried so much. But his parents and Leah stood to lose a lot if this wild idea of his fell through.

      Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan wasn’t New York. Hell, it wasn’t even Chicago or Ann Arbor or Traverse City. Simon had gambled big on the idea that the town was experiencing a resurgence.

      And what the hell would he do if this business failed? He’d let go of a great job in New York and a steady—if not wildly exciting—relationship with Glen to pursue this dream, but the closer they got to the gallery opening, the more Simon wondered if it would prove worth it.

      He really had loved his ex-boyfriend Glen. Their passion had cooled over the years and their lives had gone in different directions, but he genuinely missed falling asleep with Glen’s arm draped across his midsection. He missed warm glances across the kitchen while they gulped down coffee and crammed breakfast in their mouths before they went off to their respective jobs with a quick kiss. He missed date nights and the comfort and familiarity of having a loving, committed partner.

      He missed being with someone whose eyes lit up at the sight of him and whose smile made his heart race.

      Of course, it had been a long time since he and Glen had shared that spark. It had always been a more cerebral relationship, more comfortable than fiery.

      Truthfully, when had Simon had that in a relationship? Jesus, not since college really. He’d barely been able to breathe when Noah Boucher was around. Noah had lit up every nerve-ending in him like a live wire.

      Though it hadn’t really been a relationship. Just a silly mutual crush, and any chance of romance had died before they’d so much as kissed, thanks to Noah’s pro hockey career.

      And it wasn’t like Simon would even register on Noah’s radar these days. Simon let out a sigh as he leaned on the metal railing and watched the flurry of activity below.

      Noah was a big NHL star now and Simon hadn’t spoken to him in years. The most he could hope for was that he’d recover from his knee injury and take Toronto to the Cup finals this year.

      Cheering for that was the closest Simon was likely to get to him.
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      Noah jogged toward the Agawa Canyon train station, cursing the woman with yapping Pomeranians he’d just run into. Damn it, he was going to be late. And the irony was, his final destination was back here in Sault Ste. Marie. The day train trip was literally a train to nowhere. It dead-ended in the canyon and only let passengers off long enough to enjoy some sightseeing before returning. But the scenic views were supposed to be extraordinary, and this was the first winter Noah’d had the time to explore the beauty of Ontario. It had been eat, sleep, breathe hockey for so many years, and while he’d loved every minute of it at the time, he was now enjoying the opportunity to see a little more of the world around him than hockey arenas and hotel rooms. Except, today he was running late.

      “Merde,” he muttered under his breath, the French swear word falling from his lips with ease thanks to a lifetime of hearing his father swear en français. Thanks to his knee, Noah had spent a lot of time swearing—in multiple languages—in the past nine months. The transplant had relieved the acute pain almost immediately, though he’d had to deal with a lot of stiffness and some discomfort from the surgical site after.

      Physical therapy and training had gotten the joint and the rest of his body back in shape and at least these days he could run without fear that something would go terribly wrong, but he still didn’t like to push it outside of the controlled environment of the training facility. One patch of black ice on the sidewalk could bring all of that progress—and his career—to a crashing halt.

      “Be a hockey player, they said. It’ll be fun, they said,” he grumbled under his breath.

      As Noah burst through the doors of the train station, his worst fears were confirmed. The station was nearly empty except for a woman at the ticket counter and a man sweeping the floor. The time on the big clock on the wall said 8:07 AM. He should have been there twenty minutes ago.

      He strode over to the ticket counter. “I have a ticket. Can I still get the train, or has it left?” He slapped his ticket on the counter in case she needed to verify it.

      She took it and examined it but shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Boucher, the train has already departed the station for the day.” Her tone was pleasant and apologetic.

      “Tabernacle!” He swore under his breath and saw her flinch. “Sorry, sorry. Not swearing at you, it’s not your fault I got here late. I’m annoyed at myself for missing it. Is there any chance of getting on another train tomorrow?”

      She frowned. “It’s unlikely. These are very popular tours, I’m afraid. They’re often booked months in advance.”

      “Yes, I know,” he admitted. “I booked mine ages ago. I wouldn’t have been late today, but there was this woman walking dogs and I ended up tangled up in the leashes and then she recognized me and … well, it’s awkward when you run into hockey fans.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re the Noah Boucher. Toronto Fishers.”

      “Yes.” He’d sort of, accidentally intentionally, name-dropped. Or, more accurately, job dropped. He didn’t do it often, but he’d really been looking forward to taking this train trip, and while he could always come back someday, it would be way more convenient if he could do it now while he was enjoying his brief vacation to Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario.

      “Oh. Wow. I didn’t even recognize you.” She let out a rueful little laugh. “I should have. My son has your poster in his bedroom.”

      Words like that still gave Noah a little thrill. Fame was an odd thing, but he’d grown to love the interactions with genuine fans. He leaned in and gave the railway worker a little grin. “Would you be able to check and see if there are any tickets available? I’d be happy to sign something for your son if you’d like. I mean, I’d be happy to sign it either way, but if you did find something that would be great.”

      “Oh, well, let me see what I can do.” Her tone was doubtful. “But we rarely have openings …”

      “Well, sometimes big dumb hockey players are running late and there’s an open seat because of that, eh.” He gave her a dimpled smile and a little wink.

      She laughed and tapped at her keyboard. “Yes, but we don’t re-sell their tickets when they don’t show up. We only do that when someone has officially canceled. Oh!” Her expression turned to one of surprise. “How odd. It looks like we actually did have a family cancel their booking yesterday. Would the train tomorrow be acceptable?”

      “Tomorrow is perfect,” he said. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      After she’d finished the transaction and he’d autographed a sheet of paper for her son, she shook her head. “Wow. I still can’t believe this worked out.”

      He gave her another little wink and grin. “Must have been fate.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days after his conversation with Leah, Simon tapped his finger impatiently on the steering wheel of his car.

      He’d thought he’d left in plenty of time, but the border crossing into Canada was moving painfully slow this morning. He’d underestimated how many people commuted from Michigan to Ontario on a daily basis. This was a much smaller checkpoint than at Sarnia or Windsor of course, but while they had half a dozen lanes here, only three of them were open.

      “You better not make me miss my train,” he grumbled to himself.

      But really, he should have left earlier. He’d just gotten wrapped up in checking emails, which had led to him remembering six other tasks he needed to do, and he’d had to make a run for his car when he realized how close he was cutting it.

      He glanced at the row of cars on his left. They were going through a bit faster. Should he jog over into that lane? He eyed the distance between the nose of his car and the bumper of the one in front of him. He could squeeze by. But he would swear it was some kind of law of the universe that said if you switched lanes, it would automatically slow down. Happened all of the time when he was at the grocery store.

      With a sigh, Simon sat back and double checked that his passport was ready. Yup, right there in the center console. Perfect.

      The car ahead of him crept forward and a little of the tension in his shoulders eased as he glanced at the clock. He still had time.

      To his pleasure, the line ahead of him picked up pace and he made it through customs without any issues. A quick scan of his passport and the information that he was heading to Canada for a day of sightseeing had assured the border patrol officer that he wasn’t up to anything nefarious, and he pulled into the train station with more than twenty minutes to spare.

      He jogged toward the line of people streaming toward the train. Oh, there was one car that had a slightly shorter line. He’d give that one a try and hope his luck held out. He showed the conductor his ticket, boarded easily, and though the train was packed, found an empty seat toward the back.

      Four empty seats, in fact. That was surprising. Simon glanced around. Ahh, the bathroom was behind him. That was why. Oh well, it would be fine.

      Expecting more people to sit near him, he settled his camera bag on his lap and pulled out his phone, searching for the guided app.

      A text notification from Leah popped up. Enjoy your trip! Promise me you’ll flirt with any available hot guys you see!

      Simon snorted quietly and looked around. Families and retirees as far as the eye could see. Exactly what he’d expected. Wait, no, there was an attractive man around his age in the row of seats across the aisle and one row ahead. Simon checked him out, unsurprised when the guy shifted, draping an arm around the woman next to him.

      I’ll do my best, he promised Leah. But don’t hold your breath. Blue isn’t your best color.
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        * * *

      

      The day after missing his first booking, Noah strolled into the station with forty minutes to spare. He’d immediately been spotted by a couple of people and had spent most of that time signing autographs and chatting with fans.

      But as the station cleared out, he excused himself and strolled to the old-fashioned-looking red train.

      As he stepped onto the train car, he scanned the full seats, wondering for a moment if there was a mistake and they had actually overbooked it. Apart from the space reserved for people with wheelchairs, there were no assigned seats, and the train was packed. Noah craned his neck, peering to see over the heads of the people milling around and trying to decide what location would offer them the best view.

      Ahh, there. It looked like there was still a spot in the back. “Sorry, sorry,” he muttered. He walked down the aisle, trying to avoid hitting anyone with his knapsack. Once he finally threaded his way through the crowd who shuffled around to get seated and stow their belongings in the overhead compartments, he dropped into the seats at the end of the train car. At least at the moment, there was only one other passenger in the cluster of four seats. The banks of seats faced each other, and he studied the man in the one across from him. He had his head down, fiddling with something on his phone and had barely glanced up at Noah. All Noah could see was a thick shock of black hair, pale skin, and dark stubble. Well, forget the snowy Agawa Canyon views, apparently this trip would be a different kind of scenic than he’d expected. Excellent.

      Funny, the guy reminded him a little of his college crush. Noah smiled, a little wistfully, at the thought of the relationship that never was. He stripped off his jacket and toque, gathering his rather unruly reddish gold hair back into a bun. His sister Margot teased him about his man bun all the time, but over the years he’d gotten in the habit of growing out his hair and beard during the playoffs, and although it had been over nine months since he’d skated for the Fishers, he hadn’t quite kicked the habit of letting it grow in the winter. Out of reflex, he ran his hand over his neatly cropped beard. At least these days, he kept himself a little more presentable looking. He usually looked like a deranged mountain man whenever the Fishers qualified for the playoffs.

      He shifted, trying to find a more comfortable position for his long legs, and accidentally bumped the boot of the man across from him. “Sorry,” Noah muttered.

      The guy glanced up, and with the flash of dark eyes and the half-smile that had always made his heart race, Noah recognized him.

      Can it really be … “Simon? Simon Lawrence?” he blurted out, his mind spinning with disbelief.

      Simon’s eyes widened and a shocked look of recognition crossed his face. “Oh my God, Noah. It’s … you’re … Holy shit.” Simon grinned widely as he stood. “What? But … wow … It’s amazing to see you.”

      “You too.” Noah was on his feet too and he embraced Simon, pulling him in for a hug before he could second guess it. “Wow.” For a moment, Noah soaked in the feeling of the lean length of Simon’s body, firm and warm against his own, before Simon stepped back, his hand still on Noah’s left hip.

      “I can’t believe it’s you.”

      “I can’t believe it’s you either.” Happiness bubbled up inside Noah, bright and effervescent, making him feel like a kid again. “It’s been what? Ten years?”

      “Yeah, just about. Wow. Sorry, I’ll stop saying that.” Simon laughed. “I’m just so surprised.”

      “Me too. This is amazing.”

      Simon finally let go, stepping back, and Noah immediately missed the warm touch as they sat again, still staring at each other. He drank in the sight of his old friend and former crush, feeling a little shiver come out of nowhere, though he was perfectly warm. “What are the odds of running into each other like this?”

      “Not very high I’d imagine,” Simon said with a laugh. He raked his hand through his dark hair. “I don’t spend a lot of time in Canada.”

      “So, where are you living? Did you end up in New York like you always talked about?”

      “I’m in the Soo. Uh, the American side.”

      Sault Ste. Marie was a confusing place. With two cities by the same name on either side of the river, in different countries, some clarification was always necessary. The twin cities were divided by the Ste. Mary’s River, which ran from Lake Superior to Lake Huron. The rapids had been a hindrance to shipping for centuries but after they were built, huge ships were able to travel between the Great Lakes.

      Noah had driven to Canada and visited the locks yesterday after he’d spent some time hanging out on the American side with his family.

      If he’d had any idea Simon was in Michigan, he’d have looked him up.

      “So how have you been?” Noah asked, leaning forward to focus on Simon again. “Tell me what you’ve been up to in the past decade.”

      Simon laughed. He reached up to adjust his shirt collar and Noah glanced at his left-hand. No wedding ring. So, Simon probably hadn’t married. There was always the chance he was in a long-term relationship that didn’t involve a wedding, but wouldn’t the guy probably have come with Simon? Of course, it was a weekday. Maybe he couldn’t get the time off work. Damn it, Noah would just have to ask.

      “Let’s see, the past ten years …” Simon stretched out his legs, bumping Noah’s. Neither of them pulled away this time. “Well, I graduated with my business degree from U of T.”

      “You were minoring in art too, right? I remember all of the amazing photography you did.”

      “Oh, I’m still doing it.” Simon patted a cross-body bag. It looked like a regular satchel, but Noah presumed it held camera equipment. Well, that explained what Simon was doing on the train today. The entire trip was a day-long scenic view that would be absolute nature porn to anyone with a camera. “But after graduation, I moved to New York.”

      Noah smiled. “You made your dream happen.”

      “I did.” Simon gave him a little grin back. “Though it didn’t go quite like I’d imagined. It turned out, although I loved visiting New York, I didn’t love living in New York. It was just … too much. Too much noise, too many people, not enough fresh air.” He shrugged. “When it came down to it, I missed living in Northern Michigan.”

      Simon had grown up in Marquette and had moved to Toronto to attend the university’s prestigious art program.

      “Ahh yeah, I get that,” Noah said. “Toronto feels like too much these days. I’ve been enjoying my trip to the Soo.”

      “It’s a nice area.”

      “It is. So, what are you doing here?” Noah asked.

      “Well, like I said, I live on the Michigan side. And I’m opening a gallery there, actually.” There was something sweet and a little bashful in the way Simon ducked his head, beaming.

      “Really? Oh, Simon, that’s amazing. I’m so excited for you.” It was something he’d always talked about doing and Noah’s heart warmed that all the pieces were falling into place for him.

      “I’m excited about it too,” Simon said. “It hasn’t been the easiest road, but I feel like it’s finally coming together. Our grand opening will be in March. Along with a fellow artist I went into business with, I’ve converted a derelict old warehouse and turned it into a gallery space. Part of it is a loft where I live but the rest will be for rotating exhibitions and a permanent retail space. One of the women I’m working with is a member of the Soo Tribe—The Sault Tribe of the Chippewa Indians—and we’re working to feature a lot of Native art. It’s really exciting.”

      “It sounds exciting,” Noah said. “I’m really happy for you. Are you … Uh, are you seeing anyone?”

      Something flickered across Simon’s face, but Noah wasn’t sure if it was pleasure at the question. Or maybe just amusement at Noah’s un-smooth segue into seeing if he was single. “Not at the moment, no. I dated a guy in New York for about five years, but we ended things after I moved back here. I’ve been so busy with the gallery I haven’t had time to get out much since then. What about you?”

      “Ehh. It’s been hit or miss for me. Pro hockey doesn’t make a relationship easy. There were a few people but”—he shrugged—“nothing that lasted.”

      “I was impressed you came out as bisexual last year. To do it while you were playing was huge.”

      Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “It felt like the right thing to do. I know as a kid I needed to see that representation so …” He shrugged again, a little embarrassed. He’d always felt a touch awkward when people heaped praise on him for being the first out NHL player.

      “I think it’s great.” Simon’s voice was soft. “Seriously, you were always such a nice guy and I think you did a wonderful thing for all of the kids growing up in our community. I was so proud of you when I watched the press conference. I thought, ‘That’s the Noah Boucher I knew’.”

      “You followed my career?” Noah asked, surprised.

      “Of course I did!” Simon’s smile grew even warmer. “Come on, your friend makes it big in the NHL and you aren’t going to follow his career?”

      “I’m flattered. You were harder to keep track of, although I have to admit, I kept up on Facebook stalking you for a while.” They’d kept in contact after Noah left university, but the busier he got the more sporadic his replies were and eventually Simon had fallen from his thoughts in the blur of travel and games and the life of a pro hockey player. Sometimes small things would remind him, like the flash of dark eyes as someone leaned in for a kiss or a photographer at a shoot whose long fingers and expressive eyes reminded Noah of the time he’d posed for Simon on campus.

      Simon chuckled but his expression quickly sobered. “I was sorry to hear about your knee.”

      Noah shrugged. “It’s a bummer, eh?”

      “I mean, you had a hell of a season last year until …”

      “My knee exploded thanks to Luke Crawford? Yeah, I was pretty torn up for a while,” he admitted. His chronic knee issues had reared their ugly head by the time the regular season wrapped up and that dirty hit from Crawford during the first round of the playoffs had fucked it up completely. His meniscus had been torn clean in two with nothing left to salvage. He patted his joint, mentally thanking the donor again.

      Simon opened his mouth, but the crackle of the sound system interrupted. “Sorry for the delay, folks. We had a bit of an ice issue on the track but that’s been cleared up and we’re ready to get going. Please, take your seats and we’ll be on our way. My name is …”

      Noah sat back, listening to the conductor give his introductory speech and instructions about how breakfast in the dining car would be handled. When he was done, Noah leaned forward. “When they call our car, you want to grab breakfast with me?”

      “I’d love that.”

      With a hiss, the train began to roll, inching forward before slowly picking up speed. The conductor began to speak again. “The train will travel roughly 185 kilometers—that’s 115 miles for you Americans on board who don’t speak metric.” People around them chuckled but Noah was only half paying attention when the conductor continued. “Which will time our arrival at the Agawa Canyon in about four hours. In the meantime, don’t forget there is the optional guided tour available for those interested. Please visit our website or check the complimentary brochure you were given for more details.”

      Simon immediately picked up his phone and fiddled with something on it, popping in one earbud. Noah was too busy studying Simon’s face to care about guided tours. Noah smiled at the thought that he’d have the next nine hours or so on the train with Simon.

      Simon was even better looking than the first time Noah had seen him. His features had sharpened, and he was achingly handsome with his high cheekbones and sexy dark stubble. He could easily have been on the other side of the camera if he’d chosen. Dark denim jeans stretched over his leanly muscular thighs and from what Noah could see, every part of him was incredible. Simon had matured into an absolutely stunning man.

      Noah swallowed hard, imagining Simon’s long fingers stroking his hip, his full lips wrapped around his cock, his dark lashes fluttering closed as he took Noah deep.

      Beyond the physical, there had always been something that called to Noah. Simon’s kindness, his intelligence, his passion for topics he cared about drew Noah in and made him an impossible man to forget.

      Noah studied Simon, watching him sink his teeth into his lip and a little frown wrinkle his brow. He glanced up from his phone briefly to give Noah a small, warm smile and Noah made himself a promise.

      No matter what, this time, he was not letting Simon Lawrence get away from him.
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      Simon glanced out the window as they passed a steel manufacturing plant, rapidly snapping a handful of pictures. They were approaching the outskirts of the city. He’d already missed the view of the old St Mary's Paper factory and the International Bridge that linked the Twin Soos, but he could always see them on the way back. He looked up at Noah with an apologetic little grimace. “Sorry, I was checking out the guided narration and I wanted to get a few good shots as we left the city.”

      “No problem. You did take the trip to see the sights today.”

      Simon smiled at him. “Oh, I’m enjoying the sights already.”

      To his amusement, a pink blush crept up Noah’s neck. He turned away to strip off his parka, revealing the soft cable-knit sweater he wore below.

      Simon tucked his phone into his pocket, remembering Leah’s admonishment about taking a break from work to enjoy himself. Funny that he’d just thought about Noah the other day. Running into him like this was wild.

      “So, tell me more about your gallery,” Noah coaxed after he settled in his seat again. “I’d love to hear all about it.”

      Simon grinned. “So, I’ve been wanting to open one for years, right? When I lived in New York, I realized it was an absolute pipe dream. Real estate prices there are insane and there wasn’t a chance in hell I could afford it. I worked at this established gallery and did my photography, and it was great. I got to help curate other shows and I had some of my own shows, and honestly, I did well.” Most artists were lucky to ever make a living in the art field, and he’d done that. “But as the years passed, I felt … more and more hemmed in,” he admitted.

      “By what?”

      “By the city, by the restrictions imposed by working for other people. There was the owner I had to answer to, the investors … It wasn’t mine, you know?”

      Noah acknowledged his words with a nod.

      “I met a really talented artist by the name of Leah Colwell. She’s pretty terrific.” Simon remembered the first time he’d seen her work and the way his heart had beat faster at the sight. “She was doing all of these new and revolutionary things with mixed media projects and we just … clicked.”

      Noah raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were only interested in dating men.”

      Simon laughed. “We clicked creatively. Personally too, but only in a platonic way. She has a boyfriend and, well, that’s still what I’d like too.”

      “Ahh.”

      “So, we started to hang out outside of work. We collaborated on a couple of projects, and I told her about my dream of opening a gallery. She became interested, and we started to talk about the where. It turns out, she’s from Michigan too and had always wanted to come back. We both have family in the Upper Peninsula, so it seemed like a great plan to start a gallery in Michigan. We went on a road trip together and explored a bunch of options. We talked for a long time about finding a place somewhere in Detroit, Grand Rapids, maybe Traverse City … Sault Ste. Marie was never on our radar really, but we were in the area to see her family and I fell in love.” Simon let out a rueful laugh.

      “There was this warehouse in the Soo that took my breath away. It was … well, gritty is putting it mildly. It used to hold a paper company. They had a pulp mill that ground down the wood chips into fiber. That part has been torn down since, but the old brick warehouse where it was converted into paper was still standing. Gorgeous space. Open, expansive, and the location is incredible.”

      “But Sault Ste. Marie?” Noah gave him a slightly puzzled frown. “I mean, is that really a hot area for art?”

      Simon chuckled. He’d heard that question a thousand times before.

      “It isn’t. But the city is seeing a revival. Tourism is increasing, new apartments are opening up, the downtown is getting livelier …” He shrugged. “It’s a gamble, of course. I could be wrong. Leah and I have invested a lot of money into this place, so if it doesn’t work, it’ll be rough. But my gut tells me this is the right place, and I have to go for that.”

      “I get that,” Noah said, smiling. “I trust my gut all of the time. My body reacts to what I see on the ice long before I have a conscious thought about it. I know where the puck will be and I’m already blocking it before I decide to.”

      “So it doesn’t sound totally crazy to you to rely on my gut for a decision like this?”

      Noah shook his head. “Not at all.”

      “I have a plan for reaching more people as well. I’ve aggressively been pursuing collaborations with the local college, with art and tourism organizations on both sides of the border.”

      “It sounds like a huge project,” Noah said.

      “It has been. Old buildings like that … you never know what kind of nightmares you’ll run into, but it’s gone pretty well. They recently finished a portion of the upper floor as an apartment, which I just moved into. Our office space is done, and they’re putting the final touches on the actual gallery space and we’re about six weeks out from the opening. I’m so excited, Noah, you have no idea.”

      “I have some idea,” Noah said softly, leaning forward. “Being passionate about something. Being excited to see your dreams come to fruition …”

      “Of course.” Simon smiled at him, suddenly remembering the night he and Noah had come this close to kissing. Noah’s eyes had looked just like that then. Crystalline blue, filled with warmth and passion.

      Dimly, Simon heard an announcement over the loudspeaker and realized the train car was emptying out. He gently touched Noah’s right knee.

      “They called our car for breakfast.” Simon gestured around them. “You ready to go eat?”

      “Yeah,” Noah said with a nod. “I’m ready.”

      He held out his hand, and Simon took it without hesitation, squeezing once.

      They’d never held hands before. But the slight roughness of Noah’s palm against his felt just right as they walked through the train and into the dining car.

      Simon missed that touch after they had to separate but sitting across the table from Noah wasn’t a hardship. Staring into his eyes, hearing his laugh, feeling that buzz of energy that had always been between them … it was like no time at all had passed.

      Later, when Simon walked between the swaying train cars to return to his seat after breakfast, he realized that although he could still taste the apple spice muffin on his lips, he couldn’t remember having eaten it. He’d spent the entire time so lost in Noah’s blue eyes he hadn’t paid any attention to the food he was putting in his mouth.

      Noah was … well, if he’d been gorgeous in college, he was unreal now. His shoulders were broader than ever, and his biceps strained against the warm blue sweater he wore. Simon had struggled to keep his gaze off Noah’s thick thighs and the way Noah seemed to fill up the space around them with his presence.

      Simon had spent a lot of time in college thinking about Noah Boucher’s body, and he’d only gotten better with age. Simon desperately wanted to tug the elastic loose and run his hands through the curling strands of Noah’s red-gold hair while he rubbed his cheek against his soft-looking beard.

      A small gold earring glinted in one of Noah’s ears, and Simon wondered if he had any piercings anywhere else. His mouth went dry at the thought. He wondered what Noah would look like, stretched out on white sheets, light gilding his skin and turning his hair fiery red. Simon had photographed Noah once, asking him to model for some portraits for a project for one of his art classes, but he’d been fully clothed.

      Now, the thought of Noah wearing nothing at all made Simon flush, and he wondered again what the odds of them running into each other today were. And if there was a chance that they could finally do something about the attraction that had dogged them for two years in college and never been acted on.

      Simon slipped into the seat by the window. He glanced up at Noah, who was waiting for him to get settled before he took his own seat, and Simon smiled up at him. “It looks like no one else is joining us. Want to sit here so you aren’t facing backwards?” he offered, lifting his satchel.

      Noah slid into its place without a second of hesitation. “Well, I did enjoy looking at you, but I won’t complain about being closer,” he murmured in Simon’s ear. His words and the brush of the side of their bodies together sent heat racing across Simon’s skin.

      “So, you figured out my ulterior motive,” Simon said with a little grin. He shifted so he could see Noah better, but he didn’t lose contact between their upper arms and thighs.

      “I don’t know. What is your ulterior motive?”

      “To have you closer to me. Obviously.”

      “So, I’m not imagining this?” Noah said quietly. “That nothing’s changed since college? There’s still something between us?”

      “Truthfully, until that one night we walked home from the bar together, I wasn’t sure if it was mutual at all. Or if I just had a big, unrequited crush on the team’s star netminder.”

      “Not unrequited at all,” Noah said, blue eyes wide and earnest. “God, you have no idea how many times I wanted to ask you out over the years.”

      Simon nodded. “It always seemed like every time you were single, I was dating someone.”

      “And vice versa,” Noah said.

      “Exactly. And then you were getting your shot at pro hockey and … there our chance went.” Simon sighed, glancing out the window, and it was gratifying that Noah echoed the sound. Shared frustration over circumstances out of their control.

      “I never blamed you, you know?” Simon said a few minutes later, turning to look at Noah again.

      “For leaving?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I was glad you went off to pursue your dream. Was I disappointed? Of course. But I was so proud of you.”

      Noah reached out and squeezed his knee. “Thank you. That means a lot to me, actually. It was hard walking away from the potential I saw between us, but I had to trust my instincts that the Fishers were offering me a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

      Simon nodded.

      “I’m really glad to see you now,” Noah said softly. “To have the chance to say all the things that I thought about over the years.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Simon smiled at him, adding softly, “Although, I guess one thing has changed since college.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re both single now.”

      Noah’s eyes lit up. “We are.”

      “Think maybe we should do something about that?”

      Noah gave him a slow grin. “Well, breakfast in a train car wasn’t how I’d pictured our first date, but I have no complaints about how it went.”

      “Me either.”

      The pressure against Simon’s upper arm increased when Noah leaned in closer and licked his lips. “Simon, I—"

      The sound system crackled to life again. “If you look out to your right, you’ll get a view of Achigan Lake …”

      “I should probably get some pictures,” Simon said, reaching for his camera. “That is why I came here today after all. Sorry.” That was all true, but he also needed a moment to think.

      “No, no, I enjoy watching you work.”

      But with Noah’s gaze on him, Simon found it difficult to focus on the snowy lake. Noah had always had such a big presence. Not just his body but his personality. He’d always been bright and smiling, friendly. Warm. He’d filled up every room he’d been in and drawn people to him. His confidence and charm had been tempered by a streak of sweet, bashful Canadianness, which had made him even more endearing and unforgettable.

      Simon had lost track of the number of times he’d watched Noah’s coming-out press conference. He was well-spoken and earnest as he’d explained why he’d felt it was important to come out, and he seemed to be the perfect guy to do it. Simon had no idea what it had been like for Noah. On the outside, it had seemed like there had been some of the predictable backlash but for the most part people had appeared supportive.

      Since then, there had been a few articles about people Noah dated, but he’d never really settled down with anyone. Glen—Simon’s ex—had always appeared amused by Simon’s crush on Noah and the way he followed his career. Glen had never seemed threatened by it—how could he be when Noah lived hundreds of miles away in another country, for God’s sake?—but Glen had shaken his head fondly and pressed a kiss on the top of Simon’s head every time Simon dropped everything to watch Noah play, knowing he would be lost in the game and unable to focus on anything else.

      Simon’s crush hadn’t been the problem with their relationship. But his move back to Michigan had been.

      They’d tried the long-distance relationship thing for a few months, but it quickly became clear they were equally unhappy. With no chance of them finding a middle ground that would work for both of them, they’d agreed it was better to end it before it got any uglier. It had been rough and if they continued, they both knew whatever was good in the relationship would get destroyed by messy fights and missed flights and anger and resentment on both sides.

      It had been hard but the right thing to do.

      At least this way, Simon and Glen could text occasionally and catch up on each other’s lives. Which was how Simon knew Glen had recently moved on with a guy named Joe. Simon was happy for him. He just hoped that once the gallery was open, he could start dating again too.

      Simon hadn’t had a man warming his bed in a long time and on the long, cold Northern Michigan winter nights, he definitely missed that. And God would he love to have Noah in his bed. Hell, he’d love to date Noah, but that was a pipe dream.

      Although earlier, Noah had said something about breakfast being their first date. Implying he wanted more than one. But how was that possible with his NHL career?

      “So, what exactly are you doing in the area right now?” Simon asked, turning to face Noah again.

      “Well, I’m taking advantage of the all-star break to take a little vacation,” Noah said. “Visiting my family mostly.”

      “Oh, they’re here in the Soo?”

      “Yep. I will be heading back to Toronto tomorrow though. I—”

      An oooh went up from the people around them, and Simon twisted in his seat to look out the window again when they passed Trout Lake. It was equally breathtaking with snow-dusted trees ringing the expanse of frozen water.

      “Wow, sorry, Noah, hang on.” Simon lifted his camera to his eye again, glad he hadn’t bothered to put the lens cap back on.

      “All that apologizing, Simon,” Noah teased. “You’re starting to sound Canadian.”

      Simon laughed softly. “I guess I am.”
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s touch, his proximity, his scent … they brought back so many memories of their time in college.

      Noah could hardly believe Simon was right here in front of him again. Sitting next to him. Laughing at Noah’s jokes, smiling at him.

      Just a few days ago, he’d hoped he could find someone like Simon, but to have him right here? For them to both be single at the same time? If that wasn’t a sign, Noah didn’t know what was.

      And if this was the direction fate was pushing Noah, he was going to seize the opportunity with both hands and not let go. Because if there was one thing he knew, it was that you didn’t mess with fate.

      His career was proof of that.

      For the next few hours, conversation alternated with sightseeing. Noah enjoyed both. The conversation was good because they got to know each other again. But sightseeing was nice too because Noah had excuses to get close to Simon when he looked out the window. And Simon reciprocated. They touched each other freely, Simon resting a hand on Noah’s thigh. Noah draping an arm across Simon’s shoulder. They’d been flirting for hours.

      Simon had asked him what his love life had been like and so Noah had launched into a few funny stories. When he wrapped up one about the disastrous threesome he’d tried to have with a fellow player and the guy’s wife, Simon got a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “So was that something you did frequently?” Simon asked.

      “That was the only time with them.” He hadn’t told Simon who they were, because although he trusted Simon, he sure as hell wasn’t about to out his friend without his permission. He’d kept the stories about Gabriel vague too. “With other people? Occasionally. Why?”

      A flicker of worry worked its way through Noah. Shit, he had thought Simon would find the story amusing. Hopefully he hadn’t made him uncomfortable.

      Simon shrugged. “Just curious. I remember you saying in college you wanted to focus on one person.”

      Noah chuckled. “Well, if I’m dating someone seriously, I do want to focus on them. That’s always my preference. But if I’m blowing off some steam, I don’t mind a little more company.” He shrugged. He had poly friends, but it wasn’t his preference.

      Simon relaxed. “Fair enough. I’m pretty much the same. Although I probably had fewer opportunities than a hot-shot hockey player.”

      Noah threw his head back and laughed. “I did all right. No complaints. I’ve always been looking for that one person though.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      A shadow crossed Noah’s face. “I don’t regret playing for the Fishers. I loved the past decade, but there’s no denying how often thoughts of you popped into my head. It was such a strange feeling to know I’d made the right choice yet be so regretful about losing what we could have had.”

      “I get it. Truthfully, my heart ached for a long time after you left. There was a big hole in our group of friends after you were gone, but mostly I missed the friendship you and I had. That spark that was always there.”

      Noah brushed his fingers across the side of Simon’s cheek, touched by his honesty. “I missed you too. I hope you know that.”

      Simon nodded. “I thought of you every time I passed your dorm room or watched the team play—without its best goalie—and I—I wondered what would have happened between us if you’d stayed. Not that I would have wanted you to stay because of me but … it left me feeling pretty twisted up inside,” he admitted. “I was happy for your success. But I thought about the ‘what-ifs’ a lot.”

      Noah sighed. “God, Simon, I did too. I was working my ass off those first few years, and I didn’t have a lot of downtime, but whenever I did, I thought about you. Whenever I saw the guys on the team with their wives, there was this bittersweet feeling of missing having a partner to come home to. And it was crazy because I wasn’t even out at the time, but I’d come home after a game and open the door and half expect to see you waiting for me.”

      He’d never even had a chance to kiss Simon and yet he’d had these flashes of the future that they might have had together.

      “Noah.” There was surprise in Simon’s dark eyes, but pleasure too and he squeezed Noah’s hand.

      “Too much?” Noah asked.

      But Simon shook his head. “No. Not at all. You weren’t the only one. I … I imagined what a future with you might have been like as well.” He ducked his head. “I told myself it was silly. Just a crush. That once we acted on the attraction it would have lost its power.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I talked myself into believing that. But now, seeing you again … I’m not so sure. Do you know how often I thought about you when we were studying in the library?” Simon murmured. “Dropping to my knees behind the stacks and unzipping your jeans …”

      Noah glanced around, heat crawling up his cheeks. “I imagined it too. Why do you think I was always fidgeting in my seat?”

      Simon laughed. “I do remember you squirming a lot. I thought you just couldn’t sit still.”

      “Only when I was around you.”

      “We missed out.” There was a tinge of wistfulness in Simon’s voice.

      “We did.” Noah shrugged. “Although I know I’m glad we never hooked up behind the back of whoever we were seeing at the time. It would have cheapened it.”

      “I like that about you.” Simon looked him square in the eye. “That you never went the easy route. That you are a standup guy who a relationship means something to.”

      “You meant too much to me,” Noah admitted, his voice turning a little raw. “You deserved the best I had to give you.”

      Simon’s eyes widened and his lips parted, but he said nothing, only staring at Noah with a sort of wide-eyed wonder that made Noah’s heart beat fast.

      Noah wondered if he’d gone too far. Maybe a little levity was called for. He leaned in. “I still sometimes fantasize about blowjobs in the stacks though,” he whispered in Simon’s ear.

      Simon laughed warmly. “Now that you mention it, I might start to again.”

      “Where’s a damn library when you need one?” Noah grumbled.

      The warm press of Simon’s shoulder sent another thrill through Noah’s body.

      “I’d be perfectly happy with a bed right now.” His lips were right against Noah’s ear, softly tickling his skin and sending a full-on shudder up Noah’s spine.

      “There aren’t any sleeping cars on this train, right?” Noah asked, craning his neck to look around again. He knew perfectly well there weren’t, but he wished there was.

      “If only.” Simon sent him a smoldering look so hot Noah had to glance away for a moment. “But what about the bathroom?”

      Noah shifted in his seat, draping his arm around Simon’s shoulders to lean in close. “Are you suggesting what I think you are?” he asked in a low voice.

      “If you think I’m talking about sex in the train bathroom, then yeah,” Simon said, his gaze bold as he set a hand on Noah’s thigh again. “Come on, twelve years of this building up …”

      Noah chuckled. “I can just see the headlines now. Fishers’ Goaltender Noah Boucher Caught in Bathroom Tryst on Snow Train.”

      Simon grimaced. “Ahh, true. I forget fame has its complications.”

      “That wasn’t a no.” Noah shot him a half-smile.

      “But is it a yes? And do we have access to … supplies? Not that I wouldn’t be perfectly happy to get on my knees and blow you, but—”

      Noah leaned in and pressed their lips together. Simon’s eyes fluttered shut but he let out a surprised little noise and Noah immediately drew back. “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Don’t you dare apologize.” Simon pressed their mouths together again and cupped the back of Noah’s head. He teased his tongue along the seam of Noah’s lips and Noah opened immediately. The feel of Simon’s mouth against his for the first time was so perfect, so right. His quiet sounds of pleasure melted into a contented hum in the back of his throat.

      The look in Simon’s eyes when he drew back made Noah glad he was sitting. His knees would have gone weak for sure. “What was that for?” Simon sounded a little breathless.

      “I’ve been dying to kiss you for more than a decade. Isn’t that enough waiting?”

      Simon smiled. “I suppose so. I wasn’t complaining. Just curious what prompted it.”

      “Well, thinking about you blowing me in the bathroom for one.”

      “How about this? We’ll do that when we stop midday,” Simon said firmly. He skimmed his knuckles across Noah’s beard, sending a little shudder through him. “And whatever else you want.”

      “I’d love that.” Noah’s voice was full of wonder that he didn’t even try to disguise. “And don’t worry, I do have supplies in my bag.”

      “Well, Mr. Boucher, it sounds like there’s a story to tell there,” Simon teased.

      Noah shrugged, his cheeks turning pink. “I, uh, learned to be good at being spontaneous when I traveled with the team. Not that I got too crazy but—”

      Simon pressed his fingers to Noah’s lips, smiling. “You don’t have to explain. We both have our pasts. Anything I need to be concerned about?”

      “Nope. It’s all good.”

      “Then let’s put your supplies to good use when the train stops in the canyon.”

      “You won’t mind missing out on the hiking and picture taking?”

      “For a chance to be with you?” Simon’s laugh was easy and genuine. “No. Definitely not. I can always come back here some other time. I’m not going to throw away this shot we have.”

      Noah cupped his cheek and leaned in for another brief kiss. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      They talked and stole a few kisses for a while until the announcement of the next sight broke through the haze.

      “Don’t you want to check it out?” Noah asked softly.

      Simon shook his head, a small smile playing at his lips. “I have everything I want to look at right in front of me. The view of Bridal Veil Falls couldn’t possibly compare to the sight of you.”

      Stunned, Noah stared at him a moment.

      He’d gotten a lot of compliments over the years. From fans, from famous women and men at the events the NHL liked to trot their star players out for. But this? From Simon? It struck him dumb.

      “Uh, Mr. Boucher?” A young female voice broke through their bubble, and they both turned to look at the teenage girl with teal streaks in her hair who bit her pierced lip. “Could my little brother get your autograph? He’s a huge fan and he won’t stop talking about you, but he’s kinda shy and …”

      “Yeah, of course.” Noah smiled reassuringly at her and stood. “Lead the way.”
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      “You go in first,” Noah said quietly when people filed off the train that afternoon, ready to stretch their legs and check out the canyon. “I’ll join you in a few?”

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      The heavy-lidded look Simon shot him sent heat racing through Noah’s body, and his hands shook when he slipped condoms and a small packet of lubricant into his pocket. Once the door closed behind Simon, Noah closed his eyes, forcing himself to take a few deep breaths. A quick glance around showed him the train was nearly empty and the people waiting to disembark were talking excitedly and paying no attention to him. Even the attendant was gone. For now at least. They’d have to be quick. And quiet.

      Heart hammering, Noah slipped into the bathroom and closed the door behind him. He turned to face Simon and his breath caught in his throat. He was so gorgeous, and Noah had wanted him for so long. He stepped forward and cupped Simon’s cheek. “This isn’t where I pictured this happening for the first time,” he whispered, staring into Simon’s dark eyes.

      “No, me either.” Simon smiled. “But I don’t care. Kiss me, Noah. I need you.”

      The words liquified Noah’s bones and he pressed their lips together, feeling the sweet, soft brush of Simon’s mouth on his for just a moment before it turned hot and needy. Simon let out a little sound in the back of his throat that Noah felt through his whole body. It was like the intervening time had dropped away, leaving nothing but the desire that had built for years in college with no outlet.

      “Oh my God, Simon, I need you too.” Noah’s voice came out rough as he pulled Simon close, roaming his hands along his body. He had lean, sinewy muscles unlike the larger, bulkier men Noah had often been with in the past. Usually hockey players. Usually closeted. Noah’s status within the league as a somewhat openly bi man meant he’d had some numbers discreetly slipped to him over the years, though it wasn’t always easy with players wandering in and out of one another’s rooms to drink and unwind after a game. He’d done all right. He’d had no complaints.

      But now, he had everything he’d ever wanted in his arms. Simon fit perfectly and they moved together with a seamless rhythm. Noah deepened the kiss, tasting Simon’s tongue, fresh from the mints they’d both popped earlier in anticipation of this moment. He crushed Simon closer to his body, feeling him melt when he chased that flavor, loving the silky glide of his tongue and the soft pants of their breathing as they came together and moved apart with needy, hungry kisses that spread warmth through Noah’s body and simultaneously filled him with contentment and a need for more.

      “I have to admit, when I saw your earring, it made me hope you’d have a pierced tongue too,” Simon said with a little laugh when he finally drew back. His lips were slick and pink, parted as he drew in a deep breath.

      Noah looked at him through his lashes, grinning. “It’s not my tongue that’s pierced …”

      “Oh?” Something sparked hot in Simon’s eyes and his grip on Noah’s hip tightened.

      “Mm-hmm. Want to find out?”

      “Yes.” Simon trailed a hand along Noah’s waistband and up under his sweater. His touch was warm, even through the T-shirt Noah wore underneath. He smoothed his hand up Noah’s abs to his pecs, pausing when he reached the barbell that went through Noah’s left nipple. “Here?”

      Noah nodded and moaned softly when Simon flicked it, toying with the metal in a way that made zings of pleasure shoot through his body and settle low in his belly. The piercings had hurt like a bitch going in, but Noah found them more than worth it now. Simon’s eyes lit up when he discovered the other nipple was pierced too, and he fitted his thigh between Noah’s as he reached up to play with both at the same time. The hard pressure of Simon’s thigh against the bulge in his jeans and the combined stimulation of both his nipples made lust roar through Noah, thickening his cock with need. When he couldn’t take another second, he grabbed Simon’s wrist.

      “Here too.” Noah guided Simon’s hand to the front of his jeans, where his hardness strained at the denim. He laced their fingers together and pressed the heel of Simon’s palm against his dick, sending a deep jolt through him. “I have a frenum piercing. It goes horizontally through the skin just behind the head and under the shaft. I’ve been told it feels really good rubbing against your prostate …”

      “Oh God.” The little growl of need and the look Simon shot him sent heat coursing through Noah’s entire body. “I’d love to feel that in me.”

      “Is that what you want now?” Noah rasped. He let go of Simon’s hand to fit their bodies tightly together. They rocked together, cocks achingly hard. The rough abrasion of fabric against his sensitive skin was just this side of uncomfortable, but he needed Simon too much to stop. “For me to fuck you? It’s going to be a tight fit.”

      “In me or in this bathroom?” Simon whispered.

      “Both.” Noah laughed softly and nipped at his neck, tasting salt and desire. In the confined space, the heat built quickly between them.

      “I can take it.”

      “Turn around then,” Noah growled. He pushed Simon up against the sink and bent him over it. It took some work to undo Simon’s jeans and work them around his winter boots but eventually he got the pants and his underwear out of the way. He ran his hands over the globes of Simon’s ass, feeling the soft skin and the tickle of the sparse, soft hair covering it. He dropped to his knees and heard the soft, surprised noise Simon made when he coaxed Simon to lift one leg and brace himself on the toilet seat. “You ready for me?”

      “Depends on what you’re going to do.” Though Simon’s words were teasing, there was a needy note in his voice that made Noah spread his cheeks apart.

      He admired Simon’s hole for a moment. “I’m going to eat you out and fuck your hole with my tongue until it’s ready to take my cock, if that’s all right with you.”

      Simon only let out a strangled noise in response, but he jutted his hips back, clearly encouraging Noah to continue.

      So Noah dove in, licking and tasting Simon’s skin, circling his opening. When he pushed his tongue inside, Simon whimpered. Loudly.

      Noah pulled back. “Bite your sweater,” he whispered. “Unless you want to risk getting caught.”

      A shiver rippled through Simon’s body but he lifted the hem of his black sweater and bit down on it, his dark eyes a needy, liquid brown as he stared at Noah over his shoulder. Noah gave him a little wink before he parted Simon’s cheeks and buried his face between them.

      He gripped Simon’s hips and lavished his attention on the tight ring of muscle, feeling it soften and relax. By the time Simon let out muffled little whimpers and rocked against his tongue, Noah was so hard he could have drilled through the floor of the train with his cock. The knowledge that they could get caught only fueled his desire and he ignored the discomfort of kneeling in the cramped bathroom.

      Later, he might be vaguely disgusted by where they were doing this all, but for now, there was nothing but Simon, trembling with need. Simon, letting out soft sounds. Simon, who he had always wanted. Simon, who Noah could barely believe was here with him now.

      Noah was so lost in what he was doing, he was startled when Simon rested a hand on his. “Need you, Noah,” he whispered, his voice raw and thready with desire.

      Noah stood, the heavy pulse of his cock insistent. He shoved his jeans down his thighs and eased his underwear over his dick. He sighed with relief when it was no longer crammed into an uncomfortable position, and he stepped closer to Simon. He kissed his neck, just below his hairline, letting the underside of his cock—and the piercing—rub against Simon’s ass cheek, leaving a sticky trail of wetness in its wake.

      He wrapped his arm around Simon’s ribs, lifting two fingers to Simon’s mouth as they stared at each other in the mirror. Simon took Noah’s fingers between his lips, his gaze never leaving Noah’s while he wet them. Noah shuddered when Simon took them deep, caressing them with his tongue before he finally lifted off. Noah’s cock throbbed in time with his heartbeat. For a moment, he debated turning Simon, pushing him to his knees, and burying his length in Simon’s mouth, but Noah knew he’d spill the moment he entered the wet warmth, and he wanted to be deep inside Simon’s ass too much to risk it.

      Fingers shiny with Simon’s spit, Noah used one hand to part his cheeks then slid carefully into his ass. Simon hung his head, shivering, but he pushed back as much as Noah pushed forward, so when Noah bottomed out, he began to gently thrust. He twisted his fingers, feeling the heady grip of Simon’s body. After a few moments of enjoying Simon’s quiet pants and small shudders, Noah withdrew.

      “Lube?” he whispered, meeting Simon’s gaze in the mirror.

      Simon passed back the small packet with trembling fingers. Noah tore it open with his teeth and slicked his fingers. He watched in the mirror while he pressed them into Simon’s body again. It was sinful to watch Simon’s lips part and his eyes flutter closed when Noah gently stroked his fingers in and out, working him open.

      Despite being painfully hard, Noah could do this forever, watching Simon take him. Loving the little noises he made in the back of his throat every time Noah twisted his hand just right.

      “No more teasing, Noah,” Simon begged after a few minutes.

      Reluctantly, Noah eased out and reached for the condom, knowing it was going to feel even better to have his whole cock buried inside Simon’s heat.

      His hands shook when he tore the foil open and carefully smoothed the condom over his piercing and down his shaft. He lowered Simon’s leg to the floor and gently coaxed him to lift the other knee and rest it on the edge of the counter. “Just like that,” he whispered, and Simon met his gaze in the mirror again as he brought the sweater to his mouth again and bit down on it.

      Noah let out a strangled groan at the sight and shuffled forward. He nudged at Simon’s entrance with the tip of his cock and Simon shifted, encouraging him. He gripped Simon’s hips with one hand and used the other to steady his dick when he pushed inside, their gazes never leaving each other’s in the mirror.

      The muffled gasp from Simon made Noah hesitate, but the look in his eyes and the way he shoved back told him it wasn’t a bad thing, and he sank forward, Simon’s body slowly letting go of the tension to allow him in.

      The tight grip of Simon’s body made Noah’s head swim. He’d dreamed of being inside Simon like this for years. “You feel so good,” he whispered against Simon’s ear, licking at the soft skin and nibbling with his teeth. “Do you know how many times I imagined this?”

      This time, the shake of Simon’s head was definitely a no. “I used to lay on my bed in the dorms and think about you. I’d imagine kissing you. Touching you. Filling you. You filling me. I spent hours wanting you in my bed, Simon. And you feel so much better than I ever dreamed.”

      Simon nodded, his lips parting and the shirt falling down as he tilted his head back to rest it against Noah’s shoulder. It showed off the long, gorgeous lines of his neck, the white skin darkened with stubble. Noah suddenly wished he could press his lips to the gentle dip of Simon’s clavicle, but instead he placed his hand over Simon’s mouth, muffling the soft cries he released when Noah bottomed out.

      “Oh, Simon,” Noah whispered, the words almost a prayer as he began to rock his hips. And then he closed his eyes and there was only the soft grip of Simon’s body and the heat between them. Sex like this—standing up in a public bathroom—should have felt tawdry, but it felt sacred instead of profane.

      It felt like Noah had come home. Like all those years had been building to bring him to this moment. Simon’s breath was hot against Noah’s palm, his panting harsh, his body quaking.

      “Take your cock in your hand,” Noah coaxed. Simon trembled and did it. “Stroke yourself. I want to feel you coming around me.”

      For a few moments, there was nothing but the sounds of Noah’s soft pants and the quiet slap of their bodies together, until Simon’s whole body tightened, his channel clamping down around Noah’s shaft in a vise-like grip that sent Noah shuddering over the edge too. Noah buried his head against Simon’s shoulder, gasping when he filled the condom and the spasms of Simon’s body milked him empty. Long after they’d both stopped trembling, they stood there, breathing heavily. Noah smoothed his hand up and down Simon’s chest and stomach, feeling the soft tickle of his hair. The beat of his heart. The rightness of the moment.

      “Mon Dieu, Simon,” he whispered, “That was …”

      Simon let out a contented little noise, his head lolling against Noah’s shoulder again. Noah cupped his cheek to turn his head, then leaned in for a rough-tender kiss. It was an awkward angle, but Simon’s mouth was sweet and Noah knew there was no way in hell he was ever letting Simon go again.

      This time around, he’d do whatever it took to keep Simon in his life.
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s legs still trembled when Noah finally eased out of him. He felt empty without Noah’s thick cock filling him, and he shivered at the cool air hitting the naked parts of his body. Noah had been so big and warm against him and inside of him, heating his skin and overwhelming him with sensation. Simon wondered what it would have been like if they’d been fully nude and stretched out in a bed. Might not have survived the encounter, he thought with a silent, rueful laugh when he reached for some tissue to clean up with. It was rough against his tender hole and he flinched.

      “You okay?” Noah asked quietly, his tone concerned as he reached out to stroke Simon’s back. “I know the piercing can be a lot. Not everyone likes it.”

      “Oh, I like it.” Simon reassured him. “I’m a little sore, but God that was amazing, Noah.” He turned and kissed him, not wanting this moment to end. “Better than I ever dreamed. Trust me, you weren’t the only one who imagined this.” He leaned in. “And it wasn’t just in college. Don’t think I never pulled up one of your pictures on the internet and thought about you.”

      Noah let out a feral little growl that made Simon grin. Noah was such an intriguing mix of rough and sexy and assertive with these moments of soft sweetness. It drove Simon crazy. In the absolute best of ways.

      Noah pulled him closer. “If you’re not careful, I’ll have to fuck you again.” Noah said against his lips. “I don’t know if I could come again but I could definitely get hard.”

      Simon felt the soft brush of Noah’s cock against his hip. “We probably stretched our luck this first time. We shouldn’t tempt fate.”

      Noah let out a little grumble, but he nodded. “Fine.”

      It took a few minutes to get re-dressed and clean up any remnant of their tryst. The small space smelled of sex, but there was nothing to be done about that. After they’d neatened their clothes and hair, they stared at each other.

      “You leave first,” Noah said. He brushed their lips together.

      “You say that like my legs will work,” Simon muttered, but he reached for the door handle. “Fine.”

      Simon slipped out, trying to act nonchalant. Since his thighs felt like they were made of jelly from getting his brain fucked out by the man he’d had a crush on for years, he didn’t think he’d pull it off well but, thankfully, there wasn’t another soul in sight to notice him stumbling around with a stupid grin on his face.

      His gaze fell on his camera bag, still lying on the seat, and he blanched, reality returning like a blast of icy air. He babied his Nikon D850. He never, ever left it unattended. In fact, he’d always joked that if he fell in a river or something, he’d save the camera before he saved himself. The fact that he’d left it in plain sight for anyone to steal meant he had been well and truly distracted by Noah.

      He frantically rifled through the bag but everything was in place. All the lenses. The filters and accessories. Even his wallet and passport, which he’d tucked into a small compartment in the back, were still there. Thank God.

      “Hey.” Simon felt a warm hand on his back and glanced over to see Noah studying him with a worried frown. “Everything okay? You look a whole lot less happy than you did a few minutes ago.”

      Just thinking about that put the smile back on his face. “It’s okay. I realized I left my camera out here and I was worried about it. Looks like everything’s here though. Good thing, because my passport was in the bag too and going through the border again without it would be a nightmare.”

      “When are you heading home?” Noah asked.

      “I was planning to drive back tonight. Why?”

      “Well …” Noah smirked at him. “I have a hotel room that’s a fifteen-minute walk from the train station. I was thinking about inviting you to join me, if you don’t have anywhere you have to be tonight or tomorrow morning.”

      “Oh.” Simon blinked at him. “I don’t have a change of clothes or a toothbrush, but I could probably be persuaded to stay overnight. I’ll have to head out at a decent time tomorrow, I have a gallery meeting in the afternoon I can’t miss.”

      “Check-out is at eleven and I have to be at the airport to fly back to Toronto anyway. It’ll be difficult to let you go in the morning but I think we can get you back to Michigan in time for your meeting. I’ll even loan you some clean underwear and the hotel will probably have a toothbrush.”

      “Sounds good.” Simon stole a quick kiss. “I’d like that.”

      Noah pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. “We still have almost an hour to check out the scenery. Want to go work your magic with your camera?”

      “I’d love to.”

      They bundled up and left the train car. There were a few people walking around the clearing, but it appeared most were probably on the trails or in the dining car. The views were breathtaking—and so was the cold—but they were both dressed warmly and wearing sturdy winter boots, so they should be fine.

      “You want to go on the trail?” Noah asked, studying the sign that showed several trails of varying lengths and difficulties. “I don’t think we can make it all the way to Bridal Veil Falls, but it looks like this Black Beaver Falls loop should be doable in the time we have left.”

      “It’ll take me longer than the average person. I’m prone to stopping to take pictures,” Simon said doubtfully.

      “Oh, I remember,” Noah said with a chuckle, and Simon recollected a hiking trip they and their friends had taken in college. Noah had lagged behind, keeping him company, never once complaining at the slow pace and frequent stops so Simon could take pictures.

      “I’d forgotten about that day,” he said softly. “But yeah, let’s go. You can keep me in line if I’m not going fast enough.”

      Noah smiled at him. “I loved watching you take pictures, you just … you got this look on your face.”

      Simon gave him a puzzled frown. “What look is that?”

      “You seemed peaceful. Like you were in your element. I knew how it felt. I felt that way on the ice.”

      “Do you miss it?” Simon asked as they passed several people coming back on the trail. One of them did a double-take at the sight of Noah. “Playing, I mean.”

      “Yes. And I think we might have won the Cup last season if I’d been able to play. God, that sounds so arrogant of me, doesn’t it?”

      “No,” Simon replied. “Fanueil tried, but he just wasn’t up to it. I can’t imagine it’s easy to step into your shoes—or skates, as it were—and he hadn’t played that many games last season. They didn’t relieve you much.”

      Which, if speculation was accurate, was one of the reasons that Noah had been plagued with so many knee issues over the years.

      “Sounds like you’re more than a casual hockey fan,” Noah teased.

      Simon glanced at him out of the corners of his eyes. “What can I say? I’ve always been a big La Bouche fan.”

      Noah laughed loudly. “That damn nickname.”

      “You don’t like being called ‘The Mouth’? I dunno. Seems pretty accurate.”

      “Based off what we did earlier or …”

      “Well, there’s that. But I remember how often you used to annoy the refs with your chirping. Especially early on in your career.”

      “Guilty as charged,” Noah said. His eyes twinkled.

      “Where are you at with your rehab?” Simon asked, nodding toward Noah’s knees. “Will you be getting back on the ice soon?”

      “That’s the plan,” Noah said. “I have to go through a final round of testing next week before I know for sure, but I’m hopeful.”

      “And you’ll be back on the ice this season?”

      “That’s the idea.” Noah lifted a shoulder. “It’s a gamble. There’s always the possibility I’ll get out there and my knee will tell me absolutely not. Or I’ll choke.” He let out a rueful little laugh. “So much of goaltending is mental, and I may not be able to get my head together enough to play well. But I’ve gotta try.”

      “Of course.” Simon cupped his cheek. “I understand that.”

      Hockey was everything to Noah. Although Simon would love to be a part of Noah’s future, he had to be realistic about what happened after today. Sure, he could spend the night with Noah, but tomorrow he’d have to walk away.

      If Noah’s return went well, who knew how long his career would last?

      It was college all over again, but at least this time they knew what they were getting into. Though that hadn’t stopped Simon from letting Noah into his body—and his heart—this time around.

      Now that he knew how perfect it could be with Noah, could he really let him go?

      Simon turned away and caught a glimpse of the Agawa River, frozen over in some parts and topped with mounds of snow that gleamed bright against the dark open water. The canyon walls rose up around it, densely covered in evergreen trees, which had all been dusted with a sprinkle of snow. The sky was vast and blue above, with greyish clouds promising more snow. Simon lifted his camera, entranced by the winter light.

      “Wow, look at that,” he whispered, all worries about a future with Noah fading away. He popped his lens cap off and lined up the shot. Adjusting the zoom lens and clicking away to get several different shots of the same scene was as easy as breathing for him. Blown up, they would be amazing.

      When he was done, he turned to see Noah staring at him with a soft smile. He held out his hand and Simon took it gladly.

      “I’ve missed you, Simon,” Noah said, and the note in his voice made Simon’s throat ache.

      “I’ve missed you too, Noah,” he said quietly. “I’ve missed you a lot.”
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      When they returned to the train, Noah turned to Simon. “I wonder if we can still grab a boxed lunch. I know they were selling some in the dining car.”

      Simon glanced at his phone. “There’s about ten minutes before we need to be back on the train. It’s worth a try.”

      They slipped into the short line in the dining car and perused their options.

      “Hmm,” Noah said. “I’m thinking about the curried chickpea salad and the roast beef sandwich.”

      “Yum. I was debating between the cold Asian noodle salad and the roast turkey sandwich.”

      “Want to get all four of those and split them?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      They waited in the line to pay and a few moments later, the dining car worker handed over a bag of food. “Please let me know if I can get you anything else,” she said with a cheerful smile.

      “No, I think we’re set.” Noah held out his credit card while Simon took the bag.

      She waved off his payment. “No charge. We want you back on the ice, Mr. Boucher, and this is our little contribution.”

      “Oh.” Noah’s cheeks felt a little warm. “Thank you for the lunch. That’s very kind.”

      The woman looked a little sheepish. “It was all my manager.” She gestured to a woman standing nearby who looked a bit starstruck. “Truthfully, I wouldn’t have recognized you, but she pointed you out. I don’t watch men’s hockey, but I do know your name. My girlfriend loved watching you play. She’s in a women’s league.”

      Noah smiled widely at her. “Awesome. What position? And would you like me to sign an autograph for her or for your manager?”

      They were at the end of the line, so Noah spoke with the women for a few minutes as the rest of the staff cleaned up the dining car. When an announcement about everyone returning to their seats chimed, he excused himself.

      “Do you enjoy fan encounters?” Simon asked when they were seated again.

      “Most of the time,” Noah said. “Occasionally people cross the line and get handsy, which makes me uncomfortable, but for the most part it’s fun. It was weird at first, but now I enjoy it.”

      “That makes sense,” Simon said. He unpacked the bag, setting it on the tray tables in front of them. “Oh, this noodle salad looks good. I think they threw in some extra stuff too. There’s a lot more food than I expected.”

      “Stick with me, baby, and I’ll show you the best Canada has to offer,” Noah said with a little wink.

      Simon laughed. “I think you’ve already done that.”

      Noah grinned, his blood heating at the thought of their bathroom encounter. He couldn’t wait to see what they could do in a bed when they had no time constraints.

      After lunch, lulled by the motion of the train and tired from the sex, hiking, and an overly large lunch, Noah fell asleep with his head on Simon’s shoulder.

      When he woke half an hour later, Simon gave him a distracted glance and returned to staring out the window, headphones in his ears. Noah frowned, wondering what was catching his attention. The views weren’t quite as good on the return tour and as the clouds deepened, the light faded and there was little to see besides an endless parade of snow-topped trees.

      “Mr. Boucher?” Noah looked over to see Jeff, the kid whose sister had approached him earlier. “Um, would you and your boyfriend like some brownies?” He held out a napkin with two amazing-looking fudgy brownies slathered in a rich chocolate frosting. “My mom made them. She owns a bakery.”

      Boyfriend. Noah liked the idea of Simon being in his life like that. And the easy acceptance from fans. Of course, the pint-sized ones were probably easier to win over.

      “Thanks, that would be great.” He smiled as he took the desserts. Their packed lunches had contained cookies and rice crispy treats, but Noah didn’t have the heart to tell the kid no. “And I think I told you to call me Noah,” he gently reminded him.

      Jeff’s answering smile was shy. “I hope you like the brownie, Noah.”

      “I probably won’t have it right away because I’m really full right now, but I’m sure I will enjoy it a lot when I try it. Tell your mom thanks, okay?”

      “I will!” Jeff bounced away, a grin on his face.

      “Do you want kids?” Noah blurted out when he turned back to face Simon.

      He pulled his headphones out, blinking at him. “What?”

      “Do you want kids? Someday. Not like, today or tomorrow.”

      “Well, it generally takes some time to acquire them so yeah, I assumed you didn’t mean immediately. Unless you’re thinking about stealing the nice kid with brownies, and I think that would be an even bigger scandal than if our bathroom shenanigans got out.”

      Noah laughed. He’d missed Simon’s weird sense of humor. “Jeff seems to have a nice family. I’m not going to kidnap him. I just mean … I don’t know, are kids on your radar for your future at all?”

      “Sure,” Simon said slowly. “I mean, I always thought I’d like one or two. You?”

      “Same,” Noah agreed, glad they were on the same page. “Not right away. I have hockey to play, and once I retire, I’ll need to get settled into my new life. And obviously I’d like to make sure I have a good solid relationship with someone first, but yeah, I would like that someday.”

      Simon nodded and threaded his fingers through Noah’s. “You’re going to be a great dad, Noah.”

      With you? Noah wondered. But it was way, way too soon for that conversation.

      Noah grimaced and leaned his head back against the seat. He had a habit of rushing into things, and he knew if he wanted to keep Simon around, he was going to have to rein that in a bit.

      But it was hard when everything he’d ever wanted was right in front of him.
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      After several hours, a decadent brownie, and more conversation, they pulled into the train station in Sault Ste. Marie again.

      Simon’s heart was heavy while they waited for everyone else to leave their seats and begin filing off the train before they stood.

      “Ready to head back to my hotel?” Noah asked as they walked up the aisle to the exit. “I was thinking we should do a ride share or something. I didn’t mind the walk here, but my knee makes me leery of black ice and, well, the weather’s getting nasty.” He gestured outside where snow gusted up on an icy wind, swirling around the train. It was dark out already.

      “I have my car,” Simon said. “I’ll drive.”

      “Perfect. There should be plenty of parking at the hotel. It’s a decent place. One of the big chains, so it’s not quite as fancy as the places I stay at when we’re on the road but it’s clean and there’s a king-size bed.” He winked, but Simon just gave him a distracted nod, his mind whirling with everything he wanted to say to Noah. God, he was going to hate to put out that light in Noah’s eyes. He looked so excited about the idea of spending a night together, but Simon was having second thoughts.

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      Noah thanked the staff on the way out and the woman who’d given them their lunch waved. When they stepped off the train, Noah waved to Jeff and his family. Jeff ran up and wrapped his arms around Noah’s waist in a quick hug.

      The surprised and touched look on Noah’s face almost did Simon in. According to Noah, Jeff had been too shy when Noah had asked if he’d wanted a hug earlier.

      Now, Noah crouched down to look the kid in the face. “That was nice, but what was that for?”

      “I dunno. Just wanted to say thanks for the autograph.”

      “Yeah, any time. Want a picture too?” he asked.

      Jeff’s eyes lit up. “Yeah!”

      Jeff’s mom gave Noah a warm look over the top of his head. “Thank you,” she mouthed as she held up her phone.

      He gave her a small nod, then slung his arm over top of Jeff’s shoulders. Simon absolutely ached, watching it. Noah was so good with fans. He was meant to be a hockey player. And that was the problem. Simon would never ask him to give that up. Sure, they wanted the same things eventually, like kids and a committed relationship, but that future was a long way off. With God knew how many years of hockey ahead of Noah, Simon’s gallery to get off the ground, and the distance, there was no way they could make it work.

      So why did Simon want that so badly?

      Probably because Noah was everything Simon had ever hoped for in a partner. Not that a day together was much time to get to know a person, but they had years of friendship as a foundation. And nothing he’d seen today had made him worry that Noah had changed beyond recognition. Just Noah, shining and bright. Which made sense. He was a star, after all. But like the stars, he was out of Simon’s reach.

      After they took the picture, Noah looked Jeff in the eye again. “You keep playing hockey, okay? If you really want to play for the Fishers like me someday, don’t give up.”

      “I will, Noah, I promise.” Jeff’s eyes shone. “Thanks. Bye!” He darted off and Noah turned to face Simon again.

      “Thanks for being patient.”

      Simon gave him a soft smile. “You’re a great role model. Seriously.”

      Noah shrugged off the praise like it was unimportant, hiked his bag higher on his shoulder, and held out a hand. “Come on. Let’s get to the hotel. There’s a big tub in my room we can share.”

      They spoke of small, unimportant things on the ride to the hotel, but when Simon pulled up in front rather than park, Noah frowned at him.

      “What are you doing? I can walk to the front door from the parking lot. I know I’m an old busted-up hockey player, but it’s not that dire.”

      Simon couldn’t even manage a weak laugh at the joke. “I’m not sure this is such a great idea, Noah,” he admitted. He smoothed his hands over the steering wheel and licked his lips, staring out the windshield.

      “You’re not sure what is?”

      “Me coming in. Spending the night with you. I … I should get home.” A few flakes of snow swirled in the glare of the headlights.

      “Well, if you need to get back to Michigan tonight, I understand,” Noah said, but the disappointment in his voice came through clearly. “I know we’re supposed to get some heavy snow tonight, but I promise to get you on the road in plenty of time in the morning. I really want to spend the night with you, and I thought it would give us a chance to figure out how we’ll make this work.”

      Simon turned, blinking at him. “Well, there really isn’t a way to make anything work, is there? I mean, whether it’s tonight or tomorrow morning, after this, we go our separate ways, right? What’s there to figure out?” His tone was bleak.

      Noah reared back, a confused frown crossing his face. “What? I don’t understand. I thought you wanted to see where this was going to go. Between us.”

      “Yeah, a part of me wants to. But you’re in Toronto and I’m in Michigan. We can’t … I’ve got the gallery and you have hockey and …”

      Noah protested. “Yeah but—”

      Simon continued, overriding his objection. “Trying to get a business up and running is going to be tough enough. On top of you playing pro hockey, and a long-distance relationship …” He rested his hand on Noah’s thigh. “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just … look, I did the long-distance thing with my ex for a while, and it was rough. I don’t want to do it again. Especially not with you. I don’t want to resent you for not making it to my gallery opening because you’ve got a game. And to try to do that for years?” He shook his head. “I’d rather remember it like this. One perfect day together that I can look back on fondly.”

      But Noah shook his head, smiling, not a trace of worry in his expression.

      Simon gave him a quizzical look, but Noah grabbed the front of his parka. “I say this with all due respect, but you’re a bit of an idiot, Simon.”

      “What?” He blinked at him.

      Noah reached out to cup the back of his head. “If you’d let me get a word in edgewise, you dope, I’d tell you that I’m retiring at the end of this season.”

      “What? Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh,” Simon breathed. That changed things.

      Noah sobered. “And yes, hockey is an issue in the meantime. I’ll be in Toronto through the end of this season, and if I have my way, we’ll make it through the playoffs and into the finals,” he added. “But, that’s six more months at most.”

      “But what if you—"

      Noah pressed a finger to Simon’s lips, cutting off his words. “Let me guess, you’re about to ask me what’ll happen if I change my mind about retiring?”

      Simon nodded.

      “I won’t change my mind. I’m quitting. There is no next season for me.” Noah smoothed a hand over Simon’s hair with a smile. Despite his worries, Simon leaned into the touch. “This is my final one. I want one last shot at the Cup. I want to go out with a bang.”

      Simon chewed his lip. “What if the Fishers don’t make it to the playoffs this year? Won’t you want a shot at it again?”

      Noah’s swallow was audible in the quiet car. “I might. But my contract ends with this season. Will they offer me a new one? If my knee holds out, I’m sure they will. But if I have a life after hockey to look forward to, I’m going to retire, no matter what I get offered.”

      Simon was flattered but that worried him a little. What if Noah quit and regretted it? What if he resented Simon because of it? “I wouldn’t want you to quit for me.”

      “I know that. And I’m not. I’ve been planning this since my injury. I was in a rough place at first, but I finally got my head together and realized I was lucky. I want this final season, but after that, I’m looking forward to the next part of my life, you know? Even if we don’t win the Cup, I’ve had a great hockey career and I’m excited to focus on some other things.”

      “But what do you plan to do after?”

      “I’m opening a restaurant with my brother-in-law.”

      Simon blinked. Not what he’d expected. Noah becoming an agent or trying to get a coaching position maybe, but a restaurant owner?

      “He’s a chef,” Noah continued. “And I’ve been taking some business and restaurant management classes while I rehabbed my knee. I’m excited about it. It’s a sports bar and restaurant, so nothing too fancy, but it’ll be the real deal. None of this chain shit. Good food. Real atmosphere. And owned and operated by a genuine NHL player.” He shot Simon a little wink.

      “You’ll be great.” Though he wouldn’t have pictured it initially, now that he thought about it, he could absolutely see Noah in that role.

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah, you’re great with people. I look forward to visiting it someday.”

      “If I have anything to say about it, you’ll be by my side when we open.” Noah rested his forehead against Simon’s for a moment before he drew back. “So I have that to look forward to and a whole new life planned. I have loved every second of my NHL career”—he made a face—“well, could’ve done without the knee shit, eh, but other than that, I’ve loved my career. I’ve had a great one, Simon. It’s been incredible. And yeah, I want one last shot at the Cup, but I am genuinely excited about my future after hockey too, and I want you to be a part of that.”

      “I want that too, Noah.” But there was still worry lodged in the pit of Simon’s stomach. “But even after you are done playing, won’t you have commitments back in Toronto with the restaurant?”

      Noah chuckled. “There you go again, assuming we’re doomed. Simon, I’ve been planning to move back to the United States for years. All my family’s there now. My sister and brother-in-law—who’s an American, by the way—live in Michigan. They have a bunch of kids, and she had a rough pregnancy with the last one, so my parents moved to Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan, to help out. That’s the guy I’m opening the restaurant with. The restaurant is right on Portage Street with a view of the Soo Locks. So, unless you think dating across town is too much of a difficult—”

      Simon pressed his lips to Noah’s, a pulse of relief going through his whole body at the news.

      “I am an idiot,” Simon muttered against his mouth. “I made a mountain out of a molehill and assumed that we’d never have a chance to explore a relationship and forgot to actually talk to you about it first.”

      “It’s okay. I like you anyway.” Noah drew back and gave him a reassuring smile. “You’re a handsome idiot and we can work on the communication thing.”

      Simon laughed and this time he was the one who grabbed the front of Noah’s jacket. “Thank you for being patient with me.”

      Noah’s expression grew serious as he traced his thumb across Simon’s cheek. “I’ve waited twelve years for you, Simon Lawrence. I can wait a while longer until you trust that, this time, I’m not letting you go without a fight. A chance to see if we have a future is all I’m asking for.”
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      “The light is shit,” Simon muttered. He snapped another picture of Noah, who was stretched out on the hotel bed, naked and quite obviously hard underneath the white sheet he’d dragged up to his hips. It left his torso gloriously bare, and Simon had been itching to photograph every single damn inch of him since they got naked a few hours ago. They’d taken a leisurely bath together earlier, eaten room service, and now Simon was getting to do the one thing he’d been dreaming about for years. Unfortunately, he didn’t have most of his gear with him. He really hadn’t come prepared for an indoor portrait shoot.

      “Forget the camera and come to bed.” Noah put an arm up, propping his head on it. He shoved the sheet down to display his erection. Simon let out a little noise of appreciation as he licked his lips. “I need you.”

      “Okay. Can we do this another time though?” Simon asked, reluctantly setting his camera aside. He was dying to capture every glorious side of Noah’s incredible body, but it could wait. There were more important things, like a naked man who wanted him.

      “Sure. Can’t promise I won’t distract you again but …” Noah lazily tugged at his dick, his gaze never leaving Simon’s. “I’ll try to behave.”

      Simon’s lips curled up in amusement as he crawled back onto the bed, careful to avoid Noah’s left knee. He’d said he wasn’t dealing with any pain but Simon wasn’t taking any chances with Noah’s future. He imagined the fervor of Toronto’s fans directed at him for taking out their favorite goaltender and shuddered.

      For a moment, Simon just stared at Noah’s incredible body. Unlike most people with reddish hair, Noah wasn’t pale or freckled. There were just acres of smooth golden skin over hard muscle. “I half expected you’d have tattoos,” Simon admitted.

      “No. I like them on other people, but I never really had the desire to get any myself.” Noah toyed with one of the barbells through his nipple and Simon’s whole body went hot. He hadn’t known he was that into guys with piercings but something about it on Noah made him crazy.

      “I’m not complaining,” Simon said. “I think you’re perfect just the way you are.”

      Noah smirked. “Perfect, eh?”

      Simon just shook his head, chuckling as he settled between Noah’s muscular thighs. They were softly dusted with hair and Simon ran a hand up them, loving the feel against his palms. “Don’t let it go to your head, Boucher,” he teased.

      He brushed his nose against the soft, curling strands of red-gold hair, then leisurely licked his way up the shaft. When he used his tongue to toy with the barbell, the groan Noah let out was sinful.

      “Fuck, Simon.”

      “How long have you had these piercings?”

      “They’re new-ish.” Noah smiled. “I expect I’ll get a lot of shit from the boys when I go back. I got them when I was recovering from surgery.” Noah played with Simon’s hair, a fond smile on his face. “I wasn’t going to be any use in bed to anyone for a while and they take weeks to heal. I figured if I was going to be out of commission, I might as well do it all in one go.”

      “Smart. I might need to inspect them more thoroughly though.”

      Noah grinned. “I think I’d better let you get to it then.” But when Simon leaned in to do so, Noah pressed a hand to his cheek. “Actually, how would you feel about fucking me?”

      “Strongly in favor,” Simon said with a laugh.

      Noah reached for a pillow. “All you ever have to do is ask. I’m all yours, you know?” The promise in his gaze was electric.

      “I’ll keep that in mind for the future.”

      Simon helped Noah prop his hips up on a pillow but when he shifted to reach for the lube and condoms, Noah stilled his hand.

      “Kiss me,” Noah begged, and Simon leaned in and pressed their lips together. They kissed for a long time, even while Simon opened Noah up with slick fingers and smoothed on the latex. He only sat back long enough to position himself at Noah’s entrance. Noah stared at him, wide-eyed and trusting. Big and sweet and kind and eager and everything Simon had ever dreamed of.

      For a moment, he wondered how many people in the world had pictured Noah Boucher in this position. And then he eased into him, and he got too lost in the silky grip of his body and the ability to think at all disappeared.

      It didn’t matter how many people wanted Noah. Simon was the one in bed with him now.
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      When Noah’s alarm went off in the morning, he squinted, blearily slapping at the nightstand to find his phone. He nearly dropped it twice before he turned it off and stopped the beeping. They’d left the curtains open and dim morning light peeked around the shades.

      “Not a morning person, are you?” Simon asked with a little laugh.

      “Nope.” Noah groused. “Nice to wake up to you though.” He wrapped his arms around Simon and dragged him closer. Noah pressed a kiss to Simon’s neck, enjoying the way it made him shiver.

      “This is nice,” Simon agreed. It sounded like he was smiling. “Why’d you set the alarm for so early?”

      “Because …” Noah nuzzled his cheek with his nose. “I wanted some time with you before we have to get up and shower.”

      “Time for what?” Simon teased.

      Noah rocked his hips, nudging against Simon’s thigh with his cock, hard enough to hammer railroad spikes.

      “Time for this.” Noah’s grip was purposeful as he rolled Simon onto his right side and pushed his thigh up into a bent position. There, that should make it clear what he had in mind.

      “Oh.”

      Noah just smiled in the dim room and reached for a little packet. When his fingers were slick, he teased Simon’s rim.

      “Think we’ve got time?” Simon asked, gasping when Noah breached his hole. He was probably still sensitive from the night before. “Don’t tease. I need your cock.”

      Noah chuckled. “We’ve got time. I’ll miss my damn flight if I have to.” He reached for a condom and rolled it on.

      “No.” Simon shook his head. “The faster you get to Toronto, the faster you come back to the Soo.”

      “The faster I come back to you,” Noah whispered, curving his body around Simon’s.

      Simon tensed at the first blunt nudge of Noah’s dick inside him but when Noah kissed his shoulder, he softened and relaxed. Noah eased through his opening, achingly slowly and the small bump from the barbell made Simon whimper.

      “Oh, Noah.” Simon groped for his hand, weaving their fingers together and pressing them hard against his sternum.

      “I know.” Noah’s voice was strained when he breached those final few inches. “I never dreamed it would be like this with anyone.”

      “Me either.”

      Noah bent his head, nudging Simon’s jaw with his nose until he turned his head so they could kiss. Noah rocked in and out of his body, every inch of him wrapped up in Simon’s snug heat. Noah had never felt such an urge to go deep, to bury himself inside someone. He wanted to move into Simon, set up camp there, and never leave.

      “You’re mine, Simon,” he said with a hoarse whimper.

      For a moment, he wondered if he’d scared Simon off with his intensity, but Simon merely smiled and reached up to stroke his cheek. “I am. I think maybe a part of me always hoped we’d find each other again. I’ve just been waiting for the time to be right for us.”

      Noah swallowed past the tightness in his throat and moved again in a sweet, slow rhythm. He could hear the quiet sounds of Simon’s breath catching on every stroke in, feel the heat of his skin. Noah’s whole body was alive with the feel of Simon against him and around him. “I’m not going to last long,” he whispered.

      “Me either.” Simon arched to meet his thrust and when Noah wrapped a hand around his cock, he closed his eyes. But Noah couldn’t stop watching. He had to see every single reaction Simon had. And when Noah came into the condom a few minutes later, it was almost secondary to the pleasure he felt at seeing Simon’s face when he fell apart, spurting wetly in Noah’s hand, body trembling.

      After, Noah settled on his back with Simon in the crook of his arm. They were both damp with sweat and they’d need to get up and shower soon, but this was perfect.

      Noah let out a little sound of contentment and Simon kissed the hollow of his collarbone in answer, making him shiver.

      “How does it feel like we picked up where we left off?” Noah asked. He propped himself up on one arm. “We never had this before.”

      “I don’t know,” Simon said, caressing his cheek. “I feel it too though.”

      “I’m sorry we lost touch before,” Noah whispered.

      Simon smiled. “I’m not.”

      Noah jerked in surprise but Simon held him in place and stared him in the eye. “I couldn’t have gone a decade with you in the NHL, Noah. Maybe that’s selfish of me but the thought of you being gone all of the time …”

      “No, I get it,” Noah said softly. “It’s a lot for anyone. There’s a crazy high divorce rate in the NHL for a reason. The travel takes its toll on a couple. And yeah, I came out, but it took me a damn long time. Expecting you to be okay with staying a secret …”

      “Exactly. Besides, I had things I needed to do in my life too. I needed to get this gallery started. If I’d been all wrapped up in a sexy hockey player, I might never have done it. I needed to prove it to myself. So this was the right time,” he said, his tone confident. “It’s crazy but there was no better time for us to meet up again.”

      “Yeah, that’s true,” Noah agreed. Funny the way it had all worked out.

      “It is.” Simon’s tone was soft. Loving. And Noah realized he’d said that aloud. That or Simon could read his mind. Honestly, neither would surprise him.

      “So,” Noah said firmly, shifting so they were face to face. “We’re going to look at a schedule and see when we can fly back and forth to see each other. And we’re going to have crazy hot Skype sex in between. And, if you want, you can come cheer me on at a few games. And in the meantime, I’m going to woo you.”

      “You are, huh?” Simon’s tone was teasing.

      “Oh yes.” Noah rolled him onto his back and grinned down at him. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you, Mr. Lawrence.”

      “Guess it’s a good thing you missed your train the other day.”

      “I guess so.”

      Simon wet his lips, expression growing serious. “Do you believe in fate?”

      Noah smiled. “I definitely do now.”
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      Simon smiled the whole drive home. The American border patrol officers gave him some weird looks when he handed over his passport with a stupid grin, but after a few questions, they waved him through.

      And he was still smiling when he arrived back at the gallery.

      “Well look at you,” Leah said as he walked into the office. “Looks like you had quite the vacation. I know landscape photography always puts you in a good mood but damn.”

      Simon laughed. “I, uh, ran into an old friend on the trip.”

      Leah smirked at him. “Looks like you did more than run into him. What’s his name?”

      “Uh, well.” Simon frowned. “I’m not sure I can tell you that.”

      That was one thing they hadn’t discussed. If they were going public with their relationship. Given Noah’s fame, Simon wouldn’t blame him if he wanted to lay low for a bit.

      “Could it be Noah Boucher, perhaps? Of the Toronto Fisher Cats?” Leah poked at his sternum. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew him!”

      “What?” He blinked at her, wondering if a fan had snapped a picture of them that had gone viral. “How in the hell did you …”

      Leah smirked. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the gallery got a follow on Instagram from one LaBouche83 with the little blue check mark next to it. And maybe I peeped at his account and saw a super fucking swoony post about you.”

      “About me?” Simon pulled his phone out of his pocket. “What?” His eyes widened when he opened Instagram and saw the number of messages, likes, and comments he had waiting. “Jesus. That’s a lot of people following me and the gallery now.”

      “Mmhmm,” Leah said. “Way to go promoting our business.”

      Simon chuckled. “Not why I reconnected with Noah but …”

      His mouth dropped as he stared at the post Noah had tagged him in. It was a snap from their walk in the canyon of Simon taking a shot of the landscape with his digital SLR camera. It was a lovely shot. He was turned away from the phone camera, body framed by the snowy trees. The composition was excellent for an amateur. Simon swiped to the second picture and was stunned to see his own face. He was laughing, half turned back toward Noah, and he suddenly remembered the moment, the feeling he’d had in his chest when he’d looked at Noah, the overwhelming desire and affection he’d experienced.

      The picture was stunning.

      Leah and other photographers he’d worked with over the years had taken hundreds, if not thousands of photos of him, but this shot, this moment in time, was the most incredible one he’d ever seen. Because it was so real, so raw, so unguarded.

      Simon’s gaze dropped to the caption and his heart almost stopped.

      Do you ever feel like fate has a plan for you? After missing my first train, I ended up on the same one as my college crush @SimonLawrencePhotog.

      Ladies and gentlemen (and all of you lovely gender non-conforming people too), look at that man. Have you ever seen anyone more beautiful?

      People have been asking me for a long time when I’m going to stop being a free agent (romantically). Well, the time is now. It turns out, I’ve been waiting for my path to cross his again.

      There was a string of hashtags after that didn’t really register, because the number of likes for the post made Simon lightheaded. “Forty-three thousand?” he whispered. “Over forty thousand people have seen this?”

      Leah chuckled. “You my friend, are officially a big fucking deal.”

      “Yeah, cause I’m dating an NHL star,” he muttered. His brain stuttered at the thought of that.

      “No, the fans think you’re pretty too,” she joked. “Look at those comments.”

      Simon’s cheeks heated as he scanned through a few of them. Well damn.

      “Okay, this is officially bizarre,” he said with a laugh. He put away his phone, too weirded out to continue.

      “So …” Leah grabbed his arm. “You need to tell me everything.”

      “Don’t we have work to do?”

      She made a face. “Work can wait. I need to hear how you met Noah Boucher and made him fall in love with you in a day.”

      Simon chuckled. “First of all, it wasn’t our first meeting. We went to college together. And second, he’s not in love with me.”

      “Isn’t he though?” She teased. “Cause that man has hardly ever dated anyone seriously and he just announced to the whole fucking world that he’s yours.”

      “Much as I’d like to tell you the whole story, we have a meeting in twenty minutes.”

      “Shit. Okay. But dinner is on me tonight and we are sitting down and talking then. Deal?”

      “Deal. I promise.”

      The meeting went well, though Simon’s mind wandered far more than he would have liked. Mostly to the memory of Noah’s lips on his and the rough whisper of his voice as they’d talked in bed this morning.

      This morning. Jesus, it had only been a matter of hours since he’d been in bed with Noah. It already felt like days.

      After, Simon went through the motions of thanking people for their contributions and closing out the meeting but when Leah got distracted talking to someone after, he fled to his office, typing out a message to Noah. Damn, I miss you already.

      God, I was just thinking the same thing, was the immediate reply.

      Saw the IG post.

      Was that okay? Should have talked to you before I posted it.

      Can I call? Simon replied.

      Simon’s phone rang. Well, that answered that.

      “Hey,” he managed.

      “Hey.” Noah’s voice was warmly concerned. “Are you okay? I can take the post down if you want and—”

      “No, you don’t have to do that,” Simon protested. “I liked it. It’s gorgeous. Honestly. The pictures, the words …” He didn’t know how to explain how much it had touched him. “It took me by surprise is all.”

      “Shit.” Noah groaned. “I got ahead of myself. We should have made a media plan, maybe talked to my agent. I just … I got excited.”

      “I love that you got excited. We can sit down and make a plan and yes, if you need me to talk to your agent, we can do that.”

      “I just”—Noah blew out a breath—“I just don’t want you to already regret making a decision to be with me. A lot of people think they can handle the media attention and then discover they can’t, and it becomes a thing in the relationship, and I want this to work.”

      Simon smiled. He’d forgotten how passionate Noah got. How much he talked when he was enthusiastic about something. “I want this to work too. I want to be with you, Noah. And yeah, the next six months are going to be really weird for me. This is so far out of the realm of what I’m used to that it’s going to take me a little while to catch up. But I want this, want you, want to do my part in making this work between us.”

      “Thank God.” Noah’s sigh was heartfelt. “Because I am crazy about you Simon. Really.”

      “I can tell. Good thing the feeling is mutual.”

      “Good thing.” Noah sounded like he was smiling. “But I should probably let you go. We’re about to take off.”

      “Fly safe,” Simon said.

      “I always do. Talk to you later tonight?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Simon hung up with a smile still on his face. He brought up Instagram again, ignoring the comments and likes, and went to Noah’s account. He pulled up a picture Noah had posted a few days ago of him horsing around with his niece. It was a little blurry but oh, Simon loved the grin on his face, the laughter in his eyes.

      “I can’t believe you’re mine,” he whispered.

      Behind him, someone cleared their throat and he tried not to jump. He failed utterly and he turned to face Leah, his face warm.

      “Mooning over your boyfriend?” she teased.

      “Just a little,” he admitted, tucking his phone into his pocket again. “Don’t suppose I can put the interrogation off any longer, huh?”

      “Nope.” She grinned at him. “You, me, some dinner, and all of the gossip.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do you remember Simon Lawrence?”

      “Hello to you too, brother dearest.” Margot sounded amused.

      “Sorry.” Noah made a face as he tucked the phone between his ear and his shoulder and pulled dirty clothes out of his bag. He was back in Toronto, and he had a horrifying amount of laundry that needed to be dealt with.

      “You’re fine. Simon Lawrence … hmm … I don’t—oh wait, was that the guy in college?”

      “Yes.” He dropped a wad of fabric into the hamper. There were a lot of perks to being a pro player, and one of them was being able to afford living in a high rise with a concierge service that took care of his laundry. It was worth every penny to have someone else deal with all of it.

      “Yeah, you were obsessed with him, right?”

      “I wasn’t obsessed with him.” Noah rolled his eyes. “I mean, yes, I had a big crush but I wasn’t obsessed.”

      “Suuuuure you weren’t.”

      “Anyway …” Noah cleared his throat. “You’ll never believe who I ran into on the snow train.”

      “Just a wild thought but … was it Simon Lawrence?” Margot snickered.

      “Yes.” Noah licked his lips, ignoring his sister’s teasing. “We uh, we reconnected.”

      Margot snorted. “Only you would fuck your college crush on a scenic train tour.”

      “What … I …” He sputtered. “I said nothing about fucking him.”

      “You didn’t have to. I know you.”

      “Fine,” he said with a sigh. “We … it wasn’t fucking.”

      “Oh.” Margot turned serious. “You still like him.”

      “I more than like him,” Noah admitted. “I mean, I haven’t seen him in ten years, so I know this sounds nuts but I—I think he’s it, Margot.”

      There was a beat of silence. “You don’t move slow, do you?”

      “No,” he admitted.

      “Just … be careful, okay?”

      “No, listen,” Noah said. “It was like it was meant to be. I missed the train two days ago because I got tangled up in some dog’s leash and when I got myself untangled, the lady recognized me, and I was twenty minutes late to the train, so it had already left. By some coincidence, they had spare tickets for the following day—which they never have—for the exact train Simon was on. I picked the same train car as him and sat down right across from him before I realized who it was.”

      “You probably just zeroed in on the hottest person on the train.”

      “No,” he argued. “That was the only open spot, and I couldn’t even see him until I got close.”

      “Anyway, so you and Simon ended up on the same train? So what? It’s a popular winter tourist destination. That doesn’t mean anything. He probably lives halfway around the world or something.”

      “Actually, he’s opening up a gallery in the Soo. The Michigan side.”

      “Oh.” Even Margot sounded surprised at that. “Well, I mean that gives you a starting point to see if it’s all still there, I guess.”

      “It’s there,” Noah said confidently.

      “One fuck on a train does not a relationship make.”

      “He came back to my hotel room after.”

      “Fine, two fucks does not a relationship make.”

      “I’m wounded. I have better stamina than that.”

      “You’re my brother. I don’t want to think about your stamina, thanks.”

      “Sex aside, there’s this connection, Marg.”

      “You know I hate it when you call me that.”

      “Would you focus?” he grumbled. “I’m trying to tell you something!”

      “Yeah, that you hooked up with the guy you were obsessed with in college,” she said teasingly. “Got it.”

      “Margot!”

      “What?”

      “I’m being serious. I … I really care about him.”

      “I know.” Her voice turned gentle. “And I get that. I just … I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “I don’t want to get hurt either. But Simon’s …” There was no way to describe Simon. No words big or important enough to describe how he made Noah feel. How he’d always made him feel. “I don’t know, it just feels like fate.”

      “I think you’ve been watching Serendipity too often.”

      “John Cusack and Kate Beckinsale are hot,” he protested.

      “They are but you’ve still watched that film an unreasonable number of times. It’s like twenty years old.”

      “T’es donc ben niaiseuse,” he muttered.

      “Don’t call me stupid in French.”

      “Fine, you’re really stupid. Is it better in English?”

      “No!” But his sister was laughing. “Look, I am delighted you ran into Simon again. You seem happy. I just snuck a peek at your Insta and he’s gorgeous and clearly very talented. Just … be careful, Noah. You haven’t seen this guy in a decade and you’ve both changed over the years. I’m not saying he’s a bad guy or that you can’t make a relationship work, just … take it slow. Don’t go full Noah on him.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re … a lot.”

      “Your face is a lot.”

      “Oh my God, that is the worst chirp I have ever heard, Noah. Come on, if you’re going to insult me do better than that.”

      “So I’m a lot and I can’t insult you well enough. Got it.”

      “Don’t get all huffy with me. I’m just saying that while I’m thrilled that you and Simon reconnected, adjusting to being in the media spotlight could be overwhelming for him, okay? Give him time to adapt before you go wild.”

      “I’ll try.” Annoying or not, Margot had a point. Simon had said he was okay with the tag on social media but ugh, Noah really should have asked.

      “And I look forward to meeting him someday.”

      “You’re going to love him, Margot,” Noah said.

      “I’m sure I will. You clearly do.”

      Noah thought about that while he changed into workout clothes to get in some time in the building’s gym. Was he in love with Simon?

      Of course not. Not yet. But he was pretty damn sure it wouldn’t take long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Noah rubbed at his chest, stilling his bouncing knee while he waited in the front office. Today was the day. The moment they’d decide his future.

      He’d gone through the evaluations with the medical staff and physical therapists. They’d done imaging. The encouraging noises they’d made as they put him through his paces gave him hope but this was the moment when he’d find out if he could move onto the third phase of training.

      Noah tried to remind himself that even if he didn’t get to do that today, that didn’t mean it would be forever. It was early February. He still had a little over two months before the regular season was over. The Fishers were well-positioned to make it to the playoffs and if they kept it together, he might have until the end of June to play.

      So many ‘what-if’ scenarios. So many doubts and questions. Noah scrubbed his hands across his face, anxiety about his future making his lungs go even tighter and he closed his eyes and breathed until the fear settled to a manageable level.

      He pulled out his phone, smiling when he saw a text from Simon, his breathing coming a little easier.

      You’re going to get great news today. I know it.

      He typed out a response, calm settling over him. Thanks. I needed to hear that.

      It had been less than a week since the train trip, but Simon had done remarkably well with suddenly being thrust into the spotlight. He’d been relaxed and funny during the Skype session with Noah’s agent and the PR Manager for the team and they’d both responded well to him.

      Simon had some marketing and social media management training from his work in the art world that would serve him well, but this was a very different crowd and on a much bigger scale.

      “Any skeletons in your closet that we need to be aware of, Mr. Lawrence?” Kate Foster, the PR person for the Toronto Fisher Cats had asked.

      Simon had laughed. “No, I’m pretty boring, to be honest.”

      The truth was, Noah was more of a problem. He always had been. He wasn’t the guy the league would have picked to be the first out player by any means. He’d always known that. It was why he’d hesitated to come out. He kept waiting for some other player to do it. One who was gay rather than bisexual. Who was in a loving, committed relationship. Who’d never hooked up with two people at once.

      Because there were expectations about what fans would embrace. The closer that relationship looked to a heterosexual one, the easier it would be.

      But as the years passed, Noah had eventually realized that no one else was going to step up so he did it himself. The league had gone along with it. And truly, the Fishers’ organization itself had been great. But he’d always known that while the NHL supported him, he’d never be their first pick.

      Thankfully, it had gone well. And the fact that in the year and a half after his coming out, he’d managed to avoid any scandals and was in a settled relationship now undoubtedly made them salivate.

      “Noah?”

      He glanced up to see Pat Fleming, the Toronto Fishers’ general manager staring at him. He was a compact sixty-year-old guy with buzzed white hair and bushy eyebrows. His expression was easy as he nodded toward one of the conference rooms. “C’mon, Boucher. Everyone’s here so let’s get this meeting going.”

      A few minutes later, Noah was seated at the long shiny table, surrounded by the men—and lone woman—who were going to decide his fate.

      Sarah, as if sensing his nerves, gave him a smile that seemed reassuring, and he took another deep breath. No matter what they tell me, I’ll get through this.

      Pat cleared his throat. “I won’t beat around the bush, Noah, because I know you’re anxious to get the results. We have some great news. You’ve made fantastic progress. You’re hitting all the benchmarks we were looking for, and we’d like to officially welcome you back. You’re cleared to start skating with the team tomorrow.”

      For a moment, Noah’s throat was too tight to speak, and he had to blink back the moisture in his eyes as he nodded. “Thank you,” he managed. “It’s going to feel great to get out there again.”

      Vic Bowers, his goaltending coach, leaned forward. “We’re going to ease you in of course. We’ll start you out with about 45 minutes with the team daily and gradually work our way up. Your butterfly is going to have to be done in a controlled manner and there are absolutely no kick saves until we’re sure you can handle it, which might take a week or two.”

      Noah nodded his agreement. “I’m happy to ease in. I want to get back out there but I’m more than willing to take it slow, so I don’t have a setback.” He gave Pat a quizzical look. “Am I dressing for the game and traveling with the team yet or no?”

      There were a thousand ways the team could deal with him coming back and every franchise handled a guy coming off the Long-Term Injured List differently.

      Pat leaned forward. “We’d like you to stay here and train with the farm team when we’re on the road.”

      “Oh. Sure, that’s fine.” He’d never played with Toronto’s Black Bears affiliate but he didn’t mind it if that was what the team wanted.

      “We do expect you at home games from here on out. Hang out with the guys in the dressing room and you can watch from the team box.”

      “Sure, sounds great.”

      It wasn’t quite being back full time, but it was a huge step closer to it.

      “You’ll have to have another MRI with contrast done as well,” Sarah added.

      “Of course.” Noah fought back a grimace. God, he was thoroughly sick of the testing, but he’d agree to anything if they’d just let him play.

      “But if everything goes according to plan, we hope to have you back in the game in about a month,” Pat added.

      Noah grinned, unable to stop the smile that stretched from ear to ear. “You don’t know how good it is to hear that.”

      “We’ll be glad to have you back,” Claude Casey said quietly. The Fishers’ head coach was an unusually quiet guy. Thoughtful behind his dark-rimmed glasses. He’d only been with the team for a couple of years, but he and Noah got along well together.

      It had been nerve-wracking to come out at the beginning of last season but the support of men like Coach Casey had helped. Noah’s injury had made him wonder if they viewed him as more of a liability than an asset lately, but when the meeting wrapped up and he thanked everyone and shook their hands, he felt a renewed sense of certainty that he’d signed with the right team all those years ago.

      Toronto had a great organization. They saw the long game for players and were willing to have a few rough seasons in order to build an outstanding team in the future. To have been a part of that was truly amazing.

      “How are you feeling?” Coach Casey asked a few minutes later while they walked down the hall and past the photographs on the walls and cases of team memorabilia. Noah smiled at the sight of all the events he’d been such a huge part of. That he’d hopefully be a part of again.

      “Pretty damn good,” Noah admitted, glancing at his coach. “It’s been a tough year but it’s great to know I’m finally coming out the other side of this injury.”

      “We really are glad you’ll be back on the ice,” Coach said quietly. “Makarov is a great kid. He’s got potential and he’s done a lot for us this season, but it hasn’t been the same without you in the net. The team’s worked hard but morale has been shaky.”

      Noah swallowed, half-afraid of the answer he’d get to the question that had been lingering in his mind. “Realistically, how much ice time am I looking at?”

      “Well, at first, you’ll be playing backup,” Coach said.

      Noah winced. That made sense, but it wasn’t easy to hear. Still, playing one game a week was better than nothing.

      Coach’s expression was sympathetic. “But it won’t be forever, Noah. We’ll increase your ice time when we’re sure you’re ready. I will say this, Makarov is getting tired. I can see it.”

      “I’ve seen it too when I watch the games.” It had been painful seeing the kid’s reaction time slow, his reach shorten, his performance decrease.

      “He just doesn’t have your stamina. He’s flagging by the third period every game, and we all know it.”

      “It’s a lot your first NHL season,” Noah admitted. “I certainly struggled when I was his age.”

      “Well, most guys do, and we’ve asked more of him this season than we would of most rookie goalies.”

      With Noah on the roster again, their current backup netminder would head back down to the Bears. Noah had never played minor league hockey. He’d gone straight from college to the NHL but although he’d had the occasional rough season, he’d never been knocked back. For some guys, it was just what they needed.

      “Think I’ll have any personal issues with Makarov?” Noah asked quietly.

      In theory, Makarov should support anything that was in the team’s best interest but that wasn’t always realistic. Players worked their asses off and the kid was only human. If he was resentful that Noah’s return would cut into his ice time, Noah wouldn’t blame him. He’d like to stave it off before it got unpleasant.

      Coach let out a thoughtful hum. “I don’t know. We spoke to him about it at training camp. We warned him we were going to lean on him in the first part of the season, push hard for wins early on so we could ease up on him a little at the tail end of the regular season, then when you were back, we’d see how things went. The ideal plan was always that you’d slide back into position in late winter/early spring and if we made it to the playoffs, we’d turn you loose—if your knee cooperated.”

      “That’s a hell of a gamble,” Noah said.

      “It is.” Coach adjusted his glasses. “And it could fail. But if this is your last season …” He shot Noah a look. “Is it? Or have you changed your mind?”

      “It’s my last season,” Noah said firmly. “I met someone.”

      “I saw.” Coach’s lips twitched in a smile. “The front office had a minor heart attack about you announcing a relationship without consulting them first but—”

      Noah refrained from rolling his eyes. He got it. As the first out guy in the NHL, there were expectations on him that other players—straight players—didn’t have. But the media scrutiny about his love life was at an entirely different level too, so he could see why it made them nervous.

      “Yeah, my agent and Simon—my boyfriend—and I have agreed to do some interviews,” he said aloud. “I know I’ll be doing a lot of them because of my return anyway but I’m sure there will be plenty of focus on this relationship too.”

      “Simon’s an old college flame, eh?” Coach asked.

      Noah nodded.

      “Well, I can see why you’d want to retire if he’s in Michigan, and I know you have that restaurant in the works there.”

      “Exactly. All signs point to it being time for me,” Noah agreed. “But I’ve got a few things to wrap up before then. Namely, a Stanley Cup win.” He winked.

      “Just a small thing to check off your to-do list?” Coach said with a grin.

      “Yeah, nothing big,” Noah joked. “Just getting back to fighting form, helping the team get to the playoffs, and winning the Cup. So that’s what, three small things, eh?”

      Coach laughed. “Hey, if anyone can do it, it’s you, Boucher.”

      “I appreciate the faith you have in me,” Noah said with a genuine smile. “Now, one last question. Am I telling the team I’m back, or are you?”
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      Simon checked the clock on the wall again. It was a fabulous piece, an art installation as much as a functional device, but he was thoroughly sick of staring at it. Was Noah going back on the ice or not?

      Simon reached for his cup of coffee and grimaced when he realized it had gone cold. He pushed it away and leaned back in his chair, drumming his fingers on the armrest.

      This was the part of long-distance relationships he hated. Not being able to be there for the person he cared about. Though even if he were in Toronto, he wouldn’t be in the meeting that would determine Noah’s future. But Simon hated that if it was good news, he wouldn’t be there with Noah to celebrate with after. And if it was bad, he wouldn’t be there to comfort him.

      He tapped out an anxious beat with his fingers while he glanced up at the clock again. The minute hand had barely moved but he could faintly hear the second hand ticking. The clock worked. Time was just dragging.

      Simon really did love the look of the piece. The round circle of brushed steel had numbers cut out of it on one side of the clock while on the other, the metal faded to negative space and the numbers were solid, connected by thin pieces of metal that made them appear to float. It gave the illusion that time was melting, and reforming and he’d been struck by it the moment he’d laid eyes on it.

      He’d found it at an art gallery in Canada a few years back and it had pride of place in his new office but at the moment, he wanted to chuck it through one of the wide warehouse windows and into the giant dumpster of construction trash below.

      Simon glanced at his phone again and jumped when he saw a call coming in from Noah. He fumbled to accept the call and he was slightly breathless when he answered, “Hey, how’d it go?”

      “Good. Did I interrupt something?” Noah sounded amused.

      “No, not at all. Just startled me. I thought I had the sound up on my notifications and I was shocked when I saw you were calling. I could have missed it.”

      “Oh. Because I was kind of hoping you’d say you were touching yourself and thinking about me.”

      Simon chuckled at Noah’s low, husky tone. “Tempting but no, not at the moment. So, tell me! How did it go? You sound happy … does that mean it’s good news?”

      “It’s great news.” Noah sounded like he was smiling. “I start training with the team tomorrow.”

      “So soon. Wow.”

      “Yeah, they want to get me on the ice as soon as possible and all signs point to my knee being ready for it. I’ll work up to everything of course.”

      Simon listened while Noah outlined the steps he’d be taking to ensure he had a successful return. He finished with, “And I’ll be wearing a no-contact jersey for a while so it’s all going to be a process. But the thought of being in my net again …” He let out a sigh. “God, I’ve missed it.”

      Relieved, Simon smiled. “I bet. I hope you know how happy I am for you, Noah.”

      “Thank you. I’m happy too. With my career, with you … I know we’re going to have a lot to juggle with me traveling again but—”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Simon said firmly. “And as soon as you know when your first game back will be, let me know. I want to be there for it.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course! I’d love to see you play in person. And I want to support you.”

      “I’ll probably be terrible.” Noah’s tone turned doubtful. “At least until I get back into the right headspace. And I’ll be backup for a while so my games will be few and far between …”

      “You can do this, Noah,” Simon said firmly and when there was silence on the other end, he wondered if he’d gone too far.

      He held his breath but the quiet, “Thank you. I needed to hear that,” allowed him to breathe again.

      “I’m happy to provide any pep talks you need,” he said lightly.

      “Did you make any decisions about the interviews?” Noah asked. “You can join me for as many or as few as you’d like.”

      Simon pulled out the list he’d made. “How about I do a few and see how I feel?”

      “Yeah, perfect,” Noah said. “I’d love if this helped get your gallery a boost.”

      “Me too,” Simon said drily. “I’m not too proud to use your fame to give myself a leg up.”

      Noah laughed. “If you were anyone else, I’d worry you were just using me.”

      “Not a chance,” Simon replied more seriously. “Trust me, Noah, I’m here for you. Hockey and fame are part of the Noah Boucher package, but at the end of the day I’m doing this because I like you.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m not worried.” Noah let out a sigh. “God, what I wouldn’t give to have you here, Simon. I’d kill to have you in my arms right now.”

      “I know,” Simon said. “I miss you too. But just think about how amazing it will be when we do see each other again.”

      “Mmm, there is that.” Noah went silent a moment. “The pace is about to pick up for me now. And it’s gonna get tougher the further we get into the season. Are you sure you’re prepared for this?”

      Simon let out a dismissive sound, smiling, despite the fact Noah couldn’t see him. “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.”
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      Noah felt so light he could float as he walked down the hall of the Toronto practice arena the following morning.

      “Well, look who’s back!”

      Noah turned and grinned at Matt Carlson, one of the Fishers’ D-men. He had a broad build that seemed more suited to football than hockey, but he was light on his skates and wickedly good at digging the puck out of the corners.

      “Surprise!”

      “It’s good to see you, man.”

      Matty raked his gaze up and down Noah’s body and held out a hand to fist bump him, his brown eyes twinkling. He was the prankster of the team and Noah had found himself on the wrong side of one of Matty’s jokes more times than he could count.

      “Doesn’t look like you let yourself go too soft while you were sitting on your ass for the past year.”

      “Fuck off,” Noah said laughing. The asshole had seen him working out in the training room dozens of times in the past few months. “I’ve been working my tail off.” He dragged the hem of his green Fishers’ hoodie up to expose his carved abs. “I’ll give you soft.”

      “Now, now, Boucher, if you need a little something extra to make you hard, I’m sure the doc can help you out.” A heavy, warm arm settled over Noah’s shoulder, and he glanced over to see Dominic Olson, their first line center and alternate team captain, grinning at him.

      Noah snorted. “Thanks, I’m good but I appreciate that you’re thinking about my hard-on there, Olds.”

      Olson had been with the team for years and along with Gabriel and Matty, he was one of Noah’s best friends.

      “I hear you’ve got a boyfriend for that now. Shithead. You didn’t even tell me. Just let me find out on Instagram.” Matty pouted.

      “Yeah.” A goofy grin stretched across Noah’s face. “Sorry about that.”

      Matty laughed. “Oh yeah, you sound real sorry, dude.”

      “So are we gonna have to tell him to treat you right?” Dominic asked.

      “Nah, he’s a great guy. We were good friends in college. Almost dated but then I wound up here and …”

      “Yeah, I hear that. It’s not easy.” A frown crossed Matty’s face and Noah thought about the fact he’d been married at the beginning of his NHL career, but it had quickly fallen apart. A lot of marriages did.

      “It’s a good second chance for us,” Noah said. “And for my hockey career apparently.”

      “So you’re back?” Dominic said. “For real?”

      “With some modifications, yeah.” He explained the plan and both of them nodded.

      Olds held out his fist for a bump. “Well, shit, dude. We’re gonna have to celebrate that.”

      “I’m in,” Noah said. “Now, let’s get moving, eh? Don’t want Cliff to chew my ass for being late to watch some tape my first day back.”

      It felt so fucking good to walk into the video room and be greeted with a cheer from his teammates. There were handshakes, hugs, and smiles all around and something in Noah’s chest eased when he greeted them. Since he’d skated off the ice one-legged, assisted by Dominic and Matty on either side, his knee exploding with pain and his career hanging in shreds, something had strangled him tight. Now it finally loosened and he could breathe.

      He’d missed these guys. Missed the team, missed the rink, missed being a goaltender. Hell, he even missed the rank smell of sweaty hockey gear.

      Clearly, he’d been missed by his team too if their celebrations were anything to go by.

      To Noah’s surprise, even Makarov gave him a nod and held out his hand. “Is good you’re back,” he said, his Russian accent thick. He’d come straight from the KHL and Noah would wager that the man was going to be a killer player in the next few years.

      Let me get this final season in, Noah thought. And then you can have all the ice time and glory you want.

      Cliff Erikson, the video coach for the team, nodded at Noah. “You want to say a few words before we start, Boucher?”

      Noah rose to his feet. “Yeah, I’ll keep this short, but I just want to say that I’ve fucking missed you guys and I’m glad to be back. You’ve done a hell of a job so far this season and I’m excited to play with you again.”

      A couple of guys whooped.

      “Wasn’t the same without you!” Olson said.

      Noah took a seat again and Cliff hit Play. Since Noah hadn’t been on the ice the night before, there were no notes for him, but he still watched avidly, scrutinizing the way his team was playing. He’d watched every game he could, trying to get a feel for the way they meshed this year. No two seasons were ever the same though and it was different on the inside. He leaned forward, listening intently while Cliff gave notes.

      “You should have backchecked there, Fowler,” Cliff said, gesturing to the screen. “You’re missing too many opportunities.”

      Dustin Fowler, team captain and one of their forwards, nodded with a little grimace. “I know, Coach.”

      “Well, I’m not seeing it. Get it together.”

      “Yes, Coach.” Fowler dropped his head.

      “Theriault, what the fuck is this?” Cliff barked. “Your gap control was shit all night. You were miles away from the puck carriers. Every time we needed you, you were nowhere to be found.”

      Gabriel nodded tightly. “Sorry, Coach.”

      “Tighten that gap. I want you on them like glue.” He shook his head disgustedly. “I shouldn’t have to be telling you this.”

      “Yes, Coach.”

      Gabriel sat back, leaning his head against the wall with a sigh, his expression drawn. Noah gave him a concerned frown. His friend had been struggling all season and it only appeared to be getting worse. Noah had tried to talk to him, but he was being unusually tight-lipped about things. Noah didn’t know if it was because he’d been off the ice or what, but they just weren’t as close as they used to be. Hopefully now that Noah was back with the team, it would improve.

      After they wrapped up their video session, Noah followed his teammates into the gym. It was a yoga session today. That was something they’d introduced a while back. A few of the guys had bitched about it but while goaltenders like Noah and Makarov benefitted hugely from it, after a few months of it all the guys had grudgingly admitted it had made a difference in their games as well.

      Noah did yoga at home too, so it was a familiar routine he slipped into without much trouble. He was lightly sheened with sweat by the time he finished, and everything felt very fluid, from his muscles to his joints.

      He liked the mental aspects of it too, and while a lot of guys had their pre-game rituals of playing soccer in the hallway, he usually found a quiet corner to do a bit of yoga, then put on his gear and meditate.

      The mental discipline required to be a goaltender was huge. As physical as the position was, if his mind wasn’t on board, it didn’t matter how strong and limber he was.

      Today, Noah’s happiness grew with every piece of gear he strapped on and by the time he glided out onto the ice for practice, it felt like champagne was fizzing in his veins.

      “Good to see you out here, Boucher,” Coach Casey said. He was dressed in warmup gear and skates, and he tapped Noah’s leg pads with his stick, grinning.

      “You have no idea how good it feels,” he fervently replied.

      Noah hadn’t expected the flutter of nerves when he approached the net. He took a moment to breathe deep, closing his eyes as he patted his pipes. “I’m back, baby,” he whispered. “Hope you’ve missed me as much as I missed you.”

      Noah settled into position in front of his net in a crouch, staring at Coach Casey.

      “We’re doing horseshoe drill now. Split into two lines in the corners,” he shouted. “I want easy shots to Boucher,” he called out. “We’re just warming him up today.”

      There were piles of pucks next to each line of guys and when Coach whistled, a guy from one line skated out from the corner, around the neutral zone dot and out to meet the puck rocketing toward him from the guy on the opposite line.

      Olson was out first, and Noah’s heart rate picked up as he shot the puck toward Noah. Noah blocked it easily enough. It was a no-effort move but there was something so satisfying about the smack of the puck against his stick when he batted it away. With practiced ease, Matty skated out next and when the puck shot out from opposite corner, Matty fired it at Noah. Noah deflected that shot too and in no time, he was back in his groove, the world fading to nothing but the puck and his stick as his team alternated sides.

      Noah missed a few easy shots here and there and he shook his head at himself in annoyance, took a deep breath, and hunkered in further. He had this. They started off slow, but the pace picked up as they went and by the time Coach blew the whistle again, excitement thrummed in Noah’s veins, the joy of playing bubbling through him and making his blood sing.

      “How’d that feel?” Coach asked, skating up to him. Noah did a few slow turns in front of his net, sweeping the snow away from his crease with his stick.

      “Great.” He grinned at Coach. “Fuck I love this.”

      Coach threw his head back and laughed. “That much is obvious. You wouldn’t have worked your ass off to get back here if you didn’t.”

      “True enough,” Noah said with a smile. “So, what’s next? What have you got for me, eh, Coach?”

      By the time Noah’s allotted forty-five minutes was up, he was flying high. Oh, he had plenty of work ahead of him, but he could feel it in his bones that he was ready for this.

      The rest of the guys continued to practice—Makarov filling in for Noah—and he skated off the ice to watch his team, his heart full.

      After practice wrapped up, there were meetings, stretching, and recovery. Noah lay on the training table, being pummeled by the massage therapist, and thought of Simon. He couldn’t wait to tell him how well today had gone.

      After, Noah ate lunch, just enjoying the time to laugh and joke around with the guys again. Although he’d been in and out of the practice facility for weeks doing his individual training, it felt so damn good to actually be a part of the team again. To be where he belonged.

      “How are things going with your boyfriend?” Olson asked when Noah finished his meal.

      “Great so far.” Noah shot him a grin.

      “So when do we get to meet him?” Matty asked.

      “Not sure. He’s planning to come out for my first home game but I’m hoping to get him here before then.”

      “Sweet.” There was a wicked gleam in Matty’s eyes and Noah groaned.

      “Never mind. I’m telling him to stay as far away as possible,” he said with a laugh. “God knows what you assholes will say to him.”

      “Oh, just the truth,” Olson said. “Tell him what a degenerate you are.”

      “Degenerate?” Noah sputtered. “Fuck off.”

      “He deserves to know how many people are familiar with La Bouche’s talents,” Matty teased. He made an obscene gesture with his fingers and tongue.

      Noah shoved Matty, but he barely swayed, just grinned at Noah. He was, by far, the biggest guy on the team and a formidable defenseman. Definitely a grinder, he was useless in the offensive zone, but he was physical as hell, and his ability to keep the puck away from the net made Noah’s life a hell of a lot easier.

      “And how’s your love life going?” Noah chirped. “Because last I heard in the group text, you fluffed it with that rocket the other night.”

      Matty scowled. “How was I supposed to know she was there with her girlfriend?”

      “Wouldn’t have stopped Boucher,” Olds said with a grin. “He’d have sweet talked both of them into bed.”

      “Not anymore,” Noah protested, holding up his hands. “I’m a one-person man now.”

      He smiled, thinking about Simon.

      Damn, he couldn’t wait to see him again.
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        * * *

      

      Simon was surprised by the butterflies in his stomach while he waited for the video call to connect.

      The sight of Noah’s smiling face immediately swept away Simon’s nerves.

      “God, I miss you.” Noah said, his voice filled with longing. The look on his face made Simon’s heart speed up.

      “It’s only been a few days.”

      Noah let out a little groan. “Feels like forever.”

      “It does. You didn’t change your mind then?”

      “Change my mind?” Noah gave him a quizzical look.

      “About us. This long-distance thing.”

      Noah sputtered. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No?” Simon said weakly. He didn’t really doubt Noah but there was this weird little part of him that did wonder if Noah’s interest would dim once they were apart. Once he started training with the team and returned to his regular life.

      “Simon. Baby.” Noah dropped his voice. “I am counting down the days. I’ve been looking at the schedule and trying to figure out when I can see you again. Could you make it here sometime soon? I want to take you out to a nice dinner and show you a bit of Toronto and …” He held up his hands as he brought himself up short. “But only if you’re okay with all of that. If it’ll conflict with your work or you aren’t ready to be out in public—”

      “No, I’d like that a lot actually.” Simon relaxed, the worry easing. “I’d love to come visit you. See your condo. Be your date.”

      “Fuck yes. God, I can’t wait. It’ll work with your gallery schedule, right? Because I don’t want to get in the way of that. I was thinking maybe you could fly in early next week and stay for a couple of days. It’s a Monday through Wednesday so I know that complicates things.”

      Simon let out a little snort. “I pretty much work every day of the week. Weekends have no meaning to me at this point.”

      Noah chuckled. “Yeah, we don’t exactly get weekends off either.” His expression brightened. “But if you can make it next week, that would be great. The team is playing at home on Monday. I’ll have to be at the game, but you can come with me. I’ll show you around the arena and you can sit with me in the team suite.”

      “Swanky,” Simon said with a laugh.

      “And unless something goes horribly wrong, my first official game back will be that second weekend in March, and I’d like to fly you out here to Toronto to see me play then. I’ll have the day after off so we can do some fun stuff around the city.”

      “Sure, I’ll look at my calendar. That’s getting close to the gallery opening though so I don’t know how long I’ll be able to stay. Maybe just a day or two.”

      “I’d love it if you could get here the day before the game at least. Once I’m officially playing, I’ll be traveling with the team, which will limit things.”

      “I’ll find a way to make it work. Leah is ridiculously excited about the idea of us dating. She’s all in for me doing gallery meetings virtually or whatever we need to do to make this happen.”

      Noah’s grin was wide. “Tell Leah to expect flowers tomorrow. Do you happen to know her favorites?”

      Simon chuckled. “You don’t need to send her flowers. She’d be pretty excited about a signed puck or something for her boyfriend’s son, if you really felt the need to do something.”

      “Done,” Noah promised. Hell, he’d send a whole box of signed merch. “Send me her address? Or I can send it to the gallery.”

      “The gallery would be fine. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Consider it done. How was your day?”

      Simon shrugged. “Fine. Nothing exciting. I was a bit distracted by thoughts of calling you tonight.”

      “Funny, I had the same problem,” Noah said with a grin. “Tell me what you did.”

      “Yelled at people, mostly,” Simon said, reaching for a pillow to get more comfortable on the couch. His laptop was propped up on some books on the coffee table and if he shifted just a little, he’d still be within sight.

      “You don’t strike me as the yelling type.”

      “Only when I’m frustrated by construction delays.” Simon rubbed his forehead.

      “Aww, what’s going on, baby?”

      “So, obviously one of the big concerns in a gallery is fire, right?”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Well, I won’t get into the boring details but because of insurance requirements, we have to install a very pricey fire suppression system.”

      “Like sprinklers?”

      “No, water and art aren’t a good mix.”

      Noah chuckled. “Yeah, fair point.”

      “It’s this whole complicated “clean agent” system.” He rolled his eyes and made finger quotes. “Basically, it’s an inert gas that is released when a fire is detected, and it immediately smothers the fire.”

      “Huh. So you’re having problems with that?”

      “Yeah.” Simon dragged a hand through his hair. “In this area, there’s really only one big company who installs them and they’ve been booked for months. We’re just waiting on them to get here.”

      “So does that mean other things have to wait?”

      “Yes and no. Because the gallery has open ceilings, the pipes can easily be installed toward the end of the project but it’ll definitely cause more work than if we’d been able to do it at the very beginning.” He rubbed his forehead again. “It’s just stressful, trying to figure out the logistics of all of this. And once it’s in, it’ll have to go through a whole inspection process and I’m dreading that.”

      “More delays?” Noah’s tone was sympathetic.

      “Quite likely.” Simon made a face. “Before my dad retired from the law firm where he worked, the fire inspectors threatened to shut down the whole office over not enough extinguishers. It took them three weeks to get them back to look at them.”

      “Ugh.” Noah groaned. “I’m sorry. That sounds stressful for you.”

      “Yeah, it is. I feel like I have nine hundred balls up in the air and I have no idea when any of them are going to land. And I know some of them are probably going to explode.” He mentioned a couple of other issues they were having and then cut himself off, realizing he was probably boring Noah to tears.

      “Ignore me, that was probably the least interesting conversation you’ve ever had.”

      “I love listening to you talk.”

      Simon chuckled. “You’re either a very good liar or completely insane.”

      “I’m actually a terrible liar,” Noah said. He dragged the elastic out of his hair, the red-gold locks flowing around his face. “But I’m half Quebecois, so yes, completely insane. Blame my father.”

      Simon’s laugh was even louder this time. He’d forgotten how much he loved Noah’s sense of humor. “Enough about me. What did you do today?”

      “Went to the practice arena.”

      “What did you do there?”

      “Skated with the team. Just some drills to warm me up.” But despite the dismissive words, the joy on Noah’s face was unmistakable. “God, I was only out in net for forty-five minutes but it feels so good to get out there again.”

      “And your knee did okay?”

      “It did. Not even a twinge.”

      “I’m glad. You really love hockey, don’t you?”

      “I do.” Noah smiled. “It’s hard to explain what it feels like. It’s like … well, I guess it’s like coming home again.”

      “You’re going to miss it.”

      “I will.” Noah let out a little sigh. “God yes will I miss it. But I know it’s the right time for me to leave. I want to go out on a high note before some other injury takes me out completely. I don’t want to be so busted by the time I retire I can’t enjoy my life after hockey. Besides, there’s nothing to say that I couldn’t play in a beer league after this.”

      Simon chuckled. “Is that even allowed? Won’t it be an unfair advantage to any team lucky enough to get you?”

      “Yes.” Noah grinned and waggled his eyebrows. “I’ll be their secret weapon.”

      “I doubt it’ll stay secret for long.”

      “No, few things do,” Noah admitted. “Hell, I couldn’t even meet a friend for a drink without it turning into a media circus.”

      “Oh, your date with Zane Murphy last year?” Simon teased. “I remember reading about that.”

      “You have followed my career, haven’t you?”

      “Guilty.”

      “And it wasn’t a date!” Noah protested. “I’ve known Zane for years and we caught up over a drink. It was just friendly, but someone spotted us and took pics. It blew up on social media and the press made it sound like it was a romantic night out when it was anything but.”

      Simon laughed. “I always wondered.”

      “Seriously not a date,” Noah said with a shake of his head. “He was a friend who was wrestling with his own sexuality at the time. He needed some advice.”

      “He’s dating Ryan Hartinger now, right?”

      Zane and Ryan were forwards for the Evanston River Otters, and they’d come out about six months after Noah.

      “Yeah. That was quite the kiss they had on the ice after their playoff win last season,” Noah said with a smile.

      “It was. I honestly never thought I’d see so much openness in hockey.”

      “Me either.”

      “Well, you started it.”

      Noah grinned. “Guess I did.”

      “You have no idea how it felt to see you do that. To watch that press conference and see you being so open and honest. It was amazing.”

      Noah’s swallow was visible. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

      “God, I wish I could touch you right now,” Simon admitted.

      “I know.” Longing flickered across Noah’s face. “I don’t suppose there’s any way you could come here tonight?”

      Simon chuckled. “Unfortunately, no.”

      “Because I’ll be happy to pay for your flights. In fact, that’s something that we really should discuss. I’ll do my best to visit you when I can but most times, it will be easier for you to come to me. I’d like to pay for your flights when you do but I know money can be tricky and I don’t want it to cause awkwardness between us.”

      “It can be tricky,” Simon agreed. Glen had made more than he had, especially when they first started dating. And Noah had millions. Multi millions, Simon presumed, based off the fat contract he had. Noah didn’t seem like the type to blow all his money on luxury properties and cars either, so Simon assumed he wasn’t hurting financially.

      “If you need some time to think, that’s okay too. Or we can compromise. I just wanted to offer.” Noah’s expression was earnest.

      Simon considered his current bank balance and what he owed in loans on the gallery and weighed that against the fact that a few flights would be a drop in the bucket in the ocean of Noah’s wealth. “I’m okay with you covering the cost of flights,” he said.

      Noah wasn’t at all the type of man to lord it over him or use it as a bargaining tool to make Simon feel indebted to him.

      “Really?” Noah looked surprised. “I mean, I’m thrilled, I just thought it might be a struggle to get you to agree.”

      Simon shrugged. “I’m being realistic. I’m not in a terrible financial position, but most of my income is tied up in the gallery right now. It would be stupid of me to make a huge deal out of it when it’ll make both of our lives easier.”

      “Perfect.” Noah beamed at him. “Besides, it’s the least I can do if you’re dealing with airports all the time.”

      Simon chuckled. “You better make it worth my while, Monsieur Boucher.”

      “Oh, I intend to.” Noah sat up. “Hey, can I give you a virtual tour of my place? I want to show you where I live.”

      “I’d love that.”

      Noah picked up his iPad and turned the camera away to pan across a stylish living room as he narrated.

      “So I live in a neighborhood in Toronto called Yorkville. It’s downtown, not too far from the gay district, and I only have a half-hour drive or so to make it to the practice facility and arena.”

      Simon watched intently while Noah gave him a tour of the condo. It was a gorgeous open-floor-plan space. Well-decorated and stylish, and very comfortable looking. Simon gasped when he saw the view from the wide picture windows of the high rise.

      “Wow. That’s a hell of a view.” Simon whistled, shaking his head. “You sure you won’t miss it when you move to Michigan?”

      Noah scoffed, turning the iPad back so they could look into each other’s eyes again. “If I get to look at your face instead? No fucking way.”

      “You sweet talker.”

      Noah just grinned. “I do have something I want to do before I leave here.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, when you come to visit, I’d love to press you up against that glass and …”

      “Chéri, c’est moi,” a teasing voice said, and Simon saw Noah’s startled expression before he turned to look over his shoulder.

      Simon’s French was a little rusty, but the guy had called Noah my dear. Simon tensed.

      “Ferme ta gueule,” Noah muttered when a man stepped into the frame. Simon frowned, worry churning in his gut as the man moved closer to Noah, sliding an arm around his waist. His face was cut off by the edge of the camera and all Simon could see was a chin covered in thick black stubble and gorgeous lips.

      “Noah, what’s going on?” Simon asked tightly.

      Noah grimaced. “Nothing. I swear to you. Just give me a moment to explain.”

      “Je t'ai manqué, mon chéri,” the man said silkily. He spoke too fast for Simon to translate. Damn, he should have paid more attention in class in college.

      Noah swatted at the guy, pushing him away. “I missed you too, asshole. But lay off.”

      He responded with a pout, turning away. “Je t'aime aussi,” he said scornfully.

      “English, Gabe!” Noah admonished before turning back. “Simon, before you jump to any conclusions, this is my roommate and we’re just playing around, I swear. I’ll be honest and admit we’ve fucked in the past, but he knows that’s over for me now.”

      “Oh.” Simon let out a breath, the concern ebbing away when the guy dropped his head to peer into the camera. “Roommate. That’s … Holy shit, you’re Gabriel Theriault.”

      Gabriel leaned in, smirking at Simon and gave him a little wave. “Hello.” His English was excellent but flavored with his French-Canadian origins. If memory served Simon right, Gabriel had grown up in a very remote part of the province of Quebec. “And you are?” His tone was silky.

      “Uh, Simon Lawrence. Noah and I went to college together.”

      “He’s my boyfriend,” Noah blurted out. He glanced at Simon, clearly looking for reassurance. He nodded.

      Gabriel chuckled. “Oh yes, the handsome one from your Instagram. Hello, Simon.”

      “Hi, Gabriel.” Simon let out a breath, the tension in him easing. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you too.”

      Christ, Gabriel was good-looking. Now that the worry was receding, Simon could appreciate his warm skin tone and thick black hair swept back into a messy bun. He had a long, straight nose, eyes so dark they were nearly black, and thick lashes. Damn. No wonder he and Noah had hooked up. But if Noah said that was over, Simon believed him.

      “I feel like I was interrupting something earlier, non?” Gabriel continued. “Do you want me to leave?”

      “No, that’s okay,” Noah said with a little laugh, looking much more relaxed now. “Let’s do this properly. Gabriel, I’d like you to meet my new boyfriend, Simon Lawrence. Simon, this is my teammate, roommate, and best friend, Gabriel Theriault.”

      “You have good taste,” Gabriel said, leaning closer to the screen. “Your Simon is very handsome.”

      Simon grinned, finally relaxing enough to tease Noah a little. “Why thank you. Noah, did I ever tell you I always thought Gabriel was the second hottest player on the team?”

      “No,” Noah growled. “You didn’t.”

      Gabriel plucked the tablet from Noah’s fingers and smirked at him. “Merci, Simon. I do like a man who can recognize my hotness but what is this about second? Bah. No, clearly I am the most handsome. Redheads.” He made a disparaging noise as he gestured toward Noah. “Ridiculous.”

      “Excuse me,” Noah protested. The screen shook while the hockey players grappled for it. “That is my tablet and my boyfriend. Go get your own.”

      “Did he tell you we’ve shared before?” Gabriel said with a cocky smirk before Noah tugged the device away. “If you’re ever interested …”

      “I’m going in my bedroom,” Noah called with a frown. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Tell him to show you his piercing!” Gabriel called after him. “C’est magnifique!”

      “I’ve seen it!” Simon replied. “And oui, certainement!”

      Grumbling, Noah frowned at Simon as he walked, the screen bobbing a little. “Since when do you speak French?”

      Simon shrugged. “I speak a little. Not much. Enough to get the gist of what your roommate was saying a few times.”

      “He makes me crazy.” The view was disorienting for a moment when Noah flopped back on his bed.

      Simon laughed. “Aww, are you the one feeling jealous now, Noah?”

      “A little.” His lips twitched in a smile. “But mostly I like arguing with him.”

      Simon chuckled. “So is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “Did you two share?”

      “Once or twice.”

      “Men? Women?”

      “Yes.” His smile widened. “We played well together on and off the ice.”

      “Ahh. Is that why he’s been getting in all those fights during games? Is he jealous that you’re seeing someone?”

      “No.” Noah’s expression sobered. “Truthfully, I’m not sure what the hell has been going on with him lately but it didn’t have anything to do with me, eh. Well, sometimes it did. He got pissed at the homophobic taunts but he’s been in a rough place for a while. There are other things going on but he’s been very tight-lipped about it. And even if I knew, I’d want to be sure he was okay with me telling you about it.”

      Simon held up his hands. “Of course. I respect that.”

      “But I don’t want to share you, Simon.” He hesitated. “If it was something you really wanted, we could discuss it but I—”

      Simon shook his head, smiling reassuringly. “No, I’m a one-man kinda guy. I just want you, Noah. That’s all.”

      “Does it make you uncomfortable that Gabriel and I have that history?”

      “A little.” Simon swallowed hard, aware of the tendril of anxiety still within him. “But I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t think I could trust you. You told me you wanted a relationship with me, and that you wanted exclusivity. I have to trust that you mean that.”

      “I do mean it.” There was nothing but earnestness in Noah’s eyes and tone. “But I get why it isn’t easy to trust. The life of a pro hockey player gives guys a lot of opportunities to stray, eh?”

      Simon nodded.

      “But that isn’t who I am, Simon. If I make a commitment, I stick to it. Yeah, Gabriel and I had fun in the past. Yeah, I met some great people over the years who I took to bed. But aside from Gabriel’s friendship, none of them meant a tenth as much to me as you do.”

      “Then I’ll have to trust you,” Simon said firmly.

      “And I won’t do anything to make you doubt that trust.” There was steely determination in Noah’s voice. He rolled onto his side, and it looked like he’d propped the tablet up against something. “I am sorry the earlier mood got spoiled.”

      “It’s okay.” Simon smiled reassuringly at him. “You can show me those big windows when I visit. You’ll just have to make sure Gabriel isn’t home.”

      “Just so you know, the views from my bedroom aren’t half-bad either.”

      “Mmm. Good to hear.” Simon stared at him through the screen a moment, wishing he could reach out and touch Noah. “I kinda like the one right in front of me right now though. Whatever Gabriel says, I’m a fan of gingers.”

      “That’s good.” Noah ruffled his hair with a little grin. “Because if I have anything to say about it, you’re stuck with this one.”

      “Sounds perfect to me.”
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      Flight delayed.

      Noah checked his phone for what he was sure was the eight hundredth time and groaned. Still delayed. Ugh. Fine, so there were storms sweeping across Ontario and feet and feet of snow predicted in the next few days but, damn it, he wanted Simon to be here already.

      Noah didn’t know what he’d do if his trip got canceled. He shoveled another bite of food into his mouth with an irritated grumble.

      “What’s got you so antsy?” Matty dropped into the chair next to him. “And why are you inhaling your food? You act like no one’s fed you in a week.”

      Noah finished chewing and muttered, “I eat when I’m anxious.”

      “Which brings me back to the first question.” Matty shot him a quizzical glance.

      “Simon’s supposed to come, but the storm has flights delayed all over the place,” he grumbled.

      “Ahh damn, that sucks. I’m sure he’ll make it though.” Matty nudged him. “Guess I know why you were a sieve earlier.”

      Noah grimaced. He had been distracted all morning at practice. Coach had reamed him—deservedly so—because now was not the time to be distracted but fuck. Noah’s future was currently on a plane somewhere over Ontario.

      His gut tightened any time he thought about something worse than a delayed or canceled flight. Noah wasn’t usually one for catastrophizing but damn. He’d feel so much better when Simon was here in his arms.

      His phone buzzed against the table, and he straightened, a smile breaking across his face at the update listing an arrival time half an hour from now.

      Matty peered at his screen. “Sweet, dude. See, I told you.”

      Noah chuckled and rose to his feet. Guys were always all up in everyone’s business. That was the good side and bad side of being part of a team whose players spent more time together than they did with their own families.

      “I’m outta here.” Noah clapped Matty on the back.

      “You coming to see the game tonight?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      “Sweet. See you then, man.”

      Noah grabbed his tray of partially eaten food and carried it over to the trash, but when he passed Gregg, the chef frowned.

      “Was lunch not to your liking, Mr. Boucher?”

      Despite the rush Noah was in, he stopped to reassure him. “Nah, it was great, Gregg. I’ve just gotta pick someone up from the airport.”

      The older man’s face broke into a big grin. “Your boyfriend, right? Simon?”

      Noah chuckled. Damn there really were no secrets around here. Which was probably his own fault for blasting it all over social media. “Yeah, I’m pretty excited to see him.”

      “Drive safe! It’s really coming down out there.”

      “I will,” Noah promised. “And lunch was delicious, I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      Noah cleared his plate and hustled away, stopping in the dressing room to slip on a warm coat, pull a toque over his head, and sling his practice bag over his shoulder. The moment he stepped through the exit, he was greeted by a wall of fat, fluffy snowflakes. Damn, Gregg hadn’t been kidding.

      Noah had a remote start on his SUV, so the engine was running by the time he reached it, but he still had to clear snow from the windows and mirrors. He shot off a quick message to Simon letting him know he was on his way, then put the car in gear.

      Traffic seemed to crawl, but at least the practice facility was on the same side of Toronto as Pearson International and Noah had just pulled up to the arrivals terminal when Simon messaged him to say he’d cleared customs and that he was waiting at baggage claim.

      Noah tapped his fingers on the steering wheel while he waited. He had to circle around twice when a traffic cop tried to get him to move along and by the time he saw Simon walk through the doors, it felt like an eternity. He scrambled out of the SUV, nearly getting run over by a cab who angrily honked at him.

      And then Noah had Simon in his arms, and he breathed deep as he buried his head against his neck. “Fuck it’s good to see you.”

      Noah hadn’t even realized the tight knot that had lodged in his chest while he waited was because he’d been worried that Simon wouldn’t show.

      Simon kissed the side of his toque. “It’s good to see you too.” His arms were just as tight around Noah.

      Someone honked and Noah reluctantly pulled back, staring Simon in the eye. “As soon as we’re alone, I am going to kiss the shit out of you.”

      Simon smiled. “Let’s get out of here then.”

      Noah got Simon’s bag stowed in the back of the SUV while Simon got settled into the passenger seat.

      Simon wrinkled his nose when they pulled away from the arrival’s terminal. “Not to be rude, but what is that smell?”

      Noah grimaced. “I’m afraid that’s my practice bag. It’s perpetually rank. I sweat a lot and it’s practically impossible to get the scent totally out. Sorry. I don’t even notice it anymore.”

      Simon lifted his shoulder in a little shrug. “I’m sure I’ll get used to it.”

      Noah liked the thought of that. “How was your flight?”

      “Not too bad. Bit of turbulence because of the storms but not terrible.”

      “I was starting to think you weren’t going to make it,” Noah admitted.

      “It would take more than a Canadian snowstorm to keep me away,” Simon said with a grin. “I mean, you did promise we could watch the game from the team suite and I’m not going to turn down an offer like that.”

      “Oh, I see how it is,” Noah said with a laugh. “You just want me for my great hockey connections.”

      “You found me out.” Simon’s tone was teasing.

      Noah shook his head sadly. “You think a guy wants you because you have a thick pierced cock and a reputation for being good with your mouth but he’s really just into you for the hockey perks.”

      Simon laughed. “Well, I mean, those don’t hurt the situation.”

      Noah sniffed. “I feel so used.”

      “You love it,” Simon shot back, and Noah turned his head long enough to grin at him.

      “I really do.” Noah shifted in his seat. “I’ve spent weeks thinking about all of the ways you could use me.”

      “Oh really, I’d—” Simon’s words broke off when the car ahead of them fishtailed. “Shit, I should let you focus on the road. It looks bad out there.”

      “It’s not great,” Noah agreed grimly as he carefully slowed to a crawl, leaving plenty of space between him and the vehicle ahead.

      “You really didn’t have to drive all the way out here to pick me up,” Simon said, when the car in front of them finally turned off onto a side street. “I could have taken a ride share or something.”

      Noah scoffed. “I am all about spending as many minutes with you as I can. Even if we’re just in the car stuck in Toronto’s traffic.”

      Simon chuckled, reaching out to squeeze Noah’s thigh.

      “So, I want to talk to you about what we’re doing today. I had plans to show you around Toronto,” Noah admitted.

      “Had?” Simon raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. I’m going to be honest. I’m more eager to give you a long, thorough tour of my bedroom.”

      “I like that idea.” Simon slid his hand a little higher.

      “Oh God, don’t do that.” Noah gently shifted Simon’s hand a little lower. “I don’t want to crash. I have precious cargo in here.”

      “Your nasty hockey bag?”

      Noah laughed. “I meant you.”

      “I know.” Simon squeezed his leg, lower down, by his knee this time.

      “The moment we’re in my condo, you can touch me wherever you want,” Noah said, throwing a grin in the direction of the passenger seat.

      “Can’t wait.”

      They were silent a few moments.

      “How’s the gallery coming?” Noah asked.

      Simon exhaled noisily. “Okay, I guess. I’m dealing with a temperamental artist, which is stressing me out.”

      “Oh yeah? Tell me about that.”

      “Well, there’s this kid, Cary Wava. He’s talented as hell. An acrylics and mixed media artist who does these stunning large-scale works protesting the treatment of queer people in Russia.”

      “Interesting.”

      “It is. His parents came over from Russia before he was born. They’re ethnically Bashkir, I believe? He drew on that heritage for his work, and its deeply thought-provoking. And from a nineteen-year-old kid, they’re incredible works of art. We’ve made his pieces the focus of the opening—although there are works by a dozen other artists as well—and now he’s giving me trouble.”

      Noah could hear the frustration in Simon’s voice.

      “What kind of trouble?” Noah carefully steered around a corner and navigated past a stalled car.

      “Well, he’s being flaky about when he’ll have the work to us. We have a hard deadline of when we need the pieces so we can do any framing we need to and get them hung. It takes time, you know?”

      “I didn’t know, but that makes sense.”

      “Well, you want a gallery display to tell a story. And sometimes artists have really strong feelings about how they want it to be laid out and sometimes they don’t. Both can cause issues but in this case, Cary doesn’t particularly care—or at least he says he doesn’t—but if we don’t have time to get them properly hung and decide if we need to make any changes, we’re going to lose the impact of them. And he’s the type who will say he doesn’t care but then two hours before the show he’ll decide he absolutely hates the setup and has to have them rearranged.”

      “Ugh, that does sound frustrating.”

      “It is. I mean, I love art, but I don’t always love artists who know they’re hot shit and use it as an excuse for poor behavior.”

      “And you said this kid is nineteen?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tough age. Technically an adult but not quite grown up. The NHL is full of those guys.”

      Simon chuckled. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “And you give them millions of dollars and expect them to know how to handle it.”

      “It does sound like a recipe for disaster. Although thankfully we’re not giving Cary that much. I mean, it’s probably going to be worth it someday, but I definitely don’t have that much to invest in him now.”

      “You’ll get there.”

      “Thanks.” Simon squeezed again. “I don’t know. I’m sure it’ll all work out, but it feels like the opening date is both around the corner and taking forever to get here. Leah and I are going full-tilt to get everything in order for it.”

      Noah winced. “And I stole you away.”

      Simon chuckled. “Leah understands. Hell, she’s thrilled for us.”

      “Thank God for that.”

      “So, I’m curious now. Do you have any good stories about diva hockey players?”

      Noah laughed. “One or two. For the most part, guys are pretty humble. It’s a team sport and there aren’t really too many uncontrolled egos. I don’t know if it’s that the league is so full of Canadians or what, but you just don’t see it in the NHL the way you do in the NBA or NFL.”

      “Yeah, true.”

      “But there’s a few. I mean, you follow hockey. Surely you heard about some of the stuff with the player who got suspended for the comments he made about another player dating his ex.”

      “Yeah. That was hard to miss.”

      “Right? Pissed a lot of the boys off.” Noah shrugged. “And there’s a few of the superstars who are a bit full of themselves but maybe that’s just the Canadian in me thinking that guys should put the game before themselves.”

      Simon nodded. “I understand that.”

      “This can’t go beyond the two of us, please, but do you know who really gets on my nerves?”

      “Nope. Who?”

      “Jack Malone with the Otters. I mean, Evanston has a great team and there’s no denying Malone and Underhill are a hell of a pair of D-men but Malone just rubs me the wrong way. There’s always talk about his shitty off-ice behavior, and it doesn’t seem like anyone in their front office is willing to rein him in.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Sorry, I have a lot of respect for that team and, hell, they won the Cup last year so clearly they’re doing a lot of things right. It just bugs me to see guys putting their egos ahead of what’s good for the team. Long term, he’s dangerous to them.”

      “No, I get you. It’s similar to how I feel about the situation with Cary. He’s so fucking talented but he’s new and raw and being selfish. Having a gallery showcase his work is a huge step for him. It’s in his best interest to work with us. I don’t expect him to fawn all over us for giving him a chance but the better the show goes, the more successful we’ll all be, you know?”

      “Yeah, of course. If the show and the gallery does well, it’ll just add to the value of his work.”

      “Exactly. But he seems to think he can just fuck around and do whatever he feels like. And I get it. Anyone with talent gets praised and eventually that goes to their head, but damn.”

      “I’m sorry you’re frustrated,” Noah said. “But I have faith that you’ll figure out a way to make it work. And if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know. Do you need an investor in the gallery? I have a few mil I could throw around.”

      Simon let out a surprised little laugh. “Uh, well that’s a tempting offer but no, I’d rather not. I’m already stressed about money. Leah’s heavily invested and so are my parents. The last thing I want is to have you sink money into something that might not pan out.”

      “It’ll pan out,” Noah said confidently. “But I understand where you’re coming from. No worries. It was just a suggestion.”

      “The upgrade to first class was a nice surprise today,” Simon said, his voice growing warm. “When you said you’d booked my flight, I assumed economy, but it was great to be able to stretch my legs for once.”

      “Hey, trust me. I know how uncomfortable it is to cram yourself in there. Even on a short flight. Then again, I’ve gotten spoiled.” Even first class on the flight to Sault Ste. Marie a few weeks ago had seemed small to him after traveling with the team.

      “Yeah well, most of us don’t travel on a private jet.”

      Noah chuckled. It was true. Playing for Toronto had its perks. Some teams—like the Evanston Otters—used a charter jet they shared with the local football team, but the Fisher Cats had recently upgraded to a dedicated airplane, and it was a beauty.

      “It’s a pretty sweet deal,” Noah agreed.

      “I bet I can think of a few ways to repay you for that upgrade,” Simon said teasingly. “Like getting my mouth on that fat cock of yours. Spending lots and lots of time using my tongue on that piercing …”

      “Are you trying to get us killed?” Noah said in a strangled voice, gripping the wheel tightly.

      “No. If I’m going to die on this trip, it better be after you fuck me to death.”

      Noah let out a short laugh.

      Traffic grew heavier the closer they got to downtown and they fell silent so Noah could focus on the road. He let out a sigh of relief when they approached his building. Relieved to have made it in one piece and eager to get Simon in bed, he pulled up front rather than park in the underground garage. He tossed his keys to the kid working valet to put himself through school, then slipped him a hefty tip.

      Noah grabbed Simon and his bags and hustled him through the lobby. The guy at the desk blinked when Noah steamed past him without stopping to chat—Noah usually did—and the second they were in the elevators, he dropped the bags and hauled Simon in for a rough kiss. He gripped the back of Simon’s head and plundered his mouth. After a moment, Simon drew back, pupils blown wide, looking slightly dazed. “Aren’t you worried about cameras?”

      Noah stared at Simon’s spit-slicked red lips and shuddered. “I probably should be but at the moment I really don’t fucking care.”

      Simon smiled and squeezed Noah a little tighter. Noah leaned in for another kiss, but the elevator slowed, and he glanced over to see it was approaching his floor.

      “C’mon,” he growled, reaching for Simon’s coat and tugging him out of the elevator.

      Somehow, they made it down the hall and into the condo but all bets were off after that. Noah pushed Simon against the door, attacking his mouth while he worked Simon’s coat open. They fought to get each other’s clothes off, nipping and biting at each other’s mouths, and Noah let out a desperate groan when Simon sank to his knees, shirt off, pants hanging open and tore at Noah’s sweats, yanking them down along with his underwear.

      Noah had to close his eyes when Simon engulfed his cock in wet heat. He trembled when he was buried in the back of Simon’s throat, and what followed was the messiest, roughest, hottest blowjob Noah had ever experienced.

      He closed his eyes and groaned at the tight constriction around his shaft, Simon working deft hands along his balls and taint, then slipping a spit-slicked finger into his ass. Noah’s thighs trembled when he shot into Simon’s mouth, gripping his dark hair, sure that if he didn’t, he’d float straight up to the ceiling with bliss.

      He opened heavy-lidded eyes to see Simon staring up at him and let out another shuddering little spurt that threatened to bring him to his knees.

      “Tabarnak!” he swore when he eased out of Simon’s mouth, boneless but desperate to make Simon come too. He kicked off the rest of his clothes and dragged Simon to his feet, plundering his mouth with a searing kiss.

      He somehow managed to separate their bodies long enough to get Simon in the bedroom and on his hands and knees on the bed. Noah dove in, parting his cheeks, tonguing his ass, working him open until Simon trembled.

      “Please, Noah. I need you,” he said with a gasp.

      Noah took a moment to admire the sight of him while he reached for a condom and lube. He was still half hard, and he jerked himself a few times as he studied Simon’s long, lean body, then ripped the packet open. He was so long, so streamlined, his body so different from the other men Noah had been with. Tight and fit, yes, but no bulk. Just smooth lines, pale skin, and soft dark hair. Noah slicked his cock then worked a little more lube into Simon with his fingers, enjoying the way he threw his head back and panted when Noah toyed with his prostate.

      “You want me to shoot before you get inside me?” Simon finally said with a breathless little laugh.

      “No.” Noah replaced his fingers with his cock and eased in, Simon’s body more easily accommodating him this time. “Fuck you feel good.”

      “Just fuck me, Noah.”

      Noah closed his eyes and let loose, ramming into Simon with a ferocity that made both of them gasp.

      “God I fucking can’t get enough of you,” he growled as he hauled Simon upright, biting at his neck, reaching for Simon’s cock. He fucked Simon like a man possessed, hand flying over his dick until Simon let out a desperate cry and shot, coating the bed beneath them. Noah kept going, working the head of his dick and driving into Simon with several hard thrusts before his own orgasm swept over him, too powerful to resist.

      Both their bodies trembled as Noah groaned his release into Simon’s hair, the world white and fuzzy for a moment until the waves of intensity subsided. They knelt there for a few moments, Simon’s head lolling back onto his shoulder, Noah feeling the thud of Simon’s heart against his arm when he hugged him close.

      “Not sure my knees are going to hold me up much longer,” Simon said, sounding as sex-drunk and wrecked as Noah felt.

      “Gimme a minute.” Somehow, Noah found the energy to ease out of Simon, though it made both of them shudder. He got the condom off and threw it in the general direction of the trash before they both collapsed onto their stomachs, Noah draped over Simon’s back.

      “Fuck, I missed you,” Noah muttered against his shoulder.

      “I missed you too.”

      Noah managed to heave himself to the side, toss a cum-coated pillow off the bed, then maneuver their bodies under the covers. He draped an arm over Simon’s waist and gave him a slow, lingering kiss. When it ended, he settled his cheek on the clean pillow beside Simon, nearly nose-to-nose. “Hi.”

      Simon smiled. “Hi.”

      “I’m really happy right now,” Noah said, surprised by the sudden lump in his throat.

      Simon traced long fingers across Noah’s cheek. “Me too.”

      Noah hadn’t realized how much he’d wanted this. He’d had a few relationships over the years. Nothing that lasted more than a few months and nothing with the depth of what he already felt for Simon.

      He said as much aloud.

      “I feel it too.” Simon threaded their fingers together, pulling their clasped hands into the warm space between their bodies. “This is something, Noah.”

      “It is.” He pressed a kiss to the tip of Simon’s nose. He closed his eyes, expression so peaceful it made Noah want to hug him close and never let him go. “Thank you for coming here.”

      “I’m glad I did.” Simon fluttered his eyes open and immediately let out a yawn. “Sorry. I’ve been stressed lately and after that release, I feel like someone wrung me out.”

      “Want to take a nap?”

      “Do you mind?”

      “Hell no, I’m used to mid-afternoon naps on game days. This is normal for me.”

      “Okay.” But Simon’s words were already slurring, and he slipped into dreamland.

      Noah smiled and pulled him closer, pressing his lips to the top of Simon’s hair as he murmured in his sleep.

      I am the luckiest man alive, Noah thought as he closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Simon was still half-asleep when they woke from their nap, but Noah had an amazing amount of energy. He might not be a morning person but post-nap, he was energetic as hell. Noah gently herded him toward the shower, and Simon didn’t protest when Noah soaped him up inside the steamy, glass-walled space. It was stunning and luxurious and once Simon was alert again, he’d probably really enjoy the multiple showerheads and steam function.

      Now, he squinted at Noah while he lathered him all over. “How many showers do you take a day?”

      “Many?” Noah shrugged. “At least one after practice. Often another one after the game. Sometimes more. Just depends on the day. Some guys take them during intermission.”

      “Huh.”

      “I’ve never had this nice a shower before though.” Noah kissed him soundly. “Well, except for the morning at the hotel with you. That was perfect too.”

      “It was.”

      Hopefully someday it would be a regular thing. Simon looped his arms around Noah and stared into his face. God he was handsome. His red hair hung past his ears, dark from the water, and his blue eyes were dazzling. And even the gleam of the gold stud in his ear couldn’t rival the brilliance of his smile.

      “I keep waiting to wake up,” Simon admitted with a little laugh. “Wake up and find out this was all a dream.”

      “Which part? Being in Toronto?”

      “Being with you.”

      “Oh. Good dream, I hope?”

      “The best.” There was a sudden lump in Simon’s throat. He’d never felt this way about anyone before. Never needed anyone so much. Never felt like he couldn’t get close enough or have enough of the person he was with. “It’s just surreal. Half of me forgets you’re Noah Boucher, goaltender for the Toronto Fisher Cats. And half of me is confused that Noah Boucher, goaltender for the Toronto Fisher Cats is with me.”

      “I’m not so different from who I was in college, am I?”

      “No. Not at all. You’re still earnest and sweet and eager and vibrant and—”

      The tips of Noah’s ears turned red. “You’ll give a guy a swelled head.”

      “You promise?” Simon shot him a little smirk. He reached out a wet hand to stroke Noah’s cock, which was indeed swollen already.

      Noah settled his hands on Simon’s ass, squeezing the cheeks. “You sure you’re not too sore?”

      “I’m sure I want you again,” he countered. Was he sore? Yes. That ache was present already but fuck if he didn’t want it all over again. He wanted to feel Noah in him still when he flew home in a few days. Wanted Noah’s marks all over him.

      This was so far from the tame sex he’d had with Glen. The polite kisses and pleasurable but bland orgasms. This need for Noah was consuming and all he wanted to do was throw himself headlong into it and demand more.

      “Then you’ll have me.” Noah gave him a nipping little kiss that left his lower lip stinging. “Any way you want me, I’m yours.”

      That goes both ways, Simon thought but his heart was too full for him to say it aloud.

      After the shower, they dried off and dressed. At Noah’s prompting, Simon had brought a nice suit, but he hadn’t been prepared for how it would feel to see Noah dressed up.

      “Damn,” he said when they stood in Noah’s roomy walk-in closet.

      Noah glanced away from the mirror. “What?”

      “You.” Simon laughed softly. He stepped close to Noah, running his hands across the blue fabric. It was a grayish-blue shade of wool, with lighter blue stripes in a windowpane pattern that matched his shirt, and a gray tie. “I mean, I’ve seen you dressed up for games in interviews and stuff but …”

      “I figure I might as well have fun with it.” Noah smiled at Simon in the mirror. “You look great too.”

      Simon had gone slightly more casual in a charcoal suit and white shirt with no tie, but he had to admit he and Noah didn’t look half bad together.

      He wet his lips and hooked his chin on Noah’s shoulder. “How big of a deal is this going to be? I mean, what should I expect from the press?”

      “Well, I suspect there will be a lot of focus on the two of us,” Noah said, gently pushing Simon away so he could turn to face him. Simon settled into the circle of his arms. “The cameras will be on us frequently, I’m sure.”

      “So, no blowjobs?” Simon teased, knowing full well there would be other people in the team suite with them.

      “No blowjobs,” Noah said in a regretful tone, though the corners of his lips turned up. “Just so you know, I will definitely get approached by the media after the game with some questions about my return. The Toronto sports hockey media is lethal. Always around and always speculating. Being openly bi magnified that and now that I’m dating you, it’s ramped up again. They will likely have questions for you as well. No one will force you to answer them, but they’ll definitely be interested, if you’re willing.”

      A flutter of nerves set up camp in Simon’s stomach. “I guess I’ll see how I feel as we go?”

      “Sounds good to me. And I’ll be right by your side if you want anything to stop.” Noah’s expression grew stern. “I’m a public commodity, but I’ll do everything I can to protect your privacy.”

      The nerves deepened but Simon nodded. He was just going to have to trust that Noah knew how to navigate this.
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      Simon’s eyes widened when he stepped through the players’ entrance to the arena and Noah greeted the security guard with a fist bump. Up ahead, he could see several other familiar faces—Noah’s teammates and some people hauling equipment—and it really hit him that this was real. He was at an NHL game as the date of the first openly out player in the league. Shit.

      “Yo, Boucher, this your man?”

      Simon turned to see Matt Carlson. Jesus, he was even bigger in person. He made Noah look small.

      “Good to meet you, man.” Matt’s blue eyes twinkled as he held out a hand.

      Simon shook it. “You too. Noah’s told me a lot about you.”

      Matt grinned. “Likewise. So, explain to me how you two know each other? You’re American, yeah?”

      “I grew up in Northern Michigan,” Simon said. “But I applied to University of Toronto for college and got accepted. Noah and I met there. We lived on the same floor in the dorms.” Simon shrugged. “But after his stellar performance as the EBUG when the Fishers’ were short on goaltenders, he came here, and I finished college and went to New York. We just reconnected recently when we did some sightseeing.”

      Matty’s eyes narrowed. “You lived in New York. You don’t root for the Rangers, do you?”

      “No.” Simon let out a little laugh. “Grew up rooting for the Red Wings but once Noah signed with the Fishers, my allegiance changed. In fact, I debated if I should wear my 83 jersey tonight.” He grinned at Noah.

      Noah’s eyes widened. “You really have my jersey?”

      Simon laughed. “Of course I do. I’ve always been your biggest fan.”

      Noah leaned in, whispering in his ear. “Someday, I’m fucking you in nothing but my jersey.”

      Simon grinned, his face heating and Matty let out a little hoot. “I don’t know what you just said to him, Boucher, but damn.”

      The three of them talked for a little bit and Simon enjoyed watching Noah banter with Matt. Noah introduced a few other guys as well, all names and faces Simon recognized from the televised games he’d watched. He tried not to gush but he couldn’t help but be a little star-struck.

      And Noah was different around his teammates. A little lighter, a little more playful. It was a side Simon enjoyed seeing.

      Eventually, the guys peeled off to dress and warm up for their game. Matt—or Matty as he’d insisted Simon call him—lingered for a while but he left when an attractive blonde woman in a stylish gray suit approached.

      She held out her hand to Simon. “Kate Foster, PR Rep for the Fishers. I know we spoke previously, but I figured I’d introduce myself.”

      “Very nice to meet you,” he said politely.

      “I was wondering if we could talk for a few minutes about the media plan for this week.”

      Noah grimaced. “I wanted to spend a little time with the guys in the dressing room before the game.”

      “What I have to say is primarily for Simon, anyway,” Kate said. “If you want to leave him here with me, I’ll give him a tour of the facility, and we can chat about it.”

      Noah shot him a glance. “That work for you, Simon?”

      Simon nodded. “Go do your thing. I’ll be fine.” He kissed Noah on the cheek out of instinct, but he froze for a second, staring at Noah, wondering if he minded the public display of affection in the arena. This was a different world that played by different rules. Yes, Noah was out. And yes, so far everyone had been very welcoming. But they probably should have discussed their expectations for PDA.

      But there was nothing but peaceful happiness in Noah’s eyes as he returned the gesture, squeezing Simon’s hand. “Text me if you need anything.”

      “I will.”

      “Don’t you worry, Noah, we’ll take good care of him,” Kate said.

      Noah excused himself and Simon watched him walk away a moment. He was graceful and carried himself well, confident as he strode down the hall in his perfectly tailored suit, his hair drawn back into a low bun.

      Simon must have let out a sigh because Kate smiled at him. “I probably shouldn’t say this, but Noah’s one of my favorite players, you know?”

      “Mine too,” Simon joked, and Kate laughed, sweeping her thick blonde hair off her shoulder.

      “Well, I can see why. He’s been a great presence as long as I’ve been here. I’m sure you understand it’s not always easy being a woman in a man’s world like the NHL.”

      Simon nodded. Yes, that was no surprise, and he probably didn’t know the half of it.

      “When I first came here, I braced myself for the worst. For the catcalls and the propositions. For the lack of respect and the little nicknames like sweetheart.”

      Simon glanced over at her. “I can imagine.”

      “I blew up in a meeting once,” she said with a grimace. “Lost my cool. Which the men around here can do but I knew it would get me labeled bitchy and shrewish.”

      “Undoubtedly.” Simon had heard similar things from Leah. And she wasn’t even in sports.

      “But Noah talked to the team. Sat down with the guys and let it be known in no uncertain terms that he expected better of them. Dustin Fowler may be the official team captain, and he’s a great guy too, but Noah … he leads them. He doesn’t even realize he does it but he’s the steadying influence they need. Their on-ice performance has been good, but the team cohesiveness has been struggling without him and they’re glad to have him back.”

      Simon nodded and Kate let out a little laugh. “Anyway, I’m rambling. I just want you to know that Noah’s special. We all love him.”

      “So if I fuck up with him, I’ll find myself on the wrong side of the Zamboni?” he joked.

      She laughed. “Well, not from me, but anything is possible when you’re dealing with hockey players.” She gave him a lopsided grin. “And I say that as the daughter of a hall of famer and the mother of a future player.”

      “Oh shit, your father is Martin Foster.” He was a legendary Toronto player and hall of famer.

      She grinned more widely. “You know hockey.”

      “Pretty well.” Simon shrugged. “When the guy you had a crush on in college makes the pros, you get pretty into it.”

      She chuckled and began walking. “I’d imagine so. Now, if it’s okay, I’d like to take you on a quick tour while we chat.”

      “Sure,” he agreed.

      “I love how romantic your reunion story is,” Kate said with a genuine smile. “It’s really going to be an easy sell to the public.”

      “Yes, undoubtedly easier than if we’d met at a gay club or on a hookup app or something, right?”

      Kate shrugged, her heels clacking on the floor. In the distance, Simon could see a few guys playing soccer to warm up before their game. “Well, yes. I don’t mean to sound cold, but spin does matter. Particularly in Noah’s case.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, Toronto is the center of the hockey world. These guys sneeze and the media are all over it. Noah’s knee injury and his recovery are hot news. You add in the LGBTQ angle and the serious relationship and …”

      “And we’re the most interesting story around,” Simon said drily.

      “Until something bigger in the hockey world happens, yes.”

      “So, you’re grateful that we have the kind of relationship you can flaunt to the media.”

      “Yes.”

      “What does that mean for me?” He glanced at her. “Are there expectations for what we do and how we handle this?”

      She hesitated. “Call them … recommendations.”

      “Such as?”

      “Keeping your public interactions PG. A kiss on the cheek, maybe a light brush on the lips, holding hands—those are all fine.”

      “But more is problematic?”

      “We’d prefer if you refrained.”

      “Why are you bringing this up to me and not Noah?”

      “Because Noah is impulsive.” She stopped and turned to face him. Over her shoulder was a photo of the Toronto Fishers holding up a trophy. Not the Stanley Cup, but another one that he couldn’t remember the name of. He wondered if she was intentionally reminding him what was at stake. Of course, she was a PR rep for a franchise worth a staggering amount of money. He doubted anything she did was accidental.

      He looked at her again and her expression was sober. “I meant what I said earlier. I like Noah very much, but he can be a bit rash off the ice. He doesn’t care for rules a whole lot and I think he’d be happier if he could just do whatever he wanted in his personal life. I know he’s tried to be circumspect as he could over the years, but it was never his intention to be the poster child for queer hockey.”

      Simon nodded. “So, you want me to rein him in.”

      “I don’t want to put you in a difficult position, no. I just want you to remember that you’re both in the spotlight and your behavior together will reflect on Noah, the team, and, really, the entire league.”

      “But no pressure,” he joked.

      Her look was sympathetic, and she resumed walking. “How are you finding the attention so far? Are you handling it okay?”

      “To be honest, it’s a little odd,” he admitted. “It’s fine, but I’m not used to managing social media on this scale.”

      “It might be worth considering hiring a social media manager.”

      Simon nodded. He’d considered it, but right now there was no way he could justify spending the money on it. “It’s on my list of things to look into as we go forward.”

      She grinned, presumably at his diplomatic answer. “Well, if you ever run into a situation where you have concerns or questions that we can answer, don’t hesitate to reach out to us.”

      “I’ll do that, thanks.”

      “You and Noah have an interview and photoshoot lined up for tomorrow?”

      “We do.” Simon wasn’t thrilled with the idea of spending their morning doing that rather than enjoying their time together, but he knew this was a part of who Noah was. A part of what was expected of him as Noah’s boyfriend.

      “You may get a few questions tonight after the game as well,” Kate continued.

      “Any idea what might get asked? I’d love to have a few minutes to prepare so I don’t stand there gawping like an idiot.”

      She chuckled. “I understand. And I’m glad you asked. Let me pull together a few thoughts and I’ll email them to you before the game starts. Want me to include a few standard phrases you could toss in if you’re at a loss for words?”

      “Sounds great.”

      She touched his arm. “There’s a lot at stake here, Mr. Lawrence. I don’t want you to feel like you’re being thrown under the bus here, but the media is no joke. While I have a vested interest in this going well, I genuinely do care about Noah. I want this to go well for both of you.”

      “Thank you.” While there was nothing but sincerity in her eyes, he knew there were hundreds of millions of dollars involved. Investments that made everything he’d done for his gallery look puny. Those would always take precedence. “I’ll keep that all in mind.”

      “Thank you.” She cleared her throat. “Now, let me show you some of the private lounges we have for VIP guests and point out a few notable things in the history of the Fisher Cats.”

      “Fisher cats are a type of weasel or something, right?” he asked. “Not a cat at all?”

      She laughed softly. “Yes. They’re a small forest dwelling carnivorous mammal in the weasel family. Quite common in the woods of Ontario. Tough creatures who have been known to go after Canadian Lynx.”

      She winked and he laughed, remembering that Montreal’s team were the Lynx and had been fierce rivals on the ice since Toronto’s team was created, though Montreal wasn’t doing well this season. “They are also known for their blood-curdling scream just before they attack.”

      “I’m glad your mascot doesn’t feel the need to do that during the game.”

      “Agreed.” She chuckled and resumed the tour. “Although the Stanley Cup has proven elusive to us so far, we’ve secured trophies for earning the most points during a season and winning the Eastern Conference Championship. Members of our current team have brought home the Conn Smythe award and the Hart Memorial Trophy. As I’m sure you remember, Noah won the Calder Cup his rookie year and has won the Vezina Trophy twice. He’s won the Lady Byng and the King Clancy award as well. He’s had an incredible career and we’re very proud of him.”

      Simon swallowed hard. Damn. Seeing it all laid out like this was a reminder of just how much of an impact Noah’d had on the sport. How well he was regarded. No wonder everyone was nervous about how their relationship would go.

      But no pressure, right?
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        * * *

      

      Though Noah had been dressing for home games for a while now, it was still odd to hang out in the dressing room in his suit while his teammates readied themselves for the game. He itched to slide on his gear and play.

      But he swallowed down the way it chafed at him to wait and laughed and joked with the guys, wondering what Kate was up to. She’d skillfully maneuvered Simon away and while he was sure she’d have some good advice on how to handle the media, it made him nervous. The club’s expectations for how this would go didn’t always mesh with Noah’s.

      He understood their strategy, but it didn’t mean he necessarily liked it.

      He liked Kate well enough. She was very good at her job and under different circumstances, she was probably someone he’d happily consider a friend. But he’d never forgotten that at the end of the day, players were commodities. The good coaches, GMs, and owners balanced that with genuine concern for their players. But Noah had never forgotten that his happiness always came second.

      It was a strange line to walk. He loved the team and his history with them with a fierceness that nearly rivaled his feelings for the game itself and the family they’d created. But hockey and the Fisher Cats would continue on long after he retired. He was only a small piece of the bigger picture.

      His relationship with Simon was so much larger than that. He and Simon had the potential for a long-lasting relationship. Luck willing, they could both live another fifty-odd years or more. If Noah was truly lucky, they’d be able to do that together.

      Yes, there was a lot at stake for him here. He wanted the Cup so bad he could taste it. But he wanted a life with Simon too. And he was going to have to work his ass off to balance the two.

      Noah glanced around, taking in the sight of the men around him who had given so much of their lives and bodies to hockey. He thought of his knee. Of the grueling rehab. The despair when he let himself doubt if he’d ever get back to playing with his team. There was a part of him that still worried. That wondered if the floor would drop out from under him again.

      At least now he had Simon. And sometimes, when Simon looked at Noah, it made him feel like he could do anything he put his mind to.

      “So, are you itching to get back out there?” Dominic asked a few minutes later when their gazes met.

      Noah glanced over at him, watching him tape his stick. “Yeah. Counting down the days for sure,” he said with a sigh. “But you’ve got Makarov and he’s done right for you guys this season.”

      “He has,” Dom agreed with a glance at the young goaltender who had his eyes closed. He was fully dressed, head leaned against the back of his stall, earbuds in, sober concentration written all over his face. “But we’re ready to have you back.”

      “I’m ready to be back.”

      Was he though? The closer it got to game day, the more anxious he felt.

      This was huge. One of the most pivotal moments in his career was coming up fast. As if sensing Noah’s gaze on him, Makarov opened his eyes and nodded once. Soberly. What it meant, Noah couldn’t be sure. The Russian was inscrutable at times. But Noah couldn’t forget that there was a young, hungry player in the wings and if he didn’t have his shit together, he’d miss out on the prize that he’d spent his whole career working toward.
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        * * *

      

      The team suite was luxurious. Simon hadn’t really expected anything less, but the leather seats and lavish food and bar set-up were truly impressive.

      Kate had brought Simon up to the suite and procured him a cocktail, then steered him straight to an older man in a suit with a thick moustache and careful combover. “Lloyd, I’d like you to meet Simon Lawrence. The man Boucher is seeing.”

      He held out a hand. “Lloyd Henderson. Owner of the Fishers.”

      Simon’s heart sped up as he shook. Shit. One of the bigwigs. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      “You too, Simon.”

      Kate excused herself and when she left, Lloyd turned to him. “So, tell me about yourself, Mr. Lawrence.”

      “Simon, please.” He gave the team owner a smile that he hoped was winning. Lord knew he’d had practice making small talk with men like this at the gallery over the years. Business was usually what they responded to. “Well, I’m in the process of opening an art gallery in Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan. It’s quite an ambitious project and …”

      He went on to describe the gallery, putting the best possible spin on it, the way he had when he’d applied for the loan from the bank. When he finished, Lloyd nodded, his expression appreciative.

      “Sounds impressive. Sure we can’t lure you away to Toronto and convince Boucher to keep playing next season?”

      Simon blinked at the candor. “Ahh well, I can’t speak for Noah, but I’m set on staying in Michigan. I’m sure as a businessman you can understand having a substantial investment in something.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. We’ll just be sorry to see Boucher go. He’s generated a lot of fan excitement over the years.”

      “I’d imagine so.”

      “Even this coming-out business. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure how it would go down, but my son assured me that fans were ready for it.” He shrugged. “I was willing to take the risk, but I had no idea how it would play out.”

      “It can’t be an easy decision,” Simon said diplomatically. “Has the response been positive?”

      “Mostly. There are some exceptions of course. Helps that we’re in Canada, eh? We came around to marriage equality a bit faster than you Americans.”

      Simon chuckled. “True.”

      “It was never going to be perfectly smooth sailing, but we’ve weathered the worst of it by now, I think. Helps that Boucher’s more of a talker than a brawler. Might’ve gotten ugly on the ice otherwise.”

      “I would imagine so,” he said again, unsure of how else to respond.

      Eventually, Lloyd wandered off and Simon stepped closer to the glass. The players were out now, a sea of green and black on the ice.

      Simon watched them warm up for a few minutes and jerked in surprise when he felt hands settle on his hips. He craned his neck to see Noah smiling at him. “Not too much longer and I’ll be down there with them.”

      “That’s exciting.” Simon deftly slipped out of Noah’s embrace and turned to face him. “Are you sure we should be …”

      “Affectionate?” Noah’s tone was bland, but he raised an eyebrow at Simon.

      He hesitated, remembering everything Kate had said. “I’m just thinking it can’t hurt to be a little discreet.”

      “Mmm, Kate put the fear of God into you, eh?”

      “No,” Simon protested. A couple of people looked around and he lowered his voice. “Well, maybe a little. I just don’t want to do anything that will make things more complicated for you or the team.”

      Noah smiled faintly. “Your concern is appreciated, Simon, but I can touch you if I want. Assuming you want me to, of course.”

      “Of course I do. I just …” Simon let out a sigh. “Maybe I’m a little uncomfortable too. I’m not used to this stuff, and I just want to be sure that I’m ready for the scrutiny we’re going to face. Maybe we can take it slow?”

      Noah’s shoulders softened. “Yeah of course. I should have considered that.”

      Simon reached out and squeezed his arm. “It’s okay. We’ll figure it out.”
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        * * *

      

      After the game was over, Noah turned to look at Simon. “So, what did you think of the experience?” He gestured around the suite.

      “It was fun. I only tried a few of the appetizers but what I had was delicious. Excellent drinks too. Good company. Truthfully, I prefer being closer to the ice though. The suite feels so … distant.”

      “I promise, my first game back I’ll put you in whatever section you want.” Noah leaned closer, letting their shoulders press together. “Now, shall we get down there to answer some media questions?”

      “Sure.”

      Simon looked less certain than Noah would have liked but there wasn’t much he could do about that at this point other than reassure him.

      “You’ll be fine,” he said, leading Simon to the stairwell. Everyone else on this level would be taking the elevator and he wanted to get the press time over with. “If at any point you don’t want to answer something, you have every right to say, ‘no comment’ or ‘that’s not a question I’d like to answer at this time’.”

      “I know.” Simon shot him a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Still nerve-wracking though.”

      “I get it.”

      The dressing room was already filled with reporters interviewing his teammates. But several of them immediately turned to Noah and Simon. “Noah, could we get your thoughts on the game?” A microphone was thrust in his face.

      “Please continue what you were doing,” he said politely. “My team played tonight. I didn’t. I’ll answer your questions when you’re done with them.”

      They did so, looking a little reluctant, but it wasn’t long before they flocked around him again.

      “Jim with CBC Sports News. What did you think of the game tonight?”

      “I think the Fishers are having an excellent season and I’m very proud of them,” Noah replied. They’d won tonight. What else was he going to say?

      “According to the most recent press release, you’re scheduled to be back in a few weeks. Are you ready for that?”

      “I’m just putting my all into training and following the directions from the medical staff and coaches.” Noah kept his tone even. It wasn’t like he was going to tell them he was struggling to get his head in the game.

      “Do you think your new relationship will be a distraction?” This was a different reporter. A guy he didn’t recognize.

      Out of the corner of Noah’s eye, he saw Simon flinch. He reached out, settling a hand on Simon’s mid-back. “No. I think having a relationship can only be an asset. Being happy and content with my life can only have a positive impact on my performance.”

      After several more reporters essentially asked him the same question, Noah took a deep breath to keep from snarling at them. “I’m curious. Do you ask straight players the same question?” He stared directly into the camera closest to him as if daring them to answer it. They didn’t. They changed tactics, turning to Simon.

      “Simon, what’s it like dating an NHL player?”

      He smiled. “I can only tell you what it’s like dating Noah. He’s a wonderful person, always has been, and while I’m extremely proud of his record with this team and absolutely support his goal of returning to playing, I can honestly say his status as a goaltender is the least important part of who he is to me.”

      Damn. Noah wanted to cheer. Simon was good at this.

      “Is it true that you dated in college and broke up because of hockey?”

      Simon shook his head, still smiling. “Not exactly. We had feelings for each other, but by the time we talked about it, he was already heading here to play.”

      “Do you resent Noah for leaving you then?”

      Simon’s expression turned incredulous. “Resent him? No. And he didn’t leave me. He followed a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and I respected him for it. I wouldn’t have wanted him to give up hockey for me.”

      “Are the rumors about Noah retiring at the end of this season true? Is it because of you? Do you feel guilty about that?”

      Simon opened his mouth, but Noah stepped forward. “No comment. Questions about my career after this season are off-limits. We’re done here,” he said firmly.

      The media continued to hound them, but Noah pushed his way through the crowd, ushering Simon away.

      “Sorry about that,” he said when they were in an area where the press couldn’t follow.

      “They don’t pull any punches, do they?” Simon asked with a laugh and a little shake of his head.

      “They don’t. Canada is terrible and Toronto one of the worst areas for it, to be honest. I wouldn’t be dealing with it this bad if I were playing for a US team. Here I can’t sneeze without them speculating about me.”

      “So Kate said.” Simon shrugged. “We’ll deal with it.”

      Noah cupped his cheek to stare him in the eye. “You’ll let me know if it’s too much?”

      “I will.”

      Noah let out a sigh. “I just worry.”

      “Why?”

      “The thought of losing you, I guess. If it all becomes too much.”

      Simon squeezed his hand. “I don’t want to lose you either.”

      Noah hadn’t even realized they’d been holding hands, but he was grateful for the anchor. He swallowed hard. “It happened once. There was a woman I was dating for a while. She was a model, used to fame, but the press dug into her past and splashed her eating disorder everywhere. It got really ugly. She just couldn’t handle the pressure and we ended things. She wound up quitting modeling and going to rehab to deal with her health. I’ve always felt guilty about that. If we’d never met, hadn’t started dating … well, her life might have been quite a bit different.”

      “You can’t take that on yourself, Noah,” Simon chastised, but his tone was gentle. “Seriously. What happened was terrible and no, she didn’t deserve that, but you shouldn’t blame yourself. That’s on the media.”

      “I’d like to believe that. I just … I can’t stand to see it happen to you.”

      “I appreciate that, Noah, but I’m a big boy. I can handle this, and I genuinely don’t have any skeletons for them to drag out. Other than maybe our bathroom tryst.” He winked. “I can handle this.”

      “I know you can. I just want you to promise you’ll tell me if it gets overwhelming.”

      “I will.” Simon smiled at him. “Now, I believe you promised me a dinner date after the game. I passed up a lot of delicious food upstairs for that promise, so you better deliver.”

      Noah grinned and tugged at Simon’s hand. “Then let’s get out of here.”
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      Simon wasn’t surprised when Noah pulled up in front of a commercial high rise, handed his keys to a valet, then led him to a swanky restaurant at the top of the building. He wasn’t necessarily surprised by the fans who approached them in the elevator and at the entrance of the restaurant, asking for autographs either. But he was relieved when the hostess led him and Noah to a private room.

      “Sorry about that,” Noah said with a little sigh as he took a seat across from Simon. They were at a small table in front of floor-to-ceiling windows. The lights of the city sparkled below them. The room was dim, and a candle glowed on the table between them, illuminating the glassware and gleaming off the many forks.

      “That’s okay. Good choice on the private room though.” Simon’s heart stuttered at the sight of Noah across the table from him, handsome and at ease in his bespoke suit.

      “I wanted time alone with you.” Noah held out a hand and Simon took it, squeezing once. “So, I’ve only been here once but it’s incredible. They have an amazing prix fixe menu. Seven courses with paired wines. We don’t have to go that route, but if you want to, I’d recommend it.”

      “Sounds good.”

      It wasn’t the first time Simon had eaten at a restaurant like this. There was no shortage of high-end places in New York City and Glen had enjoyed dining out. Simon knew he was in for a treat tonight since fixed price menus were usually both the best the chef had to offer and staggeringly expensive. Probably best if Simon didn’t ask what the cost was and just let himself enjoy the meal.

      “Tell me more about your restaurant,” Simon coaxed after they made their choices from the limited selection on the menu and waited for their oysters to be brought out.

      Noah chuckled. “Well, it’s nothing like this. Would you like to see some of the renderings of the plans for it?”

      “I’d love to.”

      Simon listened intently while Noah spoke about the future restaurant and going into business with his brother-in-law, showing him pictures of their plans.

      “That looks amazing. I can’t wait to see it in person. I’m honestly surprised you didn’t want to become a coach or something,” he mused after Noah put away his phone.

      “I considered it,” Noah admitted. “I’ve been approached by some networks about some broadcasting opportunities. I considered becoming an agent as well. But none of it really felt right.” He sighed. “I don’t know. To be honest, I think I need a break from hockey. I don’t have the words to describe how much I love it but I’m itching for something else in my life.”

      “I understand that.”

      Simon lifted an oyster to his lips, chewing a little, the finely diced smokey pancetta and sour apple flavors exploding in his mouth and mingling with the briny shellfish on his tongue.

      Their conversation moved away from hockey after that, segueing into talk about Sault Ste. Marie and their families while Simon enjoyed his chicken risotto with white truffles and Noah ate roast scallops.

      After the waiter cleared away their plates and brought out Noah’s braised beef cheeks and Simon’s halibut, Simon was grateful that they were all small courses.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet my sister, Margot,” Noah said as he sliced into the meat. “She’s going to love you. And you’ll know she does when she starts giving you shit about everything. She was a hockey player growing up and she can chirp with the best of them.”

      Simon chuckled. “You’re still close with your family then?”

      “As much as we can be with how much I travel. Oh, they’re coming to my first game back, eh, so you’ll meet them then.”

      Simon blinked at him. “Oh, that’s soon then.”

      “Too soon?”

      “Uh, no,” Simon said, feeling a little flutter of nerves. “It’ll be fine. I mean, technically I have met them before. At least your parents. I think Margot was in Quebec City when we were in college, right?”

      “Yes, exactly.” Noah beamed at him, but whether it was for remembering that detail or the fact that Simon was okay with meeting his family, he wasn’t sure. “You’ll like them all.”

      “You said Margot had a rough pregnancy?”

      “Yes. That was a few years ago. She and my nephew are doing great now. Margot and Hugo have four kids now.”

      “Damn. No wonder your parents moved to be closer to them.”

      “Yeah, I missed them.” Noah’s expression turned wistful. “It was hard no longer having them in Toronto, but hell, they’d already spent most of my life making sacrifices so I could play. I could hardly ask them to stay when Margot needed them more.”

      “You were with a travel team pretty young, right?”

      “Yes. My mom basically gave up her job so she could travel with me.”

      “Wow. Quite the commitment.”

      “It was.” Noah smiled. “I bought them a house though. So hopefully that made up for it a little.”

      Simon chuckled. “I’m sure it didn’t hurt.”

      Noah grew serious again. “Hockey did put a strain on my parents’ relationship for a while. The constant travel and the way everyone’s schedule revolved around my games caused a lot of tension. The time apart can’t have helped either and then going down to a one-income household just as costs for my hockey stuff ramped up was difficult.”

      Like Simon, Noah had grown up in a relatively modest household. Financially stable, but by no means rich.

      “I remember you saying it was hard for your dad to leave Quebec as well.”

      “Yeah. He’s pretty proud of his French-Canadian heritage. He wasn’t wild about living in Ontario, but I think he adjusted. And he seems happy enough in the US, although he complains a lot about the lack of French speakers and the American healthcare system of course.” He chuckled.

      The waiter came to clear away their plates and another course arrived a few minutes later. “What about your family?” Noah prompted. “I mean, I met your parents in college too, but I don’t remember them very well.”

      Simon shrugged. “They’re pretty quiet, to be honest. My dad’s a small-town lawyer, my mom’s an accountant. My brother is quite a bit older than me, so we weren’t super close. I don’t know, we were incredibly ordinary. I got good grades. I was involved in a few activities. Mostly I just wandered around with my camera, driving everyone nuts.”

      Noah chuckled. “Let me guess, yearbook staff?”

      “Guilty,” Simon agreed. “And we had a very informal photography club.”

      “You skied right?”

      “I did.” Simone was surprised he remembered that.

      “Do you still hit the slopes?”

      “Oh God, not in years,” Simon said ruefully. “I’d love to get out there again, but I’m worried after so long I’ll sprain something.”

      Noah chuckled. “I would have loved to learn but everyone was afraid of me getting injured.”

      “Is it a clause in your contract that you can’t?”

      “No. It’s more of an unspoken agreement. During the season, we’re expected to keep risks to a minimum. And really, we’re the ones who lose if we fuck up and get injured, you know? That’s a lot of money and most guys aren’t willing to risk their careers. There’s a little more leeway in the off-season but even then …” Noah shrugged. “It’s never seemed worth it.”

      “That makes sense. So, what did you usually do during the off-season?”

      “A lot of golf with Matty and Dom.”

      Simon considered the idea. “Huh, can’t quite picture you as a golfer.”

      “Not your thing?”

      Simon shrugged. “Never tried it.”

      “Well, how about this summer, I teach you to golf. Next winter, you teach me to ski.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Simon said. His heart fluttered a little at Noah’s surety that they’d still be together a year from now.

      The rest of dinner passed very pleasantly. By the time Simon lifted the last bite of dessert to his lips, he was very full, somewhat tipsy, and extraordinarily happy.

      His head was light and the smile on his face couldn’t be shaken. He pushed away the empty plate and rested his chin on his hands. “This was wonderful. I don’t know how to thank you.”

      “Oh, you think I’m paying? I thought this was your treat?”

      Simon just laughed. He could offer to pay but they both knew Noah would protest and hell, it was nice to be spoiled a little. Nice to feel wanted. He held out his other hand to Noah, who took it, twining their fingers together on the white tablecloth.

      “Seriously,” Simon said. “This was incredible.”

      “I figured since we never really got our first date—”

      “Hey, I’ll have you know I enjoyed our breakfast on the train,” he protested playfully.

      Noah grinned back. “I did too.” He toyed with Simon’s fingers, sending a little shiver through him when he brushed a sensitive spot. “I had such plans for our first date in college.” His expression was wistful.

      “Yeah?” Simon gave him a curious look. “What did you imagine?”

      “I had elaborate plans to sweep you off your feet but realistically, it was probably going to be pizza and a beer at Randall’s.”

      Simon chuckled. Randall’s had been their favorite hang-out joint near campus. “I would have been happy to go to Randall’s tonight too,” Simon said lightly.

      Noah laughed. “Oh Christ, we’d never have gotten a moment’s peace. I pop in occasionally and it’s embarrassing. They have this shrine.” He shuddered.

      “A Noah Boucher shrine?”

      “Yes.” Even in the warm candlelight, Simon could see Noah’s cheeks turn pink. “It’s excruciating.”

      “Well, you and the rest of the U of T hockey team probably did keep them in business.”

      “Probably.” Noah shook his head with a laugh. “We can stop by some time if you want. Just be prepared for both fan attention and Randall making me blush.”

      “I’m looking forward to it already.” Simon said teasingly but a thought occurred to him. “Is that why you wanted to open your own restaurant? Because you have such fond memories of that place?”

      Noah looked startled. “God, I never considered that. Yeah, I suppose it’s part of it. I … I love being part of a team. Obviously, right? But the guys here have been like family. And I remember feeling like that at Randall’s place too. He was just such a warm guy, so friendly, so patient. He didn’t worry about a bunch of rowdy but well-intentioned college hockey players spilling their beer and making a mess of things. He didn’t worry about kids running around and making noise or babies needing to be fed. He just embraced the chaos and made it feel like a family home. And I want to share that.”

      “I love that,” Simon said softly. “I think it’s wonderful.”

      Noah glanced around. “Places like this are great too though. I love the food and the quiet, romantic atmosphere, and the time alone with you. I just wanted you to feel special tonight.”

      Simon swallowed past the lump of emotion in his throat. “You’ve made me feel special already, Noah. An important part of your life.” Introducing him to his teammates was probably a far bigger gesture to Noah than he’d realized.

      “I want you to be an important part of my life.” In the candlelight, Noah’s eyes were a deep blue, steady and filled with an emotion that resonated somewhere in Simon’s chest. “I know it would have been easier if we’d just run into each other on the streets of Sault Ste. Marie next August or something. If we didn’t have to deal with the distance and the demands of hockey and the press and …”

      “Why does it sound like you’re trying to talk me out of this relationship?” Simon gently teased.

      “Oh God.” Noah looked startled. “I’m not. Believe me, I’m definitely not. I just … I worry.”

      “I get it.” Simon squeezed his hand. “And I can’t promise that those things won’t be too much. All I can promise is that I want to try. I have feelings for you that are growing by the day. They started back in college and they’re still there more than ever.”

      “That goes both ways.” Noah winked. “Like me.”

      Simon let out a laugh. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “Nah. If I was incorrigible, I’d tell you I wanted to fuck you up against the glass there, eh.” He nodded to the windows overlooking the city.

      Simon’s entire body went warm at the idea, though he was amused at how easily Noah segued from romance to teasing to dirty talk. “Love the idea but I think it might be smarter to skip it here when we can do it in your condo.”

      “Ahh, where’s the fun in that?” Noah teased.

      “Seems plenty fun to me,” Simon protested. “You pressing me up against the glass in your bedroom, sliding your thick, hard cock into me …”

      Noah’s eyes widened and he let out a little huff of air. “You have a point.” He reached for the quiet little bell on the table and rang it. A moment later, the door opened, and the waiter stepped inside.

      “Is there anything else I can get for you gentlemen? Another drink or perhaps a cigar? We have an extensive selection and a cigar lounge where you can enjoy them.”

      “Ahh, no thank you,” Noah said. “We’re set. We’ll take the check now, however.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      The man disappeared and Simon looked at Noah. “Do you smoke cigars?”

      “Occasionally. Usually at bachelor parties or after one of the guys has a baby or whatever. I wouldn’t call myself an aficionado or anything. You?”

      Simon shook his head. “I tried one years ago and spent two days feeling queasy. Didn’t enjoy it much. Weed, however …”

      Noah grinned. “I remember college.”

      Simon chuckled. “You never really partook, did you?”

      “Rarely. There was too much pressure with my training.”

      “Is it allowed in the league?”

      “Ehh. It’s kind of a gray area. They test but uh, not always very thoroughly. And they’re inclined to look the other way. A positive certainly won’t get you kicked out of a game unless they think it’s impacting your ability to play. Like if you showed up to a game high or drunk, the consequences are basically the same. And sometimes they look the other way for harder stuff too.” He shrugged. “You know I’ve never been big on drinking either though.”

      Noah had declined the wine flight this evening, whether because he was driving or because of his training, Simon wasn’t sure. He’d seemed to enjoy the non-alcoholic cocktails they’d offered him instead and merely taken a sip or two of Simon’s wine and declared it all delicious.

      “Is there a reason for avoiding alcohol?” Simon asked. “I mean, something beyond being concerned about your training?”

      “No. I just always want to be at the top of my game and more than a glass or two negatively impacts my performance. Once I retire …” He grinned. “I might feel a little differently.”

      The waiter returned then and after Noah had paid, he helped Simon into his long wool coat. After Simon wound a soft gray scarf around his neck, he glanced up to see Noah looking at him with an expression that made him melt.

      He leaned in, brushing a kiss across Noah’s mouth. “Thank you for dinner tonight. And for showing me the arena and introducing me to your team.”

      “I’ve never done that before, you know?” Noah said, his eyes even more brilliantly blue than the scarf he had draped around his neck. “I always kept things with Sasha separate.”

      The model he’d dated, Simon presumed.

      “The gesture means a lot,” Simon whispered, rubbing his thumb across Noah’s cheek. “Now, take me home, Noah.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah buried his nose against Simon’s neck, breathing him in. His skin was warm, flushed with the heat from their bodies, though the glass beneath his palms was cool.

      “Simon,” he muttered in a choked voice. Every sweet stroke in and out of Simon’s body sent a million little shivers of pleasure through him and he nipped at Simon’s neck and shoulder, licking and sucking the sweet skin, drinking in his scent.

      He felt drunk on it. The few sips of wine he’d taken from Simon’s glass tonight had done nothing for him, but holding Simon, touching him, making him moan and writhe under him sent heady waves of pleasure through Noah.

      He could get lost in Simon, forget that there was even a world outside of their bodies. But he peeled his eyes open and whispered huskily, “Look down at the city, Simon. Look at those lights spread out below us. Imagine all of the people who could be watching me fuck you.”

      Simon let out a breathy groan.

      “I want them to see you. How beautiful you are. How well you take my cock.”

      “Noah …” Simon’s voice was thready.

      “Mmm, you do, don’t you? It feels like you were made for me,” he whispered roughly.

      Simon whimpered.

      Noah closed his eyes, goosebumps rising on his skin as he fucked slowly into Simon, steady strokes that threatened to undo him far too quickly.

      He wanted this to go on forever, the world around them fading until there was nothing that existed but the two of them. But his release crept up on him and he braced himself on one arm and wrapped the other hand around Simon’s cock, using the slickness at the tip to smooth his way while he stroked.

      He bit at Simon’s neck, feeling the jerk of his iron-hard shaft in his hand.

      A few deep thrusts later, Noah erupted. “Simon!” he said with a gasp, his pained groan echoing through the bedroom.

      The moment the leg-quivering spasms passed, he gently withdrew and turned Simon, pushing his back against the window. Simon shivered when Noah dropped to his knees. He took Simon in his mouth, greedily slurping him down. He slid into Simon’s hole, fucking him with three fingers as he took Simon’s cock hard and deep, working him over with his hand and mouth until Simon gave a strangled shout, his entire body trembling.

      Noah stared up at him as he swallowed his release, drinking in the sight of Simon’s long, lean body, sheened with sweat, hair wild, lips parted. He was so beautiful he made Noah’s chest ache and he slowly teased him with his lips and tongue, prolonging the pleasure until Simon’s knees gave out. Noah caught him and wrapped an arm around him, gently coaxing Simon toward the bed.

      He flung the sheets back, then guided Simon under the covers. Simon’s eyes fluttered as he burrowed against the pillow and the contented sound he made went straight to Noah’s heart.

      Noah pulled Simon in close, brushing his dark hair off his forehead. He gave Noah a sleepy smile.

      “You wore me out, Monsieur Boucher,” he mumbled.

      “Good.” Noah twined their fingers together and brought Simon’s hand to his lips, brushing them across Simon’s knuckles.

      The corners of Simon’s mouth lifted, and he draped an arm over Noah’s waist. “Tonight was perfect. Thank you.”

      “It’s just the beginning, I promise.”

      “Good.” With that, Simon’s eyes closed and a few moments later his breathing evened out.

      Noah lay awake a long time, watching Simon sleep, feeling something that was suspiciously like love.
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      Noah was bleary-eyed in the morning and Simon was too. He squinted at himself in the mirror after their shower and tried not to grimace at the circles under his eyes. “Perfect time for lots of photos,” he muttered.

      Noah chuckled tiredly. “We were up a bit late, I guess.”

      “Just a bit.”

      The late game combined with the long dinner and mind-blowing sex had left them with precious little time to sleep before they had to be up for the interview.

      After it had been thoroughly discussed by Noah’s agent and the powers that be for the team, Simon and Noah had agreed to let a reporter and photographer from one of North America’s biggest sports magazines into Noah’s place.

      They’d be doing a feature on Noah and his new relationship.

      Nerves fluttered in Simon’s stomach while he carefully dressed, the light breakfast he’d eaten threatening to come back up.

      And they only intensified when Noah opened the door and an entire team of people descended. There was a whole camera crew, a makeup artist, a hair stylist, and a personal stylist who took one look at what they were both wearing and shook his head.

      “No, that color is all wrong.” He fluttered his hand. “Off with it.”

      Simon’s eyes widened. “Uh, my shirt?”

      “All of it. Both of you.”

      He glanced at the team of people bustling around. They weren’t paying much attention but … Noah had already stripped off his jacket and was unbuttoning his shirt without a care in the world.

      Well, Simon supposed he had plenty of experience stripping off in the locker room. Simon had posed for his share of nude photography over the years, mostly for fellow artists who just needed a warm body to practice on. He wasn’t shy but this was … interesting.

      He cleared his throat. “What will I be wearing instead?”

      “Something from there.” The stylist pointed to a rack that was being wheeled into the condo. “If you’re bashful, go in the bedroom but don’t waste my time.”

      “Got it,” Simon said faintly and did what he was told.

      Twenty minutes later, after much frowning and muttering from the stylist—who Simon now knew was named Kerry—he was plunked down in a chair. He closed his eyes and tried to catch a cat nap as Wesley—the hair stylist—attacked his hair with product.

      “Great cheekbones,” he muttered. “But you have too much length on the sides. It’s not showing you off to your best advantage.” He brandished scissors. “May I?”

      Simon gulped. “Uh, sure.”

      After Wesley was done, the makeup artist—Lauren—went after Simon. He blushed when she let out a small, surprised chuckle at the marks on the side of Simon’s neck.

      “Well, lucky you,” she murmured, dabbing color-correcting concealer on his skin. “Guess we know why they call him La Bouche.”

      When they’d all finished and Simon was allowed to look at himself in a mirror, he was pleased with the result. He still looked like himself, but the tweak to his hairstyle and the magic the makeup artist had worked had brought out the best in him. They’d kept his heavy black stubble, just neatened it up a bit, and he was now dressed more casually but still stylishly. Noah had undergone a similar transformation and Simon tried not to sigh out loud when he looked at Noah in a white shirt with an open collar and the sleeves rolled up. With fitted, buttery-soft denim that strained over his thighs and left his feet bare, he was one of the sexiest things Simon had ever seen.

      The photographer—an older man named Norman—was efficient and he talked them through the general plan for the shoot. “We’re going for a cozy, domestic scene at home. The two of you living your lives together.”

      It was an interesting angle given that Simon and Noah had just begun dating. It was far more suited to a long-established partnership but Simon supposed that was part of the spin. The image of domestic bliss so the readers could see that Noah and Simon were just like them.

      Something in Simon rebelled against the blandness of the shoot. Where was the tension? The art? The pushing of boundaries?

      But this wasn’t his shoot. Wasn’t his call to make so he followed the instructions, posing with Noah. Stretching out on the supple brown leather sofa with his head on Noah’s knee, both of them reading. “Cooking” breakfast in the stylish modern kitchen. Simon handing Noah his gear bag as he got ready to leave.

      The shots were great—Simon couldn’t deny that—but there was something odd and artificial about it that he disliked. By the end of the shoot, he was exhausted. And they still had the interview to go.

      He gritted his teeth through it and by the time it wrapped up and they’d closed the door behind the entire team of people, Noah looked as wiped out as Simon felt.

      “Is that really what I put people through when we do shoots?” Simon muttered, sprawling on the couch with a tired groan.

      “I somehow doubt it,” Noah said. He pulled Simon close and maneuvered their bodies so Simon lay with his head on Noah’s broad chest.

      He let out a contented noise, sliding his hand up under Noah’s shirt to touch his soft, bare skin, idly tracing along the defined ridges of his abdomen.

      “It’s okay. It’s over now.” Simon yawned.

      “It is.” Noah kissed the top of his head. “Thanks for doing that with me.”

      “Yeah of course.” Simon burrowed closer. “God I could use a nap.”

      “I had plans to take you out to see more of Toronto,” Noah said, but he yawned too, his jaw cracking.

      “Tomorrow?” Simon suggested. “If you’re okay with it, I’d kinda like a quiet rest of the day with you. Maybe we can order in takeout or something.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Noah tugged a throw blanket off the back of the couch where the stylist had carefully arranged it earlier, draping it over both of their bodies. “Love you, Simon,” Noah said sleepily.

      Simon lifted his head, no longer sleepy at all. He blinked at Noah a moment, staring at his face, now slack. He was out completely, chest steadily rising and falling with his even breaths, his lips lightly parted, his red-gold hair tangled on the throw pillow beneath his head.

      Simon swallowed hard, shocked by the depth of feeling rising within him. Had Noah meant it? Or had it been a half-asleep utterance? Simon would bet that either way, Noah hadn’t planned to say that aloud just then. He wondered if Noah would remember it when he woke.

      And if he didn’t bring it up, should Simon?
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        * * *

      

      Simon seemed a little quiet when Noah awoke from his nap. A few kisses later, he came alive though, kissing his way down Noah’s abs and reaching for his zipper.

      “Can I suck you?” he asked huskily.

      “I’d be a fool to turn that down,” Noah said with a laugh, propping his hands behind his head so he had a better view.

      After, when Noah licked his way into Simon’s mouth, tasting the remnants of his orgasm on his tongue, he let out a contented sigh. Noah reluctantly stood and held out a hand. “Let’s shower and figure out what we want to do for dinner.”

      “Sounds great.”

      But that quietness lingered through their shower and Noah wracked his brain, trying to figure out if he’d said or done something that might have bothered him. Was it the photoshoot or the interview?

      “Hey,” Noah said after they were dry and dressed again. He slid close to Simon, wrapping his arms around his waist. “Is everything okay? If this article wasn’t something you feel great about, talk to me. I get final say on anything that goes to print and they’ll give everything to us to review before it goes live.”

      “No.” Simon smiled. “I mean, some parts of it sat a little weird with me but I think that’s mostly my need for creative control.”

      Noah laughed, relaxing. “Okay, just making sure. I don’t want you to feel like this media train is steaming ahead without you being fully on board.”

      Simon chuckled. “Oh, that was terrible, Noah. Just because we reconnected on the Snow Train …”

      Shaking his head, Noah tugged Simon out of the bathroom and walked toward the main living space. “Now you know my secret. I’m full of terrible puns and bad jokes.”

      “Could be worse,” Simon said with a little wink. “I think I can live with that.”

      Noah turned serious. “I hope you mean it, Simon. I lost you once, but I don’t want to again. I went off and chased my dreams. And I’m excited about this season and the restaurant I’m opening. But I am going to fight for you.”

      Simon leaned in and touched Noah’s cheek. “You won’t have to. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

      “You’re okay with being stuck with a big dumb hockey player for good then?” Noah asked earnestly.

      “I’m more than okay with being stuck with you,” Simon said, his voice turning thick.

      Noah stopped in the middle of the hall, pressing Simon against the wall to kiss the shit out of him. He hoped Simon could adjust to this life with him. Although the photoshoot today had probably felt very boring and mundane to someone like Simon, Noah had loved it. Had loved the glimpse of what their future together could look like.

      When he finally drew away, Simon’s lips were shiny, his eyes hooded. “If that was a hint that you want to spend the rest of the evening in bed …”

      Noah chuckled. Tempting. But he wanted Simon to feel like these trips to Toronto were worth it. “I do but I was thinking maybe sushi for dinner first,” he said.

      “Ooh, yum,” Simon said with a grin. “I could be convinced to skip sex for that.”

      “Hey!” Noah protested, laughing. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

      Simon cupped Noah’s face. “I am crazy about you Noah, in and out of the bedroom, but Northern Michigan has an appalling lack of really good sushi. Trust me when I say that right now, nothing sounds better than some really fresh ahi and salmon sashimi.”

      Noah grinned. “I can see that being with you will keep my ego in check.”

      “I’ll certainly do my best.” Simon grinned back. “So, are we ordering takeout?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Noah said.

      Simon gave him a quizzical glance. “Yeah? What does that mean?”

      Noah winked. “It means, I have a surprise for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, Simon understood what Noah had meant. They had gotten takeout. But none of it came assembled.

      “This is great.” Simon beamed as Noah unpacked the cooler filled with fresh fish and dry ice. “So we make everything ourselves?”

      “Yes. DIY sushi.” Noah grinned proudly. “It was my idea too actually, eh.”

      “Your idea?” Simon gave him a quizzical glance. “The restaurant doesn’t do this for everyone?”

      “They do now.” Noah’s expression bordered on smug. “So a few years ago, Margot and Hugh came to Toronto to visit for the holidays. I gave Hugh a gift certificate for a sushi making lesson at my favorite restaurant. He’d always wanted to learn, and we thought it would be fun to do together.”

      “You’re close, huh?”

      Noah nodded. “Yeah, he’s like a brother to me. Great guy. Couldn’t be happier my sister ended up with him.”

      Simon nodded. He liked his brother’s wife, but he rarely saw either of them since they lived on the other side of the world. “So you both took this class together then?”

      “Yes. Turns out I’m not half-bad at sushi rolling.”

      “World famous goaltender, first out man in the NHL, and sushi rolling prodigy, huh?” Simon teased. “I really did hit the jackpot.”

      Noah threw his head back and laughed. “You did.”

      “Shit. I was supposed to be keeping your ego in check, wasn’t I?” He shook his head sadly. “I failed already.”

      “There’s always tomorrow.” With a wink and a smirk, Noah folded the cloth bag the supplies had come in. “Anyway, I got talking to the executive chef and owner and said how cool I thought sushi making would be for a date. But obviously, not everyone can afford one-on-one time with a chef of his caliber. We eventually got around to the idea of creating a delivery kit.” Noah gestured at the counter covered with sheets of nori, a container of prepared sushi rice, and an array of seafood and sauces. “Where you could make it yourself with the help of recipe cards and video tutorials. I mean, it’s still not cheap but it’s a whole lot less than private lessons. It’s within reason for the average couple looking to do something special.”

      Simon’s smile was brilliant. “I love that idea. Tell me what to do.”

      Noah waggled his eyebrows. “How far do you want to go with that?”

      Simon chuckled and kissed Noah. “Teach me this first and then we can discuss it.”

      “You got it, baby.” Noah pulled up the video tutorials on his iPad and they got to work.

      “So, like this?” Simon asked ten minutes later, trying to get the bamboo mat to cooperate when he attempted to roll the layers of rice, seaweed, and fish into a neat spiral.

      “Can I show you something?” Noah asked, settling behind Simon, and bringing his arms around his body so Simon was pinned between him and the counter. Simon wasn’t complaining.

      “Please,” he said, the heat from Noah’s body and the scent of him making his head spin.

      “You have to lift this edge closest to you up and over the filling,” Noah murmured. “Then gently press along the length of the roll to compact it a little and keep it from being too loose.”

      Noah guided Simon’s hands, showing him what to do and a little shudder ran down Simon’s spine. He loved Noah like this, all sexy and competent. And patient. Glen had been the “take over and show Simon how it was done” kind of guy.

      But Noah was relaxed and helpful as he demonstrated, then stepped back to let Simon try. And he rewarded Simon with a kiss on the back of the neck every time he did something right.

      “Stop kissing me,” Simon teased when he reached for one of Noah’s very sharp knives so they could cut the maki into individual rolls. “Or I’m going to cut a finger off.”

      “Never.” Noah took the knife from Simon’s fingers and set it on the counter. He turned Simon, dipping him in a kiss that Simon felt clear down to his toes. He flailed a little, off balance, rice-sticky hands waving around uselessly but Noah held him tight, deepening the kiss until Simon melted into him.

      He was breathless when Noah righted their bodies and drew back. Noah’s eyes sparkled, his grin easy and happy when he laughed, brushing an errant strand of hair out of his eyes. Simon felt so unbearably happy at the sight of him that his heart ached.

      “This is the shot they should have gotten for the magazine,” Simon murmured.

      Noah gave him a quizzical look. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know.” Simon turned back to the sushi, reaching for the knife again. “I was just thinking how staged it all felt earlier. Everything perfectly in place. Not a hair out of order. I like you like this. I like us like this.” He felt a surprising lump in his throat as he carefully cut through the tough nori sheets, wiping the knife clean on a damp towel between cuts as the instructions had told him to do. “I just think this would be a great shoot. Us being candid, a little messy, more real.”

      “I like that,” Noah said softly. “I like it a lot actually. How about this? We’ll get a few shots of this with our phones and at least our social media will be closer to reality.”

      Simon shrugged. “Sure. I’d like that. Though a part of me can see the appeal of keeping moments like this to ourselves.”

      “I’m fine with either,” Noah said, his tone easy as he slipped away. “As long as I’m with you, Simon, I don’t care how the world views our relationship. I kinda do want a picture of you with rice on your nose though.”

      “I don’t have rice on my face,” Simon protested, turning to look at Noah who had his phone up, grinning.

      He got a couple of shots in while Simon spluttered at him, wiping at his face to discover there was indeed food on his nose. He grumbled, making Noah bend over because he was laughing so hard. Simon hastily cleaned his hands and pulled his phone out, managing to snap a few frames of Noah laughing, hair wild around him when it slipped out of the elastic, face a little red. Handsome, yes, but perfectly real and imperfect too.

      Perfectly Noah.

      Eventually, they got their laughter under control and managed to finish assembling their dinner.

      “This was fun,” Simon said as he carried some halfway decent maki—the sushi rolls everyone was familiar with—and some tempting-looking nigiri, which were thin slices of raw fish on sushi, rice over to the table. They were nicely arranged on a platter and along with some miso soup, steamed edamame, saké for him, and water for Noah, they had a delicious-looking dinner. “I’ve never had this much fun on a date actually.”

      “Told you I’d show you the best Canada had to offer,” Noah said with a wink as he sat at the end of the table near Simon. It was a large expanse of wood, easily big enough to seat eight but Noah was close enough that their knees brushed occasionally.

      They spoke about their plans for tomorrow while they helped themselves to the food they’d made. Simon wasn’t surprised to discover Noah was deft with chopsticks even as Simon nearly ended up with a bite of spicy tuna in his lap.

      “Oh, just one suggestion for tomorrow,” Noah said. “We should save the Hall of Fame for the end of the day. I know you want to go, and I’d love to show it to you but there will be fans there and it’ll take time to extricate myself.”

      Simon nodded. Noah had already warned him they’d likely be spotted, and he’d agreed it made sense to hold off on posting anything on social media until after they were safely back home. No point in alerting people to where they were. “Sure, no problem.”

      “It’s weird, isn’t it?” Noah said, popping another bite of salmon nigiri in his mouth, chewing with a blissful expression on his face.

      Simon shrugged, sagging a piece of pickled ginger. “Having to plan my day around stuff like that? Sure. But it’s not a deal-breaker, Noah.”

      “I would hope not.” But a flicker of worry crossed Noah’s face.

      Simon rested his hand on Noah’s, twining their fingers together. “I care about you, Noah. You’re more than your career, more than your life as an NHL player, more than the man your fans see. I know you’ve given me an extraordinary privilege being allowed to see the real you. I don’t take that lightly.”

      “And I don’t take you lightly,” Noah said, his expression turning earnest. “I know this is new to you and I’m grateful you’re willing to spend your precious time with me this way.”

      He brought Simon’s fingers to his lips and Simon’s heart fluttered dangerously when he thought of Noah’s earlier words.

      It wouldn’t be long before Simon fell completely head-over-heels for Noah too.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, they headed to Old Toronto. It was a cold, crisp morning but the snowstorm had passed, and the sun was bright and the air clear as they looked out of the windows of the CN Tower, enjoying the view of the city spread out before them on one side and Lake Ontario on the other. Noah pointed out the ferries traveling back and forth between the mainland and the Toronto Islands.

      “I’ll take you there sometime in better weather,” Noah promised. They were a chain of fifteen islands that contained nature parks, beaches, outdoor activities, and an amusement park. There was a yacht club too, where several of Noah’s teammates—including Matt—kept boats that they often went out on in the off-season.

      “Sounds fun,” Simon said, his eyes lighting up. He murmured under his breath, “Still like the view from your place better.”

      Noah laughed and kissed his temple. “I liked my view of it better too,” he whispered in Simon’s ear. “And the way it felt to be inside you.”

      Simon shivered in his arms.

      After Simon had taken all the pictures he wanted, they drove to the Kensington Market district, a vibrant multicultural neighborhood that they’d visited several times in college. “God, it’s changed so much since we were last here together,” Simon said.

      “It has, hasn’t it?” Noah said. He squeezed Simon’s hand. “We had some fun here though, eh?”

      Simon shot him a bright smile and Noah could almost see college-age Simon overlaid with the man currently holding his hand. He remembered that day over a decade ago when they’d come here with friends, wandering from shop to shop, laughing and joking.

      He remembered how many times he’d wanted to reach out and hold Simon’s hand and the looks Simon’s ex had shot him, warning Noah away.

      Dave was probably a balding, paunchy corporate guy these days but even if he wasn’t, Simon was with Noah now. He felt just a little bit smug about that.

      They did some shopping, browsing the small, eclectic shops lining the narrow streets. Simon picked up some gifts for family and Leah. His eyes widened as they approached a photo gallery.

      “Please, can we check it out?” he asked, his gaze hopeful and his expression pleading. Noah kissed his hair, laughing.

      “Of course.”

      The gallery was connected to a community space that focused on radical environmental politics and Noah watched Simon while he chatted with one of the artists who volunteered there. They bonded over art and environmentalism. Simon was animated as he talked about the show his gallery had scheduled that would explore the impact global warming was having on the Great Lakes.

      Nearly an hour later, after exchanging emails with the artist, Simon walked toward Noah, a sheepish expression on his face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to take so long.”

      Noah shrugged. “I don’t mind. You were enjoying yourself.” He lifted a gift bag, rattling it slightly. “I picked up a few gifts anyway.”

      “Good.”

      They stopped for chicken shawarma wraps for lunch, enjoying them in a snug, warm little restaurant filled with the scent of garlic and spice.

      They drove to the distillery district after. It was more upscale than Kensington Market and there were incredible shops and restaurants. On the weekends, there were often festivals and events. Noah pointed out a theater as they passed. “I’d love to take you to a show sometime.”

      “Oh, that sounds fun,” Simon said. His steps slowed when they approached another gallery. “Could we stop here for a bit? I promise I won’t linger as long this time.”

      “Sure.”

      They browsed for a while and Noah listened raptly while Simon talked about art.

      “You sure you’re not getting bored?” Simon asked after a while.

      Noah shook his head. “I like art,” he admitted. “I don’t always understand it the way you do but I do like it.”

      Simon shrugged. “I hate the idea that art should be this elitist thing,” he murmured, side-eyeing the couple near them who spoke about the work in haughty tones. “I think people should seek out the works that speak to them. You don’t have to understand the history and composition necessarily. Just trust your own instincts about what pulls your attention and keeps it.”

      “I like that,” Noah said, swinging their joined hands together as they walked. It was so easy with Simon. So natural. So right.

      There were half a dozen galleries in the area, and they hit a few of them before even Simon admitted he’d had enough. “How about we check out the Hockey Hall of Fame now?” he asked as they shared a small butter tart they’d picked up at a bakery.

      Noah brushed the crumbs from his fingertips. “Sounds great.”

      Simon stared down at his phone while Noah drove them to the Hall of Fame. “Don’t worry, I’m not posting anything yet,” he said, his tone absent. “Just fiddling with lighting levels.”

      Noah chuckled. “Don’t worry. I trust you, Simon.”

      It had never occurred to him that Simon was anything less than trustworthy. He wouldn’t have brought him into his life so thoroughly if he’d had any doubts. Unlike other people he’d been with, Simon wasn’t in it for the fame or the money or the connections.

      “So do you get discount tickets being an NHL player?” Simon asked when they approached the ticket counter.

      Noah chuckled. “Sadly, no. But they probably figure we can swing the admission fees with what we’re paid.”

      “Nah, not today,” Simon said, sliding his credit card across the counter. “I’ve got this.”

      They explored some of the special exhibits, including one featuring Gordie Howe and Wayne Gretzky, perused the to-scale replica of the Montreal Canadiens Dressing Room, and checked out the World of Hockey, which detailed the history of the sport around the globe. Noah tried not to bore Simon with the minutia of hockey history, but Simon seemed engaged, asking interesting questions and even stumping Noah a few times.

      “Ooh, can we check this out?” Noah asked when they passed The Mask exhibit, showcasing almost 100 masks from goaltenders. “It’s new since I was here last.”

      “Sure,” Simon said. “If you promise to tell me about the design on yours. I know it’s green, black, and white for the team colors but it’s hard to make out the specifics on TV.”

      “Absolutely.” Noah smiled at the thought of Simon watching him on the ice all these years. Goalies were allowed to create their own custom designs and Noah had worked with several local artists over the years. “So, I have a snarling fisher cat on the one side.” He pointed to his right temple. “And the Toronto skyline on the other. And recently, I tweaked the design in anticipation of my return.”

      “Yeah? What did you change?”

      “Let me pull up a picture on my phone.” Noah found the image the artist had sent him. “I had my guy keep the current design but added a camera.”

      Simon looked at the photo, lips parted. “For …”

      “My good luck charm.” Noah slid an arm around Simon’s waist. “For the man I love. So you’re with me on the ice too.”

      Simon’s eyes glistened a little as he stared at Noah. “If we weren’t in public right now, I’d kiss the hell out of you,” he said roughly.

      They only made it halfway through the exhibit before Noah let out a quiet groan when a group of teenagers spotted them. “Brace yourself.”

      “Oh my God, you and your boyfriend are just the cutest,” a teenage girl gushed as she ran up. “Can I get a picture with both of you?”

      Simon looked amused, but he dutifully posed for pictures with Noah. They created a bit of a stir after that, but most people let them be.

      After, Noah gently guided Simon out of the room. “I vote we check out Lord Stanley’s Vault and then swing by the Great Hall to visit the trophies. If we make it quick, we might be able to dodge any other fans. It’s gotten a lot worse with social media lately.”

      “That’s gotta be weird,” Simon said with a laugh, following Noah through the building.

      “So weird,” Noah agreed. “Occasionally I wished I played for one of the teams in the southern United States where hockey players are much less recognizable.”

      Lord Stanley’s Vault was located in a refurbished bank vault and contained the original Stanley Cup trophy, along with championship rings, removed and retired bands from the Cup, the history of it, and the artifacts surrounding it.

      “Did you know the bands are detachable?” Noah asked. “When they become full, the oldest is removed and preserved here.” He pointed to the display case. “And a new blank band is added.”

      “Interesting.”

      “It takes nearly ten hours to engrave the entire team’s names. They do it all by hand.”

      “Wow.” Simon looked suitably impressed.

      “And there are errors on the cup. See? When the Boston Bruins won in the 70s, they accidentally replaced the o’s with q’s. And they forgot the s in Islanders in the 80s.”

      Simon chuckled. “They don’t fix it?”

      “Nah, too costly. Besides, it makes for some great history.” Noah grinned. “They got a player’s name wrong in the 90s too, but he requested they change it.”

      Simon chuckled. “Makes sense. After all that hard work, I’d be pissed if they got my name wrong too.”

      Voices in the distance grew louder and though Noah had no idea if they were there for him, he took Simon’s hand and raised an eyebrow. “Let’s head upstairs to see the current Cup.”

      “Sounds good.”

      The Great Hall was filled with many trophies, not just the Stanley Cup, but it had pride of place of course. There was a group of people waiting to get their photos taken with it. After they were done, Noah turned away, pretending to study the portraits of players lining the wall nearby as the visitors walked past, paying no attention to him.

      “Huh. So, this is what all the fuss is about,” Simon said a few minutes later as he looked the Stanley Cup up and down.

      Noah chuckled. “It is.” His heart sped up just looking at it.

      “Explain it to me? The draw, I mean.”

      “Some of it’s the history, I think,” Noah said slowly. “It’s the oldest existing trophy to be awarded to a professional sport in North America. And it’s really the pinnacle of everything you work toward. It’s a concrete acknowledgement of all of the sacrifices made along the way. The toll it takes on your body.” He glanced down with a rueful smile at his knee. “The years of training and practice. The travel. The family sacrifices. The relationships that fell by the wayside because of that goal. I don’t know. It just has a lot of emotional weight.”

      “What will you do with it when you win?”

      Noah smiled at Simon’s surety that he would win. Each championship team was allotted one hundred off-season days with the Cup to do with as they liked. Though it came with an escort of course. The Keeper of the Cup.

      “I don’t know,” Noah said with a little laugh. “It seems like tempting fate to plan it too closely. Obviously, I’d want my family to see it. Show it off at Randall’s pizzeria for sure. He’d lose his tiny little mind.”

      Simon chuckled.

      “But other than that … I’m not sure. Maybe make love to you next to it.” He brushed a lock of Simon’s hair off his forehead. “Assuming we could convince the Keeper to stay in the other room, of course.”

      Simon smiled at him. “Scandalous.”

      “Ehh, it’s been dunked in pools, left by the side of the road, peed in, and taken to strip clubs. I think it can handle a couple of naked people in love.”

      Simon studied the Cup intently. “Bet we wouldn’t be the first couple to do that anyway,” he said.

      “Probably not even the first gay couple,” Noah agreed. He slipped his hand into Simon’s back pocket and squeezed. “I mean, there were undoubtedly some closeted guys over the years.”

      “Plus, who knows what Zane Murphy and Ryan Hartinger got up to last season,” Simon pointed out, his eyes twinkling.

      Noah laughed heartily. “I’ll have to ask them sometime.”

      They spent a few more minutes looking at the Cup, then headed toward the exit. Thankfully, on a weekday, the lobby wasn’t as jam packed as Noah had thought it might be. He signed some autographs and posed for some pictures on the way out, but he’d managed to escape fairly quickly.

      As they left the building a short while later, Simon glanced over at him. “What do you want to do now?”

      “I was thinking we should grab dinner at Randall’s.”

      “Yeah?” Simon grinned. “I love that idea. You ready to eat now? I’m getting pretty hungry.”

      Lunch had been hours ago, and Noah’s stomach was beginning to rumble. Or maybe that was his phone buzzing in his jacket.

      “Oh, hang on.” Noah dug in his pocket for his phone. Zane Murphy.

      Hey, we just checked into our hotel in Toronto. Want to meet up with Ryan and me tonight?

      Noah hesitated and glanced over at Simon who gave him a quizzical glance.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No. But funny we were just talking about Ryan and Zane. I guess the Otters just landed in Toronto. I totally forgot we were playing them tomorrow night and they invited us to meet up.”

      “Us or you?”

      Noah shrugged. “I don’t know if they know you’re in town, but I am sure they’d be happy to have you join us.”

      “Well, I can head back to your place if you want to just meet up with them.”

      “Are you kidding?” Noah shook his head. “No, I want my friends to meet my boyfriend, thanks. If you don’t want to go, I’m cool with telling them we have other plans, but if you want to go with me, I’d love to introduce you to them.”

      Simon chuckled. “It’s not a hardship agreeing to spend the evening with a couple of hot NHL players. In college, if you’d told me I’d have the opportunity to hang out with three out players, I’d never have believed you.”

      “It’s pretty great,” Noah agreed. “I count myself lucky to be playing at a time when this is possible.”

      “Wouldn’t have happened without you.”

      “Maybe not this way,” Noah conceded. “But yeah, it would have happened eventually. Some way or another. Guys are tired of hiding who they love. Hell, if I’d run into you sooner, I’d have been out sooner. There was no way I’d hide my feelings for you.”

      Simon turned to Noah, his expression soft, and he reached out and grasped the back of Noah’s neck. “Oh, Noah. The things you say.”

      “I mean them,” he said thickly. “I … I’m falling in love with you, Simon.”

      “I’m falling in love with you too,” Simon whispered. His eyes sparkled with moisture. “No, hell, I am in love with you.”

      “And I’m in love with you,” Noah admitted. These few days together had been amazing. Yes, it was all fast but after the years they’d been friends in college, it seemed too right to deny. He gently pulled Simon closer and on the sidewalk in front of the Hall of Fame, he kissed the man he loved.

      There was a strong chance a fan would snap a picture of it, but he didn’t care. He welcomed it, in fact.

      This moment with Simon was something that would linger in his memory for years and whether or not he was ever inducted into the museum as a player, he knew he’d won the biggest honor of his life, earning Simon’s love.

      

      Has La Bouche finally been tamed?

      If the pictures from this past week are any indication, Noah Boucher is well and truly a taken man. Fans spotted him all over Toronto this weekend with his new boyfriend, photographer and gallery owner Simon Lawrence.

      The lovebirds were seen in Kensington Market, several galleries in Distillery Row, and at the Hockey Hall of Fame, even sneaking in a quick cuddle by the famed Stanley Cup and a kiss on the sidewalk outside.

      But speculation around the arena is that this new relationship is more of a distraction than an asset. Boucher’s performance has been sub par and its creating tension with the team.

      Some fans are even predicting that La Bouche will hang up his skates in favor of moving to Michigan. With only a few weeks to go before his widely touted return to the net, only time will tell.
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      “What do you mean it isn’t ready?” Simon asked, his voice rising. February had absolutely sped by, and they were getting down to the wire for the gallery opening.

      “You can’t rush art, man,” Cary Wava said, his tone a lazy, unconcerned drawl.

      “You can when we have a contract,” Simon said. He glanced at the calendar on one of his monitors and slammed his eyes shut at the glaring truth. “The show is in less than a month.” Of course, he was still waiting on the fire suppression system so it might all be a moot point if they couldn’t open because of that.

      “Don’t know what to tell ya,” Cary said. Simon could hear the shrug in his voice. The casual, unconcerned nonchalance that made his blood boil. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “The big deal is we are running out of time,” he said in a clipped tone. “We agreed, in the contract that both of our lawyers looked over and you signed, that you would deliver the paintings to the gallery two weeks ago. My business partner and I understood that you were struggling to finish a few of the pieces so we gave you a very generous extension. They were due to us today. And now you’re telling me you have none of them?”

      “Well, I have them. But they’re all shit.” Simon heard the flick of a lighter and Cary’s inhale. He’d lay odds on it not being tobacco that Cary was smoking. His studio had reeked of weed when Simon was there last. He had no issue with it—right now he’d murder for a quick puff on it himself if it would rid him of the nasty headache that lurked at his temples—but it didn’t bode well for Cary’s motivation to get to work.

      Simon closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose and trying to soften his tone. This wasn’t his first round with a difficult artist. Some of them cultivated that persona harder than they ever worked at their art. It was usually the most talented ones too.

      Cary was fucking amazing, and Simon had been desperate to get his work for the show’s centerpiece but right now he regretted ever collaborating with him. The success of the opening and the gallery itself rested on Cary’s art, and he was threatening to pull the bottom out from under them.

      “You can’t have them.” Cary said stubbornly. “I can’t put shitty pieces out in the world. Sorry, man.”

      “Shitty or not, you promised me you would have the paintings to me today,” Simon said tightly. “We are on a deadline and—”

      The click of the phone in his ear made him pull his phone away from it in shock and stare at the screen. Call disconnected.

      “I’m going to murder him,” Simon muttered. His head throbbed as he tossed his phone on his desk before burying his head in his hands. He suppressed the urge to scream.

      “Problems?” Leah said.

      He looked up to see her in the doorway looking as tired as he felt. He laughed hollowly. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “What’s going on?”

      He leaned back in his chair. “We have no art for our feature.”

      “What?” She blinked at him.

      “Cary has nothing for us. Nothing. He says the pieces aren’t ready.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I have no idea. I thought you confirmed with him that they were done.”

      “I did,” she protested, bright color blossoming in her pale cheeks. “When we met last week at his studio, he had all but a few done.”

      “Well, apparently he doesn’t anymore. Now he’s telling me they’re all shit and they’re not ready for the show and I don’t know what the fuck we’re going to do.”

      “I thought this was all nailed down. If I had any idea—"

      “Yeah, I thought it was too,” he said, his voice tight, his volume rising with every word as the enormity of the problem they faced settled more heavily on his shoulders. “But clearly not. We open in a month, we have no art from our featured artist, and all of the promotional material has already gone out. Fuck!”

      Leah burst into tears. Bewildered, Simon stared at her, remorse washing over him. “Oh God, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have shouted at you like that.”

      “No.” She wiped at her face, only succeeding in smearing her makeup. “It’s not you. It’s …” She started crying again and he looked at her, bewildered, for a moment before he rose to his feet. Clearly something else was going on.

      “Hey, come here,” he said softly as he stood. He walked over and wrapped an arm around her shoulder before guiding her to the low couch nearby. He handed her a box of tissues, and she blew her nose, a loud honking sound that reminded him of geese. If he weren’t so stressed, he’d have smiled. “Want some tea?”

      “Sure. Herbal though, please.”

      Weird, Leah was usually a fiend for anything caffeinated. But he nodded as he walked over to the small kitchenette built into one wall of his office. Just enough for him to fix coffee and offer a few snacks during meetings.

      “Peppermint tisane it is.” He flipped on the electric kettle and pulled out a mug. “Now, do you want to talk to me about what’s going on? I know we’re both under a lot of stress but you’re not really a crier.”

      Simon had known Leah for six years and in that time, he’d never once seen her reduced to tears. Not even when she’d massively fucked up an order for a high-roller client at the gallery in Manhattan.

      Leah sniffled, wiping at her now-red nose. “I’m sorry. I’m just extra emotional right now.”

      “Ahh, say no more.” Simon opened a drawer and pulled out a bar of chocolate, brandishing it at her. “I have the solution.”

      She laughed a little wetly as he carried it over to her. “I’m definitely not PMSing.”

      “Oh.” He shrugged and set it on the coffee table. “Well, chocolate is still good, whatever’s going on.”

      She drew in a deep shuddering breath. “I’m pregnant, Simon.”

      “Oh.” He blinked at her. He knew she wanted kids, but he wasn’t sure if she wanted them now. “And, uh, is that something you’re excited about?”

      She dabbed at her face. “Yes and no. Do I want to have a baby with Brendan? Hell yeah. He’s an awesome dad to Jacob.”

      Simon nodded. He’d seen Brendan and Jacob together, and he was as wonderful with him as he was with Leah. Simon remembered how worried Leah had been when she first met Brendan’s son. She’d been afraid he’d be wary of her, but they’d bonded very quickly.

      “And the no?”

      “It’s just a lot right now. I’m having a lot of morning sickness and I’m exhausted, and I just wouldn’t have picked this time to get pregnant, you know? A year from now? Sure. But the timing is fucking terrible.”

      “Does Brendan know?”

      “Yes. He’s excited.” She smiled faintly.

      He hesitated. “Are you considering not keeping it?”

      “No,” she said. “The timing is a little less than ideal, but I do want this baby very much. Jacob is amazing but Brendan and I have talked about another kid too, so we’d be a family of four. We’ll make it work somehow.”

      Simon smiled at the thought of their little family growing.

      The sound of the water boiling made Simon turn away and he popped the tea bag into the mug and poured the water over it, releasing a cloud of fragrant steam. Ugh, he should probably make one for himself. He’d had nothing but coffee all morning and that couldn’t be helping his head. He reached for a second mug.

      “Well, then if you’re excited about it, I’m happy for you!” Simon said firmly. He glanced over his shoulder at her.

      “Thanks.” But her expression was still wan.

      “So is it just the timing you’re worried about?” he asked a few minutes later as he carried their mugs over the couch.

      “It’s just so much to deal with right now, you know?” He nodded. “The gallery opening is adding so much pressure and now this thing with Cary has thrown another complication into it.” She bit her lip as she took the mug from him. “And Brendan’s budget is pretty tight right now since we’re in the off-season for landscaping and he’s down a plow at the moment so he can’t take on as much winter work. Adding in a new baby is going to be more of a strain.” She rubbed her forehead.

      Simon’s happiness for Leah quickly evaporated at the reminder of the mess they were in. And how much money Leah had invested in the gallery. Finding out she was pregnant was just another stressor on top of all the other worries they both carried. “We’ll figure it out,” he promised his partner, but worry churned in his stomach.

      What if they couldn’t? What if the gallery flopped completely? What if this fun and exciting venture that they’d gone into with such enthusiasm became a weight that crushed them both?

      Leah bit her lip. “And I’ll need time off at the end of the summer when I give birth. I think it’ll be a big transition for Jacob and I don’t want to neglect him, plus of course I’ll want some time with the new baby, you know?”

      “Of course.” Simon had always known Leah wanted a family and that she’d have a child or two once she met someone. But she and Brendan had met and fallen in love almost the moment Leah arrived in town and building a family had happened much quicker than either of them expected. A new baby coming six months after their gallery opened was going to be a strain. They’d have to hire more people and oh fuck, insurance premiums would probably go up and—Simon swallowed hard. Fuck. What am I going to do?
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      Noah crouched into the net, a trickle of sweat working its way down the back of his neck as he stared at his teammates through his mask.

      He shook his head, trying to clear it as Fowler raced toward him and snapped the puck. It slipped between his legs, right through the five hole before Noah could even shift his weight and he slapped his stick on the ice. “Tabarnak,” he growled in frustration even while Matty fired another puck at him. He lunged, reaching with his blocker but it whizzed by, glancing off the edge but still going into the net.

      It had been like this since he got on the ice. Noah took a deep breath and focused on Olsen who went high. Noah smacked that one back onto the ice but it went on like that all morning. He missed more shots than he blocked and by the time he left his crease, he was soaked in sweat and defeated. Olsen offered him a sympathetic look when he passed but all Noah could feel was a crushing sense of disappointment. Christ, he’d been a mess.

      Easy saves that he’d managed a few weeks before slipped by him like water today. He felt slow and clunky, responding to goals seconds after they had already shot past him.

      “What the fuck are you doing there, Boucher?” Vic shouted when the guys paused their barrage of pucks. “What kind of performance was that?”

      “I don’t know, Coach,” he muttered, straightening.

      “Well do better!” Vic glowered. “We’re not putting you on the ice until we’re sure you’re ready and this is unacceptable. Get your head on straight and get back out here tomorrow morning with a new attitude.”

      “Yes, Coach. I’ll do better.” His shoulders slumped as he slowly skated past him.

      Coach Casey gave Noah a few words too. Kinder words, but still clearly concerned. And when Noah clomped off the ice, he could see the two of them, heads bent together as they discussed his performance—or lack thereof.

      They were an odd pair. Opposite from the usual team dynamic. Most of the time, head coaches were the hardasses and position and assistant coaches were more approachable. More friend to their players than heavy-handed disciplinarian.

      Right now, Noah knew he had disappointed them both—not to mention his teammates. And if he didn’t fix this shit, he’d disappoint all the fans. Christ, they wouldn’t go easy on him either. Many considered Toronto the center of the hockey world. Hell, they were one of the few cities with two NHL teams. The hockey hall of fame was here as well, and fans took the game seriously. So did the press. It would be brutal if he fucked this up.

      So much for Noah’s plan for a glorious return.

      After his strength and conditioning work, he headed to the locker room to shower off the defeat.

      Unfortunately, it still clung to him while he dried off and dressed in street clothes. He snagged lunch, wolfing it down without really tasting it, then made his way through the maze of hallways for his appointment with Ronnie Baker, the sports psychologist the team worked with.

      Noah wasn’t the only guy who went to him. Lots of players did when their heads got into a weird place after an injury or streak of bad games. Gabriel had been working with him for a while now. The guy was supposed to be the best, but Gabriel’s shitheap of a game clearly hadn’t benefitted this season, and Noah wasn’t seeing any improvement yet either.

      Noah’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out to see a message from Simon.

      Hey, do you have a minute?

      Noah frowned down at his phone as he absently raised a hand to greet the security guard passing by. It wasn’t like Simon to text him in the middle of the day. He’d been buried in work at the gallery and Noah was putting all his energy into returning to play so they usually just exchanged good morning texts and did a video chat before bed.

      Concerned, Noah called Simon rather than text him back.

      “Hey,” he answered.

      Noah’s frown deepened at the dull note in Simon’s voice.

      “Hey, you okay, baby?”

      “Yeah.” Simon cleared his throat. “Just a stressful day already. You?”

      “Ugh, me too. I had another fucking MRI yesterday and I’m waiting to hear the results. I am so sick of them. I have this perpetual fear they’re going to discover something catastrophic. Like all of a sudden, they’re going to tell me, ‘No, sorry, Mr. Boucher, there’s no way you’re going back on the ice.’” Noah grimaced, realizing he was monopolizing the conversation. “Shit. Anyway, enough of me worrying about getting back to playing. What’s going on with you?”

      “No,” Simon protested. “No, that’s a big thing to worry about. I get it. I’m sorry you’re struggling with it.”

      Noah sighed. “It’s been fucking with my head at practice too. Did I tell you I’ve been seeing a sports psychologist?”

      “That’s a thing?”

      Noah managed a half-hearted chuckle. “It’s very much a thing and I don’t mind it. I mean, I think most people could benefit from therapy, but I swear it’s not helping me at all. The closer I get to my first game back, the more stressed I get. And now I’m fucking up at practice. Matty keeps teasing me about being a sieve but he’s right. I let in more shots per game this week than I did last week. If I don’t shape up, Coach is going to have me playing with the Black Bears.” When there was silence on the other end, Noah hastily added. “The AHL farm team here. Not actual bears.” Another beat of silence. “You were supposed to laugh at that,” Noah prompted.

      “Sorry. Sorry. I’m just distracted.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” Noah said, wincing. “I shouldn’t be talking your ear off about how stressed I am about the game. It isn’t helping either of us.”

      “It’s all right.” But Simon still sounded distracted.

      “Seriously, what’s going on with you?” Noah asked, worried now. “You don’t sound like yourself.”

      “It’s just been stressful. I … I don’t want to bother you with it.”

      “Hey,” Noah said, frowning at both the weird tone in Simon’s voice and a sudden shout of excited hockey players approaching. His teammates traveled in packs, and they were loud. “It’s not a bother to listen to you if you need to vent. What’s going on? Something with the gallery?”

      “That’s partly it.” Simon let out a sigh. “I really don’t want to bother you. You have so much on your mind, and this isn’t that important.”

      “It’s happening to you so of course it’s important,” Noah protested. He plugged his ear, speaking more loudly.

      “Yo, Boucher! Got a question for you!” Matty boomed.

      Noah waved him off. “Not now, Matty.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Simon said. “We can talk later.”

      “Ignore him,” Noah protested. “I want to hear what’s going on, Simon.”

      “Aww, Noah’s talking to Simon,” Dom teased. He pressed close to Noah, making kissy noises into the phone. “He’s always mooning about you, you know, Simon,” he shouted into the phone.

      “Jesus Christ,” Noah said, irritated at the interruption. He shoved at Dom’s chest, but Matty crowded in on the other side and yelled into the phone. “You better be coming to see us play soon. Boucher doesn’t do well when he’s too pent up.”

      Noah pressed the phone against his chest. “Would you all shut the fuck up?” he roared. He glowered at his idiot friends and stalked away, brushing past a bewildered-looking Makarov who was on his way out of the building.

      “Sorry, Simon,” Noah said, ducking into a quieter hallway. “They’re animals.”

      “No, clearly you’re busy.”

      Noah glanced at his watch. “I’ve got fifteen minutes before my therapy session. Talk to me.”

      Simon let out an exhausted-sounding groan. “I just … I’m stressed about the opening—”

      “Hey, Boucher! I need to have a word with you!”

      Noah stifled a groan at the sight of Coach Casey jogging toward him. “Hang on, Simon.”

      “Are you free?” Coach Casey asked when he approached.

      Once again, Noah pressed his phone to his chest. Câlice! He couldn’t get a moment’s peace around here. “I’m talking to my boyfriend. Can I catch up with you a little later?”

      Casey frowned. “No. I need to speak to you before your appointment.”

      Noah closed his eyes and prayed for some patience. “Yes, Coach. Let me just wrap this up.”

      Casey nodded and turned away to lean against the wall as he stared at his phone. Noah brought his own to his ear again. “Simon, can I call you back later?”

      “Yeah, you sound busy. That’s fine. Call me whenever.” There was something weird and false in Simon’s voice, but before Noah could protest, he said, “Have a good rest of the day. Bye, Noah.”

      “Bye, love yo—”

      But Simon was gone before he could finish.

      With a regretful sigh, Noah stashed his phone in his pocket. “What’s up, Coach?”

      “Well, I know you’ve been struggling to get your head back in the game. How would you feel about some additional one-on-one practices with me this week?”

      Noah opened his mouth to protest that he wasn’t sure if he’d be allowed that, but Casey waved him off. “I’ve cleared it with your surgeon and all of the rest of the medical team.”

      “Well, then I guess all I can say is when and where?” Noah pasted on a smile. Under any other circumstances, he would have welcomed Coach’s help. In his day, he’d been a quiet but formidable goaltender himself. But right now, it just felt like another thing to deal with on top of the stresses Noah already had. Not to mention worry about whatever was going on with Simon.

      Damn it. Noah was starting to understand how the married guys felt, being tugged in two directions between the team they had loyalty to and the people they cared about.

      A few minutes later, Coach disappeared, and Noah was lost in thought when the sports psychologist came out of his office.

      “How are you doing today, Noah?” Ronnie gave Noah a concerned frown.

      “Stressed.” He admitted as he entered the room and closed the door behind him.

      After he took a seat, he let the frustration with his recent on-ice performance spew out of him, then added his thoughts on the situation with Simon. “I’m worried about him, but I don’t want to neglect my job here.”

      “Noah, is it possible that your current issues on the ice are because you’re not as desperate to be on the ice as you were before?”

      The words sent a jolt through him, and he blinked, considering it. “I—I’m going to need a minute to think about that.”

      “Of course. Take your time.” Ronnie sat back in his chair while Noah stared down at his hands, his mind working furiously.

      “I guess that’s true,” he said a few minutes later. “For a long time, hockey was everything. It was my career and my purpose. And I put everything else off until this mythical time after hockey.”

      Ronnie nodded. “And now?”

      “Well, that time after is coming up quick. And this time off has given me a lot of time to think about my future.”

      “Understandable.”

      “And I never minded the schedule before. I never minded that I was away from Toronto all the time and that the team always came first. It’s weird. I’ve never been resentful of hockey before. I guess … I guess I’m struggling with the feeling of having divided loyalties.”

      “We can address that part in a minute, but I’d like you to answer my question about your desperation to be on the ice first, if you’re willing.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He sat back, wiping his damp palms on his sweats, a gesture he was sure hadn’t gone unnoticed by Ronnie, though his expression was still one of bland, but kind concern. “So, I guess now that I can see that there’s more to life than just hockey, I’m a little less desperate.”

      “Do you think that could be impacting your performance?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I mean I’m sure it must, right?”

      “Well, I can’t answer that for you. Not every athlete responds the same to the same stressors. But from what you’ve said, you seem like someone who thrives under pressure.”

      “Well, I’m not sure a goaltender can be any other way,” Noah said with a little laugh. “You better fucking be good under pressure when you’ve got a chunk of rubber flying at your face at high speeds.” Anders Lindholm had a wicked slapshot that topped out over a hundred miles an hour and Noah got the jitters every time he faced the Otter’s captain and center.

      Ronnie chuckled. “You make a good point.”

      “But, hmm. Yeah, it’s always fueled me,” Noah admitted. “That pressure and hunger to do better.”

      “But you don’t feel that now?”

      Noah hesitated. “It’s different. I guess being able to see what I have to look forward to after makes it a little less urgent for me to do well. I mean, God, I still want this. But I suppose the desperation isn’t quite the same.”

      “Well, the good news is, now that we know it’s a factor, we’ll have a better foundation for addressing it. I have several techniques I’d like you to try.”

      Noah nodded. At this point, he’d try anything.

      The rest of the appointment passed quickly, and Noah left feeling a bit better. At least about hockey.

      He was still worried as hell about Simon.
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        * * *

      

      Simon dropped his phone on his desk with a grumble.

      So much for Noah making him feel better. It wasn’t really Noah’s fault though. He had a shit ton of commitments, the same way Simon did. They were just louder and more demanding. And, with the success of an entire team—not to mention hundreds of millions of dollars—on the line, of course that had to come first.

      It just … sucked. This was the kind of thing Simon had hated about his long-distance relationship with Glen. There was always something more urgent on the other end demanding attention. And hey, how could Simon’s problems compete with Glen prosecuting a double homicide? Art concerns felt petty after that.

      And Simon had always been attracted to competent, successful men. Maybe Noah wasn’t prosecuting murderers, but he wasn’t just an ordinary guy. He couldn’t drop everything just to talk to Simon and Simon had to be okay with that.

      Either that or call it quits.

      And Simon’s heart absolutely ached at the idea of that. He wanted this relationship and so he was going to have to toughen up and remember that for the next few months, Noah’s hockey career would be top priority.

      Simon could stick it out through that, couldn’t he?

      He thought back to all the wonderful moments from his visit to Toronto and knew he had to keep fighting for this relationship.

      He was a big boy. He could handle a little bit less attention.

      With a sigh, Simon rose to his feet and gathered his belongings, pulling on his coat and hat. He’d have to wait to talk to Noah but the one thing he could do to fix the situation here was drive across town to talk to Cary. In person.

      As Simon crossed through the gallery space, he nodded at one of the workmen installing lighting. The guy offered a cheerful greeting, but anxiety choked Simon, making his head swim with fear. Every worker was costing him money. Every light fixture represented an investment that teetered on the edge of failure.

      It rode with him on the drive across town and by the time he reached the old converted above-garage space where Cary’s studio was, he was angry all over again.

      When Cary greeted him wearing baggy khaki trousers, a “vintage” tee from a band that had retired before he was born and that he’d probably brought brand-new for an absurd amount of money, oversized plastic rings and giant tinted sunglasses, Simon’s blood boiled over. Not because he cared so much what the kid wore—even if Simon thought his nerd-hip style was ridiculous—but because he didn’t have a speck of paint on him. His hands were clean, and he clearly hadn’t even been trying to work. Out of the corner of his eye Simon could see a big screen TV with a paused video game, and detected the scent of weed lingering in the air.

      “You are a spoiled little shit,” Simon said the second he was inside the door. He poked Cary’s sternum. “You’ve had too many people praise you for being a genius, but it doesn’t matter how talented you are if you can’t produce. Part of being a successful artist is understanding that you can’t just work on the whim of your muse. If you want to make a living at it, you show up every day and work. You deliver on the promises you make, and you don’t leave the people you’re working with hanging.”

      He gestured to the art nearby, paint dry, brushes clean and unused. “This shit, as you call it, is good, Cary. It’s damn good.”

      Cary crumpled onto the sofa nearby, suddenly looking like a scared little kid. “No it’s not. I’m a fraud.” He curled in on himself, bringing his Converse sneakers up and burying his head against his knees.

      Simon scrubbed his hands over his face, the anger leaching out of him when he realized what was going on here. “Shit. Cary, can you look at me?”

      He lifted his head; his dark eyes so filled with fear and worry that Simon’s heart went out to him. He dragged a nearby chair over and settled in it, resting his elbows on his thighs so he could meet Cary eye to eye. “Okay, Cary, I need you to talk to me. Why do you think you’re a fraud?” Now, his voice was gentle.

      “Because I don’t deserve this show!” The words burst out of Cary, loudly enough to ring out in the large room and echo. From the look on his face, he was as surprised as Simon about the volume. “Everyone is going to take one look at my work and say that I’m a hack. They’re going to laugh about what a stupid kid I am for ever thinking I could be a real artist.”

      “You are a real artist,” Simon argued. “A very talented one.”

      “I was good as a kid.” He rolled his eyes. “But that was only in comparison to other kids. I was just less shitty than them.”

      “Cary,” Simon said carefully. “Your work is extremely mature for your age. I would put it up against many artists who have decades more experience. It’s still raw, yes, but that rawness is some of its appeal. It’s bold and unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”

      Some emotion flickered across Cary’s face for a moment, but he dropped his gaze to his lap before Simon could be sure what it was. “All I see when I look at it is all of the things I did wrong,” he said in a small voice.

      Simon gave him a sympathetic look, even though Cary’s nose was pressed to his knees, and he couldn’t see Simon at the moment. “That’s not uncommon. We artists are very critical of the work we do. But we need to cultivate a practice of being able to step back from it and look at our work with a dispassionate eye.”

      “I don’t know how.” Cary shifted, lowering his legs and crossing his arms, his jaw taking on a defiant edge. “I just imagine people staring at my work and laughing.”

      Simon winced. He’d been there. “Well, I have good news for you,” he said.

      Cary gave him a curious glance through the orange-tinted sunglasses he wore. “What’s that?”

      “I have yet to curate a show where that happens.”

      “Really?”

      Simon nodded. “Look, not every person is going to love every piece that you put out there. There may be people who criticize it harshly.”

      “You know, so far, you’re fucking terrible at pep talks,” Cary muttered.

      The corner of Simon’s mouth lifted in a small, wry grin. “Well, let me finish. It gets better.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “Not everyone will love your work. If they did, it would be bland and unexciting. Do you want bland, unexciting work?”

      “No.”

      “So, believe me when I say that art is supposed to evoke feelings. It’s supposed to challenge a person and make them think and, yeah, maybe hate it. Your work is bold, and I love that. So will other people. But if you don’t show it in a gallery, if you hide it away and let this fear in your head get in the way, you’ll never get a chance to experience that.”

      “But how do I handle it if people hate it?”

      “Well, you talk to your friends. You complain to them. You find a mentor who can help you get perspective. And you go out and create new art.”

      Cary shuddered. “I can’t even imagine wanting to create anything after hearing about my work getting ripped to shreds.”

      “I truly don’t think it’ll be ripped to shreds. But if it is, we’ll figure out how to get you through it.”

      “You’d help me?”

      “Yes.” Simon sat back and gave him a level look. “I will. I know this is scary. I threw up before my first gallery show, you know?”

      “You did?”

      “Mmhmm. I’m a landscape and portrait photographer. I remember seeing all of the pieces on the walls and thinking, ‘they’re going to call me a hack. They’re going to say I’m a talentless Ansel Adams or Annie Leibovitz wannabe.’”

      “So, what did you do?”

      “Grabbed a trashcan and threw up until I had nothing left,” he said drily. “And then I apologized to the curator, who gave me some gum and a pep-talk, and I made it through my show. And yeah, some of it was hard. But by the end I’d sold some pieces and got some good reviews, and I went on to do more shows. And they got a little easier every time.”

      Cary nodded.

      “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” Simon admitted, dragging a hand through his hair. “I’m under a lot of pressure. This show is very important to the gallery opening and when you said you weren’t going to have the work ready, I panicked. Without it, the show won’t be complete, and I was afraid the entire gallery would fail. There’s a lot riding on it. My own investment, and that of my business partner and my family.” Not to mention the loan to the bank.

      He caught a glimpse of fear creeping over Cary’s face again and he hastily continued. “But I shouldn’t be putting that pressure on you.”

      “But you really believe without my work the gallery will fail?” Cary looked a little pale.

      “I believe your work is so good that it could make the gallery a success,” he said, trying to put a positive spin on it. “Cary, I’m good at what I do. And I know Sault Ste. Marie isn’t New York. The art world is different. But I also believe that people will see the message in your art and be touched by it. I think it will provoke thought and generate a huge buzz for the gallery. I think, if you’re brave enough to show it, your work will make an impact on more than just my gallery.”

      Cary drew in a breath and with a trembling hand, he took off his sunglasses. Behind the affected dress, he was an interesting and attractive person. He had a slight body and round face with curly black hair he kept brushing away from eyes that were nearly as dark. But his gaze was steady as he squared his thin shoulders.

      “If I decide to include the work, will you help me pick out which pieces to use?”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “I absolutely will.” He wasn’t going to bring up to Cary that he was contractually obligated to include the work. If he didn’t, he’d be in for a legal battle. Now that Simon understood Cary was struggling with imposter syndrome, he’d give him a little leeway. Better for him to decide to follow through on what he’d promised instead of Simon trying to force it.

      Cary chewed at his full lower lip. “And if I freak out before the show?”

      “I’ll stock up on gum and hold the trashcan.”

      Cary gave him a wan smile. “Thanks. Can you just give me until tomorrow?”

      Simon took a deep breath and nodded. He’d feel much better if he had the works in the gallery today, but he could live with this compromise. “Yes.”

      “Thanks, Simon.”

      “You’re welcome.” He walked to the door and let himself out. He was tempted to leave with a parting shot about how they were all relying on Cary to deliver but it wasn’t going to help. “Maybe spend the day away from the studio,” he suggested instead, turning back in the doorway. “Get out and enjoy the fresh air and do something that’s creative but not your work. It might help settle you.”

      Cary gave him a curious glance but nodded. “Okay.”

      “And I’ll be here tomorrow morning and we can go over the pieces and come up with a plan.”

      “Yeah, okay. Bye, Simon.”

      “Take care.”

      After Simon got in his car, he didn’t drive off right away. Instead, he let out a sigh and closed his eyes, leaning his head against the seat. God, he missed Noah right now. He’d kill for the feel of Noah’s strong arms wrapped around him, the warmth of his embrace and his voice, the steady thump of his heart.

      But Noah was dealing with so much pressure already. Simon couldn’t ask Noah to come to him now and he couldn’t go visit him. Simon was just going to have to suck it up and manage alone.
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      The next few weeks passed in what felt like the blink of an eye. They both did their best, but their schedule conflicted more often than not. Simon was buried in work at the gallery and Noah spent his time practicing with the Fishers when they were at home and with the AHL team when his team was on the road.

      Simon couldn’t be away from the gallery long enough to visit Toronto and there was no way Noah could make it to Sault Ste. Marie.

      His game was still a mess and as the date of his first game back loomed, he found himself struggling more and more. He’d woken up this morning to yet another article in the news speculating that he couldn’t handle both a boyfriend and a career comeback and was momentarily tempted to give the writer a piece of his mind.

      The problem wasn’t that he had a boyfriend. It was that he barely had time to see him. When Simon called to say he wouldn’t make it to Toronto before his game. Noah’s final thread of patience frayed.

      “What do you mean you can’t make it?” Noah’s voice rose, an ache yawning inside him when he imagined his first game without Simon there to watch it. “I was counting on you.”

      “Noah, listen to me,” Simon said softly. “I’ll be there for your game; I’m just not going to be able to get there quite as early as we originally talked about.” He sounded miserable. “I want to be there. I want to see you tomorrow and spend time with you before you get back on the ice but I am drowning here. We’re down to the wire for everything with the gallery and I’m exhausted. Leah’s exhausted too and throwing up all the time and I can’t push her to do even more than she’s already taking on when she’s having a rough time of it. I have to be here. I’m sorry.”

      Noah winced at the reminder that he wasn’t the only one who had a lot going on in his life. “No, I’m sorry. I know you’re under a lot of pressure too. I’m just stressed about this game.” His gut cramped at the thought of it. “I had all of these plans that I was going to be cool and calm and eager to get back and now my head is fucked.”

      “I hardly think it’s fair for you to pin that all on me,” Simon said stiffly.

      “No, I’m not.” Noah tugged at his hair. “Fuck, not at all Simon. I’m not blaming you. I’m disappointed is all. I just … I had this plan. We hockey players are a superstitious bunch and I thought if I had you here, we’d spend some time today making love and reconnecting. I’d get a good night’s sleep and then I’d get out there on the ice with a clear head. I’m not saying I can’t do it without you, I just … I wanted you here with me,” he admitted.

      “I know you do. And I’d kill to have you here with me. Because I am drowning in work, Noah. This opening is nuts. I’ve finally got Cary’s work at the gallery at least, but I have to deal with framing and hanging and now he’s threatening to not show up to his own show! The plumber who was supposed to finish the main floor bathrooms has food poisoning and everyone else is booked until after the end of the show. I’m just done.”

      Noah sat there, feeling like he’d just taken a puck to the chest. “Done?” he said hoarsely.

      “Yes. Exhausted. I can’t keep trying to hold it together for everyone else anymore.”

      “You’re done or we’re done?” Noah held his breath, feeling like his entire future was on the line.

      “No! No. I didn’t mean we were done. I meant I’m done with … everything in my life at the moment. Everything except you. I love you, Noah. I do. I’m just struggling under the weight of everything, you know? But I want to be with you, I swear.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Noah asked quietly.

      There was silence on the other end. “Yes. Are you?”

      “Of course. I … God, I don’t want this to end, Simon.” Noah rubbed at a frayed spot on his jeans.

      “Well neither do I.”

      “So why are we fighting?” Noah asked.

      Simon let out an exhausted sounding sigh. “I honestly don’t know.”

      Noah took a moment to center himself and try to pull together a better attitude. He wasn’t helping either of them this way. He wondered if there was something he could do to cheer Simon up. Maybe he could send Simon a care package with all his favorite things or something. He’d do anything to put a smile on Simon’s face.

      “Look, we’re both stressed and under a lot of pressure,” Noah said softly. “I don’t mean to make that worse. I’m disappointed you can’t get here tonight but promise you’ll get here as soon as you can, eh?”

      “I will. It’s just not going to be tonight.” Simon’s tone was regretful.

      “Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

      “I’m doing my best.”

      “I know you are.” Noah pulled in a deep breath. “Look, I’ve gotta get back to practice. I love you. And I’ll see you tomorrow then?”

      “As early as I can get there.”

      “Sounds good.”

      They said their goodbyes, but it didn’t escape his notice that Simon never said ‘I love you’ back. This was the second time now.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Noah stalked off the ice and tossed his blocker on the floor. “Tabarnak!”

      Another shitty practice. No surprise, since his head wasn’t screwed on straight. At this rate, Coach was going to tell him thanks but no thanks, we’re not putting you back on the starting lineup. Of course, the team had already pushed the media attention to his return so they wouldn’t be inclined to pull him now. Or would they just say his knee wasn’t ready?

      Noah’s gut cramped again, and he stalked toward the dressing room. He powered through his post-practice workout without speaking to anyone and ate his lunch in silence.

      He poured out his fears to Ronnie the therapist who asked him if he thought he wouldn’t be able to play without Simon there. Noah admitted he didn’t know, and they talked through that for a while. And that he was putting too much pressure on Simon and the relationship for his success. But Noah left the appointment feeling no closer to being ready for tomorrow’s game than ever.

      On his way out of the building, he ran into Kate. “Hey,” she said brightly. “All ready for the game tomorrow?”

      He mumbled something about the fact he was working on it, and she nodded. “Great. We’re all looking forward to it. Just wanted to let you know ticket sales have seen a major jump since we announced your return. Looks like the whole city is coming out to cheer you on.”

      Or boo me, he thought gloomily.

      “Oh, that reminds me. I have some press materials for Simon. Can you pass them along to him?”

      “Sure,” he said tersely. His head throbbed and all he wanted to do was go home and take a fucking nap. Maybe he’d wake up in a better mood.

      “Stay right here, I’ll be back.” She trotted off in her heels and he dropped onto a nearby chair with a groan.

      He was working through some breathing exercises when he heard the sound of his teammates talking in the hallway, just around the corner.

      “What crawled up Boucher’s ass earlier?” Fowler asked.

      Matty snorted. “More like what isn’t going to be up his ass. Guess the boyfriend’s not coming for a visit.”

      Thanks for sharing that, Matty.

      Noah let his head fall back against the wall with a clunk. He winced. There, he could give himself a concussion and he wouldn’t have to play.

      But the comment from Fowler stung.

      “He’s trying. You know how hard it is to come back after an injury like that,” Matty said, ever-loyal.

      “He should’ve just fucking retired, and we all know it,” Fowler added.

      Noah drew in a sharp breath. Ouch. Just what he wanted to hear from his captain.

      “Oh, shit.” Noah opened his eyes to see Fowler standing a few feet away. “I uh, didn’t realize you were still here, Boucher.”

      “Sure am.” He glared at Fowler. “Rethinking what you just said?”

      “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” Fowler crossed his arms. “And lord knows your game has been shit lately. I don’t even know why they’re putting you on the ice tomorrow.”

      “Fuck you.” Noah rose to his feet.

      “It’s true though.” Fowler looked around like he was trying to find someone who would agree with him. “Come on. I can’t be the only one thinking it. You’ve been somewhere else since you got back, and hockey isn’t your focus anymore. Coach is going to have to give you ice time because it would look bad if they didn’t but you’re going to drag us down. Even if we make it to the playoffs, we’re fucked with you in the net. Your boyfriend’s a distraction and we all know it.”

      Rage filled Noah’s body and he clenched his fists. “How dare you?” he snarled, grabbing Fowler by the collar, and shoving him back up against the wall. He’d never gotten into it with a teammate like this. He’d always been one of the calm, steady influences on the team. But this crossed a line. “Simon has nothing to do with this.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re distracted as fuck these days and all signs point to him.” Fowler shoved him away, but Noah didn’t reach for him again. Guess he knew who had spoken to the press recently.

      Makarov, who had been hovering nearby, nodded. “Is true. Good news though. I will step in if needed.”

      “Why don’t you focus on your own game rather than worrying about mine,” Noah snapped, before he turned on his heel and stalked through the exit, rage boiling in his veins.

      This was the sort of thing that could tear a team apart.
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        * * *

      

      Noah gritted his teeth through the game that night, watching from the bench while his team pulled off a 4-1 win over Portland thanks in no small part to the goaltending. Makarov was on fire, clearly cocky after their earlier confrontation.

      This time tomorrow, it would be Noah on the ice and all the pressure resting squarely on his shoulders. He had no idea how he was going to pull it off.

      He ducked out immediately after the game, knowing he’d probably pissed off the front office and the media by not being available for questions but fuck. He couldn’t do it right now.

      Forty minutes later, he let himself into his condo, bracing himself for a night of restless sleep and worry, but when the door swung open, his heart lifted.

      He blinked at the sight of Simon standing in his living room, an uncertain expression on his face.

      “What are you doing here?” Noah blurted out, walking slowly toward him, glad he’d given him a spare key the last time he’d come to visit. “I mean, I’m glad to see you but I thought you weren’t coming until tomorrow?”

      “I came to apologize. And tell you I missed you.”

      “Oh, Simon.” Noah closed the distance between them and pressed his lips to Simon’s hair, heart full as he wrapped him in a huge hug. “I should be the one apologizing to you.”

      “We’ve both been under a lot of pressure.” Simon let out a regretful sigh. “But I love you and I want to be here to support you. Can you forgive me?”

      “Nothing to forgive.” Noah cradled his face in his hands. “I should have done more to support you too.”

      “Are we going to be okay?”

      The worry in Simon’s eyes made Noah ache. “Yeah, we’re going to be okay,” he promised, his voice a little raspy with emotion.

      He brushed his lips across Simon’s then buried his head against Simon’s neck. They stood there for a long time, just breathing each other in, until Simon pulled back. “Have you had dinner?” He pulled the elastic out of Noah’s hair and rifled his fingers through the strands, making Noah want to purr.

      “Yeah, I ate at the arena. You?”

      “Honestly, I’m starved.” Simon looked sheepish. “Drove straight from the gallery to the airport and then here the minute I cleared customs.”

      “Well, we’ll have to fix that then.”

      Noah took Simon’s hand and led him to the kitchen, pulled out the stool at the counter for him, and got to work making scrambled eggs. “Sorry it’s not more exciting,” he said with a little frown, whisking a couple of eggs together. “I need to go to the store.”

      “It’s fine.” Simon smiled at him. “You don’t have to wine me and dine me every time I visit. Besides, I’m never going to complain about a hot man cooking for me.”

      Noah chuckled. Yeah, fair enough. He’d loved when Simon had made him breakfast the last time he was here. “So, were you able to get stuff at the gallery taken care of?”

      “Mostly. Leah’s boyfriend found us a plumber. Had to pay him extra just to get him to do the job in the time I needed but it’s something.” Simon’s sigh was weary and there were circles under his eyes, indicating he hadn’t gotten much more sleep than Noah lately.

      “It’ll all come together,” Noah said, gently folding the eggs in the pan. He dug through his refrigerator, pulling out a block of Parmesan cheese.

      “How about you?” Simon pushed up his sleeves. “How was practice?”

      “Don’t ask.” Noah grimaced. “Honestly, it was a shit show. I’m up in my head about the game tomorrow and the guys said some stuff that pissed me off and now I’m worried about their faith in me and how we’re all going to pull together tomorrow.”

      “You can do it,” Simon said confidently. “I know you can.”

      Noah grated the cheese, watching a shower of tiny white flakes flutter down to the creamy yellow eggs in the pan. “I hope so.”

      “No.” Simon rose to his feet and came around the counter. “Turn off the burner.”

      Confused, Noah did it, then turned to look Simon in the eye.

      Simon grasped his shoulders. “You are one of the most amazing goaltenders I have ever seen, Noah. Your knee is solid, your boyfriend and your family will be cheering for you in the stands, and you can do this.”

      “Thank you,” Noah whispered, deeply touched by Simon’s faith in him. “I’ve just never felt so much pressure before, eh.”

      “Not even when you played for Toronto as an EBUG?”

      Noah chuckled, turning away again. “I dunno, I think I was flying so high that day on excitement it pushed down the nerves.” He slipped a piece of wholegrain bread into the toaster and pressed the lever.

      “Well, how can we get you to feel that excitement again?” Simon asked as he slipped around Noah to grab a glass of water. Noah liked that he knew his way around the place and felt comfortable helping himself. “Where did it go?”

      “I don’t know.” He frowned. “I guess the injury really changed my view of the game. I missed it, no question, but the pressure just kept growing and growing.”

      The toast popped up and he buttered it, then piled the eggs on the plate and handed it all over to Simon. He took the food with a kiss, thanked Noah, and took a seat at the counter again.

      “Well, we need to figure out how to get you back to that.” His tone was decisive.

      Noah leaned on the counter, watching Simon eat, finding the way he piled the eggs onto his toast and took a bite of it unbearably adorable.

      “I do get what you’re saying,” Noah said slowly. “I’m just not sure how.”

      A smile spread across Simon’s face. “I think I have an idea actually.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah awoke the following morning in Simon’s arms. Even before he opened his eyes, he smiled, the chatter in his head and the fear and anxiety that had been dogging him was now pushed into the background. Simon’s advice last night had been sensible, and he was hopeful it would be enough to get him back on his game.

      Simon stirred and kissed his shoulder, murmuring sleepily. Noah rolled over, dragging Simon to lie on top of him and Simon propped himself up on one elbow, hair wild, face creased from the pillow.

      “Hi,” Noah said happily.

      “Hi. You’re chipper this morning.”

      “I feel better than I have in weeks,” he admitted. “This has been stressful.”

      “Good.” Simon brushed Noah’s hair off his face. “I’ve been worried about you.”

      “I’ve been worried about you too. And us. This distance thing is harder than I anticipated.”

      “It is.”

      “But I’m not giving up.”

      “Me either. I love you, Noah.”

      “Show me how much?”

      Simon’s lips quirked up. “Sex on game day?”

      Noah glanced at the clock. “I have time to recover. But I’ll let you do all the work.”

      “Good of you.”

      “I try, eh.”

      Simon shook his head, but he sat up, running his palms along Noah’s torso. “Ride you or fuck you?”

      “Ride me now, fuck me after the game to celebrate?”

      “Oh, I see how it is,” Simon said with a laugh.

      “Yes, I’m greedy.” Noah’s grin was wolfish. “I have you here with me and I intend to enjoy every second of it.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, Monsieur Boucher.” Simon shifted back, straddling his thighs. He took Noah’s cock in his hand, stroking softly.

      “They don’t call me La Bouche for nothing. I’m good with my mouth in every single way.”

      Simon laughed softly and bent down to kiss him. “That I’ll agree with,” he murmured against his lips. And twenty minutes later, when he was spent and fuzzy-headed, he knew there was no better way to start off game day.

      Call him superstitious but having Simon in his bed before his first game back seemed like just the good luck charm he needed.
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        * * *

      

      The dressing room was noisy when Noah arrived for optional morning skate. He’d reached out to Coach and the guys last night, and they’d all warily agreed to Noah’s plan. Well, Simon’s plan, but Noah wasn’t going to mention that part.

      They were all talking when he arrived, the murmur of voices and the music playing in the background a familiar greeting.

      They didn’t notice him at first and he stood and watched them a moment, heart aching, realizing how cut off from his team he’d felt since he came back. How much of that was on him, he wasn’t sure, but in the end, that was what had been holding him back.

      Yeah, he was a little distracted because of Simon. There were worries about his knee holding up too, and pressure from fans and the front office. But it was mostly that this didn’t feel like his team anymore. And he hated that.

      “Will everyone shut up for a fucking minute, eh?” he roared.

      The team felt silent, everyone turning to face him. “Look, guys I fucked up,” Noah said with a sigh. “I know you heard what happened yesterday with Fowler.”

      He raised an eyebrow at Noah, his expression wary.

      “I shouldn’t have taken his comments so hard. I have been off my game since I’ve been back,” he admitted. “We all know what it’s like having the media scrutiny and yeah, the long-distance relationship has contributed. Some of my attention has been on Simon. But the truth is, it’s been hard for me. Figuring out how to come back. Feeling like I don’t fit in here with the team anymore.” A couple of the guys exchanged glances. “The truth is, it fucking sucked that you all carried on without me. Makarov, you’ve had a hell of a season and it’s never a good feeling for me to wonder if I’ve lost my edge.”

      Makarov nodded, understanding in his gaze.

      “Splitting my time between practicing with you guys and with the farm team while you’re on the road has been hard too. I don’t know those guys and I feel like I have one foot there and one foot here. I know things are never going to go back to exactly where they were before, but I want the Cup win this year. I want to do you all proud. So I’m sorry if I’ve been a dick. Sorry if I haven’t done a good job being a part of this team, but I need you to help me out. I need you to work with me and trust that I can be better than ever. When I’m in the net tonight, Simon doesn’t exist. The media doesn’t exist. There are six of us out there on the ice at a time, and the rest of you on the bench and we all have to pull together somehow, or we’re sunk.”

      Fowler nodded. “So, what are you proposing?”

      Noah grinned. “A game. Who’s up for some sharks and minnows?”

      Matty laughed. “Shit, I haven’t played that since I was like eight.”

      Noah glanced over at Coach who gave him an amused glance. “Look, I know how to tend goal. You know how to block and shoot. We all have the skills we need; we just don’t have the team connection anymore. And I’ve forgotten what it’s like to have fun at this.”

      By the time he finished, all the guys were nodding, and he continued. “We’ll have an easy, fun skate this morning, eh. Play around a bit, get a sense for who we are as a team again. And then we’ll get out there and win tonight.”

      There was a whoop as every single guy surged to his feet and twenty minutes later, they all lined up on the ice, laughing and joking around.

      “This was a good idea,” Coach Casey murmured under his breath. “I wasn’t sure if you could pull it off but …”

      “Thanks for giving me the chance, Coach.” Noah meant so much more than just playing a kids’ hockey drill today.

      Coach Casey clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s good to have you back, Boucher.”
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        * * *

      

      After practice, Noah was flushed and laughing as he skated to the exit, playfully jostling Matty to get off the ice first.

      “Fuck that was fun.” Matty’s grin was broad. “Great idea, man.”

      “Thanks.” Noah squeezed his shoulder.

      He thanked all the guys as they passed him and there was nothing but sincerity in their eyes when they shook his hand or gave him a chest or head bump.

      Fowler hung back and he slipped off his helmet, ruffling his sweaty hair. “Look, I’m sorry, Boucher. I was out of line yesterday.”

      Noah studied his face. “You had a right to be pissed at me. I wasn’t doing my job.”

      “Yeah, but I’m the team captain. I should have helped you, not driven a wedge between you and the rest of the boys.”

      Noah acknowledged that with a dip of his head.

      “I didn’t talk to the media though. It’s possible someone overheard me bitching and they talked, but I swear to God it wasn’t me. I wouldn’t do that. This team means everything to me, and you’ve always been a big part of that. Hell, you were here long before I was, and I’ve always looked up to you.”

      “Okay,” Noah said, believing him but still unsure why the hell Fowler had been so pissed at him. Lots of guys went through slumps and struggled to work their way back. It was a part of the game. But Fowler had never reacted that way before. Hell, he’d tried to work with Gabriel. So what was it about Noah that made him so pissed off?

      “Is it because I came out as bi?” he asked bluntly.

      Fowler blinked, clearly startled. “What? No. Of course not.”

      “Then what the hell is it?” Noah asked, frustrated but wanting to understand his teammate. If it was something he’d done, he’d try to fix it.

      Fowler’s expression turned uneasy. “Truth is, I’ve been envious.”

      “Envious? Of what? Me and Simon?”

      “No.” Fowler laughed a little. “Of your place on this team. Yeah, I’ve got the ‘C’ on my sweater.” He tugged at his jersey. “But we all know this is your team. Always has been.”

      Noah shrugged. “Tendies can’t be captains though. I had no problem letting you do your thing.”

      “I know. But with you gone, it became my team to lead. And I was, uh, kinda threatened when you came back.”

      “Oh,” Noah said, understanding now.

      “I didn’t even realize it at first, but I want you to know, I’m glad you’re back.” He held out a hand. “I really am. And I think it’s awesome that you met someone and can be out about it and all that. Hope you can forgive me?”

      “Nothing to forgive,” Noah said easily. There wasn’t a shred of doubt in his mind that they could put this behind them. “We’re good.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Noah shook his hand and pulled him in for a hard hug. “So, we gonna win this thing tonight?”

      “Sure.” Fowler’s grin was easy. “How about we make a wager?”

      “Oh lord.” Noah groaned, laughing. “Here we go.”

      Fowler was a gambler at heart, and he loved to toss down a bet any time he could get it.

      “You block over thirty shots tonight: I’m buying drinks for the team. Less than that, you’re paying.”

      “I believe you’re the one who should be buying if we win,” Noah joked. “My teammates are supposed to be protecting my goal. So how about you throw your body in front of those shots before they ever get to me?”

      Fowler chuckled and shook on it. “Deal.”

      Noah was lighthearted as he stripped off his practice gear and showered. He whistled as he washed his hair until Matty chucked a bottle of body wash at him, hitting him square in the chest.

      “Cut it out,” he called. “You’re off key and it’s driving me nuts.”

      “Shit, you’re always nuts. What else is new?” Noah shot back, firing the bottle back at him. It turned into a game of hot potato, with a bunch of the guys joining in. At one point, Noah caught a glimpse of Coach Casey as he came in, presumably to see what all the noise was about, and he just shook his head and walked off, clearly amused.

      It felt good. Even when Noah got beaned in the head with the bottle when he wasn’t paying attention.

      This was where he belonged.

      And while his time here was coming to a close after this season, he wanted to wrap up this chapter of his life with no regrets and feel good about moving on.

      After the shower, Noah dried off and dressed, laughing and joking with the guys, eager to return home to Simon.

      But he paused in the hallway on the way out when he encountered Gabriel who looked like someone had kicked his puppy.

      “You doing okay?” Noah asked, slinging an arm around Gabriel’s shoulders.

      Gabriel leaned into him. “Non.”

      “You want to talk?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Okay. You playing tonight?”

      He shook his head. “Healthy scratch.”

      “Fuck. I’ll miss having you out there with me.”

      “Je suis désolé.” I’m sorry.

      Noah shrugged at Gabriel’s apology, though he was disappointed. “It’s the front office’s call.”

      “Yeah, but I let you down. I haven’t had my mind in the game for so long.” He rubbed at his face.

      “You can’t force it,” Noah said. “I finally figured that out. You just have to get to the root of whatever’s causing it.”

      But Gabriel’s listless shrug made Noah wonder if he cared enough to try.

      “Hey, are you coming home after the game? I wanted to officially introduce you to Simon.” Gabriel had made himself scarce the last time Simon was there.

      “Not tonight. Oh, if I don’t see you before the game, bonne merde, Noah.” Gabriel pressed a gentle kiss to his cheek.

      “Thanks,” Noah said, staring after him as he walked away. But he wanted more than his friend’s good luck wishes. He wanted to know what the hell was going on with him.
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      “Good luck out there tonight,” Simon murmured. He grasped the lapel of Noah’s suit, a bottle-green herringbone tweed that showed off his broad shoulders and narrow waist to their best advantage and made his hair glow like a bright new penny. The media would eat it up.

      Noah grinned, lighting up the hallway in the players’ area of the arena. “Thank you, but I don’t need it. I found you again. Nothing’s luckier than that.”

      Before Simon could reply, Noah pulled him in for a quick, deep kiss. It warmed Simon down to his toes and he was a little breathless by the time he pulled back.

      “God, I love you Simon,” Noah said, his eyes shining so brightly it made Simon ache with feeling. “I hope you know that.”

      “I do.” A piece of hair had escaped Noah’s bun and Simon carefully tucked it behind his ear. “And I love you too. Now, go win me a game.”

      Noah laughed. “Well, if you insist.”

      After another quick, hard kiss, he turned and walked away, his step light, his whole demeanor easy and joyful. Simon’s heart was very full as he watched him disappear into a crowd of players who greeted him with a whoop and backslapping hugs.

      Simon would never really understand the connection Noah had to them. He’d never really know what it meant to be part of a team like that, but it filled him with joy to see Noah find that again.

      Yesterday had been tough. Simon had really begun to doubt that he and Noah could make this work. But thankfully Leah had talked some sense into him. She’d ordered him to get his ass to Toronto and promised she could handle things at the gallery.

      He still felt a bit guilty, but she’d assured him that her morning sickness was just that … in the morning. She usually bounced back by mid-afternoon and could adjust her schedule for a few days. Brendan had found them a plumber and the fire suppression system people were scheduled to come in early next week. He was still worried about them passing inspection in time, but he’d deal with that as it came.

      And the sight of Noah’s relieved face last night had made Simon grateful he’d followed Leah’s advice to go be with Noah. Simon hadn’t thought his suggestion for Noah to find a way to make the game fun again was that big of a deal, but Noah had returned from practice absolutely glowing with happiness.

      He’d gone on and on about how much fun they’d had. How playing a kids’ game had brought back all the joy he’d been missing. He’d gushed to Simon about how it had brought the entire team together again, and that Fowler had apologized for his comments.

      Of course, Noah hadn’t mentioned them before, and Simon had winced at the idea of the team’s captain blaming him for Noah’s shitty performance. The thought that his presence could have driven a wedge between Noah and his team made him feel slightly ill, but they’d clearly mended fences, so Simon was relieved.

      “Why is it that every time I see you, you’re staring at Noah walking away from you?” a woman teased, and Simon laughed, turning to look at Kate.

      “Well, it is a pretty great view,” he said. “I mean, hockey butt is a thing.”

      “Hockey butt is a thing,” she agreed with a little sigh, and he remembered she was also married to a former hockey player. “But we have a lot of work to do before you take your seat to watch the game.”

      Simon obediently followed, bracing himself for the briefing about the media frenzy that would be happening tonight.

      An hour or so later, Simon finally slipped into his seat. It was next to a family of redheads all wearing Boucher jerseys so even if he hadn’t met Noah’s parents in college, he would have figured out pretty quickly who they were.

      “Simon!” Connie Boucher had red hair—probably not natural anymore these days—that hung down past her shoulders and her face was covered in freckles. She had a wide, easy smile and her bright blue-ish green eyes creased at the corners. “Oh, I would have recognized you anywhere. You’re as handsome as ever.”

      “It’s good to see you again, Mrs. Boucher,” he said.

      “Oh, please, call me Connie.” She reached out and engulfed him in a hug. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

      He hugged her back and murmured his agreement before holding out a hand to Noah’s dad. “Good to see you again, Monsieur Boucher.”

      Noah’s father shook. “Guy, please.” Though he spoke English of course, his French-Canadian accent was thick, and his name came out as “Gee”.

      Simon nodded. Guy was big and broad, with a heavy red beard that was much longer than Noah’s neatly trimmed one. But his wire-rimmed glasses gave him a studious air and if Simon remembered right, he was a professor.

      A woman on the other side of him leaned forward and waved. “Nice to meet you, Simon. I’m Margot. The better of the Boucher siblings.”

      Simon chuckled. “Nice to meet you too, Margot.”

      She was pretty, with bright eyes like her mother’s, a pointed chin, and sleek shoulder-length hair. It was red too and Simon idly wondered what the genetic odds of that were. He remembered reading somewhere that gingers were becoming increasingly rare. Apparently not in the Boucher family, however.

      “So, are you ready for all of this?” Margot asked, gesturing around them.

      Simon glanced around, watching fans filter into the arena and fill up the seats. He was pleased to see so many Boucher jerseys and a fair amount of rainbow gear, plus signs cheering Noah on. People sure were invested in his return.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess,” Simon admitted with a laugh. “I just had a meeting with the PR rep for the team. One of many I’ve had since Noah and I reconnected.”

      Guy frowned. “I don’t know how either of you stand the media attention.”

      Simon shrugged. “Noah’s worth it.”

      Behind the beard, a smile lifted the corners of Guy’s lips.

      “So, are you still teaching, Guy?” Simon asked. “Your subject was French-Canadian literature, right?”

      “Yes. I’m retired now.” He adjusted his glasses. “I’m writing a book on the subject though.”

      Simon listened intently while he explained what he was working on, asked a few questions, and when he was done, Simon focused his attention on Connie.

      “And Noah told me you run the soup kitchen in Sault Ste. Marie?”

      “I do.” Her face lit up. “I worked for a non-profit that focused on homelessness for years. I gave it up to travel with Noah’s team and manage his hockey, but I’ve been very fortunate to be able to turn my attention to my work again.” She let out a little laugh as she gestured around her. “And clearly, the family’s investment in him paid off.”

      Simon chuckled. “He’s spoken very appreciatively of all of the sacrifices that you and your family made to get him where he is now.”

      Connie shrugged. “It wasn’t always easy, but it was worth it.”

      They spoke a little about her work in Sault Ste. Marie and then she asked some questions about Simon’s gallery. “Oh, I am so looking forward to going,” she said. “Are you all ready for the opening?”

      Simon tried not to grimace. “We’re getting there. It’s always a little frantic right before any show and starting from scratch has been daunting.” That was putting it mildly, but he didn’t want to dump all his woes on her.

      “I’d imagine so.” She gave him a warm glance. “I think it’s wonderful you came to see Noah’s first game back.”

      “He says I bring him luck.”

      Connie’s smile widened further. “We’re so glad you found each other again. Tell me more about how it came to be,” she said. “It sounded very romantic.”

      “It was,” Simon agreed. He told her about their day on the train, leaving out any mention of the bathroom hookup. “At first, I was a little wary about restarting things with Noah,” he admitted. “But with him moving to Michigan at the end of the season and opening the restaurant it seemed doable.”

      “Where there’s love there’s always a way,” Connie said, patting Simon’s knee with a motherly air. “I know you two can make it work.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes, Connie telling him the story about how she and Guy had met in college.

      “Want to help me get some beer, Simon?” Margot asked when they were done, rising to her feet, a challenging expression in her eyes as if she was daring him to say no.

      Oh shit. Noah’s parents seemed to like him, but he wasn’t so sure about Margot. “Sure.” He rose to his feet, nerves fluttering in his stomach.

      “You said you were wary of starting a relationship, but how are you handling the long-distance?” Margot asked when they approached the concessions stand.

      Her gaze was sharp, and Simon realized this was a bit of a test. “It’s tough,” he admitted. “I’d be lying if I said otherwise, but Noah’s important to me. We’ll make it work.”

      His firm tone must have reassured Margot, because her expression softened. “Sorry. I’ve just seen people duck out when it gets too hard. And Noah’s a giver. He’s tough as hell out there but he’ll offer you his heart on a silver platter and if you ask him to, he’ll carve it up into little pieces himself.”

      Simon flinched. “I’d never ask him to.”

      “Sometimes people do it without realizing.” She shot a look at him out of the corner of her eye. “I don’t mean to be rude, honestly, and Noah raves about how wonderful you are. I just don’t want to see him get hurt.”

      “I understand,” Simon said. “I’ll admit, I’m under a lot of pressure with my gallery. It’s not making the distance any easier. But I’m trying to compromise and work on being there for Noah as much as he’s there for me.”

      If anything, at this point it was skewed in Noah’s direction since he hadn’t been to Michigan to visit Simon once yet. But that was to be expected.

      Simon kept his tone firm, and she nodded as if understanding that was the last thing he’d say on it. “I truly do wish you the best.”

      They returned to their seats behind the net with beer and snacks and when Simon settled in again, he noticed how packed the arena was getting.

      Simon held his breath while they announced the team and they flooded the ice for their warmup. His heart kicked into overdrive at the sight of Noah. The crowd must have spotted him too because they cheered the loudest when he reached the ice. He raised his stick to the crowd and skated a few lazy circles with the other players, taking his own turn at flipping a few pucks into the empty net.

      Though it should have looked chaotic, with so many players roaming the ice and pucks flying in every direction and scattered around the ice, there was a strange beauty to it. There was grace in the way they moved, and it seemed almost like a dance.

      After a few minutes, Noah settled into his crease, still moving slow while his teammates lazily flipped pucks in his direction. Every movement was fluid and easy as he batted them away.

      After a while, Noah skated off to stretch on the ice. In that big bulky gear, he shouldn’t have been sexy but somehow, he was, especially when he dropped into effortless splits and leaned forward until the cage of his mask touched the ice like he was kissing it.

      Jesus, Simon thought. My man is bendy.

      It didn’t hurt that Simon knew how Noah’s body looked and felt underneath all those layers of protective equipment. Or maybe the flutter of desire was because he knew how much this moment meant to Noah. How desperately he wanted to be back here. And Simon loved that Noah wanted him there to share his triumphant return.

      As the pre-game warning buzzed, Noah skated close to the glass and gestured toward Simon. He glanced at Connie who grinned and pushed lightly at his shoulder. “That’s your cue.”

      Simon rose from his seat and approached the glass. Noah flipped his mask up, grinning. “Hey, baby.”

      It was loud in the arena and difficult to hear anything, but Simon could read Noah’s lips well enough. He grinned back.

      “Looking good,” he shouted.

      “Feels good.”

      The light in Noah’s eyes made Simon’s heart feel full and he reached up and pressed his hand against the glass. Some dim part of him knew that this was going to be recorded. Photos and videos would be taken, people would be talking about it all over social media. It might even make the news. But he didn’t care. The world had narrowed to the gorgeous man in front of him, the one who had asked Simon to share one of the biggest moments of his life.

      Noah raised his hand too, pressing his glove against the glass. “Love you!”

      “Love you back!” Simon said.

      They just stared at each other a moment and somehow it was as intimate as if the two of them were alone in Noah’s apartment, kissing.

      Noah skated backward, his gloved hand falling away. And then he blew a kiss. Feeling happy and lighthearted, Simon blew one back. He stood there watching Noah skate away for a moment before he turned and headed back to his seat a few rows up. As he slipped into it, still beaming, he realized the crowd was chanting, La Bouche, La Bouche …

      Simon couldn’t contain his grin, as much for Noah’s sake as anything. If the fans were cheering for their relationship, that could only mean good things.

      “Well, that was adorable,” Connie said, holding her hands over the Fisher Cat logo on her chest. “You two are just the sweetest. I have never seen my son this happy before.”

      “I’ve never been this happy in a relationship before either,” Simon admitted.

      A few minutes later, the arena went dark, and the screen lit up, starting the countdown clock. Excitement built in Simon when the music and lightshow began. The screen showed highlights from the team and the players, and he tapped his foot, the anxiety and anticipation for Noah building with every second that ticked down.

      He’d seen this hundreds of times on TV but there was something truly incredible about watching it in person. The energy of the crowd was electric.

      They announced the starting lineup and when they reached Noah, Simon gripped his armrest. “And in goal tonight, our hometown hero, number 83, Noah Boucher!”

      What followed was a sound that shook the entire building as eighteen thousand people cheered for his boyfriend.

      Simon felt a little faint.
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        * * *

      

      Noah was more emotional than he would have expected when he skated out onto the ice. He’d waited for this moment for so long. Ten months, three days, and eighteen hours since he’d played his last game.

      The feeling was indescribable as he approached his net, patting the pipes with his glove. “I’m back now,” he whispered. “Treat me right, baby, treat me right.”

      He closed his eyes as he settled into his crease and took a couple deep breaths. When he opened them again, there was nothing but calm purpose in his head.

      Simon had given him his game back and Noah flipped the mask down over his face with a decisive nod.

      Mask. Net. Ice. Team.

      He had everything he needed.

      The whistle for the puck drop filled Noah with an energy like nothing else. And when the puck was in play and Pittsburgh’s center was barreling down the ice toward him, Noah took a deep breath, dialing his focus in. Matty came sweeping in from the side, checking the Pittsburgh player into the boards and they tangled in a scrum, Olds in there too, jostling with Pittsburgh’s D-men. The puck popped out and Olds swept it behind the net. Noah crouched, anticipating the moment when it was snagged by a Pittsburgh player.

      “Puck, puck, puck, puck,” Matty screamed, and Noah was there, his blocker deflecting it easily and it shot back onto the ice in time for Olds to sweep it up and pass it to Fowler who tore down the ice with it on a breakaway.

      Noah grinned behind the cage of his mask. Fuck yeah, he still had it.

      During a particularly heated debate between the ref and Pittsburgh’s coach, Noah had a minute to guzzle a sports drink, then yanked off his mask and dumped some plain water over his head. He was shaking with adrenaline and drenched in sweat, water, and the kind of joy that only came from hockey.

      They were up 2-1 and when he settled into his crease again, everything was smooth and easy. Every save, from the high glove to the low kick was fluid and effortless. It was as if he was aware of every man out there, the shick of the blades on the ice and the clack of sticks hitting one another alerting him to where the players were, even when they weren’t calling out instructions. Noah could feel and see everything out there, all his senses pulling together into a beautiful choreography of motion. His gear, his body, his net, they were all one, all part of the greater game that played out in front of him.

      His eyes narrowed as he watched a Pittsburgh player deke, knowing he favored his right. Noah shifted left and the solid thwack of it hitting his glove made him grin. It shot away but another player snagged it and Noah dove right, the ping of the puck hitting his pipes ringing in his ears just a moment before the buzzer signifying the end of the period went off.

      “Thank you, baby,” he whispered, patting his net in thanks. He skated off the ice to the sweet knowledge that they had a 3-2 lead.

      In the locker room, he stripped off his sodden gear, took a piss, then dropped into his stall with a heavy sigh, reaching for the electrolyte replacement drink he favored. He devoured a power bar in a couple of bites and closed his eyes, slipping into his meditative space. He could hear the guys goofing around, getting hyped up for the final period.

      He needed this though, the moments of solitude where he could connect to that still space within him again.

      He dressed in a fresh jersey, pads that were warm from the dryers, and fresh gloves, then returned to the ice.

      The second period flew by, but he had a few moments to rest when Matty got into it with a ref about a holding call. Matty grumbled his way to the penalty box and Pittsburgh was on the power play.

      Noah batted away several shots. “C’mon, you can do better than that,” he taunted after, and Pittsburgh’s left winger growled at him.

      “Liked it better when you were out of the game, Boucher,” he snarled.

      “I dunno, I’m kind of enjoying being back,” Noah chirped. “Not my fault you can’t hit the broad side of a barn, eh?”

      The minutes of the second period ticked down in a furious battle.

      “Câlice!” Noah swore when a Pittsburgh player snaked in a rebound shot to tie up the third period and sent them into overtime 4-4.

      On the bench for a few minutes, he hydrated while he listened intently to Coach Casey when he spoke to the team as a whole.

      When he was done, Coach Bowers looked straight at Noah. “You’re doing great Boucher, I’m liking what I see, but we need you to control the rebound better. That’s where they’re getting you tonight.”

      He nodded. He knew it, but it was a good reminder. “Thanks, Coach. I’ve got it.”

      “I know you do.” Coach thumped his shoulder. “Good man.”

      Noah was about to return to his net when Makarov stopped him.

      “Idea.”

      Noah raised an eyebrow. “Yes?” He assumed that meant the kid had an idea for him. He half expected Makarov to suggest that he take over—which would happen over Noah’s dead body, unless Coach wanted it—but his expression was serious.

      “Pittsburgh center glances at winger before rebound shot. You watch him, you know who shoots rebound.”

      In his head, Noah replayed the earlier rebound shots that he’d missed and nodded slowly, knowing it was good advice, but slightly stunned by the fact that Makarov was helping him. It took Noah a moment to reply. “You’re right,” he said. “He does. Thank you.”

      Makarov nodded. “You are good tendie. I have learned much from your game. Now you learn from mine?”

      “Yes.” Noah offered him a warm smile. “Yes, I think I have. Thank you. I mean that.”

      Makarov nodded and understanding passed between them when they fist bumped. They’d work together for the rest of the season. Noah would finish out his final season as starting goaltender and then pass the torch to Makarov.

      “C’mon, Boucher!” Coach Casey bellowed. “Move your ass.”

      Noah clapped Makarov on the shoulder with his glove, then lifted his stick, hustling out onto the ice, the Russian goaltender settling back on the bench.

      With only five minutes for overtime, it was a fast and furious scramble for the puck on the drop and Pittsburgh won it.

      But Makarov’s advice was solid.

      The three-on-three structure left the ice more open and a few minutes later, Noah easily blocked the shot from Pittsburgh’s center, then caught the subtle flicker of a gaze toward Pittsburgh’s left winger on the rebound. Noah was already there with his blocker, sweeping the puck away from the net and hurling it past one of Pittsburgh’s D-men. They turned to chase after it, but the goalie was out of his crease, in the defensive zone, and Fowler skated furiously past him, shooting the puck in for a solid empty net goal that ended the game with the Fishers winning 5-4.

      Noah threw his stick up in the air when he collided with Matty, whose excited holler nearly shattered his ear drums.

      “Party at the Matty Mansion tonight,” his friend hollered.

      Noah grinned, flying high while they celebrated their victory. He wouldn’t mind a blowout at Matty’s place tonight, but he had to talk to Simon first.

      He turned, grinning and spotted Simon on his feet, staring at him.

      “Love you,” Simon mouthed, and Noah’s heart nearly burst at the sight of the man he loved, wearing his name and number on the green jersey that stretched across his shoulders, telling the world he loved him back.

      Life didn’t get better than this.
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        * * *

      

      Simon could hardly contain his excitement as he followed the Boucher family out of the stands. “Did you see that? Was Noah amazing or what?”

      Margot chuckled. “Well, I can see if the Fishers ever decide to have cheerleaders who’s going to be waving the pom poms.”

      Simon grinned at her, not at all put off by her snark. “Not sure I have the coordination for that but thanks. I think.”

      She just grinned back.

      It took a while for them to navigate the crowds, but the visitor badges Noah had arranged for them got them into a lounge near the dressing room. Simon spotted Noah the moment he walked in. He’d stripped out of half of his gear and tugged on a Fisher Cats tee, but he immediately made a beeline for Simon, lifting him off his feet when he kissed him.

      “I did it!” he said after he pulled back, his face glowing.

      “You did.” Simon threaded his hands through Noah’s sweat-soaked hair and kissed him one more time, just for good measure, but the shouts and whistles from a few of Noah’s teammates who were there to greet their own families made him pull back. “Whoops, kind of forgot about them,” he muttered.

      “We’re kind of a package deal,” Noah said with a rueful grin. “Thankfully, you beat the press.”

      “I know you have post-game stuff to take care of, so I’ll let you go. I just wanted to say congrats. You were amazing tonight. I am so glad I was here to see it.”

      “Thank you. And I’m glad you were too.” Noah raked a hand through his hair. “Let me say hi to my family and then I’ll meet up with you after?”

      “Definitely.”

      They kissed one more time before Simon pulled away. Noah greeted his parents and sister and they looked just as proud of him as Simon felt.

      They excused themselves and said goodbye to Simon. “We’ll see you at your gallery opening soon,” Connie promised, hugging him.

      “Great to meet you,” Guy said, giving Simon a warm handshake. “We’re looking forward to your show.”

      Even Margot hugged him. “I was wrong. You’re good for my brother,” she whispered, and Simon was almost too choked up to respond.

      Kate appeared a few minutes later and he found himself being interviewed. The questions were all predictable. Yes, he was proud of Noah. Yes, the distance was difficult, but they were managing. No, he couldn’t comment on Noah’s plans for next season.

      When it was all over, and Noah joined him, wearing his gorgeous green suit again, Simon was more than ready to get out there. Not that it wasn’t great to hang out with the guys in the dressing room, but the media stuff was exhausting. He didn’t know how Noah handled it.

      “What now?” Simon asked when they walked out of the arena.

      “You’re both coming to my party!” Matty boomed, pointing at them. “We’ve got plans for La Bouche!”

      Noah groaned, his grip tightening around Simon’s waist. “That’s always a terrifying prospect, eh.” He glanced at Simon. “It’s up to you.”

      “Let’s go,” Simon said. He was tired. He’d been working a lot of long nights but there was a hopeful look in Noah’s eyes that he couldn’t resist. Besides, the prospect of being invited to a private NHL party wasn’t terrible.

      Matt’s house was a monstrously huge place on the outskirts of Toronto. It came complete with an ornate gate and six-car garage. The inside looked nothing like Simon expected.

      It had clearly been a well-designed home, with recent renovations, but as Noah led Simon through the first floor it was weirdly empty.

      “I don’t know what I expected a hockey player’s house to look like, but this wasn’t it,” he whispered.

      Noah chuckled and held the door open to the basement steps. “His ex-wife designed and decorated it. Matty didn’t bother to redecorate after their divorce.”

      “Ahh, that makes more sense.” Simon jogged down the stairs. The rec room he found in the finished basement made perfect sense. There was a generous bar, a sauna, a gym, and a hockey practice room.

      “So, he runs around in sneakers and shoots pucks down here?” Simon asked, toeing the tiles below his feet.

      “Nope.”

      “Roller blades?”

      “Nope.” Simon’s smile widened. “Ever heard of synthetic ice?”

      “Huh.” Simon dragged his feet over it again. “Yeah, but I had no idea it would look like this. Wild that he can use actual ice skates on this stuff.”

      “There you are!” Matty shouted when he approached. “C’mon, guys.”

      Simon found himself rounded up by Matty, a drink pressed into his hand, and pulled into conversation.

      Most of the team was there, and Simon was introduced to many of the wives and girlfriends—predominantly blonde, well-shaped, and gorgeous—and he was invited to sit in the WAGs section at the next game, which made him chuckle.

      There were a number of single women there as well and it wasn’t long before the music got loud, and the mood got raucous. At one point he caught sight of Matty and Fowler dancing with a woman sandwiched between them, and various women were draped over guys sitting on couches.

      “Quite the party they threw for you,” Simon commented when he reconnected with Noah near the bar. He looked happy. His smile was bright, and Simon could see how relaxed he was. He was sipping water, so Simon didn’t think it was the drinking.

      “They say it’s for me,” Noah said, nuzzling closer, pinning Simon against the bar. His beard tickled Simon’s neck as he lowered his head and pressed a damp kiss beneath his jaw. “But it’s really because Matty loves an excuse to throw a party.”

      “They all love you though,” Simon said, running his hand up Noah’s back underneath his suit jacket.

      “And I love them.” Noah’s grin was incandescent. “But I love you more. And I am desperate to fuck you.”

      “Thought you wanted me to fuck you,” Simon countered. He set his drink aside and tugged at Noah’s hair, loving the way his eyes slid half closed, lips parting.

      “Don’t care,” Noah said. He reached down and squeezed Simon’s ass. “Just need you, baby.”

      “You ready to head out now then?” Simon asked. He’d been happy to stay as long as Noah wanted, and he was enjoying himself, but if it was a debate between watching drunk hockey players shooting pool, playing video games, and dancing or being alone with Noah, it wasn’t a tough choice.

      “Thought you’d never ask.” Noah gave him a searing kiss. It took a while to say their goodbyes, but once Simon promised he’d be around again, the guys let them leave.

      “I like your team,” Simon said when they were back outside.

      Noah held the SUV door open for him. “They like you too. Thanks for this. For coming here with me.”

      “You never have to thank me for helping you do what makes you happy.” Simon caught Noah’s jacket and pulled him closer, until he stood between Simon’s splayed legs, the door still open.

      Noah’s return had been triumphant, and this was the least Simon could do to help him celebrate it.

      “No man could ask for more,” Noah said, his voice filled with more emotion than Simon had anticipated. “Having you. Having hockey. I have it all.”

      “You deserve it,” Simon said firmly. “Now, take me home, Monsieur Boucher.”

      “With pleasure. We have a win to celebrate.” Noah jogged around the front of the SUV and Simon barely managed to fasten his seatbelt before Noah took off with a squeal, both of them laughing.
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      “Breathe, Simon.” Leah’s tone was kind as she patted his back.

      “I can’t breathe.” He bent over; chest so tight he struggled to pull in air.

      “You’re talking, you can breathe.”

      “I hate you,” Simon muttered.

      “No, you don’t.” She rubbed soothingly, her hand warm across the center of his shoulder. “You’re just stressed and anxious.”

      “No shit,” he snapped, dragging in another ragged breath. “Jesus Christ. A month?”

      “I know. It sucks.”

      Simon groaned and staggered over to the couch, his head pounding. “Why?”

      “Because we decided it would be a brilliant idea to run our own gallery and the fates seem to be conspiring against us to, you know, actually get the damn thing open?”

      “Fuck.”

      The fire suppression people had come and installed all the pipes and sensors and all the hardware for the system, but it was missing the most crucial piece. The tanks that held the gas. The part that actually stopped the fire.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Lawrence,” the company owner had said, his tone apologetic. “I’m sympathetic but we’re experiencing shortages in the chemicals we use. I can’t make it appear any faster than my suppliers can get it. It’s a global shortage.”

      “And there’s nothing you can use instead?” he asked tightly.

      “Not for your needs. You can call around to other companies but …”

      But there was nothing to be done. Simon had just spoken with the last company in the Midwest and none of them had what he needed. Everyone was telling him it would be a minimum of a month.

      Simon put his head in his hands.

      “We’re just going to have to delay the opening,” Leah said.

      “I know. I know we are, but my brain refuses to admit it,” he muttered. “This is my worst nightmare.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Because it was a commercial space, there was no way around it. The insurance company would never budge on them having the fire suppression system. And they had to pass the fire inspection in order to open. They’d run out of options.

      “Well, that’s that, then,” Simon said tightly. He sat up with a groan and looked at his business partner. “I guess we just twiddle our thumbs until it arrives.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m so sorry,” Noah said when he picked Simon up at the airport the day after he’d gotten his bad news. “I can’t imagine how frustrated you are.”

      “Thanks.” Simon let out a sigh. “I appreciate that.”

      “Anything I can do to help?” Noah asked.

      “No, unfortunately not. Unless you know a supplier of clean agent gasses?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Then no.”

      “If it’s not too tactless, I am glad I’ll get to see you more in the next month,” Noah said. Of course, that also meant that Simon’s new opening would fall smackdab into the middle of the playoff season, which stretched from April to June.

      Simon managed a ghost of a smile. “There is that.”

      But after a week in Toronto, Simon seemed restless. “I hate just sitting here doing nothing,” he said as he paced Noah’s condo. “I feel useless.”

      “Well,” Noah said, “what about doing some photography while you’re here?”

      Lord knows, after his injury, he’d felt just like Simon did. Classes and rehab had been his only outlets. Not enough, but they’d gotten him through.

      “Yeah, okay.” A glimmer of a smile appeared on Simon’s face. “Can I start with you?”

      “Sure,” Noah said with a laugh. “Do your worst.”

      His worst was pretty damn good. Simon might be in a funk over the gallery, but his photography was incredible. “Do you have any idea how much money you could sell these for?” Noah asked, peering over his shoulder to look at Simon’s laptop after he’d uploaded the photos.

      “And here I thought hockey players were usually modest,” Simon teased.

      Noah waved that off. “Not because I’m something special. Because they’re incredible. You even made my scars look rugged and sexy.”

      Simon swiveled in the chair. “Well, you are something special.” He reached up to cup Noah’s cheek. “You’re the most incredible man I’ve ever met.” He bit his lip. “I had an idea for a shoot sometime, actually. One about the toll hockey takes on your body to achieve what you have. All of your bodies. Like, the whole team.”

      Noah raised an eyebrow. “You want me to ask the boys to strip off and pose for you?”

      Simon chuckled. “I wouldn’t have worded it that way but yeah. It’s just an idea but …”

      “It’ll have to go through the front office and all that,” Noah said, considering the idea. “Maybe discuss it with Kate? You might want to wait until after the season. You’ll really capture a bunch of banged-up guys then. The price of success.”

      “It was just a thought,” Simon said with a shrug but there was more excitement in him than Noah had seen in a week.

      “No, look into it,” Noah encouraged. Hell, he’d agree to anything if it would just make the light go back on in Simon’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, look at you!” Simon said when he returned to the gallery and spotted Leah, her belly undeniably round now. He’d been back and forth between Toronto and Sault Ste. Marie twice in the past three weeks, but he’d spent most of the time in Toronto.

      It had been wonderful, spending that time with Noah—when he wasn’t on the road, anyway—but Simon was eager to get the ball rolling again on this project.

      “Yeah.” Leah beamed. “I’m really starting to show, aren’t I?”

      “You are.”

      They talked baby things and gallery things and Simon let out a relieved sigh when he confirmed with the fire suppression company that the gasses were finally in, and the tanks would be delivered tomorrow.

      “It’s something,” he said later, when he talked to Noah on a video chat. He’d just gotten back to the hotel after losing to New York.

      “That’s great news, Simon.”

      “It is. And I think we can work on rescheduling the opening now. I’m still a little worried about the inspection taking forever but …”

      Noah frowned. “I wish there was something I could do to help.”

      “I know. Knowing you wish you could does help.” Simon was still stressed as fuck, but he did appreciate Noah’s willingness to listen. Especially because the regular season was winding down and they were just weeks away from the playoffs. “Have I told you how great you are lately?”

      Noah chuckled. “No need. But I wouldn’t mind hearing about how we’re going to celebrate your gallery opening.”

      “If it ever happens.” Simon rolled his eyes.

      “When it happens,” Noah countered. “Now, we lost tonight. I could use a little cheering up. Think you could help with that?”

      Simon appreciated Noah’s attempt at distraction. It was totally going to work too. “Oh, I might have one or two ideas.” He reached for the hem of his shirt and tugged it off.

      “I like where this is going,” Noah said with a grin.

      “Turnabout’s fair play,” Simon teased. “You lose yours too.”

      “Done.”
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        * * *

      

      The Fishers advanced into the playoffs and by the evening of game five in the first round, Simon was as anxious as if he was the one actually playing.

      They were behind in the series, 3-2 against New Jersey. Whichever team won four games would advance to the next round, and Simon could tell how much pressure Noah was under. He’d sounded exhausted last night when they spoke.

      Simon hated that he couldn’t be there to watch the games in person and support Noah, but with the gallery opening looming next week, he had a lot of loose ends to wrap up. Thankfully Brendan had some friends in the fire department who’d nudged the fire marshal to speed up his inspection.

      “I think I love your boyfriend,” Simon said to Leah with a relieved sigh after the marshal left that afternoon. They’d passed.

      She smiled and rubbed her belly. “Clearly I do too!” she said with a laugh. “We might just pull this off after all.”

      “We might. Now, you go to your appointment,” he said with a grin. “I’ll get to work on the cleanup.”

      There was still plenty of work to be done around the place and he needed to get it finished as quickly as possible so he could watch at least a little of Noah’s game on TV tonight.

      Love you, have a great game! He fired off to Noah while he walked down the steps to the gallery below.

      He might or might not get a response. Noah had warned him this was the “eat, sleep, breathe hockey” time of year for him and that it would only get worse as they advanced through the playoffs. Simon understood. He was reaching the “eat, sleep, breathe gallery opening” stage too, so they just wouldn’t talk much this week. It sucked, but they’d managed to reschedule the opening date for the time between playoff rounds so Noah could be there. They’d make it work.

      If there was one thing Simon was sure of now, it was that.

      He spent the afternoon sweeping, dusting, and mopping, then took a dinner break, running out to pick up some food at a local restaurant.

      Want anything from Shorty’s? He asked Leah, who was headed back to the gallery after she helped Josh get off to bed. Earlier today, Simon had told her she didn’t need to come help with the cleaning, but she’d tartly told him she was pregnant, not dying, so he shut his mouth.

      Ooh. Yes. A Rueben sandwich. And fried mozzarella sticks. No, garlic parmesan wings. Wait, give me a minute to decide.

      I’ll get all of it. He chuckled as he shook his head. The morning sickness was gone, and the pregnancy cravings were in full swing these days. He was kind of enjoying seeing all the odd stages of pregnancy that were happening. Yeah, it had piled on the stress for him, but he was really excited by the idea of being “Uncle” Simon to her future kid. He was already Josh’s favorite person for getting him the giant box of signed merchandise Noah had sent, so he had high hopes this kid would like him too.

      When Simon arrived at the gallery, rather than go through the main doors, he jogged up the steps that led directly to his second-floor apartment. He put the containers of food in the oven to stay warm, figuring they could heat them up and eat in his kitchen when Leah arrived.

      He shot off a quick text to her while he walked down the step, planning to clean until she got there. He stuffed his phone in his pocket as he hit the bottom and his feet nearly went out from under him. He yelped, clutching at the railing, staring in horror at the sight in front of him.

      There was nearly six inches of standing water on the floor of the gallery.

      “Fuck!”

      Simon had no idea how long he stood there, staring in shock until, dimly, in the distance, he heard the sound of a door opening. “What the fuck?”

      Leah’s voice snapped him out of his trance, and he called her name. “I’m over by the stairs,” he added.

      “What the fuck happened?” She sloshed through the water toward him, the hems of her blue leggings growing dark, and he waded in too. His feet were already wet so why the fuck not? Besides, he had bigger things to worry about than his shoes. Like the gallery opening, just days away.

      “No fucking idea.”

      They met in the middle of the flooded gallery, and Simon stared at her, mind whirling with possibilities. “The snow’s been melting after that warm spell we had for a few days, but I can’t imagine this is from that. I haven’t heard of flooding anywhere else nearby and it was fine when I was out driving.”

      “Shit.” Leah put a hand to her forehead and rubbed. “Fuck. Burst pipe, maybe?”

      “Maybe.” He looked around with growing horror. The art was okay, thank God. At least everything he could currently see. But the water had nearly reached the bottom of the modular wall panels already and he had no idea if it would keep rising.

      “Jesus Christ, what a mess,” he said, feeling a little lightheaded, his breath coming fast as he imagined how much worse it could get.

      “Okay, so first we need to figure out where the water is coming from,” Leah muttered. “Fuck, glad I wore comfy clothes today.”

      They’d planned to spend the next few days taking care of those final little details to make sure everything was ready for the opening. Now they were going to have to clean up this water and try to get everything dry in time.

      Oh fuck. They couldn’t afford another delay. The business’s bank account had dwindled to nothing, and Simon’s personal savings were nearly tapped out. They’d already taken out loans and he didn’t think they could swing another. They’d rescheduled once, but if they did it a second time, there was no way in hell the critics and guests would take the gallery’s work seriously ever again.

      Simon rubbed at his chest, trying to ease the weird tightness there that kept him from drawing in a full breath. Fuck.

      “Simon?” He looked up to see Leah staring at him with a worried frown. “Are you okay? You look really pale all of a sudden.”

      “I’m okay,” he lied, but she grabbed him by the elbow, and he allowed her to navigate him back toward the steps, where he dropped onto them heavily.

      “You stay there and take some deep breaths. I think you’re having a panic attack,” she said, rubbing his back soothingly. “I’m going to go figure out where this leak is coming from. You just try to breathe.”

      “No, I can help,” he protested. He tried to push himself into an upright position, but his head swam, and his vision narrowed as the world started to go dark.

      “Can’t breathe,” he managed. And then his knees went out from under him as a sharp, stabbing pain went through his chest. “Think I’m having a heart attack.”
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        * * *

      

      Simon came to with the world swaying around him and an unfamiliar man with a concerned frown staring down at him.

      “What?” Simon mumbled, the words muffled by something over his mouth, and he weakly reached up to push it away. “What’s going on?”

      The man gently stopped Simon. “Please keep that on and take several slow, deep breaths, Simon. My name is—”

      Simon shook him off, trying to sit. “The gallery!”

      The pieces finally clicked into place, and he realized he was in an ambulance and the man was a paramedic. Simon looked around in wide-eyed horror, his chest still tight.

      “Shh,” Leah soothed, and he turned his head to see her staring at him with a worried frown. “It’ll be okay. The firemen said they’d get the leak stopped and Brendan’s on his way over to deal with it now. He’s got a pump and everything. He’ll get the water taken care of and the place drying out, I promise. Just rest.”

      Simon sagged back, exhausted. “Heart?” he asked, turning to look at the paramedic. “Did I have a heart attack? My dad—”

      “Simon, my name is Pete.” The guy patted his chest and Simon realized his shirt was open and he was actually attaching some sort of electrode to his skin. “We think what you had was a panic attack. However, your business partner told us about your family history so we’re taking you to the ER where they can make sure nothing more serious than anxiety is going on. They’ll know more once they run some tests.” He reached out, settling the mask over Simon’s nose and mouth again.

      “Oh!” Leah said, and Simon turned to look at her. “I spoke to your parents already but I should call Noah.”

      “No!” Simon croaked. He pushed the mask off and gripped her hand. “No, don’t. He can’t do anything from New Jersey anyway. He’s in the middle of a game right now and I don’t want him to worry. They’ve gotta win this.”

      “Simon!” Leah sounded exasperated. “It’s just hockey. Noah will want to know if you’re in the hospital. Give me the number you have for the Fishers’ PR person. She’ll be able to get word to him.”

      “Please don’t call him.” He squeezed harder, pleading with her. “I’m sure this is nothing. I’ll let him know when he comes next week but I don’t want to worry him now.” Simon refused to be the reason the team lost the playoffs. And the Cup. It wasn’t just hockey. It meant everything to Noah. To all the guys. “Promise me, Leah. You won’t interrupt the game to tell him.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. But put that damn mask back on at least.”

      Dutifully, he let the paramedic settle it back in place and fuss over him. Simon closed his eyes, exhaustion pulling him under again.
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      Every muscle in Noah’s body ached while he showered off the sweat of the game. Fuck that had been rough. They’d won, barely. The whole game had been a battle from start to finish but the 6-4 victory was sweet and now they were tied with New Jersey, 3-3 in the series. Just one game to go to win the series and thank fuck he would have a couple of days to recover before they played it.

      His knee was holding up fine but the rest of him felt like it had been through the wringer.

      Noah rotated his shoulders, the left one stiff after a particularly big dive to block a shot. What he wouldn’t give to have Simon kiss it better, but he wouldn’t see him until next week at the gallery opening.

      After Noah dressed, he fished his phone out of his bag, expecting to see a ton of messages from Simon. Simon had gotten into the habit of sending him texts commenting on the game. It was an adorable little play-by-play of every save Noah made and he loved it.

      But though Noah cleared out email and social media notifications, there was just the one good luck wish from Simon. Weird.

      Well, Simon had said he was spending the day cleaning the gallery space. Maybe he’d fallen asleep after or something. Noah brought up Instagram. Simon usually posted daily pictures of their progress but there was nothing. Hmm.

      There was a text notification, however.

      He almost ignored the unknown number, but something urged him to check it. He read it with growing dread.

      Noah? This is Simon’s business partner, Leah Colwell. Simon needs you. Call or text as soon as you get this.

      “Why are you all scowly?” Matty asked with a laugh but Noah felt a jolt of fear go through him. “We won, didn’t we?”

      “It’s not the game,” Noah said tightly, fingers shaking a little as he tried to hit dial on Leah’s number. “Something’s going on with Simon.”

      “Oh shit,” he dimly heard Matty say as the phone rang. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know.” Noah’s voice was tight. “But I’m worried.”

      The phone rang two more times. Fucking pick up, he urged in his head.

      The ringing stopped. “Noah?” A woman’s voice filled his ear.

      “Yeah,” he said hoarsely. “What’s going on?”

      “Simon’s in the hospital.”

      “What?” Noah’s voice was hoarse. “Was there an accident or—”

      “No, no. They think it’s just a panic attack, but they’re evaluating him for a heart attack just to be on the safe side.”

      “A heart attack? Câlice.” Noah’s memory flashed back to Simon telling him about the heart attack his father had suffered when Simon was in college. “What the hell happened?”

      “We had a pipe burst today at the gallery. He got overwhelmed and he couldn’t breathe. Kept clutching his chest. I called the paramedics when he passed out.”

      “Fuck. How serious is it?” Noah raked a hand through his hair, feeling the elastic tumble down his back.

      “Look, all signs are pointing to it not being a heart attack.” Her voice was soothing. “But he’s here in the hospital in Sault Ste. Marie being evaluated just to be safe. The EKG looked good, and they’ve drawn blood. We’re just waiting for the results. Should be back any minute now. I just wanted to let you know what was going on.”

      “Why didn’t you call me sooner?” Noah demanded.

      “He didn’t want to bother you.”

      “Bother me!” Noah’s voice rose. “He’s in the fucking hospital.”

      “Well, with the game tonight—”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck about the game,” Noah thundered. “Tell Simon I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      “He’s going to kill us both if you show up.”

      Noah set his jaw. “Let him. I need to see him with my own eyes to be sure he’s okay.”

      He hung up without another word and when he glanced up, he realized half the team was staring at him, wide-eyed and worried.

      “Is Simon gonna be okay?” Matty asked, his brown eyes concerned.

      “I don’t know. He’s in the hospital. They’re evaluating him for a heart attack.”

      “Jesus,” Fowler muttered. “He’s so young.”

      “Yeah, well his dad had one when Simon was in college so …” Fear clawed at Noah. Fuck. Leah had assured him Simon was okay, but what if he wasn’t? No, he definitely needed to see and hold Simon to be sure. “I’ve gotta go,” he said numbly.

      “What’s the hold-up?” Coach Casey shouted from further down the hall. “We’ve got a plane to catch, guys.”

      Noah jogged toward him, not caring when he plowed through several of his teammates. “I’ve gotta get to Michigan,” he said breathlessly. “Simon’s in the hospital.”

      “What?” Coach looked startled. “What happened? Car accident?”

      “Possible heart attack.” His voice was tight. “He collapsed at the gallery earlier and his dad had one at a young age too so ...”

      “Oh shit. How serious?”

      “They’re waiting on tests. Fuck, I need to go to him, Coach.”

      “Noah …” Coach’s expression was conflicted. “We’re two days out from the next game of the series and we’re tied with New Jersey. This is the worst possible time for you to leave.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Noah shouted. “Tabarnak! I’m well aware of how much is at stake here. But the man I love is in an emergency room halfway across the country. I need to be sure he’s okay.”

      “I’m sympathetic,” Coach Casey said, and his eyes were kind. “But the front office is not going to be happy about this.”

      Noah glared at him, crossing his arms. “The minute we land back in Toronto, I am getting on a plane to Sault Ste. Marie and there is nothing you or anyone else can do to stop me. Fine me for all I care. I’ll be back in time for the final game with New Jersey, but I am not sitting on my ass for the next two days when Simon needs me.”

      “Christ.” Coach dragged a hand through his hair. “Get your ass on the bus, Boucher. We’ll discuss this on the plane back to Toronto.”

      Noah gritted his teeth and followed his coach and teammates out to the bus. But worry churned in his stomach as they headed toward the airport.

      He didn’t care how much of a fight the franchise put up. Nothing was keeping him from Simon.

      Not even hockey.
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        * * *

      

      Simon awoke to the feel of lips on his forehead. This time he blinked his eyes open to see a familiar face looming over him with a worried expression.

      “Simon? Baby, I’m here.”

      “Noah? What—what are you doing?” he asked, staring at him in confusion.

      “Oh, Simon, I was so worried about you.”

      “I told Leah not to call you.” Simon sat up and looked around. Right, he was still in an observation room in the Sault Ste. Marie hospital emergency room. He’d sent Leah home to get some sleep. His parents were around here somewhere. “God, what time is it?” He rubbed his eyes.

      “Nearly morning. I took the team plane from New Jersey to Toronto, then grabbed the earliest commercial flight here.” He looked exhausted as he dropped into the chair next to Simon’s bed. He took Simon’s hand and squeezed. “I met your parents by the way.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, they were in the waiting area when I arrived. I was thankful because I’m not sure I would have been let in otherwise. They introduced themselves—guess I’m pretty easy to recognize.” He pointed to his hair with a rueful roll of his eyes. “And they assured the nurse you’d want me in here.”

      “Of course, I do.” Simon squeezed back. “Although Leah wasn’t supposed to interrupt your game.” But it did feel nice to have Noah’s warm palm pressed against his.

      “She didn’t.” Noah smiled faintly. “She left me a text telling me to call her after.”

      “Damn it. Should have known she’d find a loophole. You have so much on your plate. I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “Simon, you’re not bothering me,” Noah said thickly. “I needed to see that you were okay.”

      “I just know how important the playoffs are and—”

      “Simon!” Noah glowered at him. “If you think for one minute they’re more important than you, you’ve lost your damn mind.”

      “I just didn’t want you to worry. It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

      “You’re in a hospital. You’re not fine.”

      “They ruled out a heart attack.”

      “Thank God,” Noah said. He pressed his lips to Simon’s forehead again, the touch lingering for a moment before he sat back. “I was so scared.”

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.” Simon looked down at their intertwined hands.

      “So, what is going on?” Noah asked softly. “Leah said it was a panic attack?”

      “Yeah. There was a flood at the gallery, and I just got overwhelmed. It all came crashing down over me, I think. The stress of the gallery opening and all that’s gone wrong. And money is getting horribly tight,” he admitted. “Fuck, I don’t even want to think about what this stupid ER visit is going to cost me.”

      He rubbed at his chest and Noah stilled his movements by gently grasping his hand.

      “I’ll pay it.”

      “Noah …”

      “No, listen to me, Simon.” Noah softened, his tone gentle, his expression filled with concern rather than frustration. “You need to stop trying to do everything yourself. You’re taking on way too much at the gallery. You need to get your stress under control. This isn’t okay. I’m worried about you.”

      “I know.” Simon swallowed hard, playing with Noah’s fingers. “I do.”

      “And money is what’s stressing you out?”

      He nodded once, reluctantly. “It’s a big one, yeah.”

      “So, you let me help,” Noah said. “If I can make your worries go away, I want to do that for you. Please, Simon. I feel so helpless. We’re here to support each other, right?”

      “We are,” Simon agreed.

      “Then please.” Noah’s voice broke. “You don’t have to carry this burden alone. Let me help, Simon. Nothing is more important to me than you being safe and healthy.”

      It was hard for Simon to agree but he forced himself to nod. “Okay.”

      “Thank you.” The relief in Noah’s voice was overwhelming. “And can we sit down and figure out how to help you otherwise? Something isn’t working, Simon, not if you’re having a panic attack bad enough to cause chest pains.”

      “Yeah, we can do that.” He squeezed Noah’s fingers. “And thank you. I know it seems like I’m being difficult, I just … I’m used to handling this alone. My ex was … well, we lived together but we kept everything separate. He had his life and I had mine. I’m not used to this,” he admitted. “And Leah is my partner, but the baby took us both by surprise and I didn’t want to add to her burden and—” He let out a tired exhale. “And I’m making excuses, aren’t I?”

      Noah gave him a sympathetic smile. “This probably isn’t the time for this discussion. Why don’t you get some rest, eh? We can figure out more after you’ve had some sleep.”

      Simon blinked at him. “Leah checked the score last night and said you won. Don’t you have to be there for game seven? Are you in trouble with the front office for coming here?”

      “I’ll be back to Toronto in time for the game,” Noah said reassuringly, gently stroking Simon’s hair, brushing it off his forehead. “Stop worrying, Simon. I have everything under control. All you have to do is relax now.”

      “I’m not sure I’m very good at that,” he admitted.

      “Well, then we’ll work on it together. How about we start with some of the meditation I do before games? Just five or ten minutes of breathing is all.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Simon agreed. “I can do that.”
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        * * *

      

      Simon’s discharge took forever but eventually he was able to dress and leave. He’d sent his parents to a local hotel to get some sleep since they’d made the two-and-a-half-hour drive from Marquette to see him and been up all night. He’d been given a referral to a local therapy practice for treatment for anxiety that he needed to follow up on. And Noah had paid for his ER visit. It made Simon wince but also took a weight off his mind.

      Mostly, he was looking forward to going home to sleep. His steps faltered when he approached the waiting area on the way out. “Shit, I don’t know if I can stay at the gallery. Leah said they had to shut off the main water supply to get the leak to stop.”

      “We’ll stay at my parents’ place,” Noah said, guiding him forward toward the chairs where they were waiting, Connie with her head down over a book, and Guy doing something with his hands that Simon couldn’t quite figure out.

      But he still blinked at the sight of Noah’s parents. “Connie? Guy? What are they doing here?”

      “I called them because I was worried about you,” Noah said. “Let’s let them know you’re okay and we’ll head back to their place to get some rest.”

      Guy was knitting, Simon realized when they approached. He smiled at the sight of the big man with the red-gold beard who so resembled Noah. It was rather endearing to imagine an older Noah doing something similar.

      “Is that where you get all of your warm sweaters from?” Simon asked under his breath.

      “Yep.” Noah smiled too. “He’s pretty good, eh? It’s his stress management and how he relaxes.”

      “Maybe I should have him teach me,” Simon said drily, and Noah gave him a small grin before he turned to his parents.

      “We’re ready to head out,” Noah said, and Connie and Guy looked up.

      Connie leapt to her feet, her book falling onto the chair beside her. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re okay, Simon.”

      Before he knew what was happening, he was engulfed in a warm hug from her, and then another from Guy.

      Simon found himself arm-in-arm with Connie when they exited the building. The sun was just beginning to come up, lightening the air around them. The air was crisp and cold, a dusting of newly fallen snow sparkling. Simon breathed deep, the tension inside him fading a little.

      “Now, would you two like breakfast before we all get a little more sleep?” Connie asked. “Noah told you you’re staying with us, right?”

      “Uh, yes?” Simon said, darting a glance at Noah who walked in step with his father behind them. “And breakfast would be nice.” He’d never managed to get dinner last night. The food was probably still in the oven. Thank God, he hadn’t turned it on. With his luck he’d end up with the gallery flooded and on fire simultaneously.

      “Perfect. I’ll whip something up when we get home.”

      “You didn’t have to do all of this,” Simon said awkwardly. “Come to the hospital and stay up all night with me, I mean. I was fine.”

      Connie gave him a look of disbelief. “Of course, we did. You’re family now.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah didn’t feel right until he had Simon tucked into bed beside him. “You gonna be okay?” he asked tenderly as he brushed Simon’s damp hair off his forehead.

      They’d eaten the huge breakfast his parents made, showered, then crawled into the bed in the guest room.

      “Yeah.” Simon gave him a sleepy smile. “This helped.”

      “The Bouchers know how to take care of people,” Noah said, dragging his thumb across Simon’s heavy stubble.

      “I can see that.”

      “Oh, there are some other people who are worried about you too,” he said. He picked up his phone where it lay on the bed between them. “Can I call Matty real quick?”

      “Sure.”

      A few minutes later, Matty’s happy face filled the screen. “Simon, you’re okay!”

      “Yeah. I’m okay. No heart attack. Just a lot of stress.”

      “We were worried.” Matty looked away and Noah caught a glimpse of the training room at the practice facility. “Guys, Simon’s okay.”

      What followed was a noisy, chaotic celebration as some of Noah’s teammates crowded around the phone. Simon laughed a lot as they chatted but after a little while he yawned and Noah turned the phone so he could speak to them. “Guys, we need some rest. It’s been a long night.”

      “Yeah, of course,” Matty said, his expression earnest. “Glad Simon’s doing okay. Big relief.”

      “Thanks, man.” Noah felt a lump in his throat.

      “Take care, Simon!” Fowler called out when Noah said goodbye.

      “You have a great team,” Simon muttered sleepily as Noah rolled over to plug his phone in.

      “They’re my family, and now they’re yours too,” Noah whispered as he spooned around Simon. But he was out already, sleeping peacefully.

      And for the first time since Noah got off the phone with Leah, he could breathe again.
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      “I hope he makes it here in time,” Simon muttered to himself, peering at his phone for the eleven thousandth time.

      Noah had flown back to Toronto the night before game seven. The Fishers had won it in a dazzling 4-0 shutout against New Jersey, so they were advancing to the second round of the playoffs. Noah had a week off and he was on his way back to Northern Michigan now.

      Noah had texted when he landed in Sault Ste. Marie, Canada, but he’d been slowed down at the border, though he hadn’t said why.

      Simon went through the checklist on his phone to make sure they were ready. He wasn’t relaxed but he was trying to manage his anxiety a little better, and hopefully the appointments with the therapist would help.

      Now, he strode along the long walkway outside his apartment and glanced down over the railing, taking in the space below. Lights glowed against the white walls and floor, perfectly illuminating the art.

      He could see caterers bustling around, setting up drinks and food in the large open area at the front of the gallery space. They’d somehow, miraculously, gotten the flood damage under control.

      Or, maybe not so miraculously. Brendan, and his crew at the landscaping company, along with Noah and his family, plus Simon’s parents had done the bulk of the work. A few of the volunteers at Connie’s non-profit had pitched in, along with some of the artists who were working with the gallery. It was humbling to see the number of people who had wanted to help. They’d looked at him blankly when he thanked them.

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t we help?” Margot had said with a scoff, and everyone else had expressed the same sentiment.

      Simon had more than just a family. He had an entire community now.

      With everyone’s help, the water had been pumped out and huge fans and heaters had dried out the space while the plumbing was repaired. Simon’s modular wall design had saved them, because the casters at the bottom had kept them clear of the water and unlike drywall, the material hadn’t wicked up moisture. A few things had needed to be tossed, but they’d found replacements and all the art had survived unscathed.

      Now, the art was hung and displayed properly and even Cary had seemed happy with the look of his work by the time they finished at three in the morning last night—this morning?—whatever ungodly time it was that they’d wrapped up. Simon would breathe a little easier once his featured artist arrived, but at least now he believed the kid would show up.

      Simon glanced at the time. Should be any moment now.

      This show was under control, but Simon still ached to have Noah here. He had a sudden flash of understanding of how Noah had felt at his first game back. Of course he’d wanted Simon there. Simon felt guilty for ever making Noah doubt he’d be by his side. What wouldn’t he give right now to have Noah kiss him until he felt it down to his toes?

      He wouldn’t have minded a good hard fuck either, he thought ruefully as he jogged down the stairs. But they probably wouldn’t have time for that now.

      Simon turned to see Leah descending the stairs more slowly in her towering heels. She wore a fitted knee-length dress in a shade of chartreuse that would have looked terrible on almost anyone else. But she pulled it off, the dress molding to her figure, an interesting pleated detail at the shoulder and waist skillfully highlighting her sculpted shoulders and gently rounded stomach.

      “Wait!” Simon called and she paused, shooting him a quizzical glance. He held up his phone. “Let me get a picture of you.”

      She posed, smiling at him and he snapped a few shots that he could put up on the gallery’s Instagram.

      “You’re a work of art yourself,” he said when she descended the last few steps.

      She beamed and kissed his cheek. “Why thank you, Simon.”

      “Brendan’s jaw is definitely going to drop later.”

      “I’m just glad I was able to get it altered in time.” She stroked her hand over her stomach. “It was a narrow thing.”

      “It feels like we’ve been flying by the seat of our pants for weeks, doesn’t it?” Simon asked with a rueful laugh. “God, this has been stressful. Why did we think it would be a great idea running our own gallery?”

      “Cause it’s better than running someone else’s.” She straightened Simon’s collar, smiling at him.

      “Oh right, that.” They shared a grin.

      “You don’t look half bad either,” Leah said, smoothing down his lapels. “Want me to get a few shots of you?”

      “Sure. Maybe a couple together too?” He rolled his eyes. “Though I’ll have to be careful how I tag it. You remember a few weeks ago when the Twitter nuts thought I was cheating on Noah with you?”

      She laughed, her face scrunching up. “God, what a ridiculous world we live in. Getting that invested in the private lives of people they’ve never met.”

      “Seriously.”

      He posed for her, resting an elbow on the sculptural metal railing of the stairs.

      “I love that velvet jacket,” she said as she held up her phone. “Gorgeous.”

      “Thanks.” Simon smoothed a hand over the deep wine-colored velvet suit jacket he wore with black trousers and a white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. A patterned pocket square pulled it all together. “Why should you have all the fun when it comes to dressing up?”

      She laughed and snapped a few shots. They took a few selfies together, Simon’s much longer arms doing the trick until one of the caterers offered to take some. Simon had just finished reviewing and posting them when the door opened, bringing in a waft of icy air. He looked up, hoping to see Noah, but it was Cary.

      Simon stifled a sigh. Well, not the man he wanted, but definitely the one he needed.

      At least it was one big worry checked off his list.

      Simon strode toward Cary. “Hey, great timing.”

      “Sorry. I know you said to be here two hours before the doors opened.” He looked wary, like he was expecting Simon to scream at him. “I tried but I lost track of time.”

      “You’re here now,” Simon said lightly. Yeah, he definitely needed to deal with stress better. Yelling at artists wasn’t how he wanted to run his gallery.

      He hated seeing the tension in Cary’s body and it wasn’t going to help to lecture the kid on punctuality and professionalism. “How are you doing?” he asked instead. “Nervous?”

      “Ugh yeah.” His expression was drawn behind the pink-tinted glasses he wore. “Fucking stressed by the whole thing.”

      “I know the feeling,” Simon said with a sympathetic expression. “But we’ll get you through this. Does it help that I’m anxious right now too?”

      “Not really.”

      Simon chuckled. “Then I’m as cool as a cucumber.”

      Cary managed a half-hearted smile. “Thanks. I know I’ve been a pain in your ass.”

      “You haven’t made my life easier, that’s for sure,” Simon agreed, his tone gently teasing. “But I haven’t been at my best either and I really do understand where you’re coming from. Just let me know if you need a trash can.”

      “Nah, took care of that before I left,” Cary said, his expression still wan.

      Simon pulled out some gum. “Here, this is for you.”

      “Thanks.” Cary chuckled as he unwrapped a stick. “I should apologize. You’ve probably been more chill about my flakiness than I deserve.”

      Simon laughed. “Nothing about me lately has been chill, but I’m glad you think so.”

      “Well, I appreciate that you get what I’m going through.” Cary’s gaze flicked around the gallery, and he shuddered lightly. “This shit is intimidating. This is a whole new level for me.”

      “I know.”

      “Mr. Lawrence?” The head caterer, whose name was escaping him at the moment, appeared at his elbow. “I have a few questions for you about layout.”

      “Yes, I’ll be over in a moment.”

      “Gotta deal with this,” Simon said to Cary. He glanced over at Leah and motioned her over. “Leah, why don’t you run Cary through the plan for the evening?”

      “Of course.” She hooked her arm through Cary’s. “Now, I’m a little wobbly on these shoes. Think you can help me stay upright?”

      Simon watched a moment as they interacted, Cary’s tension slipping away as Leah gave him something to focus on instead of his anxiety. Simon really couldn’t have chosen a better person to go into business with.

      He got caught up in the minutia of the event planning. He was so absorbed in neatly fanning out the info cards on the table near the entryway that when he looked up at the sound of the door opening, it took him a moment to realize it was Noah he was staring at.

      “Oh.” He gasped when it finally clicked. “Oh, God it’s good to see you.”

      “You too.” Noah leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to his lips. “How’s it going?”

      “Better now that you’re here,” he admitted. “You made it through okay?”

      “Nah, I snuck through the border.” Noah gave him a little wink.

      Simon laughed, realizing what a dumb question that had been. “A fugitive. Well, that’ll make for an exciting evening.”

      Noah grinned. “Definitely. Can I run up to your apartment? I’d like to take a quick shower and get changed.”

      He gestured to his very casual sweatpants and hoodie ensemble.

      Simon chuckled and guided Noah into the main gallery space. “Sure. Though the Fishers’ design is quite eye-catching.”

      He led Noah through the gallery space to the stairs. “Follow me.”

      “Nice view,” Noah teased as he walked behind Simon. “Like the pants.”

      Though Noah couldn’t see him, he grinned. “Looking forward to you getting me out of them later.”

      “God, I’m sorry I couldn’t do it before. I was so hoping to get here earlier. But the flight in Toronto was delayed and then it took forever at the border.”

      “Not enough guards working?”

      “Nah, there was a big fuss in one lane. They had half a dozen officers out with guns, and they were tearing an SUV apart.”

      “Shit. Wonder what it was.”

      “Guns? Drugs? Who knows?” Noah shrugged. “But all of the rest of the lines were halted until they finished. I saw someone being hauled off to an office in handcuffs.”

      “Huh, quite the exciting night.”

      “I would have been happy with a nice art show,” Noah said with a laugh. “So, I want the tour. We were so busy fixing the place up I never really got to see anything but the first floor.” He gestured around as they passed several closed doors.

      “Well, I’ll give you a tour of the office spaces and stuff up here tomorrow.” He pointed at the end of the hall. “This way to my apartment.”

      “I love that you live here. It’s such a fabulous building.”

      Simon chuckled. “Remind me to show you the photo series we did on the renovation. You won’t believe what it looked like before Leah and I got our hands on it.”

      Simon unlocked his door and flung it open, flipping on the bank of lights.

      “Oh wow.” Noah stepped inside and glanced around. “Wow, this is amazing, Simon.”

      He glanced around with a sense of pride. “Thank you.”

      The far brick wall held massive paned original windows—carefully restored—that ran from the floor to the twenty-foot ceilings. He’d had the builders close in the space by the door to the left, boxing in an area for the bathrooms, bedrooms, and closet and laundry spaces. The kitchen was open to the right and a long wooden table ran through the center, with the living area along the far brick wall. Simon had furnished it with a blend of things he’d acquired over the years, from a small table he’d picked up at the curb when he lived in New York City, to salvaged and thrift items, plus a couple of higher-end pieces he’d splurged on to pull it all together.

      “I love these beams,” Noah said, craning his neck. Thick wooden beams supports arched overhead, held in place with sturdy iron brackets. “And I feel like industrial spaces can seem cold sometimes, but this is amazing.”

      Simon had worked hard on that, going for a shade of creamy white paint on the drywall, and he’d used a lot of natural textures and soft fabrics in warm neutrals to keep it from being stark. Layers of lighting and a few plants rounded it out. And, of course, there was art everywhere.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Simon said softly. “I’ve been dying for you to see it.”

      Noah turned and set down his bag. He walked over to Simon and cupped his face in his hands. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to make it here until now.”

      “It’s okay. I understand.” Simon ran his hands down Noah’s back. Jesus, it felt like he was getting more toned by the day. “You’ve had a ton on your plate too.”

      Noah kissed him, a sweet, soft kiss that warmed Simon clear down to his toes.

      “God, I wish we had more time,” Simon said with a wistful sigh when Noah finally drew back.

      “Me too.” Noah adjusted his hard-on, blatantly obvious in the sweats he wore. “After your show, I am making love to you all night long.”

      “Mmm. That sounds perfect,” Simon said. “Now go shower and get dressed.” A glance at the time showed him they only had about twenty minutes before the show.

      “Sure you can’t join me?” Noah said hopefully.

      “I’m sure,” Simon said laughing. “If I do, I’ll never make it downstairs again.”

      “Probably true.” Noah let out a loud, regretful-sounding groan. “Damn.”

      Simon showed Noah where everything was in the bedroom and bath and left him with a kiss. “See you in a few.”

      “I’ll make it fast,” Noah promised.

      He was true to his word. In less time than Simon would have believed, Noah was downstairs, impeccably dressed in a subtle gray and black tartan suit and a wine-colored shirt.

      Simon narrowed his eyes. “How did you manage that?” He gestured between their coordinating outfits.

      “I might have messaged Leah about it.” Noah grinned.

      “Also, how did you get ready so fast?” Simon asked, baffled. “Your hair is even dry.”

      “Well, I spend half my days changing clothes so I’m pretty fast at it. I can tie a tie in under twenty seconds flat. Matty and I raced once. I won a thousand bucks off Fowler for my skills. And there’s this magical device called a hair dryer …” Noah teased. “No way am I leaving the arena with long wet hair in January. It would freeze and snap off.”

      Simon just chuckled. “Well, you look amazing. Shall we get a few pictures together?”

      “Sure.”

      Simon glanced around, looking for Leah, and saw her a few feet away, staring at Noah like he was the second coming of Christ.

      “Oh, let’s go say hi.” He led Noah forward and her eyes just got bigger and bigger. They’d all been so frantic cleaning up the gallery, Leah hadn’t had time to breathe, much less appreciate Noah the last time he was here.

      Simon felt a little smug.

      “Lovely to see you again,” Noah said. He took her hand and kissed the back of it. “You get more beautiful every time I see you. That dress is stunning.”

      “Oh, my.” Leah pressed a hand to her chest. “Wow. I swore to myself that I wasn’t going to fangirl tonight, but oh my god I am standing in front of Noah Boucher, and he just complimented my dress.”

      Noah winked. “Well, I am a hockey player not a fashion designer, so I’m not sure it’s that much of an accomplishment. I just know what I like the look of.”

      “Hey, I’ll take it,” she said with a laugh. “And you’re always on the list of best-dressed NHL players so clearly you know something about fashion.”

      He shrugged. “Good tailor, eh?”

      Simon smiled at his ever-present modesty.

      They chatted for a few minutes and Simon introduced Noah to Cary, who stared at him with the same look Leah had given him, which made Simon snicker.

      They had just enough time for a few photos when the front door opened.

      Oh shit. Guests.

      Simon squared his shoulders and strode toward them before realizing it was his family.

      “Mom, Dad,” he said happily. “I didn’t know if you were going to make it.” He kissed his mom’s cheek and hugged his dad. They’d stayed for the cleanup last week and to gently chide him about not reaching out to ask for help before then. They’d gone home after, and it touched him that they’d made the trip again just a few days later.

      “To be honest, we weren’t sure we were going to be able to make it,” his mom said with a little laugh. “The snow this year has been wild. We got hit by a pretty heavy snowstorm around Munising.” Not a big surprise, storms swept in from the Canadian provinces and over Lake Superior to dump on Northern Michigan all winter, and it was April. Anything could happen this time of year.

      “No major trouble driving?” Simon asked.

      “No,” his dad said. “Mostly lake effect stuff and a lot of blowing snow to contend with but we kept it on the road.”

      “Glad you made it safely,” he said.

      “Great to see you again,” Noah said, reaching out and kissing his mom’s hand. She blushed and Simon stifled a chuckle. Damn it, that man could be deadly when he put his mind to it. In a few moments, his parents were easily chatting with Noah and greeting Leah with hugs.

      And then the first guests arrived.

      Simon glanced around to be sure everything was in place, caught Leah’s glance, and greeted them. “Welcome to the Paper Mill Gallery. My name is Simon Lawrence, and this is my business partner, Leah Colwell.”

      People piled in the door quickly after that and Simon soon found himself too busy to do anything but focus on greeting guests and directing them where to hang their coats.

      Simon encouraged people to mingle and help themselves to drinks and appetizers and once they were relatively certain that the bulk of the guests had arrived, Leah gave a short speech, introducing herself, the gallery, and Simon.

      “I’d also like to take a brief moment to thank my family.” She smiled at her boyfriend Brendan and his son Jacob, then unconsciously smoothed her hand over the swell of her stomach. “I couldn’t have done this without their support and that of my business partner, Simon.” She threw a glance at him. “Without his wild suggestion to open a gallery in Northern Michigan. I never would have had the courage to do something like this, much less meet someone who I’ve built the family I’ve always wanted with. So, thank you, Simon. I owe you more than you’ll ever know.”

      Simon smiled at her and began his speech. “Leah’s words are kind, but the truth is, I never could have done this without her either. My wild suggestion would have been an unfulfilled dream.” He glanced around the space, catching sight of Noah, who beamed at him. “I’d like to thank my parents for their generous investment in my dream and their unwavering faith that I could make a success of this. Of course, that part remains to be seen.”

      The crowd laughed softly.

      He took a deep breath. “I also couldn’t have done this without the moral support of my boyfriend, Noah. Reuniting with you was one of the best things that’s happened to me this year and having you here to celebrate the other best thing means so much.”

      “I’d like to thank everyone in the community who came out to help us during the crisis we had last week. If there’s one lesson I learned during this process, it’s how crucial support is.”

      He glanced at Cary and several of the other artists being featured.

      “I’d also like to acknowledge our artists’ hard work and immense talent. I hope you’ll take some time to browse their work. All of the pieces are available for sale, so please contact Leah, myself, or one of our staff if you’re interested. There are smaller pieces available as well that make wonderful gifts and everything is also available online. Please feel free to take photos and tag us on social media. Just remember flash photography is not permitted.” He glanced around at the crowd. “Thank you all for joining us tonight and we look forward to seeing you here again.”

      A round of applause wrapped up his speech and he immediately found himself mobbed. He would have liked to have a minute to speak with Noah, the Boucher family, and his parents, but he was too busy.

      Sales were slow at first, but they picked up as the evening went on and Cary’s work had generated quite a buzz.

      “Interesting stuff,” an art critic from Traverse City said with a thoughtful look at one of Cary’s canvases. “I wouldn’t have expected work like that in this area.”

      Simon nodded. “Cary is extraordinarily talented. I feel very lucky to have found him.”

      “I have some friends in Chicago who might be interested in his work as well,” the man said.

      “Wonderful. Let me introduce you to the artist.”

      By the time the event was over, Simon was exhausted.

      “So tired,” he mumbled as he leaned on Noah, staring at the door that had just closed behind their families.

      “I know, baby. We’ll get you to bed soon,” Noah promised.

      After the guests had left, they’d had a little time toward the end to speak to each other’s families, and it had made Simon so happy to see them getting along well. Margot and her husband had come, though they’d left the kids at home with a babysitter. Margot had hit it off with Leah alarmingly well. The thought of them teaming up was both entertaining and slightly terrifying.

      Simon’s mom had gushed about how much she loved Noah, and Simon had gotten a huge hug and kiss on the cheek from Connie Boucher.

      All in all, it had been a successful evening, and Simon was grateful.

      “Want to head up to my apartment?” he asked Noah now. “I need a few minutes to debrief with Leah and lock up. I’ll be up shortly.”

      “Keys?” Noah gave him a quizzical glance. “Oh wait, you have the keypad lock, don’t you?”

      Simon nodded. “Seemed easier than worrying about carrying a whole ring of keys with me when I run back and forth in the building all the time. You shouldn’t have any trouble with the code though. It’s your jersey number from college and your jersey number now,” he admitted, half-embarrassed, half looking forward to Noah’s response.

      Noah just chuckled, clearly delighted. “I love it.”

      “Of course you do,” Simon teased. “Anything to feed that big NHL ego.”

      Laughing, Noah kissed him. “Love you, baby. See you in a few.”

      “Love you too.”

      When he’d disappeared up the stairs, Simon turned to Leah. She looked tired and she’d kicked off her heels the moment the last guest left, but she was glowing. “We did it,” she said with a happy sigh.

      “We did.” Simon let out an exhausted but equally happy noise. “We pulled this off. I can’t believe it.”

      “Me either.” She leaned her cheek against his upper arm. “Sales were great too. We are off to an amazing start, Simon. I was so worried.”

      He wrapped an arm around her. “Me too.”

      They quietly enjoyed the afterglow of a successful night as they made sure everything was locked up and the lights were out.

      Simon walked Leah out to her car—thankfully she’d brought a pair of winter boots, or he’d have had to carry her across the snowy parking lot—and gave her another hug. “Thanks again for doing this with me.”

      She squeezed him tight. “There’s no one I would have rather done it with.”

      After Leah left, Simon jogged into the building, rubbing his arms briskly to warm himself. Damn it was cold. Then again, it was April. There was a while to go before the real thaw hit. The rest of the world might be thinking spring but in Northern Michigan, it was definitely still winter.

      He entered his warm apartment to find Noah in the kitchen, dressed in sweats again, a towel draped over his shoulder. “Hey, baby. I hope you want eggs, because I’m starved, and I figured you probably hadn’t had anything tonight except for the plate of appetizers I brought you earlier.”

      “You are a gem,” Simon said gratefully. He wrapped his arms around Noah’s middle, resting his cheek against his shoulder blade for a moment. He was hungry and slightly buzzed from the success of the evening and drinking sparkling wine on a nearly empty stomach.

      In no time at all, they were seated at the white quartz countertop, eating eggs, toast, and bacon. After they had eaten and the dishes were stowed in the dishwasher, Noah led him to the bathroom where a tub full of bubbles waited for him. Simon had splurged a bit on the oversized soaking tub and after Noah helped him strip off his suit and they both settled into it, he was damn grateful.

      They were face to face and his feet rested alongside Noah’s hips. When Noah pulled his foot into his lap and dug his thumb into the spot just below his arch, Simon groaned. “In what world am I sitting in a bathtub with a pro hockey player who is giving me a foot massage?”

      “In the one where he’s madly in love with you and wants you to know that?”

      Simon smiled dreamily. “Best. World. Ever.”

      Noah chuckled and kept rubbing. By the time they got out and dried off, Simon was in heaven.

      And when Noah bundled him into bed and made love to him, Simon was so full of adoration for the man moving slowly within him, he sent fate another little thank you for putting Noah on his path again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning following the Fishers’ victory over Boston in the 3rd round of the playoffs, Noah was just arriving at the arena when his phone rang. He had a date with Sarah—his favorite trainer—to work on his shoulder, which was beginning to feel the wear of so many no-holds-barred games in a row.

      Noah almost ignored the unknown number but worry about Simon made him answer. It wasn’t Simon, however. It was Gabriel.

      “You need me to do what?” Noah stared at his phone after Gabe finished talking.

      “Bail me out of jail,” Gabriel mumbled.

      “Jesus Christ. What did you do?” Noah rubbed his forehead.

      “Punched Luke Crawford in the face.”

      What followed was a barrage of creative French-Canadian swearwords about what an asshole he was. The Boston player was an asshole. He was the one who’d done the dirty hit on Noah that had wrecked his knee last season, in fact. But Noah was quite sure that wasn’t what had caused the fight.

      “Tell me where you are,” Noah said, rubbing his forehead. “I’ll come bail you out. But you’re gonna need the team lawyer and Kate to deal with this too. It’s going to be a hellish mess when the media find out.”

      “Je sais.” Gabriel let out a sigh as he admitted he knew. “I swear, the whole damn front office is here already. Along with Dom as my NHLPA rep. And my agent.”

      Well, that was something. Though no players union rep or agent could save Gabriel’s ass now.

      “I just need you to run interference,” Gabriel said wearily. “I can’t handle this right now, Noah.”

      “You’re the one who got yourself into this disaster,” he pointed out. “You’ve been a fucking mess this season, dude, and you’ve been living on borrowed time.”

      Silence on the other end.

      “Just give me the damn information and I’ll come get you,” Noah said, frustrated with his friend. Gabriel was better than this, and they both knew it. Noah had never seen someone so talented make such a mess of their life.

      The day flew by in a blur of screaming management guys, a snarly French-Canadian, and a conference final wedged in the middle of it all. It wasn’t Noah’s best game by any means, but he managed to keep the Fishers together well enough to win the game 3-2, and clinch the third series, sending them to the Cup Finals.

      Noah should have been excited, but he was too drained to muster it up.

      By the time he walked out to his SUV and checked his phone that evening, he found several missed messages from Simon.

      He called rather than text back. “Sorry. Today’s been insane.”

      “Are you on your way to the airport now?” Simon asked. “Or are you already there?”

      “Yeah. So …” Noah blew out a breath as he tossed his bag in the vehicle. “I can’t make it.”

      “Oh no. Why?”

      “Gabriel’s in deep shit,” Noah admitted. “Like … deep, deep shit. There may be legal action involved and his days with the team are numbered.”

      “Damn. What did he do? I mean, I saw the fight with Crawford last night but …”

      “I … can’t talk about the specifics yet,” Noah said with a sigh. “Not that I don’t trust you. It’s just—”

      “No, I get it.” Simon sounded sympathetic.

      “So, I think I need to stay here in Toronto for the next couple of days.” Noah rubbed his hand across the steering wheel. “Gabe’s a mess and—”

      “I get that too.” Simon’s voice was soft. “I really do. It sucks because I wanted to see you but of course I understand. He’s your friend.”

      “Truthfully, I feel guilty because I’ve kind of abandoned him this year.”

      “Because of me?” There was a little catch in Simon’s voice.

      “No. No of course not. It started well before that. The surgery and rehab and being away from the team for so long fucked up our friendship, I think. I was so single-minded about my recovery, and he was traveling with the team and we just sort of didn’t check in with each other for a while,” Noah admitted. “You know, we lived together and played together and still managed to hardly see each other. But he’s in a bad place and I at least need to show him that I’m there for him now, if he’ll let me be.”

      “I understand. I’ll miss you though.”

      “I’ll miss you too.”

      Noah let out a heavy sigh as he hung up with Simon, letting his head sink against the leather headrest for a moment.

      He had a friend’s career to fix. A Stanley Cup to win. A boyfriend he wanted to see more than anything.

      And he was so very tired.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are you taking me, Noah?” Gabriel asked, exhaustion and irritation making his tone short.

      “It’ll be clear in a minute. C’mon, follow me.”

      Gabriel gave him a quizzical look, but he followed, head bent low like he was trying to avoid being spotted. Thankfully, it was dark enough out that no one would easily recognize him. Noah had dragged Gabriel out of their apartment and ignored his questions about where he was taking him. Now, Noah walked up to the food truck, placed his order, and when it was ready, marched Gabriel to a bench overlooking Lake Ontario.

      It was where they’d always come to talk things out. Gabriel liked being by the water and on a warm summer evening, it was perfect.

      “Here. Eat this.” He thrust a cardboard container into Gabriel’s hand.

      “Is poutine supposed to fix everything?” Gabriel groused, staring down at it. “And you’re a week out from the finals. You shouldn’t be eating this.”

      “It may not fix everything, but it can’t hurt,” Noah said firmly. And no, eating a pile of French fries and cheese curds all soaked in gravy wasn’t on his diet, but a cheat day wouldn’t kill him. They both needed comfort food, and this had always been Gabriel’s favorite meal. “Eat and talk to me.”

      “What do you want me to say?” Gabriel asked with a sigh. He stabbed a plastic fork into his poutine, the bruises on his knuckles dark against his skin under the dim glow of a streetlight.

      “Why this?” Noah dragged the pad of his finger across Gabriel’s knuckles.

      He flinched, but Noah was pretty sure it hadn’t been the gentle touch, even if the tender skin was split across the middle knuckle.

      “I got into it with Crawford on the ice.”

      “I know,” Noah said drily. “I was there. Saw you high stick and head-butt him. Câlice.”

      He lifted a forkful of the drippy messy deliciousness to his mouth and chewed. Damn that was good. Almost good enough to make him forget what an idiot his friend was being. Almost.

      “I know you have a beef with him,” Noah said when he’d finished. “But a fight after the game too?”

      Gabriel had disappeared immediately after the game and Noah had still been in the dressing room when the altercation happened, joking around with Matty after his cooldown so he’d missed them duking it out in the underground parking of the arena.

      Noah was pissed enough that Gabriel had risked their Cup win for a pointless on-ice fight but to take it off-ice? Damn it, he was better than that.

      “I ran into him, and he said some shit and I lost my temper,” Gabriel muttered.

      “Tabarnak! You made a mess of things.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      “I don’t know. Do you? Because you don’t seem to care about the game anymore.”

      Gabriel straightened, his dark eyes flashing. “I do care. You know I do.”

      “Well, you’re not acting like it. Toronto is done with you; you know that, right?”

      “I know.”

      “So, you’re just throwing away your career for fun then?” Noah asked. He stabbed his food again and chewed it angrily. “Ostie de colon.”

      He was apparently no more creative than his sister, calling his friend an idiot, but sometimes French-Canadian swear words were just so much more satisfying than English.

      “Va te faire foutre,” Gabriel snarled back, telling him to go fuck himself as he rose to his feet. “You can fuck all the way off if you brought me here to lecture me, Noah.”

      Noah sighed and set his half-eaten food aside, then stood, staring his friend in the eye. “I’m just worried about you.”

      Gabriel stared at him a long moment before his face crumpled. “I’m worried about me too.”

      “Oh Christ.” Noah hauled Gabriel in, hugging him tight as he pressed Gabriel’s shaking body against his. He smoothed down Gabriel’s hair and rocked him back and forth a little. “You’ve gotta get your shit together,” he murmured. “Is it drugs? Sex addiction?”

      Gabriel just shook his head, his face buried against Noah’s neck. “Worse.” His words were muffled.

      Worse? What was worse than that?

      “Please use words,” Noah begged. “French, English, I don’t care. Just fucking talk to me. I can’t help you unless you do.”

      Gabriel drew back, scrubbing at his face, but Noah didn’t let go of him. “It’s not me. It’s my dad.”

      “Oh.” Noah frowned. He knew Gabriel’s relationship with his father had been turbulent over the years, but he still didn’t understand what was going on. “What about him?”

      “He’s falling apart. You know Alain’s always been erratic and moody, but he’s been depressed and paranoid for a while now.” Gabriel’s swallow was audible. “He started drinking a ton and some nights I’d have to drag him out of a bar.”

      Noah frowned at him. “That’s not so unusual for him, is it?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “But it’s getting worse. He’s blown through most of his hockey money gambling and I … I’ve found him sleeping a bender off in alleys more and more often lately.”

      “We can get him help for addictions.”

      “It’s more than that.” Gabriel’s voice was whisper quiet. “He’s forgetting things now. Forgetting who I am.”

      A chill went down Noah’s spine. Alain Theriault had been an NHL player too, back in the day. “CTE?” he guessed.

      Gabriel let out a small, choked sound. “I’m afraid of it. All those concussions he had over the years. The addictions, the mood swings. It all adds up, Noah.”

      He swallowed hard, hurting for his friend. “What have the doctors said?”

      “He definitely has some sort of early onset dementia. Of course, they can’t diagnose cerebral traumatic encephalopathy in living players yet so all they can tell me is that his symptoms are in alignment with it.” Gabriel’s tone was bitter. “They’ve ruled out as many other possible causes as they can so we’re going forward with the assumption it’s CTE. Only there’s nothing they can fucking do for it so it’s just me trying to keep him from harming himself until he’s so far gone he has to go into a facility.”

      “Surely a doctor can at least help you figure out something … some method for dealing with it. Get him some help. They’re doing research on brain trauma, right?”

      “Oui. They’re doing some experimental things but right now the best places are in Boston and Chicago and my dad’s here.”

      “True.”

      “I’ve tried to get him to go.” Gabriel sounded exhausted. “My stepmother—Delphine, I’ve spent the past year and a half fighting with her over his care but as soon as the money ran out and she realized she’d be stuck with a man whose mind is going, she bailed. Good riddance but now I have to figure out how I can get him help. I swore to him I wouldn’t tell anyone but I just … it’s too much to do alone. I can’t manage it anymore.”

      Noah swore then, in French and English, any language he could think of as he held his friend close again. “I’m sorry, Gabriel. It sounds like this situation has been a nightmare, but you can’t let it chew you up like this. You can’t”—he swallowed hard at the little hitch in Gabriel’s breathing—“you can’t let it destroy you too.”

      “I can’t just abandon him,” Gabriel muttered against his neck. “I’m all he’s got.”

      Noah coaxed Gabriel to lift his head and looked him in his eyes. Those beautiful dark eyes that looked so sad. Noah’s heart broke for his friend. “What good are you going to do him if you’re in jail?”

      “The players association talked Crawford out of pressing charges. They’re just suspending me through the end of the season,” he mumbled.

      “Small mercies,” Noah said with a sigh. “But c’mon, Gabe. You’re the most talented player I know, and your career is in tatters.”

      Gabriel sagged. “I know.”

      “I’m here for you,” Noah said. “And I’m sorry I haven’t been here for you more. I’m sorry you didn’t feel like you could tell me what’s been going on with you. But you can’t keep doing this, man. Or it’s going to wreck everything you’ve worked so hard for. The fights, the sex … they’re just you trying to escape the pain in here.” He tapped Gabriel’s chest.

      “So Ronnie tells me.”

      “Well, why aren’t you hearing it?”

      Gabriel just stared at him, expression bleak as he shrugged, his black hair falling in untidy waves around his handsome face.

      “C’mon.” Noah draped an arm over Gabriel’s shoulder, steering him back toward the parking lot. He stopped long enough to toss their discarded poutine in a nearby trash can.

      An idea lurked at the edge of his mind, a wild longshot of a way to save Gabriel’s career before it ended up in the trash can and a way to help Gabriel’s father, Alain. If only Noah could get everyone on board with it.

      “Let’s go home and figure out a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      “Puck, puck, puck,” Connie screamed, squeezing Simon’s hand tightly. He tensed too, gripping back when Noah dove and slid across the ice, protecting the goal but ending up in the middle of a pile of players.

      And then Simon was holding his breath for another reason as the men slowly righted themselves, revealing Noah’s prone body, gloved hands wrapped tightly around his head, unmoving.

      Simon held his breath until Noah was upright again, shaking it off.

      Simon could hardly hear anything about the amazing save over the sound of his heart beating. He sagged back against his seat. “How have you been doing this for decades?” he mumbled as Connie let out a relieved laugh.

      “A lot of drinking and prayer,” she said drily. She lifted her beer and held it up to Simon in a little toast. He chuckled, flexing his fingers. Damn that woman had a strong grip. He kind of loved her though. Loved all the Bouchers. Guy was a few seats over, knitting. Apparently, he often knitted during Noah’s playoff games.

      “This is how I cope,” he said, lifting the hat he was working on. “Keeps my hands busy.”

      Simon wondered if it was also to avoid Connie’s crushing grip. He caught a glimpse of Margot smirking, looking like she knew exactly what Simon had been thinking.

      “Makes sense,” Simon said aloud. “I’m just glad we’re nearing the tail end of this.”

      It was game six and it had been a fierce battle the whole way through. Simon had felt a little guilty leaving Leah with the gallery to manage but there was no way he could miss Noah’s final games. So, Simon had followed the team between Toronto, Ontario and Evanston, Illinois. He was getting thoroughly sick of planes, but it was worth it to be there for Noah.

      The Bouchers had made it to the last few games as well and tonight even Margot and her husband Hugh had joined them.

      Everything was on the line for Noah now and all Simon could do was sit here and hope for the best.

      Give him this win, he pleaded to the hockey gods. Let him wrap up his last season with a victory, please.
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        * * *

      

      “Jim with TSN. What do you think your chances are to win the Cup?” the reporter asked, thrusting his microphone at Noah after the game.

      He resisted the urge to throttle the man for asking an asinine question like that. “We’ll just keep pushing hard and I’m optimistic we’ll make it there,” he said, rubbing a towel over his wet hair. It was game six and they were tied with the Evanston River Otters. Anything could happen in the final game.

      Damn. All Noah wanted to do was go home and cuddle with Simon. Instead, he had to put up with these stupid questions.

      Noah wrapped up the post-game interviews as fast as he could, and he hobbled out of the dressing room a while later with Matty limping along beside him. Matty had been out tonight with a hamstring strain. Fowler was playing with broken fingers. Hell, half their team had some injury or other.

      Noah was sore too. That pile-up in front of his net had been rough, making him flash back to the game against Boston last year. Tonight, he’d laid on the ice, arms covering his head, scanning his body for the searing pain that had nearly made him pass out when his meniscus ruptured.

      But he’d been fine. Trainers had checked him over carefully, but his knee was in great shape, he hadn’t suffered a concussion and other than some bruises and hellishly sore muscles, he was fine. Just tired. They all were.

      He said as much to Matty. “We’re getting old,” Noah joked.

      “Speak for yourself,” Matty teased. “I’m still young and virile.”

      Noah snorted. “I don’t want to think about how virile you are.”

      “How’s Gabriel doing?” Matty asked.

      “I don’t even want to think about how that train of thought took you from Point A to Point B.” Noah shook his head. “He’s … honestly, I don’t know. He seemed okay-ish the last time we talked.”

      “Still can’t believe Toronto is letting him go at the end of the season.”

      “Can you blame them?”

      “No, not really.”

      It had taken a hell of a lot of work to get everyone to agree to Noah’s proposal. Gabriel had been suspended for the fight and would stay with the team until the end of the season in name only. This summer the Evanston River Otters would acquire him as part of a free agency deal.

      Noah getting involved in the deal was highly unusual and he’d had to lean on Zane and Ryan to even have an opportunity to plead his case to their GM, owner, and head coach.

      But the Otters D-man, Trevor Underhill, was out for the rest of the season with ankle problems, and they were notoriously tricky. They took forever to heal and there was no guarantee when he’d be back on the ice with the team.

      Finding an equally skilled defenseman to take his place wasn’t easy and as long as Gabriel cooperated, he’d be the perfect replacement. Staying in Toronto would only bring more of the same and Gabriel had agreed with Noah that the fresh start would be good for him and his father. The Chicago area had a world-class head trauma research facility and Alain had finally, reluctantly agreed to go with his son to get help there.

      The glimmer of hope in Gabriel’s eyes had made Noah believe he had a shot at fighting his way back from the dark place he’d been wallowing in.

      He was too talented to let his career fizzle out.

      “Why do the Otters want another loose-cannon D-man, anyway?” Matty joked. “They’ve already got Malone and Underhill and O’Shea is following right in their footsteps.”

      Noah snorted. Matty had a point. “Seriously. Their roster is jam packed with agitators now. At this point, they’re going to rival Boston for penalty minutes,” he muttered.

      With four guys on the team like that it would be like the fighting days of the 70s and 80s, and yet there was no denying all four of them were fucking talented. It was just a matter of keeping a lid on their tempers.

      Matty nodded. “Maybe they figure they can turn Gabriel around.”

      “God, I hope so. I love the dude, but he’s been a mess.” Noah sighed heavily. Though he trusted Matty, he wasn’t about to spill what a big part he’d played in the upcoming trade. Or what Gabriel had been dealing with the past few years. “Miss him though, eh?”

      “Yeah, things not working out with Stokes?”

      Jordan Stokes was the Black Ace who had been pulled up from their AHL affiliate to wait in the wings in case Toronto needed him in the final playoff games.

      Noah hadn’t intended to get a roommate once Gabriel left for Illinois, but Jordan had needed a place to stay when his apartment was being bombed for bedbugs. Noah had offered him Gabriel’s old room. He’d felt vaguely like he was trying to replace his friend, but he’d hardly seen the kid since he arrived, and what else was Noah going to do with the space? He hadn’t even charged him rent. He’d be selling the condo at the end of the season anyway.

      “Nah, Stokes is fine. I’m never home long enough to notice him anyway. I’m just there to stuff food in my face and pass out.” Noah saw him more on the plane and at the arena than at home.

      “I hear you.” Matty let out a tired groan. “I kinda hate going home alone though.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Simon’s been at all of the games, but we barely see each other in between.”

      “At least you’ve got someone you want to be coming home to.” Matty made a face.

      “True.”

      “It’s gotten so bad I considered calling my ex-wife.”

      “Oh, Jesus no,” Noah said with a laugh. “It can’t be that dire.”

      “Nah, not quite. But close.” Matty shot him a sardonic grin. “Let me know if Simon has any single friends?”

      “You thinking about exploring the bi side of things again?” Noah teased, knowing Matty would say no.

      “No!” But his ears turned pink. “I mean, he probably has some hot female artists he works with, right?”

      “Probably. I can ask.”

      “I was kidding.” Matty sighed. “Just feeling the wear of the season, you know? Makes you want someone to share it with at the end of the day.”

      “I know. It’ll all be worth it when we hoist that Cup,” Noah said. “I promise.”

      He sure as fuck hoped so anyway. This was his last shot at it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Well, this is it, boys,” Coach Casey said a few days later, before game seven. Hard to believe it was mid-June already. “The Otters have given us hell this round, but we can do this. They’re strong offensively, but if we can control the defense, we’ve got this.”

      Noah didn’t even open his eyes, breathing deep, trying to settle the flip of his stomach.

      The mood in the dressing room was tense. The Fishers had gone into this final series optimistic, but the Evanston River Otters were a formidable team. They’d won their first Cup last season and they were on fire again this year. The past six games had required Noah to scrounge up every last ounce of skill he’d ever had, and every game had been a battle.

      Noah’s shoulder hurt and his body ached, and this was the last shot he had to win the Cup.

      Tonight, he was going to have to give it everything he had.

      My final pro game, he thought, his eyes stinging with unexpected emotion.

      He opened them and looked around the room, wanting to drink in every last moment of this experience. He looked at Coach Casey a moment, the man who’d had faith that Noah would be able to make this comeback. Coach Bowers who had helped Noah hone his goaltending skills after his absence. Fowler, who sat ramrod-straight, the weight of the team resting on his shoulders, the C proudly worn on his chest. Olds and Matty, who both looked relaxed and excited but were undoubtedly as nervous as the rest of them. Makarov, who was stoic and ready to fill in for Noah if something went wrong tonight.

      Noah loved these guys. Every single one of them. And he missed Gabriel like hell but hopefully the Otters would help him get his shit together. They were a great organization, but they were just going to have to lose tonight. They could have the win next year.

      There was no way in hell Noah was giving this up now.

      He went out on the ice a few minutes later, skating to his net with the chants of La Bouche ringing in his ears. He took a few deep breaths and patted his pipes. “It’s our last night together, baby,” he whispered. “Treat me right.”

      Noah was damn grateful this final game was on home ice. It meant so much to play in the arena here in Toronto.

      He’d come here twelve years ago, a still-wet-behind-the-ears college player filling in during a throwaway game. That night, he’d found something in himself that he hadn’t even known existed. He’d found where he belonged and what he was meant to do. And after tonight, he’d be leaving it behind. But he’d leave it knowing he’d given it his all. These men he played with were a part of him. So was the ice beneath his skates and every person in every seat in this arena. He didn’t own any of it, but every puck, every stick, every person here belonged to him, and he’d take those memories with him when he hung up his skates.

      He glanced up at Simon and smiled, catching a glimpse of him in the midst of his family, right where he belonged.

      They’d have a real life together now. No more nights apart and scheduling conflicts and distance. He’d be all Simon’s.

      But tonight, tonight he belonged to this game he loved so much.
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        * * *

      

      Noah roared, smacking his stick against the ice after the ref skated away to announce his ruling. Tabarnak! Fucking asshole. That had been goaltender interference if he’d ever seen it. He glowered at Malone, who gave him an arrogant smirk as he skated away. Asshole.

      Noah mopped the sweat from his brow, then settled his mask over his head again. They were tied 3-3 in overtime after two wicked power plays and every one of the goals the Otters had sunk into his net tonight weighed heavily on him. Lindholm, Hartinger, and Murphy were killing it. Didn’t matter how much Noah liked them off the ice. He wasn’t going to let them win.

      He couldn’t.

      Noah heard Coach Casey calling out, encouraging the guys on the ice, the boys on the bench tapping their sticks, urging them on too.

      He dug deep in himself as the puck went into play again, Lindholm barreling down the ice toward him, head down, skates flying, Matty and Dom flanking him, Fowler just behind him …

      Noah narrowed his eyes when the puck shot toward him, his vision suddenly blocked as O’Shea tangled with Stokes and then Noah’s view was clear. He threw himself in front of the puck while it went high, feeling the solid thwack of it off his chest protector, the wind knocked out of him as he landed on the ice.

      The Fishers swept the puck toward the Otters goal, but they snatched the puck away from Olds, fighting back with breathtaking speed and ferocity, Ryan Hartinger reaching with his stick as he dove, sliding down the ice on his belly and managing to flip the puck to Zane Murphy who tore down the ice toward Noah.

      Matty screened his view but even before Matty hollered out the puck’s position, Noah knew in his bones what was coming, and he rose, throwing himself to the right, managing to block the shot with his chest protector again, and the puck ricocheted away, bouncing off his pipes before falling to the ice.

      And then Matty had the puck and he swept behind the goal, racing toward the blue line, nearly losing it to Malone, but then Olds snagged it back, and even from the other end of the ice Noah could see his beautiful backhand pass to Fowler, who tapped it into the Otter’s net, their goaltender too slow to stop it as it slid in under his blocker.

      Noah roared, the sound of the goal horn the most beautiful noise in the world as he flung his blocker and stick away, patting his pipes in thanks for the 4-3 win before colliding with Matty who grabbed him and lifted him off his skates, shaking him up and down until Noah thumped him on the back and hollered for him to cut it out.

      He collided with a tangle of guys near the net when his team poured off the bench, the entire arena shaking with the sound of the crowd celebrating. Noah had tears streaming down his cheeks as they celebrated but he was far from the only one.

      He was still so filled with emotion he could barely speak as he lined up to shake hands with the Otters.

      Zane Murphy’s congratulations were heartfelt when he shook Noah’s hand.

      “Better luck next year,” Noah said to the team’s captain.

      Zane snorted and pulled him in for a hug. “Thanks, man. You deserve this win.”

      “We might have a chance next season with you out of the game,” Ryan Hartinger said, grinning, when he approached Noah to offer his own hearty congratulations on the retirement announcement he’d made last week. “Gotta say, Boucher, if we had to lose, I’m glad it was to you.”

      Though Fowler was the first one to hoist the Cup in celebration, as was his right as captain, Noah had his chance too, and the sound of the crowd chanting his name filled him with unspeakable joy. He kissed the Cup, face wet with tears again, and caught a glimpse of Simon and his family cheering for him.

      The moment was so perfect it nearly knocked him flat, but he passed the Cup to Coach Casey and blew a kiss to Simon before turning back to his team.

      When Noah began his hockey career, he’d never have dreamed that he could do this. Battle his way back from injury, win the Cup, and best of all, share it openly with the man he loved. He closed his eyes and soaked it all in for a moment, once again thanking the donor who had given him a repaired knee and made all this possible.

      And then Noah was swept up in the celebration while they posed for pictures and were doused with champagne. He greedily drank some from the Cup and laughed, hugging his teammates, lit up with happiness that felt like it would never fade.

      Eventually, Noah found his family in the wild mess of jubilation, people hugging, laughing, and crying all at once.

      “Thank you,” Noah whispered against Simon’s mouth a few minutes later. “Thank you for being by my side for this.”

      “There’s absolutely nowhere I’d rather be,” Simon answered, his eyes swimming as he cradled Noah’s face in his hands.

      Overcome, Noah kissed him with victory on his tongue and love in his heart.
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      Simon awoke to lips on his shoulder, stirring sleepily when Noah shifted him onto his stomach.

      “What are you doing?” Simon asked with a small smile against the pillows.

      “Loving you,” Noah whispered. He pressed another kiss to Simon’s shoulder blade, mouth wet and warm as he trailed his tongue down Simon’s spine.

      Simon shivered. “Don’t you have practice this morning?”

      “Yes.”

      Sault Ste. Marie had five hockey arenas that offered skating opportunities for everyone from the tiniest tykes to high school, college, and adult league players. Noah coached the littlest ones and it did something to Simon to see his gentle encouragement and guidance with them.

      And eight months after his retirement, Noah seemed to have no regrets about leaving pro hockey. But Simon knew Noah was proud to coach in the community building that had been the home of the Detroit Red Wings training camp during the heyday of players like Ted Lindsay and Gordie Howe.

      Noah might no longer be an active player, but he’d never leave the sport entirely. He loved it too much.

      “You’re going to be late,” Simon warned a little breathlessly when Noah continued to kiss and lick his way down his spine, shivering when he lingered in the hollow of Simon’s back. “You have to be at the restaurant today too.”

      “Mmhmm.” Noah flicked his tongue and Simon moaned. “But I always have time to love you.”

      So Simon closed his eyes and surrendered while Noah moved slick fingers within him, stroking him open until he cried out and begged Noah for more. Simon had done the same to Noah last night.

      “I love you,” Noah whispered, moving slowly within him a while later—the piercing with no condom sending shudders through Simon’s body every time they made love this way. The raw intensity of it making him tremble as they moved together seamlessly, every sigh and groan familiar and perfect.

      “I love you too,” Simon said with a gasp, on his hands and knees now, spilling into Noah’s hand, shaking as Noah emptied into him.

      After, he curled up with his head on Noah’s chest. Noah’s hair was a mess of red gold against the white pillow and Simon ached at how beautiful he was. How brilliantly blue his eyes were. But mostly at the way he’d given his whole heart to Simon. He recalled Margot’s words about being careful with him and he pressed a kiss to the spot over Noah’s heart, silently promising himself that he’d do whatever it took to nurture this relationship.

      The months apart hadn’t been easy, but it had all been worth it. Noah had moved into the gallery loft as soon as he sold his place in Toronto and here they were, a year into their relationship and happier than ever.

      Despite the long odds, the Paper Mill Gallery was thriving, Noah’s restaurant was doing well, and Simon woke up every morning in the arms of the man he loved. He’d never been more grateful that he’d fallen in love with this place. It had brought him a life that was happy and fulfilling and a second chance with the man he loved.

      There were no words to describe the gratitude he felt for that.

      So Simon closed his eyes and simply held Noah more tightly.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn, Simon. I look good.”

      Simon gave Matty a look that Noah could only describe as fondly exasperated. “Well, what did you expect?”

      Matty grinned. “I mean, I knew I had a banging body but damn. You do good work.”

      Noah snorted. He’d spent plenty of time in the showers and dressing and undressing around Matty so he knew what Matty looked like without his clothes on, but it was true. Simon’s pictures were incredible.

      The Fishers team had posed for them last summer and they were stark images of nude men with strategically placed gear, the dramatic lighting obscuring some things and highlighting others. This shot showed off the broad strength of Matty’s thighs and the breadth of Fowler’s shoulders but didn’t flinch from revealing the various scars and battle wounds that were such a big part of the game. The power of the images sent a shiver through Noah every time he looked at them.

      The Glory and Pain of a Champion was the name of the show and there was nothing more apt. The show had been running for months, but it was the first chance for some of the guys to see the photos outside of the sports publication where it had been featured. It was a huge coup for Simon to have been featured so prominently and had given the gallery another boost.

      Though the Paper Mill Gallery had hardly needed it. Simon and Leah were doing well, and Cary was on a meteoric rise to fame that had taken him to Chicago and then New York.

      Noah had asked Simon once if he ever missed Manhattan and Simon had shaken his head, smiling before he kissed him. “Hell no,” he’d said. “I have everything I need here.”

      The Fishers were on a short break for the all-star game and a couple of guys had come out to view the show before it ended. And to celebrate Noah and Simon’s anniversary tonight.

      “You do amazing work,” Noah said tenderly, squeezing Simon’s hand.

      “You gave me something amazing to work with,” Simon said with a smile.

      Noah turned back to his friends, who were milling around the otherwise empty gallery. “Okay, boys, time to head upstairs for dinner or Hugh is going to have my head.”

      His brother-in-law had offered to cook a private dinner for their closest friends and Noah had eagerly taken him up on it. As much as he loved the restaurant, the gallery and the loft were where they’d both wanted this celebration to take place.

      Besides, Noah had a surprise for Simon tonight.
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        * * *

      

      “Why so fussy, little man?” Simon whispered against the baby’s head, bouncing him gently as he wailed. Leah shot him a grateful look and Simon just shrugged. He loved baby Cole and he was happy to give his business partner a break when he could.

      “You look pretty good with a baby, you know?” Noah whispered.

      “Threatening to steal children again?” Simon teased, remembering their conversation on the train last year.

      “No, thinking maybe it’s about time we got one or two of our own.”

      Simon gaped at him a moment as they walked up the stairs behind their friends. “Well, we have talked about it,” he admitted after a moment, Cole’s wails beginning to subside into trembling hiccups. Leah reverently called him the baby whisperer.

      “And Leah and Margot both volunteered to be surrogates,” Noah said. “If we’re interested.”

      “You’re serious,” Simon said.

      Noah shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

      They were happily settled into living together. Their businesses were both doing well. Why not, indeed.

      “Yeah.” Simon nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s talk about it.”

      “Whenever you’re ready.” Noah paused on the stairs and brushed a chaste kiss to Simon’s lips, gently patting Cole’s back before he jogged up the stairs. Simon just watched him a moment, enjoying the easy athleticism of his body and the gleam of his bright hair.

      “I love that man,” he whispered to Cole, but the baby just murmured sleepily. “Guess I better ask him to marry me soon.”

      There was a ring—designed by a local member of the Soo Tribe who made custom jewelry—tucked into Simon’s desk drawer.

      “C’mon, slow poke,” Noah called. “Which of us is the busted-up hockey player here?”

      His eyes twinkled merrily, and his words were joking. Though he’d hardly escaped his career without some damage, he was as healthy and strong as ever.

      Simon wasn’t doing so bad either. He’d taken Noah up on his offer to teach him how to meditate and along with therapy, he hadn’t had a panic attack in six months. His heart was in great shape too and he had nothing major to worry about on the horizon.

      They had a long, happy future ahead of them.
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        * * *

      

      “To Noah and Simon!” Margo lifted her glass after an amazing dinner that left Noah full and content.

      “To Noah and Simon!”

      Their friends and family held up their glasses and clinked them together. They were clustered around the massive table in the loft above the gallery.

      Before Noah had reconnected with Simon, he’d planned to stay with his parents while he’d looked for a place of his own, but by the end of the season there had been no question that they’d move in together immediately. Why would Noah want to be anywhere but where Simon was?

      Noah glanced over at his boyfriend and grinned. It had been a damn good year.

      Noah chalked up most of his restaurant’s success to his fame and Hugh’s talent in the kitchen, but he’d take what he could get. As long as Noah woke up every morning next to Simon in their loft, he was a happy man.

      He was rich in every way possible.

      Noah glanced around the table, feeling so much love for everyone here. His crazy family, his former teammates, the new friends he’d made, the man he loved … what more could a guy ever need? He still felt so damn lucky he’d gotten on the same train as Simon that day. Which reminded him …

      “Before I forget, I have an anniversary present for you, Simon,” he said above the babble of voices.

      Everyone went silent and Simon gave him a look of mock outrage. “I thought we said no gifts!”

      “Allow a man to spoil his boyfriend, eh?” Noah winked and Simon shot him a look, shaking his head and smiling. “Besides, it’s for both of us, I swear,” he protested as he pulled an envelope out of his pocket and handed it to Simon.

      Simon tore into it immediately, studying the contents with a puzzled frown.

      “Two tickets for the snow train?” He looked up, a smile breaking across his face. “Oh, that is the perfect gift.”

      “I thought it might be nice to celebrate our anniversary and give you a chance to take all of those pictures we never got around to last time. Or, you know, revisit where we spent our time a year ago.”

      Simon laughed, clearly knowing he was referring to the bathroom where their tryst had taken place. He pressed a kiss to Noah’s lips. “It sounds great. Thank you. I love you.”

      “I love you too, baby.” Noah kissed him back, heatedly and heartfelt, reminding him of what was to come later. Simon didn’t say anything but the look he gave Noah when he drew back was liquid with need and love and Noah chased after him, pressing their lips together again, ignoring the hooting and hollering from their friends and family in favor of telling Simon he loved him without words.

      “I still think it’s so romantic,” Simon’s mother said with a little sigh. “You missing the train, Noah, and ending up on the one Simon was on.”

      “Oh, me too,” Connie chimed in. “What are the odds?”

      “What can I say?” Noah said with a shrug as he finally, reluctantly, sat back. He settled an arm around Simon’s shoulders. “Fate had plans for us, eh.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed Noah and Simon’s story!

      If you haven’t read it yet, Road Rules is the prequel to my upcoming series Rules of the Game: Evanston River Otters. The novella features Zane Murphy and Ryan Hartinger’s story and is available for FREE on Prolific Works.

      If you want to read more about the other guys on the Otters team, including Underhill, Lindholm, and O’Shea, check out Changing the Rules, featuring Gabriel Theriault and Coach Lance Tate.
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        Rules of the Game

      

      

      Join the pro hockey players who fight hard and love hard in the Rules of the Game stories.

      There are currently two series within the Rules of the Game Universe. The reading order is Road Rules, Bending the Rules, Changing the Rules, Unwritten Rules, Rules of Engagement, and Breaking the Rules.

      Rules of the Game: Evanston River Otters

      Road Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your best friend.

      (A 45 k series prequel. Available exclusively through Prolific Works.)

      Changing the Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your coach. Coming April 2022.

      Unwritten Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your family’s sworn enemy. Coming June 2022.

      Rules of Engagement: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your brother’s best friend. Coming August 2022.

      Breaking the Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your agent. Coming October 2022.

      Rules of the Game: Toronto Fisher Cats

      Bending the Rules: Don’t mess with fate.
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        Pendleton Bay Books

      

      

      Visit the fictional small town of Pendleton Bay on the shores of Lake Michigan. All books set in this universe can be read as standalones but characters from other books/series may appear from time to time.

      There are currently two series set within the Pendleton Bay Universe.

      Pendleton Bay Standalones

      Preston’s Christmas Escape: When Hollywood actor Preston gets caught by the paparazzi in a compromising position, he flees to his home state of Michigan to hide out with his former best friend and ex. Reclusive potter Blake is reluctant to let Preston invade his quiet home in the woods but the heat between them can only be denied for so long … (BDSM)

      Naughty in Pendleton Series

      A complete m/m romance series set in the town of Pendleton Bay with characters exploring the kinkier side of romance. BDSM elements will appear in all books.

      Date in a Pinch: When chemistry teacher Neil gets an unexpected delivery at the high school where he works, he’s mortified when his crush, Alexander, sees the contents. Curious but inexperienced with kink, Neil has no idea how to live out his fantasies until the hot lit teacher offers a helping hand.

      
        
        Embracing His Shame: Forrest, the town’s accountant, may look uptight but he’s anything but. When he offers the local mechanic, Jarod, an indecent proposal to fulfill his shameful fantasies, Forrest will have to decide if he’s willing to give Jarod a chance to show him that he can have love and the kink he longs for.

      

      

      Made to Order: Donovan, head chef at the Hawk Point Tavern, loves to be in charge in the kitchen and in the bedroom. Tyler, a former solider, is pretty sure he’s straight and definitely only into kink if he’s the one dishing it out. Until he and Donovan start butting heads about who is calling the shots …

      Flipping the Switch: When Logan, a silver fox Dom looking for experience on a kinky app, stumbles across Jude, a flirty switch who just so happens to be best friend’s son, and introduces him to a sweet cinnamon roll of a sub named Tony, they heat between them will sizzle hotter than Jude’s kitchen. But they’ll have to decide if three is the perfect number.

      Poly in Pendleton Series

      An ongoing m/m/f romance series set in the town of Pendleton Bay.

      Three Shots: Reeve, a local musician, and Grant, a computer designer, have fun in bed together but pursuing a relationship never feels quite right until they meet tavern owner Rachael and try to figure out how to be poly in the small town of Pendleton Bay.

      Between the Studs: Coming soon
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        Peachtree Books

      

      

      Visit the real life city of Atlanta, Georgia. All books in this universe can be read as standalone but characters from both series do crossover.

      There are two series set with the Peachtree Universe.

      

      The Peachtree Series

      Complete, continuous m/m series featuring an age gap, light kink, and found family. Also available in Italian.

      Off-Balance: Coworkers Russ & Stephen meet over a spilled cup of coffee and navigate the complexities of a nineteen-year age gap, a big difference in income, and the death of Stephen’s estranged father.

      Love in the Balance: Their story continues as Russ introduces Stephen to his family, searches for his absent mother, and asks Stephen to marry him.

      Full Balance: They navigate new challenges as they take in a teenage foster boy named Austin and decide to make him a permanent part of their family.

      

      Peachtree Place

      Standalone m/m books in the same universe as The Peachtree Series

      Trust the Connection: Evan & Jeremy find a love that will heal both their scars in this slow-burn, age-gap romance about living with a disability, believing in yourself, and building the family you always wanted.
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      The Midwest Series

      Complete m/m series featuring four couples. Stories intertwine but can be read as standalones. Opposites attract m/m sports romance with numerous bisexual characters.

      Bully & Exit: Drama geek Caleb is sure he’ll never forgive Nathan, the hockey player who dumped him in high school, until he learns the real reason why in this slow-burn, second-chance new adult romance. Now available in audio.

      Push & Pull: Lowell & Brent have nothing in common when they leave on a summer road trip, but by the end, the makeup-wearing fashionista and the macho hockey player will realize they’re perfect for each other in this enemies to lovers, slow-burn story about acceptance. Now available in audio.

      Touch & Go: Micah, a closeted pro pitcher, and Justin, a laid-back physical therapist, have nothing in common but when Micah blows out his shoulder, he’ll have to choose which he wants more: baseball or love? An enemies to lovers, out for you romance. Now available in audio.

      Advance & Retreat: When fate brings Ian and Ricky together, a college swimmer will have to figure out how to reached for the gold without losing the sweet hotel manager who lights up the stage as sizzling drag queen Rosie Riveting. An age gap sports romance with a gender fluid character.
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      The West Hills

      Standalone m/m series featuring three different couples

      The Ghosts Between Us: Losing his brother in a devastating accident sends Chris spiraling into grief. The last person he expects to find comfort in is his brother’s secret boyfriend, Elliot, in this slow burn, hurt/comfort romance.
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      Tidal Series – Co-authored with K Evan Coles

      A complete, continuous m/m duology that takes Riley & Carter from best friends to lovers in this slow-burn romance featuring the sons of two wealthy Manhattan families.

      Wake: After a decade and a half of lying to himself and everyone around him, Riley slowly come to terms with his sexuality and his feelings for his best friend, Carter, shattering their friendship.

      Calm: Carter reaches his own realization and they slowly build the relationship they’ve been denying for so long.

      

      Speakeasy Series – Co-authored with K Evan Coles

      Complete, standalone m/m series featuring characters from the Tidal universe

      With a Twist: After Will learns of his estranged father’s cancer diagnosis, he returns home and slowly mends fences with him and falls in love with his father’s colleague, David. Enemies to lovers, opposites attract, interracial romance.

      Extra Dirty: Wealthy, pansexual businessman Jesse is perfectly happy living his life to the fullest with no strings attached, but when he meets Cam, a music teacher and DJ, he’ll find that some strings are worth hanging onto in this age-gap, opposites-attract romance.

      Behind the Stick: Speakeasy owner and bartender Kyle has taken a break from dating when he’s rescued by Harlem firefighter Luka. Interracial romance and hurt/comfort.

      Straight Up: When hot, tattooed biker chef Stuart meets quiet and serious Malcolm, they both have secrets they’re hiding. Gray ace, bisexual awakening, lingerie kink.
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      The Williamsville Inn

      Standalone m/m holiday romances in a shared universe with Hank Edwards

      Snowstorms and Second Chances: Erik and Seth don’t hit it off at first, but when a snowstorm leads to them sharing a room at a hotel, Erik discovers a whole new side of himself and his feelings about the holidays. A forced-proximity, bisexual-awakening romance with a second chance at happiness.

      The Cupcake Conundrum: Adrian comes face to face with the biggest mistake of his past, Ajay, a hookup who he ghosted on. He’ll have to make amends and win Jay’s heart back in this single dad, second-chance interracial romance.
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      Colors Series

      A continuous f/f series featuring a bisexual character and opposites attract trope

      A Brighter Palette: When Annie, a struggling American freelance writer, meets Siobhán, a successful Irish painter living in Boston, the heat between them is undeniable, but is it enough to build something that will last?

      The Greenest Isle: After Siobhán’s father has a heart attack, she and Annie travel to Ireland to care for him. Their relationship is tested as they navigate living in a new place and healing old wounds.
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      Standalone Books

      Baby, It’s Cold Inside: Meeting Nate’s parents doesn’t go at all like Emerson planned. But there might be a Christmas miracle for the two of them before the visit is through in this sweet and funny m/m holiday romance.

      Bromantic Getaway: Spencer is sure he’s straight. But when an off-hand comment sends him tumbling into the realization he’s in love with his best friend Devin, he’ll have to turn a romantic vacation meant for his ex into the perfect opportunity to grab the love that’s always been right in front of them in this best friends to lovers bi awakening m/m romance.

      Cabin Fever: Kevin’s best friend's dad is definitely off-limits. But he and Drew about to spend a week alone in a cabin the week before Christmas. And Kevin's never been any good at resisting temptation. An age gap, best friend’s father m/m holiday romance.

      Also available in audio and in Italian.

      Corked: A sommelier and a wine distributor clash in this enemies to lovers, age-gap m/m romance that takes Sean & Lucas from a restaurant in Chicago to owning a winery in Traverse City.

      Inked in Blood: Co-Authored with K Evan Coles An unexpected event changes the life and death of a sexy, tattooed vampire named Jeff and Santiago, a tattoo artist with a secret. A paranormal, age-gap m/m romance.

      Seeking Warmth: When Benny gets out of juvie, he’s lost all hope for a future for him or his sister, but the help of his ex-boyfriend Scott will show him that hope and love still exist in this m/m YA novel about second chances.

      The Soldier Next Door: When Travis agrees to keep an eye on the guy next door for a few weeks while his parents are out of town, he never expects to fall in love with a soldier heading off to war. An age-gap m/m novella.
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      Brigham Vaughn is on the adventure of a lifetime as a full-time author. She devours books at an alarming rate and hasn’t let her short arms and long torso stop her from doing yoga. She makes a killer key lime pie, hates green peppers, and loves wine tasting tours. A collector of vintage Nancy Drew books and green glassware, she enjoys poking around in antique shops and refinishing thrift store furniture. An avid photographer, she dreams of traveling the world and she can’t wait to discover everything else life has to offer her.

      Her books range from short stories to novellas to novels. They explore gay, bisexual, lesbian, and polyamorous romance in contemporary settings.

      

      Want to read more of her work? Check it out on BookBub!

      For news of new releases and sales, follow on Amazon or BookBub!

      

      If you’d like to become an ARC reader, take part in giveaways, and get all of the latest news, please join her reader group, Brigham’s Book Nerds. She’d love to have you there!
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