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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Breaking the Rules was not an easy story to write. Trevor was a little bit of a mystery when I began and it took him a while to reveal who he was. I loved who he became in the end though, and it was worth all of the struggles.

      The story also deals with difficult subjects, like domestic violence and sexual assault, many of which are prevalent in real life professional hockey. If you spend any time in my reader group or on my newsletter, you know that too often these issues are swept under the rug in the real world.

      I think the more fans and players speak out about them the more chance there is for real, lasting change.

      A little bit of suspension of disbelief is needed for how the final justice in the story unfolds. Unfortunately real life laws are a bit more complicated, but I hope you can accept that it did work in this fictional universe.

      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 and Sandy Bennett 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, thank you to Melissa Womochil, Julie Fouts Hanson, Amy Gibson Leckinger, and Rebecca Fairfax, for your amazing proofreading. Thank you to Marie-Pierre D’Auteuil for your expertise on everything French-Canadian.

      I would be a disaster without all of your hard work!

      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: Don't fall in love with your agent.

      Trevor Underhill is a bottom D-pair grinder. A pest. The kind of player who makes it possible for the talent to score.

      Off the ice, he looks out for himself and never trusts anyone but his sister to have his back.

      Fresh off an ankle injury and annoyed that his endorsement deals keep falling through, he’s tired of his stuffy, boring agent telling him to clean up his act and grow up.

      Love is the last thing he’s looking for with anyone.

      Rule #2: Don’t give up on second chances.

      Former player Wade Cannon spent years in the closet until his retirement.

      Now with a successful career as an agent and an eleven-year-old son, his priorities are work and his kid.

      After the guy he was supposed to spend the rest of his life with bailed on them, he doesn’t trust anyone to stick around.

      When members of the Evanston Otters team come to him for help, he and Trevor wind up working closely together.

      Frustration leads to sizzling chemistry and an unexpected connection.

      Falling in love with a client could jeopardize Wade’s career just as an explosive discovery threatens not only the Otters’ Cup win, but the very foundation of the team.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Trigger Warning: Breaking the Rules includes talk of homophobia and homophobic slurs.

      It contains non-graphic mentions of sexual harassment and sexual assault and on page scenes of domestic violence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEAM INFO & GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Rules of the Game Series is set in a fictional universe.

      

        

      
        All of the players and teams shown on page are fictional.

      

        

      
        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 series that you might not be familiar with.

      

        

      
        Bag Skate - a method of punishing a team or getting the attention of the players when the coach suspects his team is not making a good effort in games or practices. A special exercise in which players skate until exhaustion and/or the coach believes they have made their point.

      

        

      
        Biscuit - A slang term for the puck.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Boarding - the action where a player pushes, trips or body checks an opponent causing them to go dangerously into the boards.

      

        

      
        Breezers - Hockey pants. Knee-to-waist protective gear that carry a variety of padding depending on whether they are worn by goaltenders or skaters. The pants are traditionally a one-piece garment with a lace-up fly augmented by a strap belt. This slang term is most commonly used in the Midwest.

      

        

      
        Celly - Slang for “celebration”. The expression of joy after a player scores a goal. Often unique to each player/team.

      

        

      
        Corsi - An advanced statistic used to provide an indication of the time a team spends in the offensive zone, versus time spent in their defensive zone. This includes shots on goal, missed shots on goal, and blocked shot attempts towards the opposition's net minus the same shot attempts directed at your own team's net.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Hatty (Hat Trick) - When a player scores three goals in a game, usually earning him a cascade of hats thrown onto the ice by fans (especially if the player is on the home team).

      

        

      
        A natural hat trick is when a player scores three consecutive goals in a game.

      

        

      
        A Gordie Howe Hat Trick is when a player gets a goal, an assist for a goal, and participation in a fight, all within a single game.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Liney - An affectionate term for a player’s linemate. Also sometimes used to refer to the linesman who works along with the referee calling offsides and icings and dropping the puck for face offs. 

      

        

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

      

        

      
        Poke Check - When a player uses his stick in a poking fashion to knock the puck away from an offensive player. The most commonly used of all the stick check techniques and can be used by any player in any zone of the ice.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Spitting Chiclets - Spitting out teeth that have been knocked loose in a fight.

      

        

      
        Tape - A slang term for video footage of a hockey game.

      

        

      
        Tendie - Goaltender. Also known as a goalie.

      

        

      
        TOI - Time on Ice. The minutes and seconds a skater plays during a game or season.

      

        

      
        Two-Touch - a common warmup before a hockey game. Players stand in a circle and the goal is to keep a soccer ball up in the air. The ball can be touched once or twice on each attempt, but should be passed in the air to a teammate. Players are eliminated until there is one final winner.
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TREVOR & WADE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Some of us love hockey not just for its ferocity and skill but for its underlying code of civility off the ice.”

      

        

      
        – George Vecsey
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FIVE MONTHS PRIOR

        

      

    

    
      “You asshole!”

      Trevor shoved open the door of Wade Cannon’s office, ignoring the administrative assistant calling, “you can’t go in there without an appointment, Mr. Underhill,” behind him.

      “I can’t believe you did that to me,” Trevor snarled, stopping a few feet from the glossy, expensive desk where his agent sat.

      “Excuse me?” Wade looked up from his computer screen with a raised eyebrow.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the woman said breathlessly, ducking around Trevor to stand between them like all 105 pounds of her would do anything to stop him. “Do you need me to call security?”

      “No, Kendall.” Wade’s tone was calm as he capped his pen. “You can go back to your desk. It appears I have a break in my schedule to discuss some urgent matters with Mr. Underhill here.”

      “If you’re sure …” Kendall’s tone was doubtful.

      When Wade nodded, she turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind her, but not before she shot Trevor a wary glance.

      “Well, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Wade asked, leaning back in his chair with a smirk.

      Trevor narrowed his eyes. If Wade weren’t so damn smug and uptight, he’d almost be hot. Way better looking than Trevor’s previous agent, for sure, who had been at least sixty-five.

      Shame Wade was such a dick.

      “We need to talk,” Trevor ground out. He’d called the office numerous times, only to be fobbed off on Wade’s underlings, who weren’t helpful at all.

      “So I gathered.” The dry, mocking tone got under Trevor’s skin, fueling his annoyance. “Please, have a seat. Would you like anything? Water? Coffee?”

      Trevor remained standing. He crossed his arms over his chest, the leather of his jacket creaking a little. “No, I don’t want anything. I want to know why the fuck you screwed me over on the energy drink deal.”

      “Some of us do believe in social niceties,” Wade said mildly. “And the faster you learn that, the faster you’ll get what you want.”

      “I want an agent who will actually fight for me. Guess you’re too busy taking care of the big names to worry about guys like me.”

      “Sit down.” The sudden snap to Wade’s voice as he rose to his feet made Trevor stumble into the chair behind him, feeling like a scolded child. “Now, will you shut up and listen to me for two minutes?”

      Trevor swallowed against the protest that rose in his throat but he set his jaw and nodded.

      Wade rested his fingertips on the desk, leaning toward Trevor. Even with the piece of furniture between them, unease washed through Trevor at Wade looming over him.

      Wade Cannon was a big man. Tall and imposing enough to make a seasoned defenseman quake in his skates. Of course, Trevor wasn’t wearing skates at the moment, but when he signed with Premier Talent, he’d been curious enough to dig up old footage of Wade’s hockey career.

      He’d played for Colorado twenty years ago and Jesus Christ.

      Trevor was glad he didn’t have to tangle with him on the ice. He’d been one of those big-body guys with a hard slapshot and a harder check.

      “Behavior like this is why you aren’t getting the kind of deals you want,” Wade said crisply.

      “What the fuck is wrong with my behavior?” Trevor asked.

      Wade snorted, straightening. He tilted his head, raking his gaze across Trevor’s body, curling his narrow lips in an unmistakable sneer.

      “Where do I start? Barging in here like that was wildly unprofessional. It was rude to me and especially to my assistant. Shouting and shoving may be the way you play hockey but we are not on the ice right now. I expect to be treated with some respect and you will not be rude to Kendall. Ever. If this continues, you’ll have to find yourself another agent.”

      “Big fucking loss,” Trevor muttered.

      Wade narrowed his eyes. “Be warned though, we do talk to one another. You have a reputation, Mr. Underhill, and it isn’t a positive one. If you aren’t careful, you may find yourself with no one willing to represent you. I have a long fuse but you wouldn’t want to burn every bridge out there.”

      Trevor ground his teeth together. Wade wasn’t the first agent who Trevor had butted heads with. He was supposed to be one of the best in the business though and Trevor couldn’t afford to lose him. Even if he did think he was doing a shitty job lining up endorsement deals for him.

      Wade took his seat again, continuing to lecture. “Now, if we’re going to continue to work together, I expect at least a small effort on your part to dress and behave in a professional manner.”

      Professional. That was such bullshit. That was code for stuffy and corporate. Hiding everything he felt behind nice words. Hiding who he was behind a uniform of blandness.

      Wade’s expression grew amused. “I can see that you want to argue with me. But perception is important, Mr. Underhill.”

      He scowled. “Look, if you’re going to tear me a new asshole, you might as well call me Trevor.”

      Wade rubbed his jaw, the dark stubble rasping against his skin in the otherwise quiet office. “You do have a way with words, don’t you?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s—”

      “Listen to me, Trevor.” Wade’s tone was icy now. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. Successful businesses do not want to work with players who have an attitude and a chip on their shoulder. Appearance matters. Learning how to speak matters.”

      “That’s a bunch of capitalistic, conformist bullshit,” he scoffed.

      “That may be, but it is also the way the world works. And you may mock it, but to get what you want, sometimes you have to learn to play this game too. You say you want to be a good hockey player, but clearly you aren’t willing to put in the work. You say you want big endorsement deals, but you do nothing to make it happen. There are thousands of guys across the various leagues who would kill to be in your shoes.”

      His gaze dipped briefly to Trevor’s motorcycle boots, a sneer creeping across his face.

      “If you want to be taken seriously, you need to take yourself seriously.”

      “So that’s why I didn’t get the energy drink deal? You weren’t willing to put your neck on the line for me because I’m not wholesome enough?” His tone was mocking.

      “As I told you before, the owner is extremely conservative. You are the last person he’d consider.”

      “Well fuck you too.”

      “I understand why you’re upset about not getting this deal but remember, I told you it was an extraordinarily long shot for you. The company has a certain image they want to project, and you aren’t it.”

      “All I’m hearing is a bunch of bullshit excuses.”

      Wade’s voice rose. “I can’t work miracles! You’ve been out with this ankle injury for the better part of a year. You dislike, and I quote, ‘capitalistic, conformist bullshit’. You scowl and sulk around like a teenager despite being twenty-six years old. Do you really expect anyone to take you seriously?”

      Trevor looked down at his hands, callused and scarred from hockey. “God you’re such an asshole.”

      “That’s what you pay me for.”

      “Yeah well, unless I get some deals, neither of us are going to be getting money from anything but my NHL salary,” he snapped.

      “Well, how about you meet me halfway? Or are you too proud to admit that you could be wrong about this?”

      “I’m too proud to lower myself to pretending to be someone I’m not.”

      “Then you’re going to find yourself without many opportunities.” Wade gathered papers on his desk and stacked them neatly. He glanced at his computer. “Now, your time is up. I have calls to make and clients who are willing to make the choices you aren’t. Get out of my fucking office.”

      “What happened to those social niceties you were lecturing me about earlier?” Trevor muttered.

      “I decided speaking your language might be more effective. Now, will I need to call security or …?”

      “Oh, fuck you,” Trevor said with another scowl, hauling himself out of the chair and trying to ignore the twinge in his ankle. He was getting close to full recovery, but he wasn’t quite there yet. “I’m going, I’m going.”

      “Great chat. I think we accomplished a lot today.” Wade rose to his feet and Trevor picked up the pace, making a beeline for the large, shiny wooden doors.

      Wade still beat him to it, opening the door with a flourish and an insincere smile. “Thanks for dropping by today, Trevor.”

      “Yeah, thanks for making time for me, Wade,” Trevor muttered.

      Wade laughed and clapped him on the shoulder, his palm warm and heavy, his dark brown eyes practically dancing with amusement. “See, you’re learning already.”

      He squeezed once, sending a funny little shudder through Trevor’s body.

      Trevor didn’t dignify either his reaction or Wade’s comment with a response. He walked past the assistant glaring daggers at him and headed straight for the elevator.

      There were a few stuffy, suited guys waiting for it to arrive and Trevor rocked back and forth on his heels, scowling at their backs.

      Fuck them.

      And fuck Wade Cannon.

      He had no idea what Trevor had been through to get to this point. Not only the long shot of ever making it in the NHL—which had been no small thing when his mom sure hadn’t had any money for gear and team fees—but recovering from this stupid ankle surgery.

      Fuck Wade if he thought Trevor hadn’t worked hard to stay.

      Trevor knew what he was. He wasn’t the goal scorer his teammate Anders Lindholm was. He wasn’t the two-way defenseman Gabriel Theriault was either.

      He was a bottom D-pair grinder who riled their opponents up. A pest. The kind of guy who made it possible for the talent to score.

      He was The Undertaker. And he wasn’t about to let Wade Cannon or any other uptight asshole tell him what to do or how to do it.
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PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Wade tossed his reading glasses on his desk with a sigh. It had been a long day, wrapping up an even longer week, and his head pounded.

      He swiveled to face the window, then sat back with a groan, the comfortable leather chair creaking below him.

      It was May, which meant it was still light out as he looked over Lake Michigan, staring down from his vantage point high in the sky in Chicago’s Loop. Pinks and reds streaked the clouds hanging over the lake and Wade let the rhythmic movement of the water and the golden gleam of the sunlight reflecting off a nearby building lull the stress away.

      In a few minutes, he’d need to go through his usual routine. Shut down his computer for the evening, pack his briefcase, and ride the elevator to the parking garage.

      He’d have to drive north through the snarl of Chicago traffic to pick up his son from the neighbors, make dinner, nag Braden about his homework, argue with him about showering, then get him off to bed at a semi-reasonable hour.

      Wade was a little less sleep-deprived these days than he’d been after Braden was born, but he felt more worn-thin, weighted down by the worry that he was doing this parenting thing all wrong and screwing up his kid.

      He’d thought it was hard being a single parent of an infant, but it was nothing compared to parenting an eleven-year-old with ADHD.

      They’d worked so hard in the past few years to find a medication that helped him and to get him on track in school. Braden was doing much better but in the past few months they’d hit a rough patch again with Braden acting up and Wade growing progressively more exhausted at having to repeat himself over and over just to be heard.

      Wade spun back to face his desk and caught a glimpse of his favorite picture with his son. Braden had been six at the time, his blond curls catching the sunlight, his eyes and smile so big and bright as he perched on Wade’s shoulders. He’d been so happy then.

      They both had.

      In the photo, Wade’s smile was bigger and brighter. It had been a good day for both of them. Wade had taken a vacation from work and he and Braden had gone to visit his sister Hannah out in Northern California.

      Braden had loved her ranch. His delight at spending the day roaming the grounds and petting the horses had made Wade feel like he’d finally gotten something right.

      With a guilty start, Wade realized how long it had been since he’d taken his son on a vacation. Two years since they’d gone to Disney World. He’d have to find some time for them to do something together this summer, even if he didn’t know how the hell he’d manage that.

      Wade should call his sister. It had been too long since they’d spoken.

      He popped an earbud in. “Call Hannah Archibald,” he told his phone.

      While he waited for it to dial and connect, he dug his thumbs into the corners of his eyes, pressing at the aching spots below his browbone.

      He’d been working too much.

      Tension headaches like this were always a sign that he was overworked and hadn’t done anything to recharge. But this was a tough part of the year, this season had been crazy, and as much as Wade liked supporting his ever-growing list of LGBTQ clients, it certainly hadn’t lightened his workload.

      If anything, it had created more for him to do.

      “Wade?” Hannah’s voice sounded a little crackly and he wondered if she was out riding on the ranch, checking the fences for breaks. “Everything okay?”

      “Hey,” he said, feeling a stab of guilt that he called so rarely that she assumed the worst when he did. “Yeah, it’s all good here. I was looking at that picture of Braden and me when we came out to visit and it made me miss you.”

      “Aww. I miss you guys too! Sorry we haven’t been out to visit you either but …”

      But it was virtually impossible for the owner of a large horse ranch to take vacations.

      “I understand. I was thinking we’d try to make it out there this summer though if you’re interested in having us.”

      “Of course I am! Just let me know when you’re heading this way and I’ll try to lighten my load. When are you thinking?”

      “Maybe after the playoffs? It’ll probably have to be a working vacation if I do it around the free agency deadline in July but if you don’t mind entertaining Braden for a bit, that might work.”

      “He’s my nephew! Of course I don’t mind. I’ll have him fixing fences in no time.”

      Wade chuckled. “Good luck with that. He has no interest in anything but video games and any electronic device he can get his hands on.”

      “So, a typical kid.”

      “Yes,” Wade said with a laugh.

      “How is he doing in school?”

      “Better,” Wade admitted.

      “The medication is working?”

      “It is. He seems happy with it, he says it helps, and his teachers seem to think so too. We’re still working on some of the other things but it’s a big improvement over a couple of years ago.”

      “Good.”

      Wade had tried so hard to help Braden navigate the sometimes-challenging diagnosis but despite the books and articles he’d read, the meetings with the therapist and the school staff, it sometimes felt like there was little Wade could do beyond give Braden the tools that might help him and muster up as much patience as he could manage.

      “How’s the ranch?” Wade asked.

      “Good. We just got a couple more rescues in and they’re slowly acclimating. Dan’s working his usual miracles.”

      Wade chuckled. Hannah’s husband Dan was pretty much a horse whisperer.

      “What about you?” Hannah asked. “How’s work been? You’re representing some of the LGBTQ players who came out, right? That must be keeping you busy.”

      “Yes. Zane Murphy, Ryan Hartinger, Gabriel Theriault, and Jamie Walsh. Thankfully the latest couple from the River Otters aren’t my clients,” he admitted. “Anders Lindholm is with my colleague here at Premier Talent and Kelly O’Shea is represented by someone in Boston.”

      “Well, that’s something,” Hannah said. They’d had many conversations in the past few years about how overstretched he felt.

      “I also have a few players around the league who aren’t out publicly yet but that’ll probably happen eventually.” Wade frowned.

      Apparently, Trevor Underhill was one of those guys.

      Wade had represented Trevor for a few years now but the recent revelation that he was bisexual put a new twist on his client. Wade certainly hadn’t seen that coming. He’d assumed that Trevor was like his teammate Jack Malone, a homophobic asshole. Though maybe that was unfair to Trevor.

      He’d never said anything negative to Wade about his sexuality.

      It wasn’t like Wade had hidden it. At least not since his retirement from hockey almost twenty years ago and his coming out a few years after that.

      “I’m glad you’re the one working with those guys,” Hannah said. “They need someone like you who understands.”

      Wade laughed hollowly. “Yeah, I suppose.”

      “Hey.” Hannah’s tone was soft. “Don’t beat yourself up. You came out when it was the right time. I know you wish you’d done it sooner but it wouldn’t have been like it is now.”

      “I know.”

      Now there were fans in the seats wearing rainbow jerseys and chanting their support loud enough to drown out the homophobic shit flung by the smaller handful of vocal haters. It would have been the other way around a few decades ago.

      But Hannah had always supported him.

      He’d told her long before he’d told his parents. And while they’d come around to the idea eventually, she’d been his staunchest, most steadfast supporter from the beginning.

      “I should get going though,” she said, a touch apologetic. “I have the vet coming soon and I need to be there for the appointment.”

      “Sure, no problem. I need to wrap up my work and pick up Braden. Just wanted to touch base and talk to you about our possible vacation plans.”

      “I’m glad you did!” Her voice turned warm. “Keep me updated. And I’ll try to call more too, okay?”

      “Sounds good. Love you, Hannah Banana.”

      She sputtered out a laughing, “Love you too,” before she hung up.

      Wade’s thoughts lingered on her words as he ended the call.

      Various news articles had featured Wade and a few other players who’d come out postretirement. People had called them brave, but he hadn’t felt brave at the time. Just terrified and disappointed in himself for waiting until it no longer mattered.

      He was far prouder of his clients.

      Wade had never displayed the photos from the shoot he’d taken part in, but he had a framed photo of the one he’d arranged for Zane and Ryan.

      The Captain of the Evanston River Otters and his boyfriend/winger had done an article for the Out in Chicago magazine shortly after their coming out and triumphant Stanley Cup win two seasons ago.

      The photo on the wall near Wade’s desk was his favorite shot of them. The guys were on the ice in the Otters’ arena, wearing their team gear and hoisting the Cup together with a rainbow flag draped across their shoulders. They’d turned to look at each other, smiles wide, eyes filled with nothing but love and pride in their accomplishments.

      They’d been a little wary about the shoot going into it.

      Wade had gently pointed out how monumental a moment it was for sports in general and for hockey specifically. How much that representation mattered. He’d told them how much he would have loved to grow up with them for role models. What a difference it would have made for him personally.

      Wade had been born in the late seventies and played in the nineties and early two-thousands. As a kid he’d never dreamed that any NHL players would ever come out. Seeing that photograph every single day reminded him how much had changed since then.

      It gave him hope for the future.

      Whoever Braden loved someday, he’d have more choices. More opportunities to be who he wanted to be and build the kind of life he wanted, no matter what it looked like.

      With a solid handful of guys on the Otters’ team who were already out and various other players around the league who had reached out to Wade about the possibility of coming out someday, there was a lot to be hopeful for.

      The short email he’d received from Trevor Underhill last week saying, Hey, you should probably know I’m bi. The team and coach know. Don’t want to do any press about it tho, had definitely surprised Wade, however.

      Wade doubted Trevor was ever going to be one of the poster boys for the rainbow hockey contingent, but it did add an extra layer of complexity to the difficult client of his.

      Wade sat back in his chair again, shaking his head ruefully.

      Difficult.

      That was putting it mildly. Trevor got on Wade’s last nerve. He was prickly and they’d had their share of arguments over the years.

      Although, he’d seemed surprisingly compliant during their recent meeting. Or, as compliant as Trevor ever got, but he’d agreed to help take Jack Malone down, so Wade was grateful.

      He frowned at the notes on his desk from last week’s meeting, skimming through them and adding a few reminders on his calendar to schedule a meeting with Laurie—his social media investigator—and Trevor to see if either of them had discovered anything new about Jack Malone.

      What an odd situation. Wade had never had clients come to him asking him to dig up dirt on a fellow hockey player and teammate. It simply wasn’t done.

      But when a third of the team’s roster—and an assistant coach—were united about removing a player, Wade had to believe there was something behind it.

      Wade still wasn’t entirely sure if he trusted Trevor but the rest of the guys were rock solid. They were highly skilled players, well-liked, with reputations for being honest and trustworthy. Gabriel Theriault might have a slightly checkered past but this season he’d been a huge asset to the Otters both on and off the ice.

      They were model players, and this was no personal vendetta. This was the troubling culture of hockey finally changing for the better.

      Trevor’s involvement was Wade’s only concern about their plan.

      He skimmed through his notes again, thoughts wandering back to the meeting the week before.

      “I think I might have an idea.” Kelly O’Shea lit up, drumming his fingers on the table in clear excitement.

      “What’s that?” Wade asked curiously.

      After Kelly explained the plan, Trevor blinked. “You want me to do what?”

      “I want you to apologize to Malone and see if you can find proof of what kind of shit he’s been up to.”

      “How would that work?” Trevor asked, sounding doubtful. “I mean, I got in his face about the stuff he said about you and Anders being together when he was throwing his temper tantrum in the locker room. Besides, he must have heard I’m bi. Surely one of the call-ups would have said something to him by now.”

      “Maybe not,” Kelly said, his tone thoughtful. “The two guys who usually do that have been out and I don’t think he’s bothered to get to know the rest because they weren’t willing to kiss his ass. He might not have heard about you.”

      “I mean, maybe.” Trevor sounded skeptical. “But I still bruised his ego in the locker room. He’s not going to forget it.”

      “So find a way to stroke his ego,” Wade said as he considered their options. Kelly’s idea was a good one. Maybe the best they had. “Make him think you need him for something. Flatter him.”

      “Dude, I don’t think I’m that good of an actor,” Trevor protested.

      Frankly, Wade wasn’t sure he was either.

      “You’re going to have to be.” Wade leaned forward, staring at Trevor intently, studying him to see if he seemed shifty or shady about this. He’d been tight with Malone for years. It made Wade a little uneasy to trust him with such a big part of bringing Malone down but what choice did they have?

      “Easy for you to say,” Trevor sniped, glaring. “You’re not the one putting your ass on the line.”

      Wade bristled, knowing Trevor was goading him but finding it difficult to not rise to the bait. “What the hell do you think I’m doing with this Malone situation?”

      Wade could potentially lose his job over this if he wasn’t careful.

      Premier Talent represented clients of every type throughout North America. They were the go-to talent rep for athletes, musicians, actors, and celebrities.

      There were big names and big money at play and the people in charge wouldn’t take kindly to him shaking things up, especially if it risked hurting their bottom line.

      Trevor sneered. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Is there something we should know about here?” Zane asked, cutting through the haze of Wade’s annoyance.

      His question brought Wade to task, but he didn’t look away from Trevor, staring into his eyes, unblinking.

      “Underhill here is my client. He doesn’t always agree with my suggestions for his career,” Wade said calmly. It had been five months and Trevor was still pissed about the sports drink endorsement. Childish.

      “And Cannon here wouldn’t know a good endorsement deal if it hit him in the face.” Trevor didn’t look away either, his jaw jutted out in defiance.

      Zane cleared his throat. “Uhh, well, I think we have bigger things to worry about at the moment. This Malone situation isn’t going to go away. He may feel driven to retaliate. Trevor, if you’re not willing to do this, that’s fine. But we need to know so we can figure out a different approach.”

      Trevor looked away, dragging a hand through his brown hair. “You’re right. I don’t like this and I’m not sure I can pull it off, but I’ll try. I’m not gonna sit here and let him be a creep to the women in our front office if I can stop it.”

      Now, Wade sat back in his chair with a tired exhale. He wouldn’t have pictured Trevor as the white-knight type, but he clearly felt strongly about this. Wade could only hope he was as trustworthy as Zane Murphy assured Wade he was. Even if he didn’t look the part.

      Of course, appearances could be deceiving.

      Despite Trevor’s tattooed bad-boy image, he was doing and saying all the right things. And while Malone looked squeaky clean on the surface, Wade couldn’t deny that he was a hugely problematic player.

      Malone had always been represented by another agency, so Wade had never interacted with him personally. The fact that he was Steve McLaughlin’s client probably should have clued Wade in to his character though. McLaughlin hadn’t been as slimy as Malone apparently was, but he hadn’t been a standup guy when he and Wade had played together twenty years ago.

      Wade hadn’t heard anything particularly complimentary about Steve’s work as an agent since his retirement either, so he doubted he’d improved with age.

      And Jack Malone was problematic through and through.

      Rumors about infidelity, racism, and homophobia had never endeared him to Wade, but earlier this spring, Wade had been downright disturbed to read about the incident at a Montréal club where Malone had supposedly groped a woman.

      Unfortunately, Wade wasn’t surprised that charges hadn’t been filed after. He had more than enough experience to know that the franchise—or maybe the league—had pushed hard to prevent it.

      But this latest news that Murphy and Hartinger had brought to him about Malone sexually harassing female employees within the organization had made his blood run cold. And with the organization’s HR department dragging their heels on investigating, they were all aware that it could quietly be swept under the rug like so many other scandals in the past.

      The amount of money at stake made franchises and the league unwilling to risk bad publicity. They were afraid to offend someone or take a stance that might be considered “too political”. The cynical side of Wade believed the only reason they’d been so willing to rep out LGBTQ+ players was because they believed it was financially worthwhile to support the community.

      Undoubtedly the head office of Premier Talent had done cost benefit analyses of both decisions. Ultimately, they’d come down on the side of courting the queer market and protecting problematic players in the name of bringing in the largest amount of money.

      But at what cost? How many people had been harmed by their coverups?

      It wouldn’t endear Wade to anyone at Premier Talent or to the good old boys in the league if he worked with the Otters’ players to bring Malone down.

      Wade was putting his career on the line to do it.

      But while there were some morally gray areas, as far as Wade was concerned, this was a clear black-and-white situation.

      Jack Malone was a creep and Wade wasn’t the type of man to stand by and let him get away with it.

      Wade had spent his entire career hiding who he was. He’d seen guys on his team do and say things that had harmed other people and kept quiet because he was terrified of getting outed in retaliation.

      At the time, he’d felt vaguely guilty and ashamed but had convinced himself that it wasn’t his responsibility.

      But he knew better now. The responsibility lay with every single person who had the opportunity to speak up.

      There was nothing Wade could do to change the past but now he was in a position where he could change the future for the better.

      And that was a legacy worth leaving for his son.
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        * * *

      

      “What can I getcha?” The bartender sounded bored.

      She probably was. It was a quiet night in a quiet bar. Roscoe’s Tavern could get rowdy on weekends but it was never the kind of place people expected to see a pro hockey player, which was exactly why Trevor liked it.

      Trevor rattled off the name of a local beer and she nodded. “Be right back.”

      Trevor slumped on the stool, staring down at his phone.

      How the fuck was he supposed to suck up to Jack Malone? The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth, and he scowled as he brought up their latest text conversation.

      Everyone seemed convinced that Malone hadn’t heard about Trevor being bi but Trevor wasn’t so sure. He’d fucking blurted it out in the middle of the dressing room. Someone had to have squealed.

      But this was what Trevor had agreed to. He’d promised his captain and the other do-gooders on the team that he’d suck up to Jack Malone and dig up dirt on him.

      It felt like a shitty thing to do to someone he’d thought was a friend.

      But as much as Trevor disliked the idea of going against the unspoken code of always having your teammate’s back, he definitely wasn’t good with sitting by and letting Malone threaten women just to get his rocks off.

      Malone cheating on his wife Carlie was shitty but Trevor had always figured it was none of his business. He’d never known her that well and he’d always figured that what happened in their marriage was between them. Carlie wasn’t stupid. She had to know what he was doing. And she’d made the choice to stay with him anyway.

      But when Trevor thought about Maureen—the front office intern who he always joked around with—getting groped by a player, complaining to HR, and the franchise ignoring it, it made Trevor feel a little sick.

      The bartender slid a bottle toward him. “Your beer. You want to start a tab?”

      “Please.” Trevor nodded his thanks to her and handed over his card, sipping his beer a little more quickly than he should when he hadn’t eaten since practice.

      Maureen was twenty-one. The exact same age as his sister Nicole. They even shared a birthday. Trevor had found that out one day this fall when he walked by the front office and saw balloons and cake out for her.

      Niki was in college, studying to be a nurse. Trevor was paying for her tuition, and he felt pretty damn proud that he could do that for her.

      But if this shit with Malone came out, Trevor wouldn’t feel good if he had to look Niki or Maureen in the eye and say that Malone was a guy he was friends with. That Trevor had allowed shit like that to happen without ever saying anything.

      Trevor didn’t know the specifics about what had happened but picturing Jack forcing Maureen—with her long brown ponytail that looked like Niki’s—to give him a blowjob or risk losing her job, made Trevor queasy.

      Maybe, if Trevor were a better person, he’d do it because it was the right thing to do. He was pretty sure that was why Murphy, Hartinger, and the rest of the guys involved in this were determined to get Malone off the team.

      But Trevor wasn’t the hero type.

      He’d just seen his mom and sister go through way too much bullshit from men to stand here and do nothing.

      Trevor sighed and scratched the back of his neck, considering his options.

      Okay, so if Trevor went with the assumption that Malone didn’t know he was bi, maybe he could act like nothing had happened. But how the fuck was he supposed to get Malone talking?

      Malone had been on a tear since he found out about Kelly O’Shea and Anders Lindholm dating. Jack didn’t give a shit about Lindholm. They’d never been close and had never hung out outside of team events. But Kelly, Trevor, and Brett Cooper had been tight with Malone a few years back and he was pissed at Kelly.

      Brett had kinda faded away and spent less time with them after he got married.

      Kelly had been pulling away too lately. Partly because he’d seen what Malone was like and partly because he was happy with Anders.

      Which was great for both of them. Anders had been fucking miserable since his wife and daughter died four years ago and he was a good guy. Kelly was great too and he had to have been pretty unhappy hiding being gay behind fake hookups with women.

      Trevor hoped they were happy together.

      Certainly better them than him.

      Trevor snorted quietly to himself at the idea of being all lovey-dovey with anyone the way Kelly and Lindy were.

      Kelly had always razzed Trevor about how often he hooked up, but he was only going to be young once. Hell, he’d spent half his teenage years taking care of his sister while he busted his ass to play hockey.

      He deserved to go out and have fun and drink beer and … you know, take down a teammate involved in a messy scandal.

      Ugh, no. This wasn’t the kind of shit he wanted to do.

      He thought of Niki again and winced, remembering the fight he’d gotten into with her ex when the dude wouldn’t take no for an answer after they broke up.

      Like it or not, Trevor was doing this.

      He looked down at his bottle, realizing it was empty already. He signaled for the bartender to bring him another one, then typed out a text to Jack Malone. Hey, what are you up to tonight?

      This fucking sucked but he might as well get it over with.

      Even if it did mean working closely with his stick-up-the-ass agent.
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      “How’s that homework coming?” Wade called out to his son as he tossed carrots, bell peppers, onions, potatoes, and celery around the chicken already on the baking tray.

      “Fine!” Braden answered from the dining room table where he was doing his homework.

      Fine could mean so many things.

      “How much longer until you’re done?” he asked, sprinkling some olive oil and herbs over everything.

      “I don’t know. A while.”

      “You were supposed to have it done after school.”

      “They gave me a lot of homework tonight.” There was a whine in Braden’s voice. “I had math, science, and English.”

      “What are you working on now?” Wade slid the tray in the hot oven and set the timer.

      “English. And I don’t get it.”

      “Okay, want some help?” he offered.

      “I guess.” Definitely whining now.

      “Give me a few and I’ll be over.”

      Wade tossed the knife and cutting board in the dishwasher, dried his hands, then walked over to the table. Braden was slumped over it, his cheek resting in his hand as he stared down at the printout, his shaggy dark blond curls obscuring his face.

      “What’s the homework about?” Wade asked.

      “Adverbs.”

      “Okay, so can you tell me what an adverb is?” he asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Well, is the definition here?” Wade pointed at the top of the page.

      “I guess.”

      “Why don’t you read it aloud to me.”

      Braden did and slowly, Wade was able to coax him through finishing the homework.

      Braden understood it, he just got easily frustrated. And Wade was at a loss about how to teach him to keep going and not give up the moment things got difficult. That was one of the things he struggled with most and while the medication had helped him focus, it wasn’t a magic bullet for the frustrations that came along with ADHD.

      Wade hated watching him struggle, not knowing how to help.

      Braden finished his homework a few minutes before the oven beeped and Wade asked him to set the table while he got the food plated and filled their glasses.

      Wade coaxed answers out of Braden about how school had been until they were done eating, then sent him off to shower, which led to stomping and slamming the door.

      Rather than collapse on the couch like he wanted, Wade cleaned the kitchen, said goodnight to Braden who he had to pry away from his power-shower video game, threw in a load of laundry, and packed lunches.

      After the house was quiet and still, and everything urgent was done, Wade finally sank into the soft leather plushness of his family room couch with a groan.

      “Fuck you, Levi,” he muttered. “Fuck you so hard.”

      Wade pressed his fingertips to the hollows below his browbone again, the throbbing headache that had been hovering in the background all evening returning with a vengeance.

      Thoughts of his ex did tend to do that though.

      It had been eleven years and Wade was still angry. Still disappointed that the man he’d loved had turned out to be a coward.

      Wade would never forget the day Braden was born. The day he called Levi, over the moon with excitement that they were about to become fathers and heard … nothing.

      While the young woman they were adopting their son from was in labor, the man who was supposed to be Wade’s partner and a father to the child they’d already named Braden had packed his bags in the apartment they shared at the time and left with little more than a note saying he was sorry.

      And eleven years later, Wade was still doing it alone.

      Working full time, raising a son alone, too damn busy to date or think about a relationship.

      He’d never regretted having Braden, never felt resentful of him.

      But oh, did he resent Levi for giving up on their life together, their son, and dumping it all on him.

      Wade turned on the TV and found a hockey game.

      Toronto was playing New York in the first game of the second round of the playoffs. They were well into the second period and the teams were tied. The two franchises were pretty evenly matched this year and it had been a good series.

      At this point, Wade didn’t have a team he was rooting for. He had clients all over North America, but he was hoping Toronto would win this round and Evanston would win against Detroit.

      He’d love to see Toronto and Evanston go head-to-head again. They’d gone up against each other in the Cup Final the previous two years, and they had been great series.

      With Evanston having won the Cup two years ago and Toronto winning last year, it would be fun to see them battle it out again. The league had done some reshuffling though and now Evanston was in the Eastern conference instead of the Western.

      This year instead of playing to win the Cup, they’d be battling to win the division, but it would still be enjoyable.

      Of course there had been the usual flurry of trades, new talent, and injuries this season and so at this point it was anybody’s guess who’d come out ahead.

      The period ended with the game still tied and Wade got up to swap the laundry from the washer to the dryer. He glanced at his smart watch with a frown as he fetched a beer from the small wet bar on the lower-level family room.

      It was late already. He shouldn’t stay up to watch the third period—and if the game went into overtime he definitely shouldn’t stay up because he’d have to be awake early to squeeze in his workout and get Braden off to school—but there were few things more exciting than playoff hockey.

      He settled in to watch the remainder of the game with a discontented noise, the couch a little too wide for his liking tonight. On nights like this, he missed having someone sprawled out beside him.

      Maybe Wade should have known Levi wasn’t the guy for him. He hadn’t even liked hockey.

      Levi had been a staunch basketball fan, which Wade cared nothing about. They’d clearly been incompatible from the beginning.

      Wade half-listened to the commentators yammer on about Dominic Olson’s goal at the beginning of the second period with an assist from Matty Carlson.

      God, how long had it been since Wade had seriously dated? Years, really.

      Wade had tried when Braden was about four.

      He’d dated a guy who worked in the same building as him. John worked in the law office a few floors down from Premier Talent and they often came into work at the same time. They’d made bullshit, flirty small talk for a few weeks in the lobby and elevator before John bought Wade a coffee at the stand in the lobby.

      It had been a nice gesture and had led to them exchanging numbers. Exchanging numbers had led to a lunch date. Then a dinner date. Then sex. But after a few months, maintaining anything beyond that had proven impossible with the hours they both worked.

      John was a single guy with no kids and he had been frustrated by Wade putting his son first. The romance had fizzled out shortly after.

      Wade’s friends Erica and Max had set him up on a few disastrous blind dates after that until Wade begged them to stop.

      He’d stuck to quick and efficient casual sex since.

      There were plenty of willing guys on hookup apps who were perfectly happy to have Wade come over for a quick mid-afternoon roll in the sheets. It scratched an itch.

      If it left him feeling a bit lonely at times, well, that was something he’d learned to deal with.

      He didn’t have the time or the space in his life for something more serious and if he did, he definitely wanted it to be someone reliable and steady. Someone who wouldn’t resent Wade’s commitment to his son. Someone who wouldn’t bail on Braden the way Levi had.

      Perhaps there was a man out there like that but Wade had neither the time nor the energy to search for him.

      He was better off not even trying.
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        * * *

      

      “I was surprised you texted.” Jack Malone’s voice was a little thick, like he was already a few drinks in. Trevor was too thanks to his beers at Roscoe’s Tavern but thank God for Ubers.

      “Why are you surprised?” Trevor slouched in the seat opposite Malone, shocked to see he was alone at the club. He usually surrounded himself with as many adoring ass-kissers as possible.

      Anxious about what he needed to do, Trevor played with the hole in his ripped jeans. He was a little underdressed for a place like this but the bouncer had let him in since Malone knew the guy.

      Malone arched an eyebrow. “Well, after the bullshit with the team recently, I figured you were pissed at me too.”

      “Which bullshit?” Trevor asked carefully. “Lindy and Irish dating?”

      “No, Coach Daniels being an ass-kissing faggot too.”

      Trevor sipped his drink, hiding his flinch. That slur hit home but he’d definitely heard worse in his life.

      Heard worse hurled at him from people who had no idea he’d hooked up with guys. Recently, the league had encouraged players to clean up their speech but the slurs weren’t gone completely on the ice. Guys were just a little quieter about it when a ref or linesman was around.

      And there were fans who still threw them around like they were going out of style.

      But goddamn was it going to suck to have to listen to Malone spout off shit like this to his face.

      Trevor reflexively reached for his phone on the arm of the chair, then tried to hide the gesture by raising his hand and pushing his hair off his forehead.

      He’d downloaded a recording app and was praying that it would pick up the sound okay in a loud club like this.

      “Yeah, can’t believe Daniels is benching you,” Trevor lied rather than point out that Daniels wasn’t gay.

      He could definitely believe that Daniels had benched Malone though. He’d shown up to a playoff game hungover and probably still a little intoxicated. How fucking dumb was he? Malone might have only gotten a slap on the wrist for the drinking if he hadn’t also gone off on Kelly after he caught him kissing Lindy.

      Malone could bitch all he wanted about being treated unfairly but if he thought he could get away with shit like that, he really was stupid.

      It was funny. Coach Daniels was the last guy Trevor would have expected to be so supportive of their out players, but he did have their backs.

      Of course, now Trevor was one of those guys.

      He hadn’t meant to blurt out that he was bi in the middle of the locker room during first intermission in the series against Boston, but it had sort of slipped out in the wake of Kelly and Lindy’s accidental coming out.

      Trevor was grateful Malone hadn’t been around at the time and with him kicked out of the game, the team had been too busy trying to figure out a new lineup for anyone to make a big fuss over Trevor’s announcement.

      Trevor had gotten a big ‘welcome to the club’ speech from their captain and congrats from some of the other guys. He hadn’t wanted any of it. He just wanted to play hockey, get his dick sucked on the regular, and call it good.

      Trevor didn’t need to make his identity all about the people doing the sucking.

      But he couldn’t do anything about that right now, so he tuned back into Malone’s rant about Coach Daniels and how unfair he was, siding with the queer players on the team. How Malone was being oppressed.

      Trevor nodded and tried not to roll his eyes.

      Yeah, because a rich white straight asshole who had grown up with a shitload of money and never had to work hard a day in his life was really struggling. Try supporting two kids on a single salary like Trevor’s mom had. That was struggling.

      Had Malone always been this bad? Had Trevor ignored it or was this something new? He wasn’t sure but man it was getting old. And Trevor had an okay poker face, but he also had a short fuse and the faster they wrapped up this bullshit, the better.

      Malone took a sip of his drink, scowling. “He’s hardly played me at all this year. I mean, what the fuck? How is that French-Canadian asshole getting ice time when I’m not?”

      Well, maybe because Theriault’s putting up twice the points and is at least three times the defensive player you are … But Trevor couldn’t say that aloud.

      “You thinking about looking for a new team when you go UFA?” Trevor asked instead.

      Malone sneered. “Why should I have to go somewhere else? This was my team before these assholes decided every night needed to be rainbow night.”

      Yeah, no. It had never been Malone’s team. Their GM and owner had pushed to make him the face of the franchise for a while though. He’d been playing well then and drawn in a lot of fans who thought he was charming and charismatic but that was beginning to backfire on them.

      Trevor had never understood why the people in charge were so gung-ho about Malone anyway. Malone’s father and the team’s owner had played together back in the day and were still friends, but it seemed like an awful lot of money on the line for that to be the only reason.

      “Well, it’s not like most of the guys are going anywhere,” Trevor pointed out. “You’ll still be playing with them next season. I mean, Murphy, Hartinger, and Lindholm are all talking about retiring and—”

      “What?” Malone’s gaze had drifted away, but he turned now, attention sharply focused. “When did you hear that? Who told you?”

      Trevor shrugged. “I dunno. Could just be a rumor though.”

      “Hmm.” Malone’s expression turned speculative. “Interesting. Maybe I could angle for the captaincy.”

      In Malone’s fucking dreams. Few guys respected him and after his behavior lately there was no way in hell he was going to get the C, or even the A. Who it would go to, Trevor wasn’t sure. Maybe Tremblay or Cooper?

      Trevor didn’t care. He certainly didn’t want it.

      Being captain meant setting a good example and fuck that shit.

      There were other guys who were way happier in that role. Zane was a little tightly wound with his strict diet and training but whatever. The team was doing well so Trevor had no complaints. He liked winning as much as the next guy and it would be weird to have Murphy, and his two alternates, gone next season.

      Besides, if those three all retired, who knew what kind of players would come in after them? Probably another top line forward that they’d dangle the captaincy in front of to sweeten the signing deal.

      “Is it weird living with O’Shea now?” Malone asked.

      “No. He’s pretty much moved in with Lindy. I’ve hardly seen him lately.” If anything, the apartment was annoyingly quiet and, though Trevor hated to admit it, lonely.

      “Still. I can’t believe you’re fine with him being gay.” Malone said it with a curl of his lip, like the idea disgusted him.

      “I don’t care who anyone in the team dates.” Trevor shrugged. “I just think they’re all fucking dumb for tying themselves down.”

      Malone laughed and held out his glass to clink with Trevor’s beer bottle.

      “Now that I’ll agree with. Speaking of, what the fuck is wrong with this place tonight? There are like … zero females here tonight.”

      Trevor glanced around. “Hmm. Hadn’t noticed, I guess.”

      Malone shot him a weird look. “You sure you’re not a cocksucker like them?”

      “You watched me leave a bar with a chick the other night,” Trevor protested. “And trust me, we had her headboard bangin’ the whole time.”

      Which was all true.

      He didn’t mention that last week he’d hooked up with a guy he’d met on an app and had his headboard banging too. Trevor didn’t particularly care what was in people’s pants, as long as they were enthusiastically into what was in his.

      Clearly Malone didn’t have the same requirements.

      “Besides,” Trevor said, his stomach curdling at the thought, but grateful it had given him an idea. “I’ve been texting with that one girl in the front office lately.”

      “Which one?”

      “Maureen.”

      That was also true.

      Trevor and Maureen texted occasionally. It was totally G-rated stuff though. She’d had car trouble a few months ago and Trevor had offered her a ride home from the arena. He’d given her his number in case she ever got in a jam again and now they sometimes exchanged messages about movies or shows they were watching or whatever.

      Plus, Maureen sent him pics of her dog, which was the best.

      “Ehh, Maureen’s not that hot,” Malone argued. “Cassie’s hotter.”

      Cassie also worked in the front office doing admin stuff or something. She was hot but they’d never interacted much, and Trevor hadn’t paid much attention to her. He was a big believer in the “don’t shit where you eat” motto. He didn’t try to hook up with the women in the front office or screw other hockey players.

      He’d discovered that the hard way after nearly getting outed in the AHL following a dumb but hot threesome with a chick in the head office and his teammate.

      And Wade thought he was bad now …

      “Cassie seems like a cocktease,” Trevor lied. “Girls like that usually are.”

      Trevor had zero thoughts about Cassie whatsoever but that should get Malone talking. It felt gross but whatever. If saying a few shitty things kept Malone from being a fucking creeper to women, Trevor would lie through his teeth about anything.

      “Well, I asked for her number, and she turned me down. What a stuck-up bitch.”

      “Mmm,” Trevor said because it was on the tip of his tongue to remind Malone that he was married and that was probably a pretty reasonable response to a dude who already had a wife. But that wasn’t going to get him talking. “I bet you’ve pulled a few of those head office girls though, right?”

      Malone shrugged. “I guess. Last winter, I—”

      “Hey, you guys are with the Evanston River Otters, right?”

      Goddamn it, Trevor thought as he turned to look at the college-age girl who’d approached them. He was so close to maybe getting Malone to admit something. This girl had the worst fucking timing.

      Malone smirked. “We are.”

      “Big hockey fan?” Trevor asked.

      “Totally.” Her smile was bright, her lips glossy pink. “My friend and I had a little bet about who you guys were.”

      “Yeah?” Malone’s smirk widened. “What did you win?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at a girl at the bar. She waggled her fingers at them. “Oh, she has to buy me a drink.”

      “Well, pretty girls like you should never have to buy your own drinks,” Malone protested, blatantly eyeing her up and down. “Invite her over and I’ll get a round for the table.”

      She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Really? That would be awesome. I’ll be right back.”

      She walked away, her high heels making her hips wiggle. Malone stared after her, not even trying to be subtle about it.

      “She’s hot,” Trevor said.

      “Ehh, great body but the face is only so-so. I’d give her maybe a six and a half. The ass is spectacular though. She’ll be fine as long as I keep her face down.” He leaned in as the girls approached. “Damn. The friend has a hell of a rack though. Maybe I’ll go for her. Unless you want dibs?”

      “No, I’m good,” Trevor said. “I’m not hooking up tonight.”

      “You’re such a loser,” Malone said with a laugh. “Oh well, more for me.”

      Disgust crawled up Trevor’s spine. This was nothing new. He’d heard worse from Malone. Hell, Trevor himself had probably said worse over the years.

      But now that Trevor knew exactly how Malone had treated women in the front office, Trevor was seeing this through new eyes.

      Malone didn’t see these women as people. Not his wife, not the women he hooked up with. They weren’t even human to him. They were objects for his pleasure.

      And while Trevor could admit he was no saint, the idea of that made his skin crawl. He had a fleeting thought about trying to warn these girls what they were getting into but he didn’t know how to do it without tipping Malone off.

      Maybe if Malone went to the bathroom, Trevor could scare them off …

      As the girls took seats at the table and Malone ordered a round of drinks, Trevor resisted the urge to bolt out of the club and scrub off the slimy feeling that clung to his skin.

      This was a guy he’d called a friend.

      This was a guy he’d picked up women with.

      And if Trevor didn’t find a way to reveal Malone for the scumbag he was, Malone was going to keep getting worse and worse.
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      “Any word on the Malone situation?” Wade asked Laurie. He’d called the digital investigator into his office for a lunch meeting about the digging she’d been doing on Jack Malone’s social media.

      She sighed, pushing her black-framed glasses higher on her nose as she opened the container of her spicy Tex-Mex Caesar salad.

      “Nothing obvious, no. I feel like I need to shower in bleach after checking out this guy’s stuff though.”

      “Oh?”

      “He’s just so … skeevy.” She let out a delicate shudder, then shook the dressing container.

      “Prosecutably so?”

      “Not that I’ve found so far. He does have a pattern though. Every time he’s on the road, he posts on one of his burner accounts. As soon as they land, he posts what the kids these days refer to as a ‘bat signal’.”

      Wade snorted and peeled off the lid of his vegetarian grain bowl with roasted chickpeas. “You’re twenty-seven. You’re hardly that old.”

      She smiled. “You don’t want to hear that you are ancient.”

      “Ouch.” Wade laughed. “Anyway, continue. Bat signals.”

      “Yes. He posts a picture of the city skyline or something similar, then sets his location to that city. It’s a fairly innocuous way to let his followers know where he is.”

      “So, people—presumably women, in his case—know where to find him.”

      “Exactly. He does the same on multiple hookup apps as well. Changes his location and indicates what he’s looking for.”

      “Jesus, that sounds like a lot of work. If he spent half as much time worrying about hockey as he does trolling for sex, he’d be the top scoring defenseman in the league.”

      Laurie raised an eyebrow. “Oh, he definitely is, he’s just not doing it on the ice.”

      Despite the situation, Wade laughed. “Nice one, Laurie.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I still think hockey is a bullshit game and this isn’t helping.”

      “No, I’m sure it isn’t,” he admitted, sobering. “This is gross, and I wish I could tell you it was unusual.”

      Laurie had never been a hockey fan. She’d attended a few of the Otters’ games with Wade but other than telling him she appreciated that the team had a little color thanks to Dean Tremblay, she said it was way too white of a sport for her.

      Which was fair.

      “I know they’re not all this bad,” she pointed out. “I’ve dug into your players before and most of your clients are decent guys. I mean, Malone isn’t the first cheater I’ve run across, but he is the most, uh, prolific.”

      “How prolific are we talking?”

      “A girl in every port?”

      “I’m surprised he does repeats.”

      “Oh, I should have worded that different. A new girl in every port on every road trip. And plenty at home.”

      “Jesus.”

      “No, as far as I can tell he’s never slept with a man.”

      Wade stared for a moment before her deadpan humor sunk in. He let out a rueful chuckle. “Har, har. I did wonder about that actually.”

      “His hatred coming from repressed homosexuality?”

      “Yes.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think that’s the case. It’s theoretically possible he has a second phone or something and is staying super underground with it but there is zero evidence of him ever hooking up with a man. Plus, he’s not even remotely trying to hide his digital tracks with anything else. I’ve seen guys with way more sophisticated methods. Malone is pretty out in the open about being a creep with women and from what I’ve seen, I’m not convinced he has the tech skills to hide a secret like that.”

      “Being a repressed gay or bi man is probably far too complex of an explanation for scumbags like him anyway. I think you’re right that he’s just a creep.”

      Laurie shrugged. “Exactly. I don’t think that’s an angle worth pursuing at all. There’s absolutely no evidence of anything to hint at it.”

      “I trust your judgment,” Wade said.

      Laurie was good. More than good. So good that Wade was never quite sure if the methods she used were entirely legal. He’d never asked, and she’d never clarified.

      But it meant that if there was something to dig up, she’d find it. And if she wasn’t finding anything about Malone being closeted or repressed, it didn’t exist.

      There was a part of Wade that had hoped for some deeper explanation. Some reasoning behind some of Malone’s actions. But maybe that was giving the guy more credit than he deserved. Jack Malone was a garden variety asshole with a privileged upbringing. His father had come from an extremely wealthy family, and he’d gone on to have a profitable NHL career.

      Some guys used their wealth and power to help people. Wade had seen plenty of current and former players launch charitable foundations and help their communities, while others, like Jack Malone’s father, Robert, had used it for their own gain.

      Wade hadn’t known the senior Malone personally. Robert was older than Wade and they’d had few interactions during the few brief years their pro careers had overlapped.

      But Robert Malone’s reputation hadn’t been positive, and it had taken little digging to find out that he’d opened a private equity fund, gotten into real estate, and contributed to various ultra-conservative and anti-LGBTQ groups. According to the internet, he was dipping his toes in politics and testing a run for Governor of the state of Illinois in the election a few years off.

      Undoubtedly, much of the younger Malone’s prejudice and misogyny had come from his upbringing, and his NHL career had only added fuel to the fire. Wade had met plenty of men like him and it rarely ended well.

      Jack Malone was the kind of guy who’d been told he was extraordinary from the time he was young. Girls had fallen at his feet, the media had fawned over him, and his basest nature had risen to the surface. With absolutely no one keeping him in check, he’d built a life that served him well, no matter the cost to anyone else.

      It was the antithesis of what hockey should be about. The guys who loved the game, purely and truly, were humble. They were grateful for the chance to do what they loved and be paid well for it, and gave back to the community as much as possible.

      Guys like Malone didn’t deserve to touch the ice.

      “You okay?” Laurie asked, a little frown wrinkling her forehead as she peered at him through her glasses.

      Wade nodded. “Just tired and this situation is stressful.”

      “I know.” Her smile was a little sympathetic. “But you’re doing the right thing.”

      “I hope so.” He let out a heavy sigh. “So, what comes next?”

      “I’ll keep digging and see if there’s a digital trail for Jack Malone’s interactions with the women in the Otters’ front office. If there are any threats or hints of coercion, that will help us.” She jabbed at her salad. “What is your ultimate goal here, Wade?”

      “Well, a lot of that will depend on what we find,” he admitted. “Best-case scenario, we discover some damning evidence and threaten to go to the press with it unless Malone leaves the organization. Although even that’s concerning because we’d just be shuttling him to a new franchise and not actually solving the problem, which is what’s been going on in the league for decades. So, I guess we’d have to hope he would be willing to retire early and be bought out of his contract.”

      Laurie raised an eyebrow. “Do you think he’d go along with that?”

      “No. I think he’s far too ego-driven to let anything get between him and his paycheck and status as a player.”

      “So … the best-case scenario isn’t going to happen.”

      “It’s highly unlikely.”

      “So, what’s another option?”

      “We actually go to the media with so much evidence that McLaughlin and his PR machine can’t spin it. Malone becomes so publicly toxic that no franchise will want to touch him.”

      “Since when has that ever happened?”

      Wade grimaced. Laurie had a point. He could easily think of dozens of problematic guys who’d been passed from team to team like a hot potato.

      “If we find something bad enough, something prosecutable, we take it to the legal system,” he said.

      “Because they never do anything to protect rich white men.” Her dry tone wasn’t meant to be a jab at him, but he still flinched.

      “Of course they do. But I don’t know what other option we have, Laurie,” he admitted. “I know the system has problems. Every system does. But I …”

      “No, I hear you, Wade. You’re right. I don’t like it but sometimes it’s the best option we have. I’ll have to dig up something so irrefutably big that no one can deny it.”

      “What if it doesn’t exist?”

      She smirked but there was no amusement whatsoever in her brown eyes. “These things are like an iceberg. What we see on the surface is likely only a fraction of what lies below. There will be something. There always is.”

      He nodded. She was right. He hated the thought but he didn’t doubt it.

      “So, we’ll keep digging,” he said.

      She nodded. “We’ll keep digging.”

      Wade looked down at his food, realizing he’d hardly touched it. He poked at a roasted chickpea. He liked them well enough but he wasn’t in the mood at the moment. He should have had Laurie pick up a Chicago dog.

      It was that kind of day.

      “So, how’s Carmella?”

      Laurie shot him a look, clearly amused by his abrupt change in topic. “She’s good. Almost done with her dissertation. Thank God. It’s like living with someone without really living with them. She’s there but she’s never really there, you know?”

      Wade laughed. “Better her than me.”

      “That’s what I keep saying!” Laurie’s smile was fond. “But I’m proud of her.”

      “You should be. That’s a ton of work.”

      Wade hadn’t gotten a degree until after his hockey career ended. He couldn’t imagine spending twenty-five years in school without stopping. And a PhD in social work was no walk in the park.

      “What about you?” Laurie asked with a curious look. “Are you seeing anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? You’re not half-bad.”

      “Thanks, Laurie,” he said drily. “Real enthusiastic endorsement there.”

      She grinned. “Seriously. You’re okay looking for a middle-aged white dude. You make a lot of money. Aren’t most guys into that?”

      “Wow, this is the last time I buy you lunch,” he said.

      She scowled. “Kendall bought us both lunch so don’t try that.”

      “Damn, I should know by now you’re too smart for me.”

      “Yeah, you should.” She gave him a smug little grin before she took a sip of water. “So, seriously. What’s the problem?”

      He shrugged, poking at his vegetarian grain bowl with a scowl, then abandoning it to sit back. “I don’t know. It’s hard. It takes time and energy I don’t have.”

      “You couldn’t pay me enough to date men,” she said. “Especially in the circles you run in.”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “I’m just sayin’.”

      “There are good guys out there,” he protested. “Even in the sports world.”

      “If you say so.” She didn’t look convinced.

      “The guys who came to me about Malone … they’re the good ones,” Wade said confidently. The jury was still out on Trevor, but the rest were definitely rock solid. “They really want to change this sport.”

      She grimaced. “That won’t be easy.”

      “No, it won’t,” Wade agreed. “But it’s a worthy goal.”

      “I wish them all the success in the world.” She tilted her water bottle toward him in a little toast. “But you’re probably not going to date one of your clients.”

      “No. And they’re all paired off anyway,” he said with a laugh.

      Well, Trevor wasn’t, but considering the fact that they got along like oil and water, Wade wasn’t holding his breath on that one. Besides, he was a foul-mouthed young punk with more attitude than sense. Not at all Wade’s type.

      He wasn’t bad-looking, Wade supposed. The stubble he’d been sporting lately set off an attractive face and under the ripped jeans and leather jacket was a nice body.

      Shame about the personality.

      “Single or not, I wouldn’t date a client,” Wade continued. “Can you imagine? That would be a shitshow.”

      “Yeah, fair point,” Laurie said. “You can’t tell me there’s no one out there worth putting the time and effort into though.”

      “Braden complicates things. There aren’t a lot of men looking to date a guy with an eleven-year-old kid. And he’s had a real attitude lately and I don’t know where it’s coming from.”

      “Well, he’s getting to be that age,” she pointed out. “The sulky teenage years.”

      “He’s eleven.”

      “Happens earlier every year.”

      “’Cause you’ve raised so many kids?”

      She gave him a lofty look. “I have nieces and nephews I spend time with. I hear my brother and sister complain.”

      “Fair enough. I just don’t know what to do about it. We were doing so well for a while there and now we’re struggling again.”

      “Have you tried connecting with him?”

      “In what way?”

      “I don’t know. Get at his level. Do what he’s into.”

      “He’s into video games and being snarky.”

      “You’re pretty snarky too.”

      “Then he learned from the best.”

      “See? Something in common!” She snickered. “What about the video games?”

      “He says I’m terrible and should be banned from playing them.”

      “And you let him?”

      Wade shrugged, feeling a little guilty. “Kind of. We haven’t played in a while.”

      “Well, maybe try to connect with him that way?”

      “I’ll try. He hasn’t been very receptive, but I’ll see what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Detroit was playing sluggishly. They’d been hammered by Florida in the first round, which had gone seven games before the Auto Wrenches pulled off a desperate double overtime victory.

      The Otters had wrapped up their first series in six, which gave them a little more time to rest and recuperate for the second round.

      It showed tonight.

      The Otters’ legs were fresher, their energy higher, and as the game buzzer sounded at the end of the second game of the second series, the team put another win in the bag off a filthy snipe from their captain.

      Flushed and happy from the win, Trevor walked through the tunnel after the game.

      He stopped when he saw a little boy with an Undertaker sign, asking for a stick.

      “Crap,” he muttered under his breath as he pulled off a glove.

      “One minute,” Trevor yelled to the kid. He found one of the equipment guys hanging around and snagged a marker from him, hastily scribbling his messy signature on the taped blade. He passed it off to the kid whose face lit up with happiness.

      “Thanks!”

      “Can we get a picture?” the mom asked with a hopeful smile.

      “Sure, yeah.”

      The kid turned to face his mom and Trevor stepped forward to pose for the picture. He didn’t get as many requests for stuff like this as guys like Murphy and Lindholm did, but he had no shortage of fans. Kids especially seemed to like him. It made him feel a little guilty—he wasn’t exactly the role-model type—but he did like seeing how excited they got.

      This was the perfect end to a great game.

      Trevor said goodbye to the kid, then walked down the tunnel, still grinning.

      “Fuck yeah!” he shouted as he reached the dressing room, fists raised overhead. “We are killing it, boys!”

      Cooper already had the tunes cranked and the team had a few minutes to strip out of their gear and enjoy their victory before the media descended.

      Trevor did a hip bump with Cory Burgess and Burgess laughed, giving him a sweaty, back-thumping hug in return. Trevor liked skating with Burgess. He was a solid D-man with a good sense of humor and an easygoing attitude. Shame he was married with a kid because he never had time to hang out.

      “Dude, that goal was a beauty!” Ryan Hartinger grabbed Zane Murphy’s face and laid a smacking kiss on his lips. “If I didn’t love you already, I would now.”

      Zane laughed and playfully shoved him away. “I’ve got media to do. Go get showered, man.”

      “Nope, you’re mine for the next two minutes,” Ryan said. He grabbed Zane around the waist, badly dancing him around the visitors’ locker room like they were in a ballroom or something.

      Zane laughed, steering them away before they crashed into Jamie Walsh. “Quit it. You are a menace!”

      “You love that about me!” Ryan hollered. “Don’t deny it.”

      Trevor smiled as he took a seat in his stall. Hartinger and Murphy were nuts but he’d missed this shit when he was out with his ankle. It had been boring and lonely at home doing his rehab.

      It was good to see the entire team loose and happy.

      Winning the first two games of the series didn’t guarantee anything but they’d done it in Detroit’s barn and there was a good chance they’d continue it back at home. The Otters had never swept a series before, but they were clicking so well now maybe this would be the first.

      It was good to see their captain laughing too. He’d been looking a little grim lately. Probably a combination of his hip issue and the stress about the Malone situation.

      Trevor wished he was closer to having a solution to that. He hadn’t managed to drag out any information on Malone lately.

      He was at the game today. Watching from the box and probably fuming that he still wasn’t being played. Maybe they’d get home from Detroit early enough to go out for a little while. Maybe if Trevor got him drunk enough, he’d talk …

      Trevor slipped on his shower sandals and made a beeline for the wet room. He lingered in the shower after he’d soaped up. The hot water felt good against his back. It was sore and stiff from where he’d gotten slammed up against the boards in the first period and he rotated his shoulders, wondering what kind of bruising he’d have tomorrow.

      Gotta love the playoffs.

      He closed his eyes, tilting his head forward as he let the water pummel the back of his neck. Detroit’s locker room wasn’t bad. Some places had shitty visitor facilities, but this was pretty good. Trevor had no complaints.

      He wrapped a towel around his waist and used another to dry his hair in the locker area. The media were still going at it with Murphy and Lindholm in the adjacent dressing room, close enough that Trevor could hear the questions.

      “Anders, can you comment on if your new relationship has had any impact on the team dynamics?” a reporter asked.

      Trevor would bet he was tired of questions like that, but Lindholm had the bland, friendly media responses down pat. “Kelly and I have been friends for years. Much like Zane and Ryan, we know when to put our personal life aside and focus on the game …”

      Trevor tuned out the rest of Lindy’s response as he dressed and swiped a little product in his hair. He’d gotten the sides shaved before the first round and he was starting to think that was a mistake. He was already looking a little shaggy and his playoff beard was looking pretty full just a few weeks in. He normally sported some stubble, but it was growing in fast this year.

      Better than the sad, patchy red shit Kelly had going on at least.

      “Zane, can you comment on why Jack Malone is still being benched?” another reporter asked.

      God, they were relentless.

      “As I’ve said before, all questions about Jack Malone will be answered by Coach Daniels,” Murphy answered.

      His tone was polite and once again, Trevor thought how glad he was that he wasn’t the one who had to deal with shit like that. He wasn’t usually the guy they wanted to talk to and he was happy about that.

      “Is it true it has something to do with his reaction to the changing demographics of the team?”

      “As Zane said, all questions about Jack Malone will be answered by our coaching staff,” Dave, the player relations guy answered, clearly tired of it but trying to be polite too. “Thank you for being here but that’s all the questions we have time for tonight. Gotta get the team to the airport for our flight home.”

      Trevor pulled on his clothes, tucking a pale gray shirt into the darker gray and blue plaid suit, then tying his maroon tie. He preferred jeans and tees or sweats in his downtime, but if he had to wear suits, he figured he should have some fun with it. Malone had chirped him about his taste being flashy, but why not go for a little more color and texture?

      If he had to wear a uniform off the ice, he might as well make it interesting.

      What was the point of always wearing boring black and navy blue like so many of the guys?

      It always surprised Trevor what a sloppy dresser Malone was. His suits always looked baggy and shapeless. Weird for a guy as vain as he was but maybe he figured he was too good-looking for it to matter. Or maybe he thought it was gay to dress well.

      With him, either was possible.

      When Trevor was dressed, he followed Jamie Walsh as he made a beeline for the exit.

      “Daddy!” a little girl screeched and threw herself at Jamie’s legs. “You played so good tonight.”

      “Aww, thanks, Bug,” Jamie said as he scooped up his daughter Ava. “That’s ’cause I knew you and Taylor were here cheering for me!”

      Taylor Hollis—Jamie’s boyfriend—smiled up at him. “You did play well tonight.”

      “Aww, thanks.” Jamie leaned over to kiss Taylor’s cheek. “I’m so glad you guys were able to come to both of these Detroit games.”

      They were kind of clogging the doorway, so Trevor paused a moment and leaned against the wall, pulling out his phone and checking for any messages. Just one from his sister, Niki.

      Great game! Haven’t watched it yet but I saw the score online.

      Trevor sent her a quick reply, then tuned back in to Jamie and Taylor, trying not to get impatient they were blocking his way.

      He was a little envious though. He’d offered his mom and sister tickets to his games and promised to pay for flights and hotel rooms, but they hardly ever made it. Niki was too busy with school and his mom was off doing her own thing. Hiking in Peru at the moment, if he remembered right. Or was it Argentina?

      Not that he blamed her. She’d worked her ass off to raise two kids and she more than deserved to enjoy her life now.

      “Did you think we’d miss your game here?” Taylor teased.

      He was funny. Very … femme. Not Trevor’s type but whatever. He hadn’t been surprised that Malone had ragged on the guy constantly when he did the figure skating lessons earlier this year though.

      “No, I thought you might wear a Detroit jersey,” Jamie said drily.

      “Hey, just because I grew up a Detroit fan doesn’t mean I can’t cheer for my man,” Taylor protested. He spun and gave Jamie a coy look over his shoulder, showing off the ‘Walsh’ stretched across the back. “See, I’ve got your sweater on and everything, baby.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” a smug voice said. “He totally cheered when that Detroit goal went in at the beginning of the third.”

      Talk about effeminate. Charlie, Taylor’s best friend, usually tagged along wherever Taylor went, which meant Trevor had seen him around a lot since Taylor and Jamie had started dating this winter.

      Trevor looked Charlie up and down now. If there was one thing Trevor could say about him, it was that he clearly didn’t give a fuck what anyone thought.

      Charlie wore skinny jeans, an Otters jersey knotted at the waist to cinch it tight, high heels, and a face full of makeup.

      That was definitely … a look. Usually, one Trevor saw on WAGs or puck bunnies but hey, whatever worked for the dude. Trevor could appreciate that it took some major balls to pull it off, especially around a shitload of hockey players and fans.

      But as entertaining as Charlie and Taylor were, Trevor’s back was beginning to hurt so he cleared his throat. “Uh, can I get through here, guys? I need to get to the bus.”

      “Shit, sorry, man.” Jamie stepped out of his way. “Didn’t realize you were there.”

      “No prob. You coming with?”

      Jamie shook his head. “I talked to Coach and I’m flying back with my family.” He gestured toward Taylor, Charlie, and Ava.

      Charlie preened. “I’m the brother he never wanted.”

      “Truth,” Taylor agreed, wide-eyed.

      “See you at practice tomorrow then,” Trevor said with a laugh, patting Jamie on the shoulder.

      Ava held out a small fist to bump, smiling brightly. “Good game.”

      “Thanks, Ava.” Trevor smiled and bumped back. She was a cutie. He liked kids pretty well. But he’d been the one to basically raise Niki and he was in no rush to do it again. He always figured he’d probably have children someday but not any time soon.

      Change diapers or have a drink with the boys? It was an easy choice.

      Watching Jamie and Taylor and Charlie made it hit home how much he missed his family though. Maybe this summer he’d go to Missouri and hang with Niki for a few weeks.

      His mom would probably miss all of their Cup run this year since she was off hiking in the Andes with her much-younger boyfriend. Trevor was happy for her. After the shit she’d had to put up with over the years, she deserved a nice guy and Xavier was a little annoying with his chakra-balancing yoga and Ayahuasca-retreat bullshit, but he treated Trevor’s mom like a queen and that was all Trevor cared about.

      Kelly was already talking about taking a trip to Boston, then Sweden with Lindy so Trevor would probably have a lot of free time. Kelly swore up and down that he’d still do their usual deep sea fishing trip in Miami but Trevor wasn’t holding his breath on that one.

      Kelly and Lindy were totally in the disgusting honeymoon phase of things and Trevor doubted that was going to end any time soon.

      As Trevor slipped onto the bus—thankfully not the last guy because Murph always got bogged down with media crap and making sure everyone on the team was squared away—Coach Horton gave him a nod.

      “Let’s talk more tomorrow at practice about your defensive zone breakouts,” his position coach said. “I liked what you did in the second period, but I have some thoughts about how you can do that more.”

      “Sure thing,” Trevor promised. He fist bumped Horton too and continued down the aisle.

      Lindy and Kelly were huddled up in seats next to each other with eyes for no one else, so Trevor went into the back to sit by a scowling Jack Malone.

      “You wanna go out tonight?” he asked as he dropped into the seat next to him.

      “Sure. What are you thinking?”

      Trevor shrugged. “I dunno. You have better taste in venues. You pick.”

      “Shit yeah, I do. You’d hang out at that dive, Roscoe’s.”

      “It’s chill,” Trevor said.

      “That’s farm-team level shit,” he sneered. “We deserve better than that.”

      “Sure, whatever you want,” Trevor said. “Like I said, you know all the places to be.”

      As Malone puffed up and grabbed his phone to research options, Trevor tried not to smirk.

      Wade Cannon had been right about one thing. The way to get Jack Malone to do what you wanted was definitely to massage his ego.
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      “Thanks for coming,” Wade said as Trevor walked into his office the following day. It was evening. Most of the people in the agency were heading home, but Wade still had hours of work ahead of him.

      Hopefully he could end this meeting with Trevor quickly.

      “Great couple of games in Detroit, by the way,” he added.

      Trevor shot him a rare smile. “Yeah, thanks, they went pretty well.”

      Huh.

      Wade closed his office door behind them.

      Trevor seemed to be in a better mood than the last time Wade had seen him. He was dressed as casually as ever, with ripped jeans and a form-fitting black shirt that showed off his sleeve of tattoos and Wade found his gaze lingering on him as Laurie’s words about him dating a client popped into his head.

      It was as terrible of an idea as ever, but it did make Wade take a second glance at Trevor.

      Trevor wasn’t bad-looking. He was slimmer than some of his teammates, his shoulders wide but his waist narrow. The rigors of the season were beginning to lean him out and make his muscles ropey and defined.

      He still had a great ass though. Full and round.

      Pushing the inappropriate thought aside, Wade gestured for Trevor to take a seat on the couch. “Want something to drink?”

      “I could use a water. Uh, please.”

      Surprised by the rare effort at pleasantries, Wade retrieved a bottle from the hidden mini fridge across the room. The whole office had undergone a huge renovation a few years back and now everything was sleek and minimalist. A little too minimalist for his tastes but he liked the current setup for his space. His desk was positioned so his back was to the city skyline and visitors could look out at the view.

      The office was large enough to also house a sleek couch, coffee table, and chairs for less formal meetings, and there was a small kitchenette that allowed him to make his own coffee without having to bother Kendall, his assistant.

      Wade handed the water off to Trevor who still stood, staring with a slightly puzzled look.

      “Everything okay?” Wade asked as he took a seat in a chair on the other side of the lounge area.

      “Yeah. Just a little confused why I’m here. I was looking forward to a little time to chill before the next game, but I guess not, huh?”

      Wade grimaced, feeling a little bad for the guy. “I am sorry about that. With the season winding down, we’re on a fairly tight time crunch to get information from Malone. It’ll get more complicated during the summer since he usually travels a lot. Besides, it would be best to get it squared away before the free agency deadline.”

      “True.” Trevor flopped onto the couch and winced. “What exactly did you want to talk about today though?”

      “I wanted to discuss strategy with you. I take it you haven’t found out anything?”

      “No.” Trevor slouched in the seat, his tone turning a little surly. “I would have told you if I did.”

      “I’m just asking,” Wade said mildly.

      Trevor shrugged. “Look, I did my best. We went to a club last week, we were drinking and talking. I got him to start chatting about some of the women in the front office.”

      “Oh?” Wade leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. “What did he say?”

      “Not enough. It was starting to get interesting when we got interrupted by fans.”

      “Hmm. Any luck since then?”

      “When we got home from Detroit last night, we went out. But we met up with these stupid influencer people he’s all into right now and there was zero opportunity.”

      “Do the two of you ever drink at home?”

      Trevor shrugged. “Not often. He doesn’t have people over much and I doubt he’ll come to my place. Kelly and I are roommates—he’s never there anymore—but Malone’s still got a chip on his shoulder about the whole Kelly-coming-out thing, so I think he’ll probably be a dick about hanging out there. Besides, he doesn’t want to be at home. He wants to be in public and get attention.”

      “Hmm.” Wade drummed his fingers on the table and let out a tired sigh. “I don’t know. This strategy was a good thought, but I do wonder if it’ll be enough. At best, it’s a bargaining tool.”

      “God, this whole situation is fucked,” Trevor said as he stood, pacing a little. “I mean, I can’t believe I have to rat out a guy and try to catch him doing something.”

      “If you aren’t committed to this—”

      Trevor turned to glare at him. “Woah, dude, don’t fucking put words in my mouth. He’s pulling some nasty shit and if there’s a way to stop him, I’ll do it. It just feels gross, you know?”

      Wade felt a momentary flash of sympathy. In Trevor’s shoes, he’d have felt the same. “I know.”

      “Just remember, you’re not the one stabbing a former friend in the back.” Trevor scowled.

      “I’m not,” Wade agreed. “But there are only so many options we have. Laurie has chat logs of his private messages on every social media site he’s on but it’s going to take time to go through them all. We tried doing it digitally and searching for keywords but there’s always a chance of missing something critical. We’re going to have to go through it manually too and that takes time. I only have so many resources I can allocate to this research when I’m going behind my bosses’ backs to get this done.”

      Trevor stared blankly for a moment. “Huh. I guess you are sticking your neck out to do this.”

      “I am,” Wade said shortly. “So, please, try to work with me here. I thought if you came in today, we could discuss what you could say or do to get Malone talking. I’m not criticizing you. I’m trying to help. I promise.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Trevor dropped onto the couch again. “What ideas do you have?”

      “Well …” Wade ran through a few of them. Mostly ways to pump up Malone’s ego and leading questions Trevor could ask to prompt Malone to talk about specific things.

      To his surprise, Trevor listened intently, nodding as he went and jotting a few things down on his phone. “Yeah, okay. Some of those seem pretty doable. I’ll give them a shot.”

      “Great.” Wade glanced at the clock. The workday was definitely over, and he should probably let Trevor go. Especially if he wanted to get through some more chat logs. “Well, I think that’s it, unless you have anything else you want to discuss. Just keep me in the loop, okay?”

      “I will,” Trevor agreed. He slid his palms along his jeans, chewing at his lip. “So, like, how much help do you need with going through the chats?”

      Wade let out a rueful laugh. “A lot. At this rate, it’ll take Laurie and me weeks, if not months.”

      “And we don’t have that much time.”

      “We don’t.”

      “I could maybe, uh, help you go through them, I guess?”

      Wade blinked. “You’d do that?”

      “Well, if I’m going to do this shit, I might as well be useful, right? I mean, if you don’t want the help, whatever, man, but I’m offering.”

      The jut of his jaw was defiant, like he was daring Wade to argue with him.

      Although Wade had a feeling they’d wind up arguing, he wasn’t going to turn down the help he desperately needed.

      “That would be great. Let me grab you a laptop and I’ll get you set up.”

      More than an hour later, Trevor looked up with a grimace. “Man, I don’t know how this dude gets laid so much. He recycles the same lines over and over, doesn’t he?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty bad, huh?”

      “Pathetic. I at least put some effort into my hookups.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Just ‘cause you probably spend your nights alone doesn’t mean the rest of us have to.”

      “Well, some of us are adults with responsibilities.”

      Trevor rolled his eyes. “Oh, screw you. Don’t be so fucking self-righteous. Like you weren’t getting laid all the time when you played back in the olden days?”

      Wade gritted his teeth. “I was a closeted gay man terrified of being outed. No, I didn’t get laid much.”

      “Oh.” Trevor’s face fell. “Shit, I uh, I didn’t think about it that way. Sorry.”

      Wade nodded tersely.

      “So, you’re not into women at all …”

      “No. It might have made my life somewhat easier if I had been but either way, hiding never feels good,” he said shortly.

      Trevor shrugged. “I honestly don’t mind keeping it quiet. I mean, I guess I’m only out to my family and the team at this point, but I don’t care if the rest of the world finds out, you know? Like, whatever if they do. I’m not hiding at this point. But I’m not like them either.”

      He waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the framed photos of Murphy and Hartinger on the wall.

      “Yes, well, you only have that option to choose how out you are because of guys like them,” Wade pointed out. “You should be grateful.”

      “Who the fuck says I’m not?” Trevor argued. “I know what they did was a big deal. You don’t get to lecture me about that shit.”

      “I’m not lecturing you,” Wade protested. “I’m just pointing out—”

      He stopped abruptly, letting out a sigh instead of the rant he wanted to spout off. “I get it, okay. We’re in very different positions in life. I suppose I’m envious of the freedom you guys have.”

      His throat felt a little thick and he stared down at the expensive rug below his expensive leather shoes.

      Wade had made his money in hockey because he’d kept his mouth shut about his sexuality, but sometimes it felt a little bit like blood money.

      He’d loved playing but it had cost him so much and it had come at the price of his integrity and his happiness. Sure, he was out now, but the bitter taste of decades of lying would always linger.

      “Well, at least you admit it,” Trevor drawled.

      Wade sucked in a deep breath before he lost his temper. “Let’s focus on this task, okay?”

      “My brain is tired,” Trevor flopped back against the sofa with a whine. “Everything’s tired, man.”

      Wade felt an unwanted stab of sympathy. He remembered those days of playing until he was weary to the bone. Dealing with this Malone situation on top of it probably wasn’t making it any easier.

      Trevor was a little shit, but he was helping.

      “Have you eaten?” Wade asked, glancing at the clock on the wall.

      “Nah, not since practice earlier.” Trevor looked at it too. “Which I guess was a while ago, huh?”

      “I’m sure it was,” Wade agreed. “How about I order some takeout for us?” Kendall had already popped her head in to say she was heading home unless he needed something else, but he’d waved her off.

      Trevor looked surprised. “Yeah, dinner would be great.”

      Wade stood with a groan and retrieved his wallet. “I’m going to guess you’re not terribly strict about your nutrition plan.”

      Trevor snorted. “Yeah, not so much.” He gave Wade a lopsided grin and dragged his shirt up to reveal his stomach. His abs weren’t quite a six-pack, but they were plenty defined. “I do okay.”

      Wade was tempted to point out that looking good didn’t necessarily mean being strong, but he bit back the argument. “I probably shouldn’t encourage your behavior, but I was thinking about getting Chinese takeout.”

      As if on cue, Trevor’s stomach growled.

      “I take it that’s a yes?”

      Trevor nodded a little sheepishly. “Yeah, I’m fucking starving. Chinese sounds good. Promise you won’t rat me out to the team nutritionist though? Pretty sure they already think I’m a lost cause but no need to add fuel to the fire.”

      “Deal.”

      Chuckling despite himself, Wade found the online menu from his favorite place nearby and with surprisingly little arguing, he and Trevor came to an agreement about what to eat. Wade placed the order and they returned to their work while they waited for it to arrive.

      They hadn’t made any progress by the time Wade got a text from the delivery person, and Wade went out into the main office to sign for the order. The space was deserted and based on the lingering sharp scents of disinfecting products, the cleaning staff had already come through.

      “God, this food smells amazing,” Trevor said with a moan when Wade unpacked the bags and spread containers out across the nearby coffee table. “Then again, I’m hungry enough to eat this fucking table.”

      “I’m not surprised. You guys have it rougher than I did, that’s for sure,” Wade said as he took a seat on the couch beside Trevor, then reached for the container of beef noodle soup.

      “Yeah?” Trevor glanced over.

      Wade shrugged, angling his body so he could look Trevor in the eye. “Some teams weren’t as big on practices between playoff games in my day.”

      “Yeah, and they didn’t care how much you boozed it up during the season either.” Trevor smirked over his carton of Hunan chicken.

      Wade twisted some beef and noodles onto his chopsticks. That wasn’t entirely true, but Trevor was probably giving him shit about being old. “Well, games have gotten faster. Ever think there’s a reason for it?”

      Trevor rolled his eyes. “Sometimes I think I was born at the wrong time.”

      “Yeah, you’d need to go back to the 70s.” Wade shoved some of the noodles in his mouth, trying not to inhale it but realizing how long it had been since he’d eaten as well. Lunch was far, far too many hours ago.

      “Hey!” Trevor protested with a laugh, knocking his knee against Wade’s. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m talking about your particular style of play.”

      Trevor stabbed at his food with a plastic utensil, a frown playing across his face. “Look, I’m not the fastest or the most skilled guy. I know that but I’m good at what I do.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t,” Wade said mildly. “I’m saying your style of play isn’t the direction the league is going. I think it still has its place, but most guys are going for speed and agility rather than sheer physical blocking. They’re training harder and paying more attention to what their system needs for fuel. I don’t mean it as a criticism of you, I’m merely pointing out it’s a different approach.”

      “Yeah, well I wish they didn’t expect me to change my game to be like them. I’m not Theriault. I’m never going to be him. But I’m good in my own way.”

      Wade hummed thoughtfully. “You are. I saw what you did in the second game against Detroit.”

      Trevor gave him a crooked grin. “Oh man, you should see the bruises I got from it too.”

      He set down the carton and stood. He faced away from Wade and lifted the back of his shirt. Bruising dotted his lower ribs and stretched across his back.

      Wade inhaled sharply, and set his food down too, lifting the edge of Trevor’s shirt to see how far it extended. His pads had taken the brunt of it, of course, but it still looked uncomfortable as hell. “Jesus Christ. Do you need ice for that?”

      “Nah, I’m fine. I iced a lot at the rink. Besides, I’m used to this shit.”

      Wade shook his head, letting the fabric drop. He’d given some hard checks but he’d been a whole lot bigger and broader than Trevor was.

      “You’re tougher than I ever was,” he admitted. “I’d have been crying after that.”

      Trevor tugged his shirt back down and took a seat. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Wade laughed. “Hey! I had my tough guy moments.”

      “Suuure you did.”

      “Watch some of my tape,” Wade said, grabbing his soup again.

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” Trevor’s tone was snarky but playful.

      To Wade’s surprise, they continued to banter for a while. Good-natured chirping mostly, and they finished eating without any further arguments. It was pleasant. Although Wade could admit he sort of enjoyed the verbal squabbles with Trevor too.

      It kept life interesting, at least.

      “You want anything else?” Wade asked.

      “Nah, I’m good.” Trevor packed away his boxes. “Thanks for dinner. I, uh, appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.” Wade stowed the leftovers in the mini fridge. He’d purchased a little extra food to take home to Braden. He loved cold egg rolls. Wade thought they were gross, but he’d happily do whatever it took to put a smile on Braden’s face.

      Thankfully, tonight, he was spending the evening at his best friend Billy’s house. The boys had been friends since kindergarten and Wade was close to the entire McKinney family.

      Wade tried to keep the late nights at the office and travel to a minimum, but he was grateful that the McKinneys always let Braden hang out after school, or stay for dinner or sleepovers when it was needed.

      Wade checked his phone to make sure he didn’t have any messages from either Braden or the McKinneys, then glanced up to see Trevor wandering around the office, pacing in front of the expanse of windows.

      “You need anything? More water? Coffee?”

      Trevor turned. “Huh? Oh, no, just needed to stretch for a minute before I get back to work.”

      He lifted his arms overhead, his shirt riding up to reveal more of his abs. There was a tattoo along the crest of his hip. Wade couldn’t tell what it was from this distance, and he looked away, hoping his staring wasn’t making Trevor uncomfortable.

      After a moment, his gaze drifted back, watching Trevor bend and twist.

      Damn, he really did have a great body. Wade could imagine stepping close and grabbing two handfuls as he took Trevor’s mouth in a bruising kiss …

      Wade cleared his throat and reached for his laptop. God, he was hard up if he was thinking about a client this way.

      Damn Laurie and her comments for putting that idea in his head.

      “You have a hell of a view,” Trevor said softly, turning to face the window.

      The city lights glittered in the dark sky, the inky blue-black waves of Lake Michigan reflecting the golden glow.

      “I do,” Wade agreed, bringing up the chat on his screen once again, determined to focus on work.

      But after a moment, his gaze strayed to Trevor again, watching as he braced himself on the window.

      Unbidden, the idea of fucking Trevor up against the glass popped into Wade’s head.

      He shifted in his seat at the heat that washed through him at the thought. This wasn’t the first time Wade had contemplated spreading someone out over his desk or pushing a guy up against his window.

      He’d certainly never brought anyone to his office to do that though.

      And thinking about Trevor in that way was a recipe for disaster.

      He was so … frustrating.

      One minute he was funny and easygoing, the next he was snarling without any rhyme or reason.

      Wade had yet to pin down what exactly got him worked up and …

      God, there was that mental image again though.

      Wade closed his eyes, suddenly picturing what it would feel like to pin all the restless energy in Trevor’s body against the glass, containing that attitude and channeling that snark into moans.

      Fucking him against the cool glass until he softened.

      Getting him to take direction—Wade’s direction—for once.

      Sweat broke out on Wade’s forehead as the mental image played out before him. That was no way to deal with a troublesome client. Not at all the responsible way he typically conducted business.

      And yet …
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      Trevor turned away from the night sky views to find Wade with his eyes closed, a strangely intent look on his face.

      “Hey, you okay there, man?”

      He jerked, turning to look at him. “Uhh, I’m sorry. I missed what you said. Could you repeat that?”

      “I asked if you were okay. You had a weird look on your face.”

      “Oh.” Wade wet his lips and shifted the laptop into a different position on his thighs. “Yeah, I’m fine. I was just distracted. You ready to get back to work?”

      “Sure,” Trevor said slowly. He felt like he’d missed something important, but he didn’t have a clue what it was, so he shrugged it off.

      He allowed himself one last stretch, but when he twisted to the side, he spotted a framed photo of Wade with a blond-haired kid on his shoulders. World’s Best Dad was engraved on the silver frame.

      “Huh.” Trevor blinked. “You have a kid?”

      Wade glanced up from his laptop screen. “Yeah. Why do you sound so surprised?”

      “You’re gay.”

      “Thanks for letting me know. Hadn’t realized that.”

      “No, I mean…”

      “I know what you mean. But it’s still possible as a gay man. Adoption is legal, you know.”

      “Oh.” Trevor frowned. “So, like … you and your partner adopted him or what?”

      Wade’s mouth tightened. “That was the original plan, yeah. Unfortunately, Levi bailed on us the day Braden was born. I called him to let him know Braden’s birth mother was in labor and rather than join me at the hospital to meet our son, he packed his shit and left.”

      He said it flatly, without any real emotion, but the thought of it made Trevor suck in a breath. “Shit, man. That’s fucking horrible.”

      “It was both the worst and best day of my life,” Wade said tightly.

      Trevor winced. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. It’s been eleven years.”

      “He’s pretty small for an eleven-year-old.” Trevor nodded at the photo.

      “That was a few years ago. God, almost five, actually. We were visiting my sister out in Northern California. She has a horse ranch out there.”

      “Fancy.”

      “She’s worked hard for it.”

      Right.

      Trevor walked over to the couch and picked up the laptop he’d been using. People like Wade Cannon had no idea what hard work was. He and his sister had probably grown up in some rich-ass family who could afford shit like horseback riding and hockey and those other expensive hobbies.

      Wade fell silent, returning to scrolling through the chats, making a note on a legal pad beside him.

      Huh, he was a lefty. Trevor had never noticed that.

      He smelled good too. Trevor had never noticed that before either, but earlier they’d been sitting close enough on the couch that every breath filled Trevor’s lungs with something light and expensive. It made Trevor’s head spin.

      It was different being so up close and personal with his agent. They’d never spent this much time together. Never interacted this closely.

      It left Trevor with a weird, twitchy feeling he couldn’t quite shake.

      He ducked his head and kept reading. He’d rather have someone jab toothpicks under his fingernails or get crunched against the boards by Matty Carlson and Luke Crawford at the same time than sit here reading more of this shit.

      Trevor seriously could not understand how Malone got so much tail. He had the worst fucking lines and Trevor would swear that Malone copy and pasted that shit.

      Guess it made sense. He was all about the minimum effort. But Trevor could only read this stupid crap and lame attempt at dirty talk so many times before he lost his damn mind.

      Malone was a dick to women who turned him down too. It made Trevor’s skin crawl to see how fast he turned on them.

      Trevor skimmed for a while, finding more of the same until he hit something interesting. Malone talking about wanting to finger a girl in a club under the table. “Huh, wouldn’t have expected Malone to be into public sex.”

      “No?”

      “Well, I guess he is a show-off.” Trevor reconsidered it. “Maybe it makes sense.”

      “Exactly. Besides, a bit of exhibitionism can be fun,” Wade said, sounding a little distracted.

      “Seriously?” Trevor glanced over. “You’re into that?”

      Wade shrugged. “It depends on who I’m with and what the situation is but yes.”

      Hmm.

      Trevor raked his gaze across Wade, taking in the suit trousers that clung to his strong thighs and the crisp white button-down that was way, way less wrinkled than it had any right to be at this hour of the night. The sleeves of the shirt were rolled up neatly, revealing muscular, tan forearms and the throat was unbuttoned. His matching suit jacket was hung neatly on the back of his desk chair and earlier, he’d absently unknotted his tie and flung it off.

      A silver watch—probably a Rolex—hugged his wrist. Even at this hour, he looked buttoned up and formal.

      “Huh. You’re so stuffy. I never would have pictured you being the type to get kinky,” Trevor admitted.

      Wade smirked. “Dressing well doesn’t mean I’m not adventurous in bed.”

      “Sure. You probably have missionary sex with the lights out with your equally uptight boyfriend.”

      “I’m not seeing anyone.”

      “So, you jerk off in the dark under the covers alone then?” Trevor teased.

      Wade gave him an annoyed look. “No. I’m more likely to get on a hookup app and find someone who’s available to suck me off on lunch.”

      “Efficient,” Trevor countered. “Not particularly kinky.”

      Wade gave him a nonchalant shrug. “I went to a sex party last year. Is that adventurous enough for you?”

      Trevor’s jaw dropped. “You’re shitting me.”

      “Ha! No. Love that I managed to surprise you though.”

      “You don’t seem like the type.”

      “Oh, you might be surprised.”

      “How was it?” Trevor asked, curious. He’d never been to one.

      “It was fun. Well-organized. A good mix of tops and bottoms and plenty of guys who were vers.”

      Trevor itched to ask Wade what he was, but he was pretty sure that was a terrible idea. “I love that your criteria for a good sex party is being well-organized.”

      “You ever been to one that wasn’t planned well?”

      “Can’t say I’ve ever been to one of any kind,” Trevor muttered. “I’ve thought about it, but I figured it was too risky.”

      Wade let out a mock gasp. “You mean you actually do consider the PR angle before you make a decision?”

      “Oh, fuck you,” Trevor said, annoyed but a little bit amused by the chirp. “I’m not that bad.”

      “You were recently all over the sports gossip pages for a brawl on a sidewalk. Forgive me if I think that maybe you don’t take your career as seriously as you should.”

      “According to who?”

      “Whom.”

      “Fuck off,” Trevor said, his irritation rising. “Jesus Christ. That’s such classist bullshit. Shouldn’t be surprised coming from a guy like you though, I guess.”

      Wade arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean by that?”

      Trevor scowled. “You’re … you’re everything I hate.”

      “As much as I love being lumped into a group of people like that, you’re going to have to be more specific.”

      “Look, you’re the kind of guy who grew up with a silver spoon in your mouth and—”

      Wade’s loud burst of laughter made Trevor see red.

      “Oh, fuck you,” Trevor snarled. “This isn’t fucking funny.”

      “God, are you kidding me?” Wade asked, wiping at his eyes. “Born with a silver spoon in my mouth? Try the complete fucking opposite.”

      “What?” A little of Trevor’s anger faded.

      “I didn’t grow up with money, Trevor. I grew up so poor I wore my neighbor’s hand-me-downs and the kids in school constantly made fun of me and everything about my life. They made fun of my clothes, my shoes, the car my parents drove, our house …”

      Trevor blinked. “Really?”

      “Really. Some days we were lucky to have food on the table. I got enough to eat because the lunch lady slipped me the extras they were going to throw out. Hockey was my ticket out of poverty. I was lucky enough to have a coach who believed in me and organized a fundraiser—and probably spent a hell of a lot of his own money—just to get me gear.” There was real venom in Wade’s voice. “So, fuck you for making an assumption about what kind of man I am. Everything I have, I worked my ass off to get.”

      “Oh.” Trevor looked down, setting his laptop on the coffee table, and feeling guilty. “I uh, I got lucky too. There was some scholarship set up for kids who couldn’t afford gear or the stupid fees. I wouldn’t be where I am now if it wasn’t for that.”

      “You know, I think that makes your attitude more frustrating,” Wade said, his jaw tight. “You know how hard it can be to get to a pro career and you still don’t take it seriously!”

      “I take it seriously!” Trevor protested.

      “Do you? Because you could have fucking fooled me. You sure don’t act like it.”

      “You have no idea how hard I worked to rehab my ankle!”

      “Yeah? Well then tell me why you were out getting in fights and getting drunk this winter!”

      “I’m not … Ugh. Malone started that stupid fight! I was helping Kelly stop it.”

      “And the drinking?”

      “A guy’s not allowed to enjoy himself?”

      “He is, if it’s not hurting his career.” Wade set his laptop aside and turned to face him.

      “How is it hurting my career?” Trevor protested. “I’m not the one who got benched for showing up drunk. That was Malone. Don’t paint me with the same brush as him. I’ll admit I’ve been a little hungover a few times over the years but that’s the worst of it. I’ve been trying to clean up my act since my injury!”

      “Well, it hasn’t been terribly obvious.” Wade’s tone was dry.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are? My dad?” Trevor snapped.

      “No, I think I’m the guy who’s trying to get you the best endorsement deals possible, but you’ve done nothing but make my life a hell of a lot harder by fighting me every single step of the way. It’s irresponsible and childish and you’re going to have to grow up someday.”

      “Oh, fuck you.” Trevor rose to his feet, glaring down at Wade. “I raised my goddamn sister when my mom was juggling too many jobs trying to keep the lights on. I went to school, played hockey, and worked. I basically didn’t sleep in high school because there were never enough hours in the day. I think now that I’ve got a little bit of money and freedom, I deserve to have a little bit of fun with it.”

      Wade stood too; his expression stricken. “Shit. I …”

      “Yeah.” Trevor clenched his jaw and glared at Wade. “So, you can lecture me all you goddamn want about being irresponsible, but I have my reasons for what I do, same as everybody else. I don’t have to justify it to you or anyone else.”

      “I didn’t know.” The sincerity on Wade’s face made Trevor’s anger ease a little but there was still tension thrumming through his body. “I’m sorry, Trevor.”

      “Well, maybe next time ask,” he spat back.

      Wade raised an eyebrow. “Would you have told me?”

      “If you’d asked politely, yeah I would have.”

      Wade snorted, stepping a little closer. “Oh, right. Because politeness is something that’s clearly so important to you.”

      “Yeah, well, when it comes to personal shit, maybe it does matter to me.” Trevor tilted his head back, realizing how close they stood. How much taller than him Wade was.

      “You know, I’m getting a little tired of your attitude. I’ve done nothing to deserve it.”

      “If you weren’t always getting in my face about shit, we wouldn’t have this problem,” he countered. His heart rate increased, fired up by the argument and the scent of Wade’s cologne and his dark eyes …

      Trevor reached out, grabbing Wade’s shirt, blood running hot in his veins.

      They stared at each other a moment, both of them breathing hard, Wade’s eyes burning with heat as he wet his lips, the moment charged, the energy crackling between them like a sparking power line.

      Was he angry or was he turned on? God, maybe both. It was hard to tell anymore. Whatever this energy was it needed a release.

      With a desperate groan, Trevor hauled Wade in, clashing their mouths together in an angry, biting kiss.

      He knew it was a terrible idea, but he wanted to push Wade, goad him into doing something.

      For a fraction of a second, Wade froze, then let out a groan, grabbing Trevor’s upper arms as he kissed him back.

      Oh. They were doing this then.

      Wade’s mouth tasted like soy sauce, garlic, and anger. Trevor tilted his head, licking his way between Wade’s lips, fisting his hair in his hand as he deepened the kiss, heat shooting through him. Wade slid a large palm across Trevor’s shoulder and up his neck, tangling his fingers in Trevor’s hair and tugging.

      The sharp bite of it sent a shudder clear through Trevor’s body and he let out a gasp.

      Wade groaned, hauling him closer, one hand on his hip as he pressed their bodies tightly together. Trevor stumbled, bumping his calf against the coffee table.

      Trevor had never had anyone manhandle him so easily, but he always gave as good as he got and pushed Wade back onto the couch. He landed with a thud and both of them froze, staring at each other.

      Before either of them could second guess it, Trevor dropped to his knees, grateful for the cushion of the thick rug below. He reached for Wade’s belt, undoing the silver clasp, the rich scent of leather rising to meet his nose. Wade scrambled to undo the button as Trevor unzipped him. It took a moment to get his cock out of the confines of the fabric but when he did, it lay thick in Trevor’s hand, not fully hard yet but getting close.

      Trevor let out a little groan and dropped his head, bathing the length of Wade’s dick in spit.

      Wade let out a hiss and he dropped a hand to Trevor’s head, his palm warm. “You gonna suck my cock?”

      Obviously, Trevor thought, but he didn’t say it aloud. He merely worked up some moisture in his mouth and spat, smoothing the lubrication along Wade’s dick with his tongue before he plunged down over it. Wade wasn’t long but damn was he thick, thick enough to make Trevor’s jaw ache.

      His own cock was hard, pressing uncomfortably against the fly of his jeans, and he shifted into a better position as he worked Wade over with his hand. The salty taste of Wade’s pre-cum dragged against his tongue when he teased into the slit.

      God, Wade had a nice dick.

      Despite the ache in his jaw, Trevor kept going, pulling out all the stops with a spit-slicked hand and tight swirling suction. He reached up, brushing his thumb across Wade’s nipple through the fabric of his shirt.

      Wade groaned, both hands on the back of Trevor’s head now, pushing him deeper onto his cock. A little rough and not very nice but so good.

      Trevor retaliated by using his teeth, a little, dragging them gently across the flared head on an upstroke.

      Wade let out a desperate noise and bucked up into his mouth, his grip tightening. “Fuck, you’re gonna get me close fast.”

      He sounded awed.

      Trevor pulled off, despite Wade’s grip on his head. “You can fuck my throat. I can take it.”

      Wade’s eyes glittered as he stared, his chest heaving. “Where do you want me to come?”

      “In my mouth. C’mon. Get up.” He slapped at Wade’s thigh. Honestly, he’d love to have Wade cover his face in cum, but it was too messy. He’d wind up with jizz spots all over his black shirt.

      Wade gave him a disgruntled look, but he rose to his feet and shoved his trousers down to mid-thigh.

      Fuck, Wade had great legs too. Hockey players’ thighs for sure. He must have kept up on his workouts after his retirement.

      He was tan everywhere except a stripe where his bathing suit covered, and he had neatly trimmed dark hair at the base of his cock.

      His thick, thick cock.

      Mouth watering, Trevor grabbed the base and sank down over him again. Wade gripped his hair and guided his head, quickly working back up to a fast, hard rhythm. Trevor loved it, felt the same rush he got on the ice as he took Wade’s dick.

      He choked a little, still getting used to the feel of him in the back of his throat, spit dripping down his chin.

      “God this is good,” Wade said with a smug grin as he stared down at him. “I like the sounds you make when you take my cock in your throat. So much better than the yapping you do otherwise.”

      Trevor let out a gurgled sound of annoyance but Wade just laughed.

      “C’mon, I’m close. You can get me there, can’t you? You clearly know your way around a cock …”

      Trevor burned at the thought, hating that Wade was essentially calling him a cock-slut. A part of him loved that though. Loved how dirty it made him feel to know that Wade thought he was good at this.

      He hardly ever got on his knees for a man because too few of them knew how to push his buttons. But oh, Wade was good at it.

      Trevor relaxed his aching jaw and opened his throat, letting Wade push in deeper, his grip tight in Trevor’s hair.

      “Fuck, fuck, yeah just like that,” Wade panted.

      More spit slid down Trevor’s chin and his cock was so hard in his jeans he ached, but he kept going, the wet sounds and the casual way Wade used him making him throb.

      Wade pushed deep one final time before he stilled. Trevor closed his eyes, his nose buried deep in Wade’s pubes, loving the rhythmic flutter against his tongue as Wade pumped into Trevor’s mouth with a deep, low groan, filling his mouth with cum.

      Just as Trevor was getting lightheaded, Wade pulled back.

      Trevor trailed his tongue along the length of Wade’s shaft as he slid away and for a moment, a strand of the pearly liquid stretched between Wade’s dick and Trevor’s mouth.

      Panting, Trevor gulped in air and wiped at his mouth, fingers trembling.

      Unable to think of anything but getting himself off, he sat back on his heels, fumbling to get his dick out of his pants. He spat in his palm, then slid his hand up and down his cock in a few rough tugs. He looked up at Wade, whose intent stare only fueled the need building low in the pit of his stomach.

      Wade’s chest heaved, his trousers around his thighs and his cock still out, still shiny from Trevor’s spit.

      “Are you gonna come for me?” Wade asked and Trevor shuddered. He spat in his hand again and worked himself harder.

      Trevor yanked up his shirt as he came with a low groan, throwing his head back.

      Eyes closed, he worked himself through the shuddering release, panting at the warm spatter of cum against his abs. He breathed for a minute, soaking in the heady rush of his orgasm.

      When he opened his eyes, Wade was still staring down at him, looking a little dazed.

      Trevor turned away, grabbing the napkins from the Chinese takeout, trying to hide his smug smile. He wiped at his face, then mopped the cum off his abs before tossing the crumpled paper back on the table.

      That seemed to shake Wade out of his stupor, and he tucked his dick away, zipping up his trousers. The buckle of his belt jingled softly; the room otherwise silent.

      “God, if I’d known that was what it took to shut you up …” Wade murmured. “We might have done that sooner.”

      “Oh, fuck off.” Trevor glared as he rose to his feet.

      Wade gave him a smirk in response. “I’m just giving you shit. You’re fun to rile up.”

      “Asshole.” But Trevor was smiling, glad Wade wasn’t pissed about the turn the night had taken.

      Wade shook his head. “Well, it’s good to see that despite this being a terrible choice, at least nothing’s changed between us.”

      Wade wasn’t wrong about it being a terrible choice.

      God, what had possessed Trevor to suck his agent’s dick?

      He was hot, yeah. And well, he was a lot more tolerable when he was groaning out Trevor’s name instead of lecturing him. But it was pretty fucking risky.

      Despite questioning the sanity of what they’d done, Trevor laughed. “Yeah, uh, I probably shouldn’t have grabbed you and kissed you like that,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck, feeling a little awkward.

      “And I definitely shouldn’t have kissed you back.” Wade’s tone was dry, and he rubbed his palms over his face. He had great hands. Big, with broad palms. “So much for my lectures about behaving professionally.”

      Trevor had to laugh at that. “Well, it’s definitely going to be harder to take them seriously after that.”

      “Like you ever took me seriously in the first place.”

      “You have a point.”
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      Wade and Trevor stared awkwardly at each other until the beep of Wade’s phone pulled his attention away. He swiped it from the table and grimaced. “Shit, I’ve gotta head out. I need to go pick my son up. He’ll be wondering where I am.”

      “Ahh.” Trevor reached for a bottle of water and took a sip. “Wouldn’t want that.”

      “He’s at his friend’s house,” Wade said, feeling oddly defensive. “They’ve been best friends since preschool, and he loves being over there. I try to be home at night to make sure he’s off to bed at a decent time. We spend more time together on the weekends, of course. And if I have to work late, I usually try to do it from home.”

      Trevor stared blankly, one eyebrow raised. “Sure. That makes sense.”

      “So.” Wade cleared his throat, annoyed at himself for overexplaining because he felt awkward. “Are you, uh, ready to call this a night then?”

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t want you to leave your son hangin’ if he’s expecting you home. It’s important for a kid to have his dad around.”

      Wade paused, staring at Trevor a moment, surprised by his sincere tone. Trevor wet his lips, glancing away.

      That snapped Wade out of his trance, and he cleared his throat again. “Right, so let’s get this cleaned up.”

      Wade swept the cum-soaked tissues into the empty takeout bag and tied it tight before dropping it into the trash beside his desk. God, what the fuck had he been thinking? He’d gotten a blowjob from a client. That was … Jesus, that was inappropriate.

      He didn’t know of any specific company rules prohibiting it, but surely this crossed a line. How could he be objective about the career of a guy he was sleeping with?

      He glanced up to see Trevor with his hands shoved in his back pockets. When their gazes met, he reached out and picked up the laptop he’d been using, offering it to Wade. “You need this back?”

      “Please.” Wade took both laptops, plugging one in and stowing the other in its leather case. He turned off the desk lamp, gathered his belongings, then slipped on his suit jacket. It had been warm this morning so he hadn’t brought an overcoat.

      Wade retrieved the Chinese takeout in the refrigerator, then turned to face Trevor.

      “You can head out if you want,” Wade offered. “Thanks for, uh …”

      A little smirk lit up Trevor’s face. “Sucking your dick?”

      Wade smiled helplessly back, simultaneously amused and horrified. “I was going to say helping with the investigation, but I, uh, certainly enjoyed the dick sucking as well.”

      God had that been good. A little bit dirty and wrong but Jesus was it hot.

      “Guess you’re not quite as uptight as I thought you were,” Trevor said with a grin. “Good to know.”

      “This is a one-time thing though,” Wade warned him. He took one final glance around the office to make sure there was nothing incriminating in sight. Thank God his office had shades on the interior window to the main office and he usually kept them down. They were now and if someone had popped into the office at this late hour, he doubted anyone had heard them. “We shouldn’t continue it.”

      “Right. We definitely shouldn’t.”

      Trevor’s tone was easy enough but somehow Wade wasn’t entirely convinced by it. He took hold of Trevor’s elbow, his bare skin warm under Wade’s fingertips. “I mean it. This could be very bad for both of us if it got out.”

      Trevor shrugged. “Well, I’m not going to go around bragging about it.”

      “Ouch.” Wade shot him a look and let go.

      “I keep all my hookups low-key,” Trevor said with a shrug. “Don’t take it personally, dude.”

      Wade chuckled and pulled open the door, gesturing for Trevor to proceed him out. “I will admit, that’s something I’ve noticed about you. I’ve never caught a whiff of any drama around your relationships.”

      “What relationships?”

      Wade flicked off the lights in his office, then locked it behind him. The main office space was dim and quiet. No lights glowed from inside offices and the monitors in the cubicles were all dark. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, relieved to see that they’d probably gotten away with this hookup.

      “You don’t date at all?” he asked Trevor as they walked toward the elevators.

      “Uh, no. Like I said. I had plenty of responsibility when I was younger. I’m good with what I’m doing now.”

      “So, if you met the perfect person, you wouldn’t change your mind?”

      Trevor shrugged. “I’m not looking so I don’t think I’m likely to stumble across them, you know? I guess if I did, I’d consider it, but no one’s ever seemed worth the fuss. What about you?”

      “Honestly, pretty much the same,” Wade said thoughtfully. “I haven’t dated in years. Hookups have never turned into anything serious, and I don’t have time for a relationship.”

      “Do you want one?”

      “It would be nice, but, no, I don’t expect it,” Wade admitted. He held open the main office door and they exited into the hallway, the door locking behind them. “Maybe I’ll think more about it when Braden’s older and our lives are a little less crazy.”

      Trevor shoved his hands into his pockets as they waited for the elevator. “Is your kid a hockey player?”

      “No. We play street hockey for fun sometimes, but he’s not interested in team sports. He just likes doing his own thing.”

      “You cool with that?”

      Wade glanced over. “Of course. He’s not me. He doesn’t have to do anything or be anyone he doesn’t want to be.”

      Trevor looked straight ahead. “Lucky kid.”

      “Nah, that’s just being a decent dad.”

      “Yeah, from what I’ve seen, those are in pretty short supply. Like I said, he’s lucky.”

      “Some of your teammates are good dads,” Wade pointed out as the elevator doors slid open. “Or will be in the future.”

      “Sure. But then there’s Malone’s kids.”

      Wincing, Wade followed Trevor into the elevator. “There’s that.”

      “Do you feel guilty about that whole thing?” Trevor’s tone was curious.

      “No.” Wade’s tone was flat. He jabbed the button for the ground floor. “I mean, if the situation with Malone means he leaves the team in disgrace or has to deal with criminal charges, I will feel sympathy for his wife and children. But he made his choices and it’s beyond time men like him answer for them. I have nothing to feel guilty about.”

      “Yeah, that’s fair, I guess.” Trevor leaned against the elevator wall, appearing less tense and combative than he’d been before their hookup, more relaxed. “But it sucks to grow up without a dad.”

      “Yeah, I’d imagine so.”

      Wade had been lucky. His parents had struggled financially and gotten divorced when he was in middle school but both had remained involved in his life.

      Trevor and Wade were both silent as they walked across the lobby to the parking structure. They paused inside it and Wade turned to look.

      “Obviously we’ll have to work around your playoff schedule, and I know you need some time to unwind but I’d like to meet with you again in a few days to go through some more of the chat logs if you’re willing.”

      “Sure.”

      “Uh, there won’t be a repeat of the earlier situation though,” Wade reminded him, shifting the leftover Chinese food into his other arm.

      “Got it.” Trevor nodded. “Shame though, it was fun.”

      He licked his lips, winked, then turned away without another word.

      Wade shook his head and walked toward his car, torn between amusement and horror. What the hell had he gotten himself into?

      But as Wade drove home, his thoughts drifted from the steamy memories of Trevor on his knees to the almost melancholy tone in his voice as he talked about fathers.

      Trevor was quite the enigma.

      He’d grown up with a single mom and younger sister but beyond that, Wade didn’t know much about him at all. He hadn’t signed with Premier Talent until a few years ago, so Wade had never met his family.

      His father was still alive as far as Wade knew, but he didn’t appear to be involved in Trevor’s life whatsoever. From what Trevor had said, he’d been an absent father at the very least. Possibly a deadbeat dad if his mom was forced to work multiple jobs to take care of him and his sister.

      It made Wade curious to know more. He didn’t suppose Trevor was likely to open up to him easily, but it would be interesting to see if he could pry a few tidbits of information out of him.

      Whatever came of this investigation into Malone, the upside was that Wade was getting to know his client better.

      He felt a glimmer of regret.

      In the past, had he neglected to do his job and focused too much on some of his bigger clients? That was the typical approach in most agencies.

      The big names got more time and attention. Their deals were larger, their schedules more packed, and the demands on the agent more pressing. But sometimes the smaller guys did get left behind.

      Wade had confidence in the agents below him, but he wondered if he’d fobbed off too many of his smaller names. Maybe he should make more of an effort to get to know his less successful guys. Maybe better relationships would lead to better outcomes for both of them.

      Something to consider at least.

      And, God help him, Wade was starting to have at least a small, grudging bit of respect for Trevor Underhill.

      The sated, content hum in the back of his brain couldn’t be ignored either. He’d gotten a hell of a blowjob from his client.

      He should feel guilty about that. He did feel guilty. But damn it had been good. One of the best blowjobs he’d ever had.

      After that wink in the parking garage, a small, guilty part of Wade felt the pull to do it again, which was utter insanity.

      Once was stupid.

      Twice was downright idiotic.
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Wade said to Erica McKinney after she opened the door to the red-brick home two doors down from his own.

      “Oh, no problem. The kids are up in Billy’s room, and Max and I are watching the game.”

      “Dallas vs. Portland?”

      “Yep. Want to join us?”

      Wade glanced at his watch. “Let me at least let Braden know I’m here and see what he wants.”

      She scoffed. “He’ll want to keep gaming with Billy.”

      “Probably. But I’ll run up and talk with him a minute, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.” She waved him off. “You know where everything is. Help yourself to a beer. We’ll be in the family room.”

      He smiled. “Thanks.”

      That was the great thing about having been friends with the McKinneys for so long. He knew their house as well as his own and they treated him like family.

      Wade knocked on Billy’s door. Although it had a big ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on it, the door was cracked open and the sounds of the kids hollering and laughing filtered out. Definitely gaming. They probably had headsets on and would never hear him no matter how hard he knocked.

      He pushed the door open a little further. The boys sat side by side, staring at Billy’s computer gaming setup. For a moment Wade watched them, enjoying how happy Braden looked and how easily he laughed with his friend.

      Wade called out Braden’s name but when he didn’t answer, he walked toward them.

      When he touched his shoulder, Braden jerked in surprise. He pulled his headset off and twisted to look at Wade.

      “Oh, it’s you.”

      “Yup. Your favorite dad has arrived.”

      Braden’s face fell. “Do we have to go home?”

      “No. You don’t have school tomorrow, so I was thinking about watching the game with Erica and Max for a bit. You guys can stay up playing until then.”

      It was some sort of in-service day at the school tomorrow so why not?

      “Awesome!”

      Wade got a rare smile from Braden, then he was immediately ignored as he turned back to the game.

      It shouldn’t sting. Wade knew this was a normal part of his kid growing up, but it had been just the two of them for so long. They’d been close when Braden was little, and it was hard to watch him pull away.

      But they wouldn’t solve that tonight, so Wade jogged down the stairs, got a drink, then took a seat on the large sectional kitty-corner to his neighbors.

      Max lifted a hand in greeting. “Hey, man. Good to see you.”

      “Sorry, work has been …” He waved a hand vaguely, knowing Max would understand. “What have you two been up to lately?”

      “Work, mostly,” Erica said. She and Max owned a successful business consulting firm.

      “Tell me about it,” Wade said with a groan.

      They made small talk about their careers and half-watched the hockey game. It wasn’t an exciting one. The Dallas Steers were ahead 3-1 and the Portland Comets didn’t seem to be trying.

      During the second intermission, when Wade got up to stretch and grab another beer, Erica looked him up and down. “You look unusually rumpled. Rough day at work, huh?”

      “Ahh, you could say that.”

      She smirked. “Or did you make a detour on your way home for something a little more fun?”

      “No,” he protested automatically.

      “Leave him be, Erica,” Max said, his tone mild.

      “What? I just asked.”

      “I … let me use the bathroom and I’ll be back,” Wade said. “Anyone want anything?”

      “You could get me a beer. Oh, and some of those BBQ chips I like so much,” Max called.

      “You’re supposed to be watching your cholesterol,” Erica gently chastised. “You know what the doctor said …”

      Wade left the room to the sounds of their good-natured bickering, going straight for the guest bathroom.

      Listening to his friends’ gentle marital squabbles shouldn’t have made him wistful but it did. He’d meant what he said earlier to Trevor. He wasn’t hoping for a relationship. He’d acknowledged that where he was in life right now wasn’t compatible with that.

      But watching happy couples—and Erica and Max definitely were one—sometimes made a stab of longing go through him. He thought that was what he and Levi could have been like if Levi hadn’t gotten cold feet.

      Levi had sent him a letter a few years after Braden was born.

      He’d apologized for his immaturity and that he hadn’t been more honest about his fears of committing to raising a child. He’d explained why he’d run and how sorry he was that he’d left Wade in the lurch to raise Braden alone.

      It had helped. It hadn’t erased the hurt but at least it had softened a little of Wade’s anger and resentment. He’d gotten to a point where he could admit it had been for the best. Better for Braden to have never known the man at all than to have him walk out when he was old enough to remember him as a father.

      And Wade had been upfront about it when Braden asked where he came from and why he didn’t have another mom or dad living with them. Braden hadn’t blinked at the idea that Wade was gay and that he was adopted. He’d asked a few more questions about Levi, then seemed to drop the idea.

      But it always left Wade feeling vaguely guilty, like he’d robbed Braden of the chance to have another parent.

      Wade washed his hands and stared at himself in the mirror, making a face at his reflection. He did look a little rumpled. Erica had been right about that.

      Wade usually was so careful with his appearance, but he’d apparently lost his common sense today.

      He raked a hand through his hair until it lay a little neater but there was nothing to be done about his wrinkled shirt.

      At least there were no incriminating stains anywhere.

      Erica wasn’t going to let this drop though. She and Max knew about his occasional hookups. They’d never once acted judgmental about it, merely playfully teased him the way good friends did about anything.

      But this situation with Trevor was different. He’d mixed business with pleasure and the first rule of any kind of PR was that the fewer people who knew about something the better.

      Wade shouldn’t tell them.

      He opened the bathroom door and made a beeline for the kitchen, retrieving two bottles of beer and the bag of chips Max had requested.

      Max and Erica were snuggled up on the sectional, intently watching the game.

      Max took the food and drinks with a thank you, and Erica shot him a curious glance.

      “So, you ducked out of here pretty quick when I asked about a hookup. If you don’t want to talk about it for some reason, I’m not going to pressure you. I’m a little bit surprised is all. We’re all usually pretty open.”

      Wade nodded. They were. Erica and Max had talked about the time they’d opened up their marriage to try including other people and that they’d ultimately decided against it and gone back to being monogamous.

      They were open-minded people and he’d never once hesitated to share something with them. He trusted them but this situation made him nervous.

      Wade scrubbed his hands over his face, debating. He did need to get this off his chest. It should be fine as long as he worded it carefully

      “Tonight, I may have, uh, hooked up with someone I shouldn’t have.”

      Erica raised an eyebrow. “Why shouldn’t you have?”

      Wade twisted the cap off his beer and grimaced. “There’s a potential work conflict. It was stupid and reckless to do in the first place.”

      “But you enjoyed it?” she asked shrewdly.

      “I enjoyed it.” He thought again of Trevor’s mouth and the look in his eyes as he’d choked on his cock.

      Wade wasn’t a reckless sort of man but clearly Trevor brought out something distinctly stupid in him.

      “It won’t happen again though,” he said firmly.

      “Of course not.” Erica’s eyes danced with amusement.

      Max laughed and Wade let out a rueful chuckle.

      “No, really. It shouldn’t happen again.”

      “Right. But if it does, let me know if I need to keep Braden overnight.” Erica winked.

      “Oh no, it’s not like that,” he protested.

      “I’m just saying, you never do much for yourself, Wade. You’re a great dad and a great agent, but you do very little that’s just for you. You’re going to burn out eventually. You deserve to have something that makes you happy.”

      “That’s selfish though,” he protested. “At least in this case.”

      “Well, it won’t kill you to live a little bit dangerously once,” Erica offered.

      “I think I already did,” he admitted.

      “Well, once or twice more won’t hurt then. What’s the phrase, in for a penny?”

      “My wife is a bad influence.” Chuckling, Max dropped a kiss on the top of her head and pulled her closer. “But that’s one of the things I love about her.”

      Wade smiled at them both, feeling a little wistful again. If Levi had been a better man, that could have been them. If he’d been as committed to building a family as Wade was, as committed to it as Levi had insisted he was when they met with the adoption agency, he could be the one in a loving relationship.

      But Levi hadn’t been the things he’d promised to be.

      Wade was single.

      Trevor was a terrible choice to hook up with again.

      And Wade was just going to have to turn his attention to what he should have been focused on in the first place.

      Namely, raising his son and being the best damn agent around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nice, nice! I like that, Underhill,” Coach Horton called out. “Run it again.”

      Trevor groaned at their D-coach’s words. “We did good, so he wants us to do it again. Some sense that makes,” he muttered to his teammate.

      Cory Burgess smirked, knocking their elbow pads together. “Hey, you signed up for this job.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      That was hockey, baby.

      Trevor grinned as he lined up for the drill again. He was sweaty and tired from practice, but Coach Horton had been right that he and Burgess needed to work on their puck retrievals and preventing defensive zone breakaways, and he was beginning to see a difference in their play.

      Theriault was already a whizz at that shit. Trevor was never going to have that kind of speed, but Horton’s drill was starting to make sense to him.

      “I wanna see more speed,” Horton shouted. “I don’t care how tired you are now. Think how tired you’ll be if we go into double overtime in one of these games. C’mon, let’s move.”

      He blew the whistle, and they were off.

      Trevor skated fast into the corner, attacking the puck at an angle so he didn’t lose speed. It felt more fluid now, and he feinted like Coach Horton had demonstrated, twisting his upper body to trick the opposing team’s attacker into thinking he was going one way when he was heading in another.

      They were running half-ice drills, which was a little less taxing because Trevor only had to cover part of the ice, but he was still exhausted by the time they finished.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, bent over with his gloves on his thighs, winded.

      “Now do you see why Frenchie’s so strict about everything?” Burgess teased.

      Too tired to come up with a better retort, Trevor stood and facewashed him. Burgess let out an annoyed sound and batted Trevor’s stinky glove away.

      They squabbled playfully for a bit as they skated off the ice. Some days, Trevor missed skating with Kelly. They’d been paired for a while. So had Trevor and Malone. But Gabriel Theriault’s chemistry with Kelly on-ice earlier this season had meant some pretty significant shakeups in their lineup.

      It was working.

      And Trevor knew why Horton was pushing them so hard now. As deep as their defense was, they could always be better. Nothing was close to being a sure shot with Detroit yet, but they were up two.

      They’d been easy wins. Well, not easy. Nothing in playoff hockey could ever be called easy but Detroit was down to their third-string goalie after several injuries, and they hadn’t been playing with much energy this series.

      Anything could change in the next few games but if the Otters could get their skills dialed in before the next one, it was worth pushing the team a little harder now when they weren’t completely gassed by this series.

      Exhausting, but worth it.

      Trevor took his time after practice in the training room, getting a rubdown from Mark, one of the massage therapists. Trevor lay on his stomach, facedown on the table, and let his mind wander, wincing occasionally when Mark hit a particularly sore spot.

      They had the game tonight and he had plans to meet up with Malone for a private party after.

      Coach Daniels would be pissed if he found out—they weren’t supposed to be partying during the playoffs at all—but it was a good opportunity for Trevor to get Malone talking and he’d promised Wade he’d keep trying to dig up dirt.

      Trevor shivered a little at the memory of how hot it had been to suck Wade off.

      He wouldn’t have minded a bit of help from Wade’s hand or mouth too but maybe if they had another late-night, reviewing chat logs …

      Trevor stifled a laugh.

      God, he was a glutton for punishment. He knew it was a bad idea to hook up with Wade again but damn if it wasn’t tempting.

      And Trevor rarely said no to temptation.

      He had laid off the weed during this playoff run.

      He didn’t smoke a lot during the season anyway, but he enjoyed it occasionally. Sometimes he was a little sluggish at practice the next day though and he could feel it in his breathing when he smoked heavily. With Malone still benched, the coaches had been putting more pressure on him and Burgess to perform and he couldn’t afford to slow down.

      Trevor was doing better than their call-ups but his stupid ankle injury had been a glaring reminder that if he didn’t do well, there would be plenty of guys more than happy to take his spot.

      “You’re all set, bud,” Mark said, lightly slapping the back of his calf. “Unless there’s something else you need worked on.”

      “Nope, I’m good,” Trevor said with a groan as he levered off the table. “Thanks, man.”

      “Sure.” Mark grinned. “Go win us a Cup and I’ll call it even.”

      “Ha.” Trevor fist bumped him. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Trevor thought about it as he showered in the locker room, wondering what it would be like to win a second Cup with the team. He’d been here with the Otters for their first win two years ago but a lot of the celebrations after had been a giant drunken blur.

      Trevor had lost himself in booze and women—plus a few men—and the team celebrations. His sister had come to the parade, and he’d had his Cup Day back in Missouri with his mom and her.

      His high school coach had been there and a lot of people who had called him a loser growing up were suddenly clamoring for his attention.

      But Trevor hadn’t appreciated what that win meant until last year when they’d lost to Toronto.

      He’d hated the way he’d felt at the end of the summer, aimless and missing that connection to the team. The Otters were as much of a family as his own. Maybe more, since these days he spent way more time with these guys than his mom or sister.

      But he couldn’t get too attached.

      Rosters changed and if the rumor that Murphy, Hartinger, and Lindholm were all retiring at the end of the season was true, it meant there would be big shakeups to the team soon.

      Trevor knew better than anyone that nothing lasted. No one stuck around. But those guys had been here since he joined as an AHL call-up.

      Somehow, he’d miraculously managed to stick it out and hold on to a spot on the roster.

      Trevor had spent the first season with the team sure his good fortune would end any day. He’d always expected to be sent down again but Daniels had made it known that he saw a place for him here with this team.

      Very little in Trevor’s life had ever been stable and secure but he thought guiltily of Wade’s comments last night about how he should appreciate what he had.

      Maybe Wade did have a point.

      Trevor had worked hard to get here. Worked hard to stay. Even through those long, grueling months of PT and the setbacks he’d had with his ankle, he’d hoped to make it back. He’d wanted nothing more than to be with the team again.

      There was no way in hell he was going to turn into Murphy, Lindholm, and Theriault with their careful decisions about tracking every single macronutrient they got and how many minutes of sleep they had a night. But maybe he should be a little more careful about what choices he made.

      He was an unrestricted free agent and his contract was up next year. He needed to prove that he deserved to stay here long-term. If the team needed the cap space to lure in some new talent, he’d be expendable.

      “Hey, Underhill, you okay?”

      Trevor looked up at his captain, wondering if Murph had a secret ability to know when anyone on his team thought of him. And then he realized that he’d been sitting in the wet room in a towel staring blankly at his locker for the past few minutes and Murphy was probably worried about him.

      “Yeah,” Trevor said. He stood and tossed his towel into the nearby hamper. He slid his underwear on, the fabric sticking to his damp skin. “I’m good. Just a little bit gassed from practice.”

      “Are we going too hard on you?” Murphy asked with a frown.

      “Nah, I’ll be fine.” Trevor slid on jeans, hopping a little to get the snug denim up over his thighs and butt. “I’ll be ready for tonight’s game, I promise.”

      “Okay,” Murphy said, sounding a little reluctant. “Ankle’s feeling good?”

      “Ankle feels great,” Trevor assured him. “How’s your hip?”

      Zane grimaced. “Not great. Taking some maintenance days during practices to rest so I can push whenever it’s needed.”

      Trevor nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “It does. It sucks, but it makes sense.”

      They both laughed.

      “I hated being out for so much of this season,” Trevor admitted. “I felt useless.”

      “I get it. But you’re strong and healthy now and it’ll be nice to have a well-rested D-man to get us through the postseason.” Murphy clapped him on the back, smiling. “And if I haven’t said it before now, I appreciate what you’re doing.”

      Murph didn’t say the “with the Malone situation” part aloud but he didn’t need to. They both knew exactly what he meant.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” Trevor said quietly, and Murphy nodded, a little of the tension slipping from his shoulders.

      “Yeah, I don’t like it, but I think it’s our only choice.”

      Trevor couldn’t argue that.

      “You haven’t found anything concrete yet?” Murphy asked quietly.

      Trevor shook his head. “I’m trying, Cap, but I’ve gotta be careful about how I approach this.”

      “I know.” Murphy frowned. “I’m not trying to push you. I just hate this hanging over our heads.”

      “I do too.”

      The whole situation left a rotten feeling in Trevor’s gut as he said goodbye to his captain and some of the equipment guys, then threw some stuff in his bag.

      He didn’t doubt that the organization needed to get Malone out but God did he hate being the person they were relying on.

      Trevor could handle the pressure of hockey no problem. He was a good clutch guy in the playoffs. Pressure to win fired him up.

      But this … this felt like something that no one would win.

      Out in the hallway, his phone buzzed in his pocket, and he reached for it just as he spotted Maureen coming out of Coach Daniel’s office.

      “Hey, you.” She smiled brightly.

      Trevor gave her a double take. “Hey. What are you doing here? You’re usually at the arena.”

      She worked out of the head office and didn’t spend much time at the practice rink.

      She shrugged and lifted a copy paper box. It rattled a little. “They needed someone to pick up some crap that got sent over here by mistake. I volunteered.”

      “Want some help carrying it out to your car?”

      “Oh, sure.” Her smile was sweet as she handed the box over. “Such a gentleman.”

      Trevor laughed, feeling a little awkward. “I dunno that anyone would say that about me but …”

      She shrugged. “Hey, you got me out of a jam that time when my car died. I appreciated it.”

      “Ehh, it was nothing. Hey, how’s Frank doing?”

      “Oh my God, he’s getting so big.” She dug in her purse and pulled out her phone. “Let me show you.”

      “Yeah, you haven’t sent any texts with pics of him lately. What’s up with that?” He nudged her elbow with his own.

      “Sorry. Things have been nuts lately. So busy, you know?”

      “I hear you.”

      She gave him a sympathetic look as she held open the door to the exit. “Yeah, your schedule is way worse than mine.”

      “It’s okay. Can’t complain. They pay me pretty well at least.”

      She laughed and they made small talk for a couple of minutes until they reached her car. He stowed the box in the back seat and shut the door.

      “Wanna see the Frank pics before you head out?”

      “Obviously,” he teased.

      Grinning, she held up her phone and he stepped closer, smiling down at her screen as she flipped through them. “Cute,” he said when she reached the end. “Frank’s the best. I can’t believe he let you put a tutu on him.”

      “Yeah he is,” she said with a grin.

      “Thanks for showing me.”

      “Sure. I’ll send you some the next time I do a photoshoot.”

      “Perfect.”

      As he opened his mouth to say goodbye, his stomach rumbled, reminding him he needed to eat. “I’m gonna have lunch at the Italian beef place around the corner. Want to grab a bite with me?”

      She grimaced. “I should get back. They’ll be expecting me. Besides …”

      Trevor arched an eyebrow. “Besides?”

      Her face tightened. “Well, I’m not sure it’s such a great idea for me to socialize with players. Things have been a little weird lately in the head office and I don’t want to give them a reason to think that I’m … involved with anyone or anything.”

      “Ahh. I get that.” He nodded and held up his hands, wondering if this was about the Malone situation. “No ulterior motive though. Just friends.”

      Her smile looked forced. “I hear you. It’s just not a good idea. Sorry.”

      “Hey, no need to apologize. You do whatever you think is best,” he said easily. “As long as you keep sending me pics of your dog. I’ve missed Frank!”

      Her expression lightened. “That I can do. See you, Trevor.”

      “See you around, Maureen!” he said with a wave and headed for his car in the player lot.

      His phone buzzed again, and he dug it out of his pocket to see Wade was calling. Huh, wonder why.

      “Hey, Trevor. Do you have time for lunch?” Wade asked as soon as Trevor answered.

      Trevor raised an eyebrow. “Are you asking me on a date?”

      “What? No,” Wade sputtered. “Of course not.”

      Trevor cackled. “Sorry, couldn’t resist. I just left practice and I was planning to grab a bite to eat before I head home. Why? You have some news?”

      “Not about the uh, research we’ve been doing. But yes, I have a potential endorsement deal for you to discuss. I know you have the game tonight and need to get a nap this afternoon, but I thought maybe we could meet halfway and discuss it over lunch. That’ll save you the time of heading downtown to my office.”

      “Oh. Yeah, umm, I could do that.”

      “Great. I’ll text you the location. Meet you in about forty-five minutes.”

      “Uh, sure. See you then.” Surprised but pleased, Trevor hung up the phone.
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      “You’re late,” Trevor drawled.

      Wade blinked at the sight of Trevor leaning against the brick façade of the restaurant, clearly waiting for him.

      “You’re …” He glanced at his smart watch. “Right. You’re on time and I’m late.”

      Trevor grinned. “Bet you never expected that.”

      “I did not,” Wade admitted. “Nice change of pace though.”

      “Gotta keep you on your toes.”

      Wade laughed as he held open the door for Trevor. “I appreciate that. I am sorry about being late though. Traffic.”

      “It’s cool.”

      Trevor brushed by, the leather of his jacket and the warm scent of his cologne pleasant as it teased Wade’s nostrils.

      “Ever been here before?” Wade asked.

      “I can’t say that I have.”

      “It’s good.”

      Wade checked in with the host and they were quickly seated on the patio in the back. It was a warm spring day and Trevor seemed relaxed as he took a seat across the small metal table.

      “Do you take all your … clients to restaurants in Boystown?” Trevor smirked, leaning back in his chair.

      “If I think they’ll enjoy it.” Wade ignored the innuendo that Trevor was more than a client. He gestured around. “And what’s not to like?”

      He’d picked the place as much for convenience as anything. It was halfway between The Loop and Evanston on Halstead Avenue.

      But the food was excellent and so was the atmosphere. The courtyard was cozy, tucked behind the brick restaurant with a fence on the other three sides. Big sails of fabric shaded the sunny space, and potted plants were scattered around the patio.

      When Wade had made the reservation, he’d decided Trevor would like the outdoor dining better than the more formal white linen tablecloths indoors. Wade took other clients to swanky restaurants offering fine dining but that was altogether the wrong touch for a guy like Trevor.

      “No, it’s good,” Trevor said with a smile as he shrugged out of his jacket, revealing a snug Otters’ T-shirt underneath. “Nice vibe.”

      “Hey, looks like we finally agreed on something,” Wade teased.

      Trevor’s smile turned smug. “Oh, I think we’ve agreed on a few things before now.” He wet his lips.

      Remembering the sight of Trevor swallowing his cock made Wade shift in his chair. Their knees brushed and Wade cleared his throat, trying to ignore the way Trevor’s tattoos wrapped around his biceps, visible below the edge of his gray T-shirt.

      “Yeah, we both enjoy Chinese takeout,” Wade replied as blandly as he could manage.

      Trevor laughed. “There’s that. Honestly, I think you invited me here because you were afraid to be alone with me in your office again.” He winked.

      Flustered, Wade unwrapped the napkin where it was tucked around his silverware, then spread the cloth over his lap. “That wasn’t it at all.”

      “Suuure.” Trevor licked his lips again. “We’ll go with that.”

      The waitress arrived and they ordered drinks—a sparkling mint cucumber water for Wade and iced tea for Trevor.

      “No booze?” Wade joked.

      Trevor shot him a look. “Even I don’t drink on game days. What’s your excuse? You’re not playing.”

      “Well, I’m driving, and I have to go back to the office after.”

      “Fair. I’m an asshole but I don’t get behind the wheel after drinking either.” Trevor glanced down at his menu. “So, what’s good here?”

      “I’ve certainly never had anything bad. The roasted half chicken is delicious and so is the salmon BLT.”

      Trevor nodded and stared a little longer before making a face over the top of his menu. “Why do places like this always have truffle fries? I know truffles are supposed to be fancy and shit, but they kinda taste like dirt to me.”

      Wade chuckled, leaning in. “Truthfully, I’m not wild about them either.”

      “And don’t get me fucking started on caviar. Had some of that shit at the benefit the team did on New Year’s Eve. Nasty.”

      “How do you feel about Champagne?”

      “Love it. The more the better.” Trevor smirked across the table, his eyes dancing. “Especially when Hartinger’s spraying me with a bottle of it after the Cup win.”

      Wade threw his head back and laughed. He could picture what mayhem the Otters’ locker room had been after that victory two years ago. “Well, hopefully you’ll get to experience that again this year.”

      Trevor groaned and set down his menu. “We can hope. What about you? Do you like it?”

      “I like Champagne, yes. I never won a Cup though, so I can’t say I’ve ever been a part of one of the post-win celebrations.”

      Trevor’s brow furrowed. “Huh. I didn’t realize that.”

      Wade shrugged. “Unfortunately, it didn’t work out for me. I played for a couple of good teams, but we could never seem to get our shit together at the right time.”

      “Do you regret it? Not winning, I mean.”

      “It would have been nice. It isn’t the big regret of my career though.”

      Trevor frowned. “What’s that?”

      “Not coming out.” His voice was tight.

      “That would have pretty much been career suicide then, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yes. But at least I would have had my integrity.”

      Trevor opened his mouth, but the waitress arrived with drinks, and they placed their food orders. After she was gone, Trevor looked him in the eye.

      “So, don’t keep me in suspense. What’s the endorsement deal?”

      “Oh.” Wade straightened. He’d been enjoying the conversation with Trevor so much he’d actually forgotten that this was supposed to be a business meeting. That was concerning.

      He reached for the strap of the leather briefcase he’d hooked on the back of his chair. “Let me show you the paperwork.”

      As he pulled it out, he idly wondered where he’d gone wrong in the past with Trevor. Had meeting in his office started them off on the wrong foot? Did he do better in a more casual setting like this? Or had their sexual encounter changed the dynamic between them and softened Trevor’s animosity?

      It was hard to believe that could have had a positive impact on their working relationship but it seemed to have made a difference.

      He cleared his throat. “So, it’s for a regional coffee chain. Eighth Sin Roasters are looking for you to do a commercial shoot and some social media posts. There’s a possibility of fan meet and greets as well, but I’d ask for more money if they want to include that.”

      Trevor hummed as he looked the paperwork over. “I do like their coffee.”

      “Always a good start. I think it makes endorsements more palatable and a lot more believable.”

      Trevor nodded.

      “What do you think of the terms?”

      “Honestly, they’re pretty good.” He glanced at Wade. “I mean, I know I’m not worth big money like some of the guys on the team but considering everything, it seems decent to me. What do you think?”

      “I think it’s great,” Wade admitted. “Eighth Sin is a company with a little bit of an edge and they’re not trying to be the next Starbucks. They’re younger, hipper. They’re trying to appeal to men and the younger demographic specifically, which I think you’re a good fit for. They’re small-ish at this point, but they’re willing to invest some money in this marketing campaign in order to expand.”

      Trevor would never get approached by luxury brands like Anders Lindholm or the big-name gear companies like Hartinger and Murphy. But this was right in his wheelhouse.

      “They had someone else in mind, but I pushed for you,” Wade admitted.

      “Huh. Really?”

      “Yes.”

      He leaned forward. “Is this what I get for sleeping with my agent? Special treatment?”

      His voice was pitched low, but Wade still flinched. “Absolutely not. I would never—”

      “Dude, I know. I was just teasing.”

      Wade took a deep breath. “Sorry. I don’t like the implication. I work hard for all my clients.”

      Trevor nodded.

      “I hope you know I would never, ever expect you to do anything—”

      “Oh God.” Trevor made a face. “No, I didn’t think that. What we did was one hundred percent because we both wanted to.”

      “Good. I had to be sure.”

      “I appreciate you being worried and all, but no one has ever made me do anything I don’t want to do.”

      Wade snorted, relaxing. “Now that I believe.”

      Trevor grinned and waggled the contract. “So, back to this. It looks doable to me and I’m glad you thought of me.”

      “I think it’s a matter of going after the right companies,” he said as he took a sip of his cucumber water. “I know you were pretty pissed about the energy drink deal earlier this year …”

      Trevor sighed. “I was. I was in a weird place then but I kind of get it now.”

      “Weird place in what way?”

      “Well, my ankle injury had me worried that my career was in the toilet and …”

      “It’s difficult when you’re out with an injury,” Wade said sympathetically. “You don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “Exactly. And like … I’m never going to be making Lindholm money.”

      Wade gave him a rueful smile. “No. You won’t.”

      “Or even what Theriault will be making when it’s time for his next contract negotiation.”

      “You don’t know that,” Wade protested.

      “Come on. Let’s be realistic here. I’m not a bad player but I don’t put up the points he does, and I don’t do as well defensively either.”

      “You don’t.”

      “See.” Trevor made a face and reached for his iced tea.

      “But that doesn’t mean you can’t get better, Trevor.”

      “I don’t have the natural talent.”

      “Do you really think that’s it? Hard work is a huge factor too.”

      “I mean I know that but—”

      “Do you? Because Matty Carlson is a prime example. He’s skilled and he has a big body but he’s also one of the hardest-working guys around. He’s not afraid to put in the extra hours to get a little bit better.”

      Trevor glanced at him. “Is he one of your clients?”

      “He is. A couple of the Toronto guys are. But that’s not my point. Don’t write yourself off as being some kind of disposable player. You’re better than that. Daniels sees something in you. Your teammates see something. You’re the only one who doesn’t.”

      Trevor stared, open-mouthed, at Wade for a moment and Wade wondered if he’d gone too far. Said too much. It was true though. The more glimpses he got of the player and person Trevor could be, the more frustrating it was to see the way he hid that from everyone. The way he self-sabotaged with shitty choices.

      “Your lunches, gentlemen.” The waitress set plates in front of them, and they both thanked her.

      When she was gone, Wade reached for his fork, then hesitated. “Look, maybe I shouldn’t have said that. I just—sometimes I get the impression that you’re always expecting to get a call from the head office at any moment saying you’re being traded. Obviously, trades are a huge part of hockey, but …”

      Trevor had no ties to the area. No anchor to this place. No family around. No serious relationship. It appeared to Wade that Trevor had one foot out the door at all times.

      “No,” Trevor said slowly. “I hadn’t ever thought about it that way.”

      “Anyway, let’s focus on this endorsement deal,” Wade said, clearing his throat. “That’s the important thing for today.”

      Trevor nodded. “I’m in. Let’s do it.”

      “Great.” Wade smiled as he forked up some bowtie pasta with Italian sausage, garlicky marinara, and fresh basil. “How’s the salmon?”

      “Good.” Trevor gave him a little grin. “Figured I’d go for something that sounded like it was something Murphy would pick. Thought you might be impressed.”

      Wade laughed. “I am. It does look healthy.” The fish was served over vegetables with a sesame-cilantro sauce. Wade had been eyeing it earlier.

      “It’s surprisingly tasty. Not pizza but …” Trevor gave him a lopsided grin. “I don’t hate it.”

      “Can I make a suggestion?”

      Trevor gave him a skeptical look. “Sure, you can say whatever you want.”

      Wade suppressed a smile. What went unsaid was that Trevor might or might not take his advice. Ahh well, it was worth a shot at least.

      “I think you need to start thinking more long-term, Trevor,” Wade said seriously. “There’s nothing wrong with having fun or not wanting to feel constrained. But if you want something—whether that’s an endorsement deal, a Cup win, or a long career here with Evanston—sometimes you do have to make sacrifices. You have to weigh the pros and cons of what you’re giving up versus what you’re getting.”

      “Like you did? Not coming out until after you were finished playing?”

      Wade nodded, though that stung a little. “Sometimes we have to make tough choices. For me, it’s always going to be a little bittersweet. I got a lot but I gave up a lot. You have to decide what matters most to you.”

      “I definitely want the Cup win,” Trevor said slowly. “And I certainly don’t want to be the guy who holds the team back from it.”

      “That’s good.”

      “And I do want a career here. And the endorsement deals.”

      Wade shrugged. “So, maybe try to think of what you could gain instead of what you have to give up. If you make a choice to—I don’t know, eat healthier or be more careful with your public persona—that doesn’t mean you’re sacrificing everything for no reason. You’re doing it to gain what you want.”

      Trevor nodded slowly. “That makes sense. I’ve been doing that some since I came back from the injury, and it is helping. I can admit that.”

      “Good. And see?” Wade said, lightly. “I’m not totally full of shit.”

      Trevor laughed and gently knocked their knees together under the table. “Good to know.”

      “So, how are you feeling about tonight’s game against Detroit?” Wade asked with a smile, knowing he’d probably pushed his luck as far as he could with offering Trevor advice.

      “Pretty good. They’ve been sluggish as hell. I don’t want to get complacent but—”

      “They’re playing with a lot of injuries,” Wade agreed. “The team has looked tired and with their top two goalies out, they’re not in a great position.”

      “Exactly.”

      They finished their meal while making small talk about hockey. For once, it was easy and pleasant between them. The warm sunshine helped, easing the tension in Wade’s shoulders as he sat back and bantered with Trevor.

      He tried not to focus on the length of Trevor’s eyelashes or the way he absently licked at his lower lip as he finished off his lunch. But Wade was genuinely surprised when the waitress arrived to ask if they were interested in dessert.

      Wade had been so wrapped up in Trevor’s low, warm laugh when he was amused at something, he’d forgotten they were in public.

      Wade declined. “I’m set. You?”

      Trevor shook his head. “Nope, I’m good.”

      After she went off to get them the bill, Trevor signed the pages of the contract for the endorsement deal. When it was done, Wade smiled. “Well, I think that was a productive lunch meeting.”

      Trevor smiled back. “It was.”

      “I’m starting to think the secret to us getting along better involves me feeding you,” Wade teased.

      Trevor’s grin widened. “Well, it can’t hurt. I do get hangry.”

      After Wade paid and they stood to leave, Trevor glanced over. “Seriously though, that was a nice lunch. Thanks.”

      Wade waved it off and held open the patio door that led them out onto the sidewalk beside the restaurant. “I’m glad we made it work. Besides, you’re a pretty cheap date.”

      Trevor laughed and the sound curled around Wade again, warming something inside him. “I thought this wasn’t a date.”

      “Figure of speech,” Wade countered but he didn’t look away. The light caught Trevor’s eyes, making them look greener than their usual warm golden brown.

      “I’ve seen worse dates.” Trevor didn’t look away as he popped a stick of gum in his mouth.

      “I’ve had worse dates,” Wade admitted. He didn’t usually talk business over his dates but …

      Trevor put his hands in his jacket pockets. “Well, I should get out of here. My bed’s calling.”

      “Right. You need your pre-game nap.”

      Trevor’s grin widened. “That too.”

      “Trevor.” Wade shook his head.

      “What?” He stepped forward a little, close enough that their chests almost brushed and Wade could smell the warm woodsy spice of his cologne. Much too close for a public side street.

      “You always have to push just a little bit, don’t you?” Wade felt inexplicably breathless.

      “Mmhmm.” Trevor reached out, patting Wade’s chest. “It’s okay. I know you secretly like that about me.”

      Wade laughed, helpless to do anything else when Trevor was this close. “Good luck with your game tonight.”

      “Thanks. I’m feeling pretty good about it actually. See you around, Mr. Cannon.” He gave Wade one final pat, then walked backward, still staring with a cocky little smirk that Wade wanted to kiss away.

      “See you around,” Wade echoed, shaking his head helplessly as he turned to go.

      If Wade wasn’t careful, Trevor was going to prove to be a whole lot of trouble. Of course, that was nothing new, but this time he was clearly determined to push Wade’s buttons.

      And God help him, Wade was enjoying it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Wade returned from lunch with Trevor, Kendall held up a hand. “Hang on. Before you head back into your office, you got a call from Braden’s school about five minutes ago.”

      “Shit,” he muttered, pulling his phone out of his pocket, and seeing a missed call. It had buzzed on his walk from the parking ramp, but he’d been deep in conversation with one of his co-workers and ignored it. “Is it urgent? Is Braden sick or something?”

      She hesitated. “He’s not sick. There was a disruption in class though.”

      “Damn.” Wade rubbed his forehead. “Okay, I’ll call them back right away.”

      She nodded. “I’ll hold down the fort and make sure you’re not interrupted in the meantime.”

      “Thanks,” he said absently, pulling out his phone to check his voicemail.

      By the time he finished speaking to the school, he was already packing his laptop and running through a mental list of what he needed to work from home.

      This was not how he’d seen his day going. And to think he’d had such a nice lunch with Trevor earlier …

      Half an hour later, Wade parked outside the school, took a few deep breaths, then headed inside.

      After the meeting with the principal, he and Braden silently got in his SUV.

      It wasn’t until he put the car in drive, and they were out on the road, that Braden spoke more than a few muttered words.

      “Are you mad at me?” Braden said in a small voice.

      “No,” Wade said equally softly. He took a deep breath, letting as much tension out with it as he could manage. “Of course not. I am kinda worried though, bud. What happened today? I know what the principal said but I want to hear it from you.”

      “I just got really frustrated. Tory wouldn’t share the supplies. I couldn’t work on anything.”

      “I get that,” Wade said carefully. “But you broke someone’s art project. Is that the way you want to let out your frustration?”

      “No.” Braden sounded a little sullen.

      “And we have a plan in place for this, right?”

      “I guess.”

      Wade snuck a glance at him. “You guess? Because I remember a few months ago when we all sat down and made a plan for situations like this. If you need to refresh your memory on it, that’s okay, but you need to tell me that.”

      “I just got mad, okay? I didn’t have time to think about what I was supposed to do.”

      “Bud,” Wade said. “Are you listening to the meditation app like we talked about?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Do you think it helps more if you do it sometimes or every day?”

      He was silent for a moment. “Every day, I guess.”

      “Okay. So do you think that’s something you can work on?”

      “It’s boring and it feels dumb.”

      “I get that,” Wade said. “But if it helps, that’s worth it, right? It’s only ten minutes a day.”

      “I guess.”

      “Well, is it or isn’t it?” he prompted.

      “It is. I just … it’s hard.”

      “It is,” Wade agreed. “Would it help if we did it together?”

      “I guess.”

      “Because if you want, we can set it up and sit on the floor and both do it together before bedtime, okay? How does that sound?”

      “I guess it would be okay.”

      “How about we try that for a couple of weeks and see how it goes?”

      Braden nodded.

      Wade stifled a sigh. He always felt like a little bit of a hypocrite.

      He wasn’t perfect about any of this shit either and he didn’t have ADHD to contend with.

      Sometimes he didn’t handle stress well. He drank and he fucked random people—or his client, he reminded himself with a grimace—and sometimes when he was really stressed, he reached for the edibles.

      None of those were necessarily bad but he wasn’t always great about going for the other types of stress management he had at his disposal. And hell, he could understand why Braden had lashed out the way he did.

      Sometimes breaking things was satisfying.

      “Would you like a punching bag?” Wade offered. “Would it feel good to get your frustration out that way?”

      “I guess.”

      Sometimes, Wade really fucking hated that phrase. “Well, you let me know if you want to learn how to throw some punches, okay?”

      “We can try it.”

      Wade smiled at finally getting a more concrete response. “Okay. I’ll order a bag and gloves when we get home. We can set it up in the workout room.”

      Having a home gym in his basement was one of his favorite parts of the house he’d had designed for him and his son. He’d always hoped that someday there would be another person who’d join them. A partner and a second father to Braden. Maybe another kid.

      But that hadn’t been in the cards and while the place was large for two people, it had its perks too.

      “So, you’re not mad at me?” Braden asked as Wade approached their neighborhood.

      “No,” Wade said as gently as he could manage. “I’m not mad. I am disappointed in the choice you made today but mostly I want to help you figure out how to be less frustrated.”

      And maybe that was something he needed to work on himself. Because if he was letting his frustration build enough that it had exploded into a scorching hot but ill-advised hookup with a client?

      He wasn’t managing much better than his son.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Otters won that night’s game against Detroit at home.

      Trevor had been on fire. He’d gotten an assist and managed to rile up Detroit’s second line center enough to get him to take a penalty.

      During the power play that followed, Hartinger got a goal, with Theriault scoring on a rebound shot after the play resumed again.

      The mood in the locker room was jubilant after their 4-1 win.

      “Keep it up and we could sweep this series, boys!” Hartinger crowed as he whipped his towel in the air, then smacked Lindy’s ass with it. “Get some rest and be ready to hit them hard in two nights.”

      Lindholm shook his head and gently rapped his knuckles against the wood of his stall. “I’ll do my best.”

      “You always do,” Kelly said, sliding an arm around his waist and looking up at him with adoring eyes.

      Trevor made a gagging noise. “Dude. The number of cutesy couples around here is getting downright gross. Love that you’re all happy and shit but this is getting embarrassing, guys.”

      Hartinger snickered. “Just because you’re sad and single …”

      “Single,” Trevor countered. “Not sad. Not everyone wants to couple up.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Hartinger countered.

      “Yeah, I do,” Trevor joked as he tucked his shirt into his suit pants. “Boring, committed sex.”

      Hartinger snorted. “There is nothing boring about our sex life, is there, Murph?” He made an obscene gesture at their team captain.

      “We do all right.” Murphy rolled his eyes but the smile that stretched across his face pretty much told the real story.

      Not that Trevor wanted to think too much about Ryan and Zane’s sex life but hey, good for them.

      “It does not have to be boring, mon chum,” Theriault said with a smirk as he walked by, playfully slapping Trevor’s cheek. “If you are doing it right.”

      Trevor batted his hand away, and lost control of the knot he’d been trying to tie. He grumbled at having to redo it and that he was now thinking about Gabriel and their coach’s sex life and that was a big fat no.

      “Seriously,” Tremblay insisted. “Naomi and I have been married for over a decade and we’re still going strong. It gets tougher with kids, but commitment doesn’t have to equal boring.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Trevor said drily. He finally got the tie to lay right, then reached for his jacket. “It’ll be a cold day in hell before I settle down.”

      “I dunno,” Hartinger teased. “There’s something in the water around here. We’re dropping left and right.”

      “Yeah, you might be right about that. Doesn’t mean I’ll get sick from it. Pretty sure I’m immune to that shit.”

      “Being in a relationship isn’t the same as getting the flu,” Keegan Truro protested.

      “You and your girl aren’t married yet,” Cooper teased. “Shut your mouth. What do you know?”

      “Oh, ’cause you’ve been married so long?” Tremblay threw back.

      Trevor shook his head at them and pulled out his phone, shooting off a text to Jack Malone.

      He’d watched the game from the team suite again which meant he was probably in a foul mood. It shouldn’t take much to get him liquored up tonight. Which hopefully meant he’d start talking.

      Trevor’d had a great day, and he was feeling lucky. Might as well keep the streak going.

      “What do you say to a bet?”

      “Huh?” Trevor looked up at Ryan Hartinger. “Me?”

      “Yes. You. If you’re not in a relationship in the next six months, I’ll go on social media and do whatever the latest TikTok dance trend is.”

      “Hmm.” That was tempting. Ryan couldn’t dance for shit and watching him make a fool of himself was always entertaining. “Deal.”

      “But,” Ryan said, “if you are in a relationship, you have to do the dance.”

      Trevor made a face. He’d seen some truly stupid trends go around but whatever, he had pretty good rhythm. He could handle it. Besides, the odds of him losing were slim to none.

      “I’m in.”

      “Shake on it?” Ryan held out a hand.

      “Sure.” Trevor shook. “Now, I’m heading out to the bar. To get laid.”

      “You never know!” Hartinger teased. “Maybe you’ll meet the love of your life there tonight.”

      “Yeah, not gonna hold my breath on that one,” he muttered as he left the dressing room.

      “Hey, hold up!” Cooper called after him.

      Trevor slowed. “What’s up?”

      “Just wondering where you’re headed tonight. Sylvie has plans with her sister and I was thinking I’d go out too.”

      “Oh.” Trevor frowned. “I’m, uh, meeting Malone actually. You can come with if you want …”

      Cooper grimaced. “Yeah, I think I’ll skip it. Thanks though.”

      Trevor’s frown deepened but he nodded. “Sorry. We could do something another time, maybe?”

      “Sure.” Cooper didn’t look happy though. He seemed to want to say something but hesitated.

      “Spit it out, Coop,” Trevor urged him. “You look like you’ve got something to say. You might as well say it.”

      Cooper glanced around and lowered his voice. “Why are you still hanging out with Malone, man? You know what he’s like.”

      Trevor hid a wince. Damn it, this was the part that sucked. Cooper assumed he was still friends with Malone. The guys who weren’t in on their plan probably did.

      “Yeah, I do. But …” Trevor floundered for an explanation.

      “Look, you can do whatever you want,” Cooper said when the silence stretched, growing uncomfortable. “I just think it’s weird as hell. He’s been a dick to the guys who came out and you…”

      “Yeah, he doesn’t know about me yet,” Trevor admitted.

      “Sure, but I don’t get why you’d want to spend time with someone who says the kind of shit he does. You saw what he did to Kelly. Outing him to the public? That’s fucking cold.”

      “I’m … I’m trying to see if he’ll come around. Realize he’s gone too far,” Trevor lied.

      Cooper gave him a ‘yeah good luck with that, buddy’ look but his concerned expression did fade a little. “Noble goal, dude, but I don’t think it’ll work. More power to you if you manage it though.”

      Trevor shrugged. “Gotta try, right?”

      “Sure. Well, have fun and good luck with that.”

      “Thanks. And we should do something soon,” Trevor said. He and Cooper hadn’t hung out since last season when Trevor went down with his ankle injury.

      Cooper had pulled away from Malone when the two of them—along with Kelly—got in trouble for being hungover and nearly missing the bus in Pittsburgh. And Trevor hadn’t spent much time with him since.

      “Definitely.” Cooper’s smile was sincere. “Sylvie and I will have you over for dinner sometime maybe.”

      “Sure.” Cooper’s wife was nice, although Trevor wasn’t super excited about the idea of dinner parties with couples. He always felt like the weird, odd man out.

      Still didn’t make him want to settle down though.

      Oh well, at least he had something to look forward to in six months when he was still flying solo and he could not only prove Hartinger wrong but watch him make an ass of himself on social media.
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        * * *

      

      Evanston River Otters Players Snapped at Wild Private Party Broken Up by Police

      A party in a luxury loft in the West Loop neighborhood of Chicago ended when the Chicago Police Department was called for a noise complaint.

      Once inside, police found evidence of drugs and underage drinking. Although none of the River Otters players were arrested, sources say that several were in attendance. The party was hosted by hot on the scene DJ Blue Solstice, in his West Loop loft.

      Veteran Otters defenseman Jack Malone was snapped partying with fashion influencer Kiki Vargas and lifestyle influencer Maddie Dean. Rumor has it that fellow D-man Trevor Underhill was also in attendance, along with two of the team’s minor league call-ups from the Otters’ farm team, the Springfield Tornados.

      There’s still no word on why veteran defenseman Jack Malone has been benched for the series. Coach Ken Daniels has remained tight-lipped about the situation and the franchise has yet to make an official statement about last night’s party.

      Malone’s wife, Carlie, has also refused to comment on rumors of her husband’s alleged infidelity.
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      “I’m going to fucking kill him,” Wade muttered under his breath as he stared at his phone.

      He’d woken up to a call from Laurie about a situation with Trevor and while he loathed and detested gossip blogs, sometimes reading JockGossip was an unavoidable part of his job.

      Today, they had him seeing red.

      “Who?”

      Wade jerked, nearly upending the mug of coffee at his elbow. It spilled onto the counter but he managed to save his phone before it soaked the device.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you, Dad.” Braden ripped off a piece of paper towel and held it out with a sheepish smile on his face.

      “It’s okay.” Wade mopped up the spreading puddle, then stood with a groan. He’d been up for at least an hour, ever since he got the call about his client making the sports gossip pages. “You want some oatmeal for breakfast, bud?”

      “Can I have Pop Tarts?” Braden asked hopefully.

      “Nope. They’re an occasional weekend treat. On school days, you need something that’ll last you more than an hour,” Wade reminded him. “Besides, we talked to the doctor about this. You know that the—”

      “Citric acid and vitamin C can mess with my meds. Yeah, I got it. I’ve heard you say it a billion times.” Braden rolled his eyes.

      Wade smiled as he heard his words parroted back at him. “If you knew what I was going to say, then why did you ask?” He ruffled Braden’s hair.

      “Ugh. Fine. I’ll eat the stupid oatmeal and yogurt.” Braden ducked away, then dragged himself onto a stool by the counter. “Who are you going to kill?”

      “One of my clients,” Wade explained with a tired sigh. He tore open a packet of multigrain oats and dumped it into a bowl before adding water. “He made some stupid choices last night.”

      “Why?”

      “That I don’t know. I’m going to have to find out,” he said grimly as he stuck the bowl in the microwave and set the cook time. “So, I’m going to need to drop you off at school a little early this morning.”

      “Aww, man,” Braden complained. “I hate sitting there.”

      “You have plenty of games on your phone to keep you occupied,” Wade pointed out. “And I know it’s not a hardship for you to be on screens for an extra half hour.”

      Braden grumped and complained through their morning routine, but Wade got him safely off to school. Rather than head south toward The Loop to work, Wade turned north, following the GPS to Trevor’s apartment in Evanston.

      He’d never been there but he had his clients’ addresses and Trevor wasn’t answering his phone. It was possible he was already at the arena in meetings with the organization’s leadership but somehow Wade doubted it.

      He was probably sleeping off a hangover.

      Wade gritted his teeth. God, after the conversation they’d had at lunch the other day, he thought Trevor would make better choices.

      It took some considerable charm to get past the building’s security, but Wade finally talked them into taking him up to Trevor’s apartment when he didn’t answer their call either.

      “Thanks so much,” Wade said with his most winning smile as he knocked on Trevor’s door. “I just want to be sure he’s okay.”

      A few minutes later, Trevor answered the door, bleary-eyed but freshly showered, water dripping from his hair onto his bare shoulders, which were flushed pink.

      Wade forced his gaze to remain above Trevor’s collarbones and not drop to the low-slung towel around his waist.

      He looked between Wade and the security guard with a confused scrunch of his nose. “What’s going on?”

      “You weren’t answering your phone,” Wade said tightly. “I was concerned.”

      The security guard looked between them. “Is this guy okay, Mr. Underhill? He claimed to be your agent. He showed me his ID card from his agency but …”

      Trevor sighed. “It’s cool, Antoine. He is my agent. Thanks for being careful though.”

      They fist-bumped before Antoine turned to go.

      After he disappeared down the hall, Trevor looked at Wade, eyes narrowed. “Seriously, what the hell are you doing here?”

      “Are you going to let me in or not?”

      Trevor stepped back with a scowl and made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Be my guest.”

      “What the fuck was that about last night?” Wade asked, stalking into the apartment. He turned and glowered at Trevor.

      “What the fuck was what about?” Trevor shut the door and turned to scowl at him.

      A droplet of water trickled down Trevor’s shoulder, crossing the ink over his heart and meandering over one pink nipple. Wade forced his gaze to Trevor’s face and scowled back.

      “The party last night?” Wade asked between gritted teeth.

      “What are you talking about, you lunatic? It’s too fucking early for this shit and my head is still killing me.”

      Yeah, Wade would just bet it was. God, if Trevor had done drugs at that party …

      “Didn’t you check your phone this morning?”

      “No, it was dead when I woke up.” Trevor squinted. “I plugged it in before I hopped in the shower, and I was going to check it while I made some coffee.”

      He waved the device at Wade and very deliberately displayed the screen as he held the power button and the phone booted up.

      “Well, here, let me show you what you missed while you were hungover,” Wade said, pulling his own phone out. He brought up the JockGossip article and held the device out for Trevor to look at.

      Trevor let out a noise of protest, but set down his phone and took Wade’s.

      “I wasn’t hungover. I was sleeping off a—” Trevor stared down at the screen, jaw slack. “Fuck! Look, I know this looks bad but—”

      “Well maybe you should have thought about that before you went to a party that got broken up by the cops,” Wade snapped.

      Between them, Trevor’s phone buzzed on the counter, lighting up with notifications.

      “Dude, you’ve got this all wrong. I was there at the party, yeah, but it was for like … twenty minutes, half an hour tops, and it wasn’t for the reasons you think. I didn’t do any drugs. Hell, I didn’t even drink.”

      “Well, it sure fucking looks bad for you.”

      Trevor tossed Wade’s phone back and Wade caught it, glowering as he stuffed it in his pocket. Trevor grimaced as he picked up his own device again.

      “From the number of messages waiting, I can tell everyone’s gonna be up my ass about this,” he snarled, waving the phone, the motion showing off the tight musculature in his arms. “I don’t need you too.”

      “Well, it sure as hell seems like you need someone to keep you in line. We were just talking about your behavior yesterday and yet I wake up this morning to this kind of shit. I know you want to wrap up this stuff with Malone but tanking your career in the process isn’t the way to do it. I sure as fuck hope you got something good from him and that it was worth it.”

      “I didn’t get anything. Hell, I wasn’t even there for Malone, and I definitely wasn’t there to party.”

      “That’s not the way he made it sound on his social media.”

      “Well, I can’t control everything Jack Malone does on his socials!” Trevor snarled. “You saw the bullshit he pulled outing Kelly and Lindy! And do you think I’m happy about this shit either?”

      “I don’t know, Trevor, are you? Because situations like this make it look like you don’t give a fuck one way or the other about your career!”

      “No.” Trevor slammed his phone onto the counter and stepped forward, his bare chest brushing Wade’s suit. “Don’t you fucking dare accuse me of that. I worked my ass off to rehab my ankle this year. If this situation with Malone fucks up my career, I’m going to be pissed. I’ve been putting my ass on the line for this team, and you won’t listen to me.”

      “I’m listening,” Wade protested. But he couldn’t stop thinking about how fucking good Trevor looked. He couldn’t stop thinking about the argument they’d had in his office and the way that argument had ended.

      He wavered, torn between wanting to shut Trevor up with a kiss or strangle him. Every time he looked at Trevor, he felt a flare of something hot and needy in his gut. Frustration simmered under his skin until he wasn’t sure if he was angry at him or angry about wanting him.

      “I swear to fucking God, I went to the party to help out a couple of idiot call-ups! I saw Malone for like two minutes and told him he should get the fuck out of there too. The party was out of control and I knew the cops were gonna get called but it’s not like I have any control over the shit Jack Malone does,” Trevor argued, his chest heaving, his towel slipping a little lower on his hips. “What the fuck more do you want from me, Wade?”

      Wade let out a rough groan, curled his hand around the back of Trevor’s neck and hauled him in for a kiss, unable to stand another second of the smoldering tension.

      Trevor let out a desperate little noise and wrapped his arms more tightly around Wade, deepening the kiss and pushing him back against the counter.
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        * * *

      

      Trevor still had the vague, queasy feeling he always got after a migraine and anger still filled his chest at what Wade had accused him of, but it all faded into the distance as Wade ripped the towel from around his hips and palmed his ass, the kiss hard and bruising.

      “This,” Wade said with a groan against his mouth. “I want this.”

      He nipped at Trevor’s lower lip and Trevor gripped Wade’s shirt in his fist and hauled him closer.

      Heat crawled up Trevor’s spine and he pressed close when the kiss got sloppy and deep. It felt wrong to be totally naked when Wade was still fully clothed but hot too and Trevor was already halfway hard.

      He’d been hard since Wade arrived, jaw clenched, tone combative. God, he loved this shit. Loved that a buttoned-up guy like Wade Cannon couldn’t resist him and lost control.

      “You want me,” Trevor taunted, shoving his thigh between Wade’s, his cock dragging along the fabric of his suit. “Just admit it.”

      “Fine.” Wade gripped Trevor’s hair in his fist and tugged until they were looking each other in the eye. “I want you. Is that what you want to hear? I haven’t been able to stop thinking about your mouth on me since the last time.”

      Trevor smirked, sliding a hand between their bodies to palm Wade’s length through his suit trousers, making him hiss. “Good to know.”

      “Then how about you put that smart mouth of yours to good use?” Wade said with a groan.

      A part of Trevor was tempted to argue because he liked the bright spark of their banter, but his mouth watered at the thought of taking Wade down his throat again. He shoved at Wade’s chest, pushing him against the counter. “Don’t move.”

      Wade just let out a grunt.

      Trevor dropped to his knees, undoing Wade’s belt. “God, I love that I get under your skin so much.”

      Wade’s lips parted like he was going to argue but Trevor placed a hot, wet kiss over the fabric covering Wade’s dick and he shuddered, his eyes falling closed.

      Smug, Trevor popped open the button and lowered the zipper, shoving them and the underwear below down to mid-thigh. Wade was hard and thick, the head already a little shiny. Trevor gave it a slow lick, then took him in his mouth.

      For a moment, Wade stood there, hands at his sides, letting Trevor bob over him. He let out a little groan. “Fuck, your mouth.”

      Trevor hummed, sucking hard on the upstroke before he slid off with a wet pop. “I should leave you hanging the way you left me last time.”

      “I didn’t leave you hanging,” Wade protested. “You got yourself off.”

      “Yeah, with no help from you,” Trevor grumbled.

      “Since when have you ever been afraid to ask for what you want?” Wade dug his hand into Trevor’s hair and sneered down at him.

      It sent a bolt of heat through Trevor’s body, and he licked his lips, closing his hand around his cock.

      “Tell me what you want, Trevor,” Wade taunted. “Do you want to suck my dick, or do you want something else?”

      “I want you to fuck me,” he admitted, his voice raspy.

      “Your throat?” Wade arched an eyebrow.

      “No.” Trevor had to grip the base of his cock. “I want you to fuck my ass.”

      Wade’s gaze sharpened and he tugged a little at Trevor’s hair. “Yeah? You think you can take me?”

      Trevor scoffed. “I’ve taken bigger than you.”

      Wade reached in his back pocket, slapping his wallet onto the counter beside him. Something clattered to the floor, but Trevor didn’t look.

      “Well, get in position then.”

      Trevor shuddered at Wade’s low, raspy order but he did it, sauntering over to the island and bending over it, the stone cool against his forearms, making goosebumps break out all over his body. “How’s that look?”

      “Ehh. Not bad.” The sneering indifference in Wade’s voice that he was definitely faking somehow made it hotter and Trevor dropped his head to hide his smirk.

      He wasn’t at all prepared for Wade to fall to his knees, grab his cheeks in a tight grip, and dive in face first.

      Trevor let out a sharp, surprised inhale.

      Wade pressed in, using his thumbs to part Trevor’s cheeks before shoving in with his tongue. When Trevor slapped his hand against the counter, Wade let out a smug-sounding noise that was muffled by Trevor’s body.

      Wade spat against his hole, then pushed his tongue in again, his stubble rough against the inside of Trevor’s cheeks as he ate him out. Heat roared through Trevor’s body at the eager movements of Wade’s tongue, forcefully licking and sucking and biting. The sounds he made were obscene and the slick tease made Trevor’s cock throb with need.

      “Christ,” Trevor said with a groan, resting his flushed cheek against the cold countertop. “I can’t take much more.”

      Wade chuckled, and the vibrations against Trevor’s sensitive skin made him shudder. With a final shove of his tongue, Wade pulled away.

      “Is that enough or do you need more prep?”

      “If you don’t get your dick in me right now, I will never speak to you again,” Trevor said through gritted teeth.

      “Is that supposed to be a threat? Because—”

      “Just fuck me, you asshole.”

      Wade laughed but a few moments later Trevor heard the sound of foil tearing and Wade rolling the condom on. Another tearing sound, then a quick smear of lube across Trevor’s hole and finally Wade pressed in.

      Trevor choked at the sudden stretch and fullness. It burned more than he’d expected.

      Wade stilled a moment. “You okay?”

      “Don’t fucking stop,” Trevor snarled, shoving back, goading him to move. “C’mon. I can take it. Give it to me.”

      “With pleasure.”

      Wade’s hands bit into Trevor’s hips as he pushed in until his hips met Trevor’s ass. Trevor closed his eyes when Wade began to fuck him with quick, steady strokes. It felt like Wade was splitting him open and he could feel it in his whole body, tight hot need mingling with the discomfort.

      Trevor let out a desperate groan as a shudder rippled its way up his spine.

      “God you’re a slut for my dick, aren’t you?” Wade sounded almost awed.

      “More fucking, less talking,” Trevor snapped back.

      “Mmm, I don’t think so. I want you to show me how much you love this,” Wade taunted, gripping Trevor’s hair. He tugged, forcing Trevor’s back to arch until he felt the stretch along the front of his neck, chest, and abs. “Show me how good you are at taking it.”

      Trevor closed his eyes and fucked back on Wade’s cock. God, he felt so big and thick and perfect. It had been a while since Trevor had let a guy fuck him and he always forgot the way it made need crawl up his spine and his entire body go fever-hot.

      He wasn’t sure if he’d ever felt like this though. Prickles of sensation skittered across his skin, making his hair stand on end and his balls draw up tight with need.

      Trevor let out a groan as he rocked back and forth, his dick bobbing, aching to be touched. He reached down to grasp it and Wade barked, “Hands on the counter.”

      Trevor gritted his teeth but did it, flattening his palms against the stone as he fucked himself on Wade’s cock, the sting in his scalp only adding to his need.

      God, he hated how much this worked for him.

      Wade’s bossiness lit him up inside, the thick press of his cock making Trevor feel like he could pop off just like this. With nothing but Wade’s dick and his words to send him over the edge.

      Trevor panted, reveling in it, his muscles burning as he clenched around Wade.

      Wade pressed Trevor’s face to the counter, then let go of his grip on his hair.

      His thrusts stilled as he grabbed the back of Trevor’s thigh, coaxing him to shift until he stood on one leg, his bent knee resting on the counter.

      He planted one hand on Trevor’s hip, gripping his hair again with the other as he slid in and out, hips snapping with short, sharp thrusts, the position making him go deeper than before. Trevor let out a desperate little cry as the head of his dick dragged over his prostate on the outstroke.

      “Right there,” Trevor said with a gasp. “Fuck. Fuck.”

      Wade laughed and kept drilling into him, his breath growing a little strained, their skin beginning to rub together, slick with sweat.

      Involuntarily, Trevor’s toes curled against the cold kitchen floor, and he let out a desperate little noise. “So close. Wade …”

      “If you want to come, all you have to do is let go.”

      Trevor closed his eyes and hung on as Wade pounded into him, nailing him until there was nothing but the tension in his gut, winding tighter and tighter until he shot against the cabinets with a deep groan.

      His release felt like it came from his toes or his bones, or somewhere both deep within him and far away. It seemed to go on and on until he was shaking with the exertion of it.

      When he finally collapsed onto the countertop, it felt good against his sweaty skin.

      Wade let go of Trevor’s hair, sliding a warm palm down his neck to grip his shoulder and bend over him.

      “God, you feel good,” Wade said with a low groan in his ear as he thrust into him, the strokes short and choppy, body curved tightly over Trevor’s. He mouthed at his neck and shoulder, panting harshly.

      Trevor bit his lip as he grew oversensitive, the sensations on the verge of becoming too much.

      After a few more thrusts Wade shuddered against him, biting down on the muscle where Trevor’s neck met his shoulder as he rode out the orgasm, hips stuttering with jerky little spasms of pleasure.

      After he finally stilled, he let out a low groan, resting his forehead against Trevor’s shoulderblade. “Christ,” he spat out. “That was …”

      “Un-huh.”

      Trevor lay there, sprawled out on the counter, Wade panting against his skin for a moment before he straightened with a groan.

      He eased out and Trevor’s face tightened reflexively, panting through the rush of overstimulation. Trevor lowered his right leg to the ground, groaning at the relief of no longer being in that position. He rolled his shoulders, working through the momentary stiffness.

      Wade’s hands were still warm as they landed on him, rubbing up and down his back a moment with firm enough pressure that Trevor had to brace himself on the counter. The heat of Wade’s skin and the massage helped ease the tightness from Trevor’s back before Wade moved to the muscle of his hips, thighs, and ass.

      After he was done and Trevor felt like an overcooked noodle, he staggered back with a laugh, turning and falling onto the nearby stool, his legs unable to hold him up any longer. He winced at the jolt that sent through him.

      “Too much?”

      “No. Fuck you.” Trevor wiped at the sweat on his forehead, too wrung out for his words to have any real bite.

      But Wade’s dick had been a lot. Trevor could still feel the ache inside him from the thick stretch and the hard fucking. Damn. He’d be feeling that all day.

      Thankfully he didn’t have a game until tomorrow night.

      Trevor forced himself upright, then went to the refrigerator and grabbed an orange Gatorade. He waggled it at Wade. “Want one?”

      “Nah, water’s fine.”

      Trevor threw a water to Wade, then guzzled half his drink.

      “I need to, uh …” Wade gestured vaguely to the used condom hanging from his dick.

      “Help yourself to whatever,” Trevor waved his hand. “Bathroom’s down the hall on the right.”

      Trevor should definitely clean up but he was too fucking exhausted so he grabbed a blanket, wrapping it around himself before he collapsed on the nearby couch with a groan.
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      When Wade returned from the bathroom to find Trevor sprawled on the living room couch looking fucked out, he shook his head and reached for the clothes he’d discarded on the kitchen floor. “God, I make stupid decisions when I’m with you.”

      Trevor gave him an incredulous look. “Once is a stupid decision. Twice is a choice.”

      Wade blinked. “I …”

      Trevor shrugged. “I’m just sayin’. You’re the one who showed up to my place with lube and a condom.”

      “I carry that with me wherever I go,” Wade protested as he dragged his underwear and trousers over his hips.

      “Damn. And you accuse me of making stupid choices. Sure. Okay.”

      “Having protected sex isn’t a bad choice,” Wade protested. He shrugged his shirt on but didn’t button it.

      “No, but I’m your client, remember?”

      “Yeah, well.” Wade rubbed his face, groaning. “I’m not perfect. I have a lot of stress in my life between my kid and my clients. Sex is how I deal, okay?”

      Trevor held up his hands. “Dude, I don’t care about that shit. I’m not above some stress-relief fucking either. Just don’t blame me for this. You’re the one who started it today.”

      “Who was blaming you?”

      “It sure sounded like you were.”

      “I …”

      Wade let out a heavy sigh, shoving Trevor’s legs aside to drop onto the couch beside him. Trevor let out an annoyed huff and settled his feet on Wade’s thighs, his heels digging in.

      “Fine. I came here pissed off,” Wade admitted. “And maybe there was some part of me that knew this could happen but that wasn’t my goal when I showed up. But I did make a choice to kiss you. I’ll definitely own that.”

      Trevor licked his lips. “So, the next time you want to fuck, just say so.”

      “There’s not going to be—”

      “Really?” Trevor gave him an unimpressed look. “Because you said that last time, but it was your dick up my ass about ten minutes ago so I’m pretty sure there’s no denying that this is getting to be a habit when we’re annoyed with each other and need to blow off some steam.”

      Wade closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. When he opened them, he felt calmer. Trevor was right and lying to himself about it wasn’t going to help the situation. “Fine. If I want to hook up again, I’ll let you know.”

      “Cool.” Trevor raked his gaze across Wade’s body. “I don’t usually do repeats but …” He let out a little hum. “Might make an exception in this case.”

      “I’m so flattered.”

      “You should be. There are plenty of people who would love the chance to dick me down.”

      Wade raised an eyebrow. “So, what makes me so special?”

      “Well, I don’t usually shoot without touching myself, so you’ve got that going for you,” Trevor said with a shrug. “Plus, I’ve gotta admit, I kinda dig that you’re not afraid to get rough with me.”

      “You’re a hockey player, you can take it.”

      “I can,” Trevor agreed. “But most people don’t think so. Unless they’re really hardcore and that’s not my thing. I don’t need to get all trussed up in leather and slapped across the face to get my rocks off. And I’m definitely not calling anyone Sir or Mistress.”

      Wade looked him up and down. “Oh, I don’t know. You’d look good in a leather harness.”

      Trevor snorted. “Sure. Whatever you say.”

      “So that’s a ‘no’ then?”

      “That’s a ‘fuck you’.”

      Wade shifted to face Trevor so he could look him in the eye. “We do need to talk about the party last night though.”

      “I swear to God, I didn’t do anything wrong,” Trevor said with a groan, throwing his head back for a moment and exposing the long lines of his neck as he rubbed his hands across his face. “Look, I was originally thinking about going to the party with Malone. But I talked to Coop after the game and he kinda called me out on hanging out with Malone still. Coop has no idea why I’ve been spending so much time with him lately, but I realized how it probably looks to guys like him and Coach Daniels since they’re out of the loop.”

      He lifted his head and looked Wade straight in the eye.

      “Okay,” Wade said slowly.

      “Besides, I can’t fucking stand those stupid influencers and I knew it was going to be a shitty, obnoxious party. I was pretty sure I’d get nothing out of Malone anyway, so I said fuck it and went home after the game. I’m glad I did because by the time I ate dinner, I had a fucking headache starting.” He rolled his neck, grimacing. “I get migraines, you know? I had a concussion in the AHL and I still get the damn headaches sometimes.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Wade admitted, feeling guilty about his earlier assumption that Trevor had been sleeping off a hangover.

      “So, last night I ate, took my migraine meds, then sacked out on the couch. I woke up when my phone started going crazy. It was Petey—one of our call-ups.”

      Wade nodded.

      “He was fucking panicking. He was at the dumb party—Malone had invited him and another of the AHL kids named Kent—and it was getting wild. He said he was pretty sure there were some underage kids drinking and that there were definitely harder drugs there and it was getting rowdy. Petey got worried when he overheard some people talking about Malone. Said it sounded like they recognized him.”

      “So, what did you do?”

      “I told Petey to get the fuck out of there. It wasn’t worth the bad press if things went sideways.”

      “That was smart.” Wade squeezed Trevor’s shin, the tickle of his soft leg hair against Wade’s palm surprisingly nice.

      He left his hand there and Trevor didn’t move away from the touch.

      “Yeah, but Petey wouldn’t leave. Said he had to find Kent first.”

      “Okay.”

      “I told him to keep looking and to get Kent out if he could—that kid’s talented as shit and I can see him being a big fucking deal someday if he doesn’t fuck up his whole career first—but to leave as fast as he could.”

      Wade nodded his agreement. Trevor had been surprisingly levelheaded. “What happened after that?”

      “Petey asked what he should do about Malone, and I told him that he could try to get Malone to leave but if he wouldn’t, not to worry about it. Malone already has plenty of bad press and since he’s not playing this series anyway, if he wanted to risk the consequences that was up to him. Besides, since Malone was the one who dragged them into that shit, he deserves whatever he gets.”

      “That was a good call.”

      “I guess. But Petey was still freaking the fuck out because Kent was nowhere to be found. I told him I’d be there as fast as I could to help him look. I did warn him that if the cops showed up, to get the hell out immediately, and fuck everyone else.”

      Trevor rubbed his forehead. “I honestly felt like death last night. My meds made me groggy and pukey and my head was still pounding but I dragged my ass to the West Loop in an Uber. The party was fucking out of control by the time I got there. I like a good time and all, but that shit was ridiculous.”

      “Did you find the guys?”

      “Yeah. I found Petey pretty fast, and we ran into Malone for a couple of minutes while we were looking for Kent. Malone thought I was there to party, but I told him I wanted to get the baby players out of there before they got into a shitload of trouble. Told him he should bail too but he was with some girl and—”

      Wade raised an eyebrow. “Girl?”

      “Woman. She definitely wasn’t underage or anything. Malone’s a scumbag but I don’t think he’s that kind of scumbag.”

      “Good.”

      “Anyway, he wasn’t in any hurry to leave so I said fuck it and left him to it. Petey and I finally rounded up a totally wasted Kent and it sounds like we got out of there just in time. From what I can figure out, the cops showed up like twenty minutes later.” Trevor reached for his phone, tone turning bitter. “I can’t fucking believe Malone threw me under the bus like that though.”

      “It was shitty,” Wade agreed.

      Since they began this dive into Jack Malone’s life, Laurie had been monitoring his social media activity. When she called this morning, she’d told Wade about Malone’s tweets about not being the only Otters player at the party that night. It had done nothing to dispel the rumors that Trevor had been there the whole night. And, unfortunately, the brunt of the fallout would land on Trevor.

      Wade added, “You did the right thing getting the call-ups out of there.”

      “Yeah, well, I was trying. Clearly that fucking backfired on me.” His tone was laced with scorn. “I didn’t party but I’m the one in deep shit. That’s some bullshit right there.”

      Wade patted his leg. He wasn’t wrong but … “We’ll get it figured out. I’ll call your GM and try to get this straightened out. I’m sure Petey and Kent will back you up too.”

      “They fucking better,” Trevor muttered. “God, Coach Daniels is going to blow his top.”

      “I can’t imagine he’ll be happy about it,” Wade agreed. By all accounts, Ken Daniels was a strict but fair guy. This kind of press would piss him off though. Especially since the Otters’ season had already been so tumultuous.

      “How much trouble do you think I’ll be in?” Trevor asked, raking a hand through his damp hair.

      “Hopefully none. You didn’t do anything wrong, Trevor.”

      “Yeah, but if they don’t take the guys’ word for it, how am I going to prove—” He straightened. “Wait, I just had a thought. I ordered takeout from a nearby restaurant last night. It was delivered here. I have the receipts from that. It’ll have the delivery location and time.”

      “That won’t necessarily prove that you didn’t go to the party after that though,” Wade pointed out. “There was a several hour gap between when you got takeout and when you got the Uber—”

      They looked at each other.

      “That’s it,” Wade said with a smile. “You’ll have the Uber record too. It’ll show that you took the Uber from here to the party and that you took another one home twenty minutes later.”

      “Do you think that’ll be enough?”

      “It should be. It’s not like this is a court case or something. If you sit down and tell the front office what happened and have proof that backs up your story, it should be plenty.”

      “I fucking hope so. Like … if I fuck up, I’ll own up to it, but I hate getting in trouble for shit I didn’t do.”

      “I know.” Wade squeezed Trevor’s shin again. “But we’ll get it figured out.”

      “Thanks.” Trevor rubbed his face. “God, I want to get this Malone situation over with too. Having it hanging over my head is making me feel like shit.”

      “I know. But we’ll get the evidence we need,” Wade said with more confidence than he felt.

      “But what if we don’t?” Trevor asked, a trace of nervousness and vulnerability appearing. “What if we can’t get him on anything? And even if we do, he’s always been Franklin’s boy. What if Franklin takes this out on me?”

      “I won’t let that happen,” Wade said soothingly. He cocked his head and looked Trevor in the eye. “Why is it that Franklin and Hines are so tight with Malone anyway?”

      It had always seemed odd to Wade that the team’s owner and GM were so lax about Malone’s behavior.

      “I don’t know,” Trevor said, his tone frustrated. “All I know is that Jack Malone’s father is friends with James Franklin. They played together or something back in the day. I think Cliff just goes along with it and that most of it’s coming from Franklin. Malone used to say Franklin would let him get away with murder, but he’s never said why. When I asked once, he got kinda cagey about it.”

      “Hmm.” Wade gave Trevor a thoughtful look. “Maybe we’re going at this from the wrong angle. Maybe we need to discover why they’re protecting Jack Malone. Maybe that will get us some leverage.”

      “Ugh, maybe,” Trevor said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

      Wade was though. Something in his gut told him that this was an angle they needed to pursue.

      Still, he needed to focus on the current crisis at hand before he tackled the Malone situation again. Not to mention his dozens of other clients he had to handle. Jesus, he needed a break.

      He patted Trevor’s leg. “Okay, I have to get to work. And you need to get to practice.”

      Trevor groaned. “Ugh, why did this all have to go down when I feel like death?”

      “Migraine bugging you still?” Wade slid a hand up Trevor’s neck and squeezed.

      Trevor leaned into his touch. “Kind of. I feel better but not a hundred percent yet. Wouldn’t have been so bad if I hadn’t had to go out last night. Loud music, flashing lights, and worrying about the stupid baby Otters didn’t exactly help.”

      “I didn’t hurt you when I fucked you over the counter, did I?”

      “Nah. Orgasms help actually. If I hadn’t wanted it, trust me, I would have told you.”

      “Good.”

      Wade kneaded a little harder and Trevor went boneless, his head lolling back. “Fuck. That feels good. How’d you know my neck gets tight like that?”

      “My ex used to get migraines,” Wade said a little gruffly. “Do ice or heat help you?”

      “Ice does sometimes. Usually just at the beginning though. Doesn’t do much at this point.”

      “Levi used to use a heating pad on his neck along with a cold pack on his forehead. Something to do with increasing blood flow to the brain, I think.”

      “Huh. Never tried that. Maybe I’ll have to next time.”

      “How often do you get them?”

      “Not that often. Every few months, I guess. Sucks balls when I have to play. The lights and the noise of the game are fucking awful. Sometimes I can hardly see the puck, but a dark visor helps with the lights at least. I mean, Coach usually has me sit out when I have one if he can but sometimes, I have no choice but to play, you know?”

      Wade grimaced. He could only imagine. “Anything I can do to help you now?”

      Trevor rolled his head to the side and gave Wade a rare, soft smile. “Nah, I’m okay. I should probably get some food in my belly, but I can manage that. There’s leftover wonton soup in the refrigerator.”

      “I think you can do better than that.”

      “Not unless I go out. Most of the fresh food I ordered two weeks ago is currently turning funny colors in my fridge. I’m not a cook.”

      “Color me shocked,” Wade said drily. “Okay. Get up, go shower. I know I interrupted it earlier and you’ve probably got lube all over you, so you definitely want to clean up before the meeting. I’ll make some calls while I make you something to eat.”

      “I think at this point most of the lube is on this blanket.” He gestured to the one he had wrapped around him.

      Wade grimaced. “Well, go put that in the wash first then.”

      “You sure do like telling me what to do,” Trevor grumbled, but there wasn’t any heat in it.

      Wade used the hand he’d clasped around the back of Trevor’s neck to pull him closer. “I’m not going to forget that you told me you liked that.”

      “When we’re fucking,” Trevor protested. “I didn’t say anything about the other times.”

      “Mmhmm.” Wade gave him a skeptical look and leaned in, resting his forehead against Trevor’s. “We’ll see about that.”

      “You’re an asshole,” Trevor murmured.

      “So are you. Doesn’t seem to be stopping us.” Wade angled his head and brushed their lips together.

      Trevor laughed, nipping at his lip with his teeth. “No, it doesn’t.”

      Wade captured Trevor’s mouth and kissed him, teasing his tongue between Trevor’s lips. This was a terrible fucking idea. They’d already hooked up twice.

      Which was two times too many.

      The sex was fucking electric, and Wade couldn’t deny that it was a huge draw, but there was a part of him beginning to respond to the rest of it too.

      The small flashes of the softer, more mellow Trevor were also tempting.

      Wade liked the way Trevor kissed and the way he laughed and that underneath the snark was someone who cared deeply about his teammates. He’d been worried enough about the call-ups to go out to rescue them even when he was in pain.

      That said a lot about him.

      “Thought you were going to make me breakfast before practice?” Trevor murmured against his mouth.

      Wade laughed and threaded his fingers through Trevor’s soft, damp hair before pressing their lips together. “Don’t worry, I will.”
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      “Dude, I thought you weren’t going to go to the party last night,” Cooper hissed as Trevor stripped out of his street clothes at the practice rink later that morning. “What the fuck, man?”

      “I didn’t go,” Trevor said irritably. He tugged on his base layers, dressing for practice. “Well, I did, but it was because the idiot kids over there were in need of a rescue. I didn’t drink. Didn’t do anything wrong. Lay off, man.”

      “Well, that’s not what Malone—”

      Trevor’s jaw tightened. “I know what Malone said online. And he’s an asshole for throwing me under the bus. But I can’t do anything about that. Let’s focus on hockey, okay?”

      “Right.” Cooper looked at him flatly. “Whatever, dude.”

      “Hey, lay off,” Ryan said, nudging Cooper in the side with his elbow as he walked by. “Underhill’s been doing great. You saw him working his tail off at practice lately and he hasn’t been out with Malone in forever.”

      “Except last night,” Cooper muttered.

      “I wasn’t with Malone last night except for two fucking minutes to tell him to leave the goddamn party!” Trevor protested. “Jesus, dude, how many times do I have to say that?”

      “Whoa, guys.” Ryan held up his hand. “Chill. We’ve got bigger things to worry about. Like a playoff run. Remember that shit?”

      “Fine,” Cooper said but he shot a sidelong glance at Trevor. “Whatever.”

      Trevor rolled his neck, irritated that this was turning into a thing. The migraine was mostly gone but not totally and the good mood he’d been in after Wade left this morning was rapidly fading. Half the team was side-eyeing him now and it made him feel like shit.

      Trevor dressed quickly and hit the ice before anyone else was out. Petey came out next, and he skated up, a worried look on his face. “Are you in trouble because of me? Because I asked you to come to the party?”

      “I don’t know.” Trevor sighed as he dragged the blade of his stick across the ice like he was sweeping up snow. The surface was smooth and slick—no one had carved it up yet—but the motion was familiar enough to settle something in him. “We’ll see, I guess.”

      “’Cause if you need me to vouch for you—”

      “Thanks,” Trevor said tightly. “I’ll let you know. Just … don’t put yourself in a situation like that again, okay? Malone’s—he’s not the guy you think he is.”

      Petey frowned. “What do you mean? I thought you were friends.”

      Trevor wet his lips. He couldn’t say too much but he felt like the guy needed a warning. “I used to think we were too. But not anymore. He’s … he’s toxic, okay? He’s not the kind of guy you want to be associated with. Take my word for it. He’s only ever going to look out for himself and if you’re not careful, he’ll drag you down with him, okay?”

      “Right. Okay.”

      “And make sure Kent knows that too.”

      Petey still looked confused, but he nodded. “Yeah. Okay. I will.”

      “Good,” Trevor said shortly.

      He wheeled away, skating some quick laps, needing to do something to quiet the strange, restless feeling in him. He kept his head down, focused on the ice beneath him, listening as the noise of his teammates joining him filled the air.

      How had it come to this? How was he in trouble for something he didn’t even do? How was he the guy who was warning his teammates away from Malone? How was he the goddamn voice of reason?

      That was too fucked up for words.

      Trevor ground his teeth together and made a loop around the net at the far end of the rink. The shrill sound of the whistle made him lift his head, and he looked up to see Coach Tate on the ice. That wasn’t great. Daniels almost always ran practice which meant he was probably in meetings about the press from last night.

      Fuck.

      Trevor skated toward Coach and the guys slowly clustered around him. Everyone dropped to a knee and grew quiet, waiting for instructions.

      “Okay, we’re going to run some scrimmages,” Coach Tate said. “Detroit’s been sluggish, but we can’t get complacent. We can sweep this series but not if we get overconfident or lazy. Today, I want to see better puck protection. I want fewer high-risk passes. Give me short, crisp passes, focus on your north-south game, and get the puck to the net. That’s it. Don’t get fancy. Keep it simple. Okay?”

      “Yes, Coach Tate,” they chorused.

      “Okay. Let’s get going.” He blew the whistle again and Trevor skated to the far side of the rink.

      “You okay?” Gabriel asked as he caught up to him.

      Trevor shrugged. “I’ll be fine.” He always was one way or another.

      “Take some deep breaths and try to clear your head,” Gabriel suggested. “I know how easy it is to let outside distractions in, but focus on the hockey and worry about the rest later. That’s what’s important, non?”

      Trevor nodded, swallowing hard as he got in position. He let his eyes close and did what Gabriel suggested.

      A little of the tension in him eased and eventually, he lost himself in the hockey, letting the flow of the game quiet that stupid jittery feeling in him. But they were only about ten minutes in when Daniels stopped the scrimmage with the sharp blow of the whistle.

      “Underhill, come with me.” He made an impatient motioning gesture.

      Trevor opened his mouth to argue that the team needed him out here, but he clenched his teeth together and nodded, skating straight for where his coach stood.

      “Get your skates off, put on your street clothes, and meet me in my office.”

      Again, Trevor was tempted to argue, then thought better of it when he saw the scowl on Daniels’ face.

      “Yes, Coach,” Trevor muttered as meekly as he could, following him down the hall to the dressing room.

      Coach Daniels was more formal than some coaches around the league. Some guys didn’t mind being called by a nickname or their first name, but Daniels had always preferred to be addressed as Coach.

      He’d always run things around here like a pretty tight ship and Trevor knew that he hadn’t been happy about the changes happening in the past few years. He’d been supportive of the guys on the team who came out, but he hadn’t liked the media attention it brought.

      He definitely hadn’t liked the times Malone had gotten the team in the news—like after the fight in Montréal—and he was probably fuming mad now.

      Trevor’s chest felt tight with anxiety as he stripped out his gear and pulled on sweats and a tee. His head was beginning to hurt again too, and he felt a rare flutter of nerves in his stomach as he walked to Coach Daniels’ office.

      “Close the door behind you and have a seat,” he said after Trevor rapped his knuckles on the doorframe.

      Trevor nodded and did exactly that. He wasn’t the smartest man ever, but even he could tell that now was not the time to run his mouth when Coach Daniels was a little red in the face and he had a deep scowl on his face.

      Never good signs.

      Daniels stared expectantly at him over the desk. “Now, I’ve heard a lot of conflicting reports about last night. I want to hear in your own words what happened. Don’t leave anything out.”

      Trevor cleared his throat and began at the beginning.

      “You’re killing me here, Underhill,” Coach Daniels said when he was done, holding his head.

      “Coach, I didn’t do anything wrong, I swear,” Trevor said earnestly. He leaned forward. “I was trying to help the situation last night.”

      Daniels leaned back in his chair and let out a groan. “I want to believe you but …”

      “Look, you heard my explanation. You saw the timestamps on the Uber ride and everything.” Trevor gestured to his phone which lay on the desk between them. “And what about the voicemails? You heard the messages Petey left me, right?”

      “I did.”

      “I know I haven’t always been the easiest guy to rein in. I’ve fucked up in the past. But I swear to you, I’ve been working hard at my game ever since my ankle got fucked.”

      “You have. I’m not denying that. But this isn’t the first time you’ve gotten in trouble with Malone—”

      “What if I promise I’m done with him?” Trevor blurted out. “Like … we’re still on the same team, obviously, but I won’t hang out with him outside of team stuff. No more going out drinking with him.”

      Daniels frowned. “That would be reassuring but …”

      “I want a place here,” Trevor said earnestly. “This team matters to me. I swear. It matters more than whatever friendship I had with Malone before. The team comes first, I promise.”

      Daniels nodded, sitting back in his chair. He looked tired. There were bags under his eyes and his gray hair was a little wild.

      “That’s good to hear.” He looked Trevor in the eye. “I told you this when they brought you on board, but I think a player like you has a place on this team. And I still believe that. I just want to be sure you’re willing to do the work. I believe what you said about the party, but you have to know how it looks from the outside. If I go to bat for you and tell the press that the organization has your back and that we have every confidence that you weren’t involved, I can’t have it coming back to smack me in the face later when you and Malone are photographed out at some party or club getting in trouble.”

      “I know.” Trevor swallowed. He was probably going to piss off the rest of the guys and Wade. Because he’d be no use to them in the future figuring out what was going on with Malone if he promised to stay away from him. But if his coach didn’t trust him, he’d be in a worse situation with the team. He didn’t like letting his captain down but hopefully he’d understand.

      Trevor was pretty sure Wade would understand.

      Whatever the fuck had happened between them earlier today was still rattling around in Trevor’s head and confusing the fuck out of him, but he was pretty sure Wade trusted him and would have his back.

      And if anyone would understand what Trevor was trying to do, it was Wade.

      “I’m one hundred percent done with Malone,” Trevor said earnestly, looking straight into Coach Daniels’ pale blue eyes. “I’m not gonna let you or the team down, Coach.”

      “Good man.”

      Coach rose to his feet and held out his hand. Trevor scrambled to his feet and shook it, relieved by the firm pressure. By the promise that his coach still had faith in him.

      “Thank you,” Trevor said. “I promise, you won’t regret it.”

      Daniels nodded at the door. “Now, get out of here. I have some calls to make.”

      Trevor made a beeline for the exit.

      “Oh, and Underhill?”

      Trevor looked back over his shoulder. “Yeah, Coach?”

      “That’s some agent you have. Wade Cannon really stood up for you when he called earlier.”

      “Yeah?” Trevor smiled quizzically.

      “Yep. It sounds like he thinks you’re ready to turn over a new leaf.”

      “I’m trying,” Trevor admitted. “Doing the best I can, anyway.”

      “Fair enough. Sometimes that’s all you can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Wade spent the morning making phone calls, sitting in meetings, and trying to keep himself distracted. It wasn’t easy. Thoughts of Trevor lingered on the edges of his mind as he dealt with the everyday work that he usually had no trouble losing himself in.

      Wade reviewed contracts and answered emails and kept one eye on his cell phone, waiting for a text or call from Trevor, updating him on the situation but it remained silent.

      There was no contact until well after lunch when Wade’s phone buzzed with a text. Can I call?

      Sure.

      “Did everything go okay with Daniels?” Wade asked in lieu of a hello.

      “Yeah, it went fine. That’s not why I called. I wanted to let you know I, uh, had to tell him something that I’m not sure you’ll be happy about.” Trevor sounded apprehensive.

      Fear flooded Wade’s body as he considered the potential ramifications of that. “Oh. About us? I wish you’d said something to me first.”

      There was silence for a moment. “About us …”

      Wade frowned. “Well, our, uh, hookups? I’m assuming that’s what you told him about, anyway.”

      “What? No. God, I didn’t say anything about that,” Trevor said, sounding perplexed. “Why would I fucking tell him that? No, I just wanted to let you know that I promised Coach I wouldn’t spend any time with Malone outside of team stuff.”

      “Oh.” Wade blinked. “Jesus, you had me worried for a minute.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, it doesn’t exactly look good for us to be—”

      “Right.” Trevor cleared his throat. “I know that. No, I’m not gonna say anything about what we’ve been doing. I know how it’ll look too, and I don’t need to get myself into even more of a situation.”

      Wade shook his head to clear it, confused. “So why in the hell were you worried about telling me what you promised Daniels?”

      “It means I can’t try to pump Malone for info about shit.”

      “Oh.” The pieces fell into place, chasing the last of the confusion away. “I’m not concerned about that. Honestly, I think we’ve tapped out our options there. It was worth trying but clearly, it’s not going well. We’re just going to have to find another angle.”

      “Okay. Cool. Well good. Hopefully the guys will understand. I don’t want to let them down, but I had to assure Coach I was completely done with Malone.”

      “I’m sure the guys will understand. You have a great team there.”

      “Yeah, I do. That’s why I don’t want to fuck this up, you know?” Trevor sounded unusually serious.

      “I know.” Wade softened. “Honestly, I am sorry that last night turned into such a mess for you. You were trying to do the right thing and it shouldn’t have backfired on you.”

      Trevor let out an unamused snort. “Yeah well, I learned years ago that if life can go to shit, it probably will.”

      Wade winced; glad Trevor couldn’t see his expression. That was a cynical take on life if he’d ever heard one. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Ehh, whatever. I’m used to it.” Trevor was silent for a moment. “Coach said you went to bat for me.”

      “I tried.”

      “Well, I appreciate it. I know we’ve kinda been at each other’s throats a lot but …”

      Wade sighed. “I am sorry I leapt to conclusions about your behavior this morning. I shouldn’t have stormed over to your place and tore into you before I knew the details. That was unprofessional of me.”

      And if that wasn’t proof that he was way, way too invested in this shit with Trevor already, he didn’t know what was.

      “I get it. It looked bad. I’d probably have assumed the worst too. Most of the time I probably deserve it.”

      “Yeah, I’m not so sure you do,” Wade said slowly. “Because I think you’re way more dedicated to your career and your team than any of us have given you credit for.”

      “Maybe,” Trevor said, his tone a little gruff. “But I should get back to my workout. I just wanted to update you on shit and say thanks for having my back.”

      “Of course. I’m here for you, Trevor.”

      “Thanks. Later, man.”

      “Later,” Wade echoed.

      He ended the call but sat at his desk a moment, staring at his phone with a furrowed brow. He didn’t know where the investigation into Jack Malone or with his professional relationship with Trevor would go.

      But mostly he was starting to wonder what might come of his more personal relationship with him.

      At first, Wade had found Trevor arrogant and cocky. He’d found him abrasive and argumentative and had written him off as a guy who would never take anything seriously.

      But he’d been wrong.

      Either Trevor had outgrown the sullen, snarky attitude or his injury had made his priorities shift. Maybe both.

      But with those layers peeling away, what was left was a man who was more dedicated to his team than Wade could have ever imagined.

      And what was dangerous was that it left Wade pondering what else he’d find if he continued to work at it.

      If he allowed himself to get closer to Trevor, if he actually got to know him, what would he find?

      Who would Trevor turn out to be?
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        * * *

      

      “What’s up?” Trevor asked as his phone rang with a call from his sister. He was supposed to be making lunch, taking a nap, then running some errands, but at the rate his phone kept ringing, he was never going to get any of it done. Thank God for Bluetooth earbuds.

      “Are you okay?” Niki sounded worried.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” He slapped some turkey and Swiss on wheat bread, glad his weekly grocery delivery had arrived in time for his lunch.

      “’Cause I saw the media stuff about the party last night. That looks like big trouble, Trev.”

      “Hey now,” he teased. “I’m the big brother. I’m the one who’s supposed to be worrying about you. Not the other way around.”

      “It goes both ways, you dummy,” she sassed back. “Now, what the hell happened?”

      Trevor groaned. He was getting so fucking tired of justifying his behavior to everyone. He ran through a brief explanation, keeping it as short as possible.

      “Honestly, I’ll be fine,” he assured her when he was done. “Really. My agent and my coach have my back. They know I didn’t fuck up.”

      “Good.”

      “Why, are you worried about the money train drying up?” he teased. “I’m not gonna stop paying for your school, I promise.”

      Trevor didn’t know a fucking thing about investing or any of that shit but the minute he’d signed his first NHL contract, he’d found a finance guy to set up some savings accounts for his mom and sister and make sure part of his paycheck went straight to them.

      They’d be taken care of, no matter what.

      “What?” Niki said, sounding confused. “God, no. I don’t care about the money, Trev. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’m fucking grateful you’re paying for school because I don’t want to think about how in debt I’d be otherwise but I don’t expect it.”

      “I promised you I’d pay your whole way,” he argued. “I’m not going back on that. Ever.”

      “And I appreciate it. But that’s not why I called. I called because I was worried you were in trouble. I don’t like Malone.”

      Trevor laughed hollowly as he spread mustard on his sandwich. “Yeah well, that’s been going around lately.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Some stuff has come up lately. He’s … he’s not a good guy, Niki,” Trevor admitted. “He’s been a creeper with some of the women in the head office.”

      “Eww. Can’t say I’m surprised though. Not after the way he slid into my DMs that one time.”

      “What?” Trevor said, dropping his knife on the counter with a clatter. “What the hell did he say? Why didn’t you tell me before now?”

      She snorted. “Well, you’re friends with him. I wasn’t gonna go tattle to you. Besides, I’m a big girl. It’s not like I don’t deal with that shit all the time. If I had a thousand dollars for every time some dude acted like an asshole to me on social media, I could pay for nursing school ten times over.”

      Trevor groaned. “Ugh. I hate that for you.”

      “Yeah, well, just promise you’re not doing that to anyone and we’re good.”

      “I’m definitely not.”

      God, Trevor couldn’t remember the last time he’d slid into anyone’s DMs actually. And he’d seen the shit Malone sent. He knew he’d never been that fucking bad.

      “What did Malone say though?” he pressed.

      “Ugh, I don’t remember exactly. He followed me last summer, I think. I’d posted a picture of me and some of my roommates at the pool in our bikinis. I think his DM was something about how the swimsuit would look better off me than it did on.”

      “Jesus, he’s an asshole and unoriginal.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I didn’t realize he was following you.”

      “Yeah. A couple of your teammates do. But he’s the only one who has DM-ed me. Oh, wait, no, Murphy did once, but it was for the Secret Santa thing you guys did last Christmas. He wanted ideas for gifts for you, which I didn’t mind at all. He was polite and respectful.”

      Trevor chuckled. “That sounds like our Captain.” It had been a good gift too.

      “He seems nice.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, he is,” Trevor agreed. “I’m not sure anyone should date hockey players but if he was single, he’s the kind of guy you should date.”

      “First of all, you get no say in who I date, brother. Also, I have zero time for dating, and if I did, it definitely wouldn’t be a hockey player.”

      “Yeah. Fair.”

      “But maybe you should spend more time with guys like Murphy than ones like Malone. I hate what they’re saying about you in the press.”

      “It’s just the stupid gossip sites,” Trevor assured her. “The PR team will do a press release about it, and it’ll be all good.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Try not to worry so much about me.”

      “Well, stop doing dumb shit and I will.”

      Trevor laughed. “Yeah, yeah. But I need to let you go, I’ve gotta finish my lunch and get a nap. We’ve got the game against Detroit tomorrow night, and I have a ton of shit I need to do this afternoon.”

      “Good luck! I’m working but I’ll try to watch if I can. It depends on how crazy it gets.”

      “No worries. I get it. You’re coming if we make it to the Final though, right?”

      “Definitely! I’ll be cheering the loudest.”

      “That I believe. You do have a big mouth.”

      “Weak chirp, Trevor, weak chirp.”

      He grinned. “Love you, Niki.”

      “Love you too.”

      

      Otters’ Organization Clears Underhill of Any Wrongdoing: Malone, Pittman, and Peters in Hot Water

      Ahead of the fourth game in their series against the Detroit Auto Wrenches, the Evanston River Otters Organization has released a statement regarding their players’ behavior at the exclusive party held at the West Loop home of local DJ Blue Solstice.

      The private event was broken up by the police after noise complaints from neighbors. Evidence of drug use and intoxicated minors was found, and the homeowner and numerous other attendees were arrested and released the following morning after paying bail.

      DJ Blue Solstice and a handful of other party attendees will be charged with serving alcohol to a minor, and drug possession.

      No members of the Evanston River Otters organization or their AHL affiliate were arrested.

      The statement released by the front office clears defenseman Trevor Underhill of any wrongdoing. According to the team, Underhill was present at the party for a brief period of time and only showed up after a call from Springfield Tornadoes player Mack Peters, who admitted to attending the party along with fellow Black Ace, Kent Pittman.

      The Evanston River Otters have released both AHL players, who will receive fines and potential suspensions.

      Troubled player, Jack Malone, who was benched earlier in the playoffs for undisclosed reasons, was also in attendance at the party. He will be fined and will continue to remain scratched for the remainder of the series against the Auto Wrenches.

      Trevor Underhill was listed as part of the lineup for tonight’s 7:00 P.M. game.

      The Otters lead the series 3-0 against Detroit and if they win tonight, would sweep it, which would be a first for the Otters’ franchise.

      Despite their players’ involvement in the party and pending disciplinary actions, the Otters have pushed past rumored fractures on the team surrounding Malone and continues to be a contender in the series. But if trouble continues to plague their players, it could be a distraction the team can ill afford.
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      After work the following day, Wade settled into his usual spot on the McKinneys’ couch with a groan. “Thanks for inviting us over for dinner tonight.”

      “Of course.” Erica smiled. “You sounded stressed when I called earlier to see if Braden could stay for dinner so I figured not having to deal with making it for yourself would help.”

      “It was a long day, that’s for sure,” he said with a sigh.

      He felt better now though. His belly was full from the delicious meal Erica and Max had cooked and he was looking forward to the Evanston vs Detroit game tonight.

      He half-listened to the pre-game show as the three of them caught up on what they’d all been up to lately.

      “I saw your client got into some hot water,” Max commented. “The Underhill kid.”

      Wade grimaced. “It wasn’t his fault. Hopefully the statement the organization released will go a long way to ensure he’s not in any trouble but …”

      Wade had spent most of the past two days making phone calls and reassuring sponsors that Trevor wasn’t going to be a liability. The owner of Eighth Sin Roasters was clearly antsy about it though and Wade had a dinner meeting with him planned for tomorrow to put his mind at ease.

      “These rumors tend to stick though, no?” Max asked as the guys came out and lined up for the national anthem.

      “Unfortunately, you’re right. I’m working with my team on some ideas for image rehab.”

      “So, puppies and volunteer work?” Erica asked.

      Wade chuckled. “Pretty much.”

      The three of them lapsed into silence as the puck dropped and the game began. It was quick from the beginning. The energy was high, and Detroit was clearly trying to rally.

      A few minutes in, Wade held his breath as Detroit’s second line center, Robin Maxwell, went on a breakaway and tried to hammer a one timer home. Hajek batted the puck out of the air and threw himself on the ice to cover it up, so no one could get a rebound.

      “Damn. Hajek’s playing well,” Erica said. “He’s so athletic.”

      “He is,” Wade agreed. “Dixon’s not half-bad either but Hajek’s really shone in the postseason.”

      For several minutes, both teams tore up and down the ice. There were plenty of shots on goal, but both goaltenders kept them out of the net and the game remained scoreless.

      Wade tried not to wince when Trevor got boarded by a Detroit player. Trevor shook it off immediately though and skated after their center. Trevor managed a sly hook of his stick that made Detroit’s player lose the puck and either the refs didn’t see it or decided to ignore it because no penalty was called.

      “So, how’s it going with the hottie from work?” Erica asked when it cut to a commercial break.

      “Huh?” Wade looked away from the screen.

      “The guy you were hooking up with at work. How’s that going?”

      “Oh.” Wade cleared his throat and sat back. “Why do you assume he’s a hottie?”

      She chuckled. “Well, you’re you. I just assumed.”

      “That I have good taste?” He grinned.

      “Well, you are friends with us,” Max countered.

      “And you’re modest. How could I forget?”

      “Anyway, hottie or not, tell us about how it’s going with him,” Erica coaxed.

      “He’s hot. Not my usual type but yeah, he’s definitely good-looking.”

      “And …”

      “And … we hooked up again,” Wade admitted. He took a long pull on his beer. “It was good. We admitted it’ll probably happen again.”

      “Ooh, nice.” Erica’s eyes gleamed. “So, when are you going to take him out on a date?”

      “Never!” he protested, then he remembered the lunch in Boystown they had. “Well, we technically had a working lunch the other day but that doesn’t count. And I’m not planning to date him.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s not looking for what I have to offer,” Wade said drily. “I want someone invested in me and my kid. He’s not the type.”

      “Well, you said he wasn’t your usual type. And your usual type hasn’t been working for you. Maybe you should give him a shot.”

      “Mmm.” Wade let out a skeptical noise. “We’ll see.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “That’s not what he said the other morning,” Wade said with a smirk.

      “The other morning?” Max echoed, raising an eyebrow. “You’re doing sleepovers already?”

      “No! I went to his place to—to discuss a work situation and we hooked up. That’s all. It’s casual. No potential for anything serious,” he assured his friends.

      “That’s what they all say,” Erica teased. “And then they’re texting you late at night and inviting you to be their just-friends date to a work event and suddenly you’re seriously dating.”

      “That’s what happened to you two,” Wade pointed out, his tone dry. “Don’t go reading anything more into my situation than what it is.”

      The commercial break ended, and he looked back at the screen.

      Detroit might have been sluggish in the past three games, but they were going hard tonight. Wade clutched the sweating beer bottle tightly in his hand as he watched them shoot at Evanston’s net.

      The puck sailed in between Hajek’s blocker and pad.

      “Damn it,” Wade swore. Detroit was up 1-0 now.

      By the end of the first period, the score was 2-1 and it remained that way halfway through the second.

      “C’mon,” Wade urged under his breath as Trevor bullied his way into Robin Maxwell’s space once again.

      “Your boy is playing well tonight,” Max said.

      “My boy? Which one? Half of that roster is signed with me.” Well, maybe a third.

      “True. I meant Underhill though.”

      “Oh yeah. He is playing well,” Wade agreed. His heart leapt a little at the sight of Trevor on the bench. He took his helmet off, raking a hand through his damp hair before settling the gear in place again.

      “He’s such a pest. I have to wonder what he said to Maxwell to get him to slash him like that,” Max said, his tone admiring.

      “Knowing him, I can only imagine,” Wade said with a chuckle. “But yes, he’s very good with the chirps.”

      “He has an assist tonight too,” Erica said approvingly. “Their defense is so good this year. The depth is unreal. Acquiring Theriault was the best decision that team has ever made.”

      “Agreed,” Wade said. “They’re absolutely stacked with talent this season.”

      “Think they’ll make it to the Final?”

      “I think there’s a good shot.” Wade absently rapped his knuckles on the wooden side table nearby. “If they stay on pace.”

      “Here’s hoping. I’d love to go to a playoff game.”

      “They are fun,” Wade agreed.

      “We should all go and take the boys. Surely you’ve got the hookup for tickets.”

      Wade chuckled. “I could probably make something happen.”

      “Hell yes.” Max held up his beer. “I knew babysitting Braden all those times would pay off someday.”

      Wade tossed a pillow at him, laughing. “You love that kid like your own.”

      Max smiled. “I do. You know he’s always welcome here.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you guys,” Wade admitted. “This single-parenting is no joke. Thank God I only have one kid.”

      “I can only imagine,” Erica said with a chuckle.

      “Speaking of …” Max nudged her. “C’mon. Tell Wade what we’ve been cooking up.”

      Single parenting. Something they’d been cooking up.

      Wade raised an eyebrow at his friends.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re setting me up with someone because you think you’ve found Braden a second dad. After the last disaster, I swore to myself never again.”

      “What? No!” Erica said with a laugh. “We’re not setting you up with anyone. We learned our lesson last time. God, Max, that was a terrible segue into our news.”

      He shrugged. “C’mon, babe, tell him.”

      “Tell me what?” Wade asked with a laugh. “Quit stalling.”

      “We’re pregnant!”

      “Oh, wow.” Wade blinked at them. “Congratulations! I didn’t know you were trying.”

      “We have been for a while but nothing happened. We’d pretty much given up hope, but we just got the confirmation from the doctor.” Erica patted her stomach with a little smile.

      Max wrapped his hand across hers and pulled her close.

      While Wade was never going to experience getting anyone pregnant, he felt a stab of something. Envy, maybe? For the closeness his friends had. That they would be able to go through the experience of pregnancy and raising a child together not just once, but twice.

      For having someone to share their life with.

      He was definitely envious of that.
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      “Hey. This was a good idea, Cap,” Brett Cooper said, his words a little slurred. “It’s been a while since we’ve all gone out.”

      Zane had reserved some tables in the VIP lounge at a club for them to celebrate their second-round sweep against Detroit.

      Zane grinned. “Hey, you guys deserve it. That was a hell of a series, boys, I’m so proud of you all.”

      He glanced around the table and the guys raised their glasses and cheered.

      After the noise died down, Zane turned to Trevor. “You worked hard out there tonight. We’d never have gotten that overtime goal if you hadn’t kept Maxwell off Ryan’s back, and I want you to know how impressed I was with your play all around. You’ve been stepping up in a big way since you got back from your injury.”

      Trevor grinned back, feeling flushed and happy. The whole team had pushed themselves to the limit tonight, but it was a damn good feeling to have his captain’s praise and know that every bruise and twinge in his body had been worth it. He’d be feeling it tomorrow but for now he was flying high.

      “We’ve all been working hard,” Trevor said with a shrug.

      “We were fucking on fire tonight.” Ryan flung an arm around Zane’s shoulder, his movements a little sloppy from the drinks he’d had. “You especially, Murph. God, that goal you got in the third to tie it up …” Ryan gently bumped his head against Zane’s like a big, affectionate cat. “So fucking hot.”

      Trevor rolled his eyes, looking away.

      Murphy and Hartinger were clearly horned up for each other’s hockey and Kelly had his hand so high on Lindy’s thigh he was practically cupping his dick. Taylor sat on Jamie’s lap, and even Lance and Gabriel had come out tonight, though they were tucked away in a nearby booth, whispering something to each other that Trevor was ninety-nine percent sure he didn’t want to hear.

      Man, sometimes it sucked being around these couples.

      The pheromones, or whatever the hell they were, felt thick enough to choke a guy. It made Trevor antsy and horny and annoyed that everyone at the table had someone to go home with.

      Even the rookies had found a couple of college girls they’d coaxed into joining them.

      Their server came by. “Can I get you guys anything else?” she asked with a flick of her hair over her shoulder.

      Trevor held out his credit card. “Another round of shots for these tables.” He indicated the three tables the team was clustered around.

      “Sure thing.” She plucked the card from his fingers with a smile. “I’ll be back with those shortly. Anything else?”

      A few guys put in beer or cocktail orders and time passed with the haze of alcohol and happiness clouding Trevor’s mind and making him loose and relaxed.

      When Lindy got up to use the bathroom, Kelly slid closer to Trevor in the booth, nodding toward the bar.

      “Hey, yo, did you see the way the server was checking you out?” Kelly said under his breath. “She’s definitely been eyeing you every time she comes over.”

      “Yeah?” Trevor shot a discreet look over his shoulder at the brunette who stood by the bar, telling the bartender their order. “Hmm. She is hot.”

      Kelly nudged him with his elbow. “Well, aren’t you going to go hit on her?”

      “You just want to see me lose the bet I have going with Hartinger,” Trevor teased.

      “No. No.” Kelly laughed. “Swear to God that’s not it. I want you to be happy. You were looking a little lonely earlier, man.”

      “You think I’m gonna be happy with some random girl in a bar?” Trevor asked skeptically.

      Kelly shrugged. “I dunno. You never know. Maybe you will.”

      “I think I’m good tonight,” Trevor said firmly. “I dunno, I always feel weird hitting on people while they’re working anyway.”

      “Fair,” Kelly said.

      Niki had always bitched about it, complaining to Trevor about the creepers who came in and hit on her while she worked and the way she had to grit her teeth and smile through it.

      “Just enjoying the night out with the boys,” Trevor said, throwing his arm up over the back of the booth, around Cooper’s shoulder.

      Trevor couldn’t stop thinking about Wade. He’d sent a text earlier, congratulating Trevor on a great game.

      Trevor had sent a reply back, half-expecting that to lead to further conversation. He was a little disappointed when the only messages that came in were other people he knew sending their congratulations on tonight’s win.

      Wade had been on his mind ever since though, and maybe it was the crazy sexual tension floating through the air or the alcohol making him stupid, but every time Trevor thought about picking up some random person tonight, his mind drifted back to his last hookup with Wade. Trevor’s belly clenched at the memory of Wade fucking him deep and hard, and he had to shift in his seat and adjust his dick in his burgundy suit trousers.

      Trevor made it another half an hour or so, but as the married guys started peeling off to head home, Trevor nudged Kelly’s hip. “I think I’m gonna head out.”

      “Huh?” Kelly looked confused. “Why?”

      “I’m wiped. Sorry.”

      “But … I thought you said you were enjoying the night out.” Kelly’s forehead furrowed.

      “Yeah. It just hit me. C’mon, scoot over.”

      Kelly slid out and Trevor extracted himself from the booth.

      “Hey, you’re heading out pretty early,” Murphy said with a frown. “Everything okay? That was a rough hit you took earlier.”

      “Yeah, yeah I’m good,” Trevor assured his captain.

      “You sure it’s not another migraine? If it is, you should talk to the trainers.”

      “It’s not a migraine. I’m just tired.”

      He shook his head in amusement. Jesus, a guy couldn’t so much as take a piss around here without someone wondering what he was up to. Nosy fucking bunch, but a part of him loved it.

      Loved that he mattered to them.

      Trevor said goodnight to the guys, which took longer than he wanted, squared up his bar tab and put in a request for a car while he waited for the receipt to sign, then pushed his way through the crowd.

      He got stopped by someone wanting to congratulate him on a good game and he had to pause to take a picture with a couple fans. He didn’t mind, but he felt a weird restless energy as he smiled at the camera, his arm draped around the guy’s shoulder.

      When Trevor was finally free of the clutch of the crowd, he pushed open the exit door with a relieved sigh. It was a warm, humid night. His shirt clung to his skin as he waited on the sidewalk for the car to arrive.

      It pulled up a few minutes later and he browsed his social media on the ride home. His head spun a little and he felt loose and relaxed as he liked some of the fan comments and replied to a few messages.

      Curious, Trevor did some searches for Wade Cannon online. His social media accounts were private but Trevor was rewarded with some pictures of him at events and from recent news articles.

      God, this was dumb. Trevor shouldn’t be thinking about him, but he couldn’t stop scrolling through photos, blowing them up and examining them more closely.

      Trevor paused on an article with pictures of Wade in his office, suit jacket off, shirtsleeves rolled up, forearms bared.

      All Trevor could think about was that night in the office, kneeling on that rug with Wade’s cock in his mouth. The way Wade had used his mouth.

      Trevor licked his lip and shifted in his seat, feeling restless and trying to be subtle as he adjusted his cock, so he didn’t give the driver the wrong idea.

      He thumbed over to the latest text exchange with Wade. He was so tempted to message him and ask if he wanted to hook up tonight.

      He shouldn’t.

      God, he’d just promised Coach Daniels he’d behave and not do anything stupid. He’d promised to be good but all he wanted was to celebrate this win with a good hard fuck.

      Trevor forced himself to close the messenger app and open a hookup app. But no one there caught his attention and he finally closed out of the app as the car turned onto his street.

      He didn’t want to take a shot with someone and hope for the best. He knew Wade was a guaranteed great fuck.

      Trevor thanked the driver, tipped him, then walked into his building. He waved at the night security guard, then went up to his apartment. It was dark and empty inside, and he tossed his keys on the counter with an annoyed grunt.

      He missed having a roommate. While Kelly technically lived here, he was never home anymore, and it was always too quiet for Trevor’s tastes.

      In his bedroom, Trevor stripped down, tossing his suit on the chair next to the dresser and ducked into the bathroom to turn on the shower.

      The water felt good on his skin, and he closed his eyes, lazily tugging on his dick as he thought again about Wade’s thick cock inside him.

      “Fuck,” he whispered.

      He hated this feeling. He was always so worked up after a win and sex was definitely the way he usually worked through it. But he absolutely shouldn’t text Wade tonight. It was a bad fucking idea.

      Especially because he’d never had the urge to hook up with someone multiple times, no matter how good the sex was. He’d been with plenty of gorgeous people who were great in bed and now all he could think of was Wade.

      Who was the last person he should get into a regular thing with.

      Annoyed, Trevor turned off the water with a hard crank of the handle.

      He patted his skin dry, then tossed the damp towel on the counter. He slid into bed naked and grabbed his phone, typing out a message before he could stop himself.

      Hey, you up?

      There was silence for a few minutes, and he played with his phone, taking a few pictures, then recording a short video.

      He’d nearly given up on a response from Wade when his phone buzzed in his hand.

      Yeah. Heading to bed soon though. What’s up?

      Me. Want to come help?

      Trevor sent the message along with the video to Wade, hopeful that was enough to convince him to make the trek up to his place.

      With a smirk, Trevor pillowed his head on his arm and waited for a reply.
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      Wade had just stepped out of the shower when his phone pinged with a message. He wrapped a towel around his waist and went in search of his phone.

      He raised an eyebrow at the message from Trevor. At this hour of the night, either he was in deep shit, or he was about to suggest something that could get them both in trouble.

      After the promise Trevor had made to his coach yesterday about cleaning up his act, Wade was betting on the latter.

      He opened the message and dropped down hard on the edge of the mattress with a groan at the sight of it.

      Trevor was definitely looking for trouble.

      Come help? God, was that tempting.

      Before Wade could reply, a video from Trevor popped up and he hesitated, debating if he should open it or not. He could imagine what kind of video it was. Certainly nothing he’d ever advise a client to send via text message.

      It was stupid for Trevor to send and stupider for Wade to open.

      But he was still a little buzzed from drinking with his neighbors and the high of Evanston winning.

      Wade could pretend all he wanted that he didn’t have a favorite team, but he had a soft spot for the Otters. Not just because so many of the guys were his clients but because of what kind of men they were. If anyone deserved to win the Cup this year, it was them.

      Tonight’s victory had put the team that much closer to the Final and Wade had been as jubilant as if he’d had a part in it.

      Wade had lingered at the McKinney’s long after the game ended, laughing and talking with them, celebrating the win and his friends’ good news. By the time he’d knocked on Billy’s door to tell Braden it was time to go home, the boys were fast asleep with the lamp in the corner still on. Billy was stretched out on his back on the top bunk, one arm hanging off the edge and Braden was facedown on the lower bunk, still dressed in his jeans and T-shirt.

      Wade hadn’t wanted to disturb the boys so he’d merely tucked blankets around them, turned out the light, then spoken to Erica, who’d assured him Braden could sleep over and go home in the morning.

      Wade had come home and helped himself to another drink while he considered what to do with his unexpected night alone. He’d brought up a hookup app and browsed the profiles nearby. There were plenty of single men looking for action, but no one had caught his eye.

      He’d guiltily half-hoped he’d see Trevor on there.

      But why would Trevor need to get on an app?

      Surely, he’d gone to a bar or club with his team. Even if they’d kept it low-key and private, it wouldn’t have been hard for Trevor to find someone. He’d be worked up from the game, feeling that surge of adrenaline.

      The physical battle of a game, the win, they’d all fuel that need to fuck. It had been a long time since Wade had experienced it, but he’d never forget it. He’d made his stupidest decisions after wins like that. Risking everything to get his dick sucked or fuck someone.

      Trevor would be the same.

      And Wade had no claim on him.

      He’d never assumed that Trevor would think twice about him on a night like tonight. Not when people in bars and in his DMs would be clamoring for his attention.

      But clearly, he was up late and thinking of Wade. Sending him videos. That had to mean something …

      Knowing it was a terrible idea but helpless to stop himself, Wade clicked Play, watching intently.

      On the screen, Trevor lay in bed, smirking. His chest was bare, his hair damp. His gaze never left the camera as he hooked his thumb in the white sheet covering him up to his chest.

      He pushed the sheet lower, slowly revealing his tight pecs and more and more of his well-toned abs, his skin covered with swirls of elaborate ink.

      The challenge in his gaze as he looked straight into the camera made Wade’s blood heat and he pressed down on his hardening dick through the damp towel as he watched, gaze straining to catch a glimpse of the dark hair surrounding Trevor’s dick.

      But as the sheet hit that spot, the video ended.

      Wade bit his lip, hitting Play again, his skin heating with need as he greedily drank in the sight of Trevor teasing him.

      When the video finished playing a second time, Wade shot off a message to Trevor.

      Fuck. You shouldn’t send that to me. If either of our phones got hacked …

      Trevor responded immediately. I know. But a guy’s gotta live a little dangerously. And better to send it to you than someone who might share it …

      Damn it. He wasn’t wrong. Wade would have to give him that.

      Still risky, he fired back.

      Then come over and punish me.

      Wade chuckled. Thought you weren’t into that.

      Maybe I lied. *wink*

      You’re trouble. Wade shook his head, amused and frustrated all at once.

      You like it. Now, seriously. You gonna come over tonight or no?

      You gonna send this to someone else if I don’t? Wade replied.

      He regretted the message as soon as he hit Send. Nevermind, he typed out but before he could hit Send on that message, Trevor responded.

      Honestly, no.

      Huh. That was interesting. Wade hit the backspace button until his previous ‘nevermind’ disappeared.

      I’d normally say I can’t come over, Wade typed out instead. I’m a dad. I can’t leave my kid home alone to go get laid. But he’s at a friend’s house tonight. So …

      So that’s a yes?

      Yeah. I’ll be there in about twenty.

      Wade ordered a ride share, dressed quickly in sweats and a T-shirt, then threw running shoes and a baseball cap on. The car arrived a few minutes later and he was on his way to Trevor’s apartment.

      That was stupid too. It would be better if he drove himself, but he’d had too much to drink to feel safe behind the wheel.

      He was a jittery mess by the time he walked into the lobby, and he jingled his keys in his pocket as he approached the desk where a night security guy sat. The guy stared at his computer screen, looking half-asleep.

      Shame he wasn’t the guard from the other morning. He probably would have recognized Wade.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m here to see Trevor—”

      The guy looked up and waved disinterestedly. “Wade, right? Mr. Underhill said to send you right up.”

      “Yep. Thanks.”

      He quickly skirted around the desk to the elevators. As it rose to the fourth floor, his gut tightened with anticipation. Wade reminded himself how dangerous to their reputations this was.

      Coming over the other morning was one thing. It was perfectly reasonable for him to show up at his client’s apartment the day after a scandal broke. Showing up at three in the morning was idiotic, however.

      It screamed hookup.

      If Wade’s clients had ever thought about doing something like this, he would have ripped them up one side and down the other for their idiocy.

      The worst part was it reminded Wade so much of the clandestine hookups he’d managed during his playing career. He remembered wearing baseball caps and ducking his head furtively as he slunk in and out of guys’ apartments and anonymous hotel rooms, desperately hoping to go unrecognized.

      He remembered the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach for days after as he held his breath, waiting for one of them to sell him out to the highest bidder. For his private life to become public knowledge.

      He’d hated it. Violently. And he’d vowed to himself after every hookup that he’d never do it again.

      He’d broken his promise every single time.

      When Wade had come out, he’d sworn to himself that he’d never have to live like that again. And until now, he hadn’t.

      It had been both terrifying and freeing to date openly. To sit in a gay bar in Boystown and sip a drink. To sidle up to a guy and ask him to dance. To walk out of a club, hand-in-hand with him, and take him home without giving a single solitary fuck about what anyone thought of it.

      Wade had sworn he’d never be secretive again.

      Although his hookups since Levi left had been more about raw sexual need than any tender feelings for his partners, he’d still done it openly and without an ounce of shame.

      He was a gay man who’d promised to never, ever put himself in a situation where he had to deny who he was or who he was doing it with.

      And here he was, hiding and skulking around again.

      It was for very different reasons but the sick twist in his stomach felt all too familiar. Unwelcome and unwanted.

      Wade was better than this. He deserved better, he reminded himself as he stepped off the elevator on Trevor’s floor and walked to his apartment.

      But he raised his hand and softly rapped on the door anyway.

      A moment later, the door swung open, revealing Trevor wearing nothing but a smirk and his extensive tattoos.

      “I see you dressed up for the occasion,” Wade said, looking him up and down as he stepped inside the dim apartment and closed the door behind him.

      “Shut up and kiss me,” Trevor muttered as he knocked Wade’s hat off. It clattered softly to the floor as he grabbed the back of Wade’s head and pressed their lips together. He tasted sharp and cool like mint, but his skin was warm as he crowded close, running a palm up under Wade’s T-shirt.

      Wade closed his hands around Trevor’s waist, feeling the bite of his narrow hips, then the lush curve of his ass as he pulled him closer.

      Trevor pinched his nipple, twisting a little, and Wade let out a groan and deepened the kiss, licking his way into Trevor’s mouth.

      “Bedroom,” Wade muttered when Trevor tried to push him up against the door. They’d made do with couches and counters in the past, but he wanted the space to spread out tonight. If he was doing this, he might as well do it right.

      Trevor let out a huff as Wade manhandled him, pushing him down the hall, urging him toward the open bedroom door where light spilled out, a wash of gold cutting through the dark apartment.

      Trevor laughed against his mouth, his grip tight on Wade’s hip. “Eager much?”

      “You’re the one who wanted me to come over so bad you sent me a suggestive video,” Wade reminded him as he stripped out of his clothing.

      “Worked, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” Wade pushed Trevor onto the bed, and he fell back, laughing a little. Wade stared down at him, drinking in his scruffy playoff beard and the dark ink wrapped around his lean muscles. He looked so good it made Wade ache.

      He muttered, “God, this is fucking stupid,” but he couldn’t pull his gaze away.

      “Stupid hot.” Trevor grabbed his dick, lazily stroking as he wet his lips.

      “How drunk are you right now?” Wade asked. He didn’t know for sure that Trevor was intoxicated but after a win like they’d had tonight he’d undoubtedly gone out with the boys to celebrate, and he seemed loose now.

      Less sharply focused than usual.

      Trevor wet his lips again. “Sober enough to know I fucking want this. C’mon. Fuck me, Wade.”

      Wade groaned and dropped onto the bed on his knees. He settled between Trevor’s thighs, running his hands up and down them for a moment. He dug into the muscles, avoiding the bruise on the front of his thigh.

      Trevor groaned, his head tipping back, revealing the long line of his throat. Wade wanted to bite the spot below his jaw and suck until he left a mark as dark as the one on Trevor’s quad.

      Instead, Wade made one last pass across Trevor’s muscular thighs, then bent down to take his cock in his mouth. He was cut and his dick curved upward in a pleasing arc, the head rubbing against the roof of his mouth.

      Trevor let out a throaty groan as Wade slid down his shaft, rolling his balls in his palm. They were soft and warm, and his skin smelled of body wash.

      “Oh fuck, you’re good at that,” Trevor rasped. He raked his hand through Wade’s hair, not pushing, just rubbing a little, his dull nails sending a shudder down Wade’s spine.

      Wade sucked harder, gently tugging at Trevor’s balls, just to hear him make that desperate little noise again.

      When Trevor was leaking steadily in his mouth, his hips rising and falling with the rhythm of Wade’s movements, Wade slid off with a wet pop, sitting back on his haunches.

      Trevor shuddered. “God, I don’t know why I thought you’d …” He groaned when Wade leaned over to swipe the lube and condoms off the nightstand.

      He tossed the condom on the bed beside Trevor’s hip, then clicked the lid of the container open. “Thought I’d what?”

      “Huh?” Trevor blinked vaguely.

      “You thought I’d what?” Wade prompted.

      “Oh. Thought maybe you’d hate sucking dick. You hadn’t done it before, and …”

      “Nope.” Wade squeezed some lube out, slicking his fingers. “I enjoy it. Almost as much as I enjoy you sucking mine.”

      “You gonna fuck me?” Trevor reached for a pillow.

      “If you want me to.”

      “Fuck yeah.” Trevor shoved the pillow beneath his hips. Wade pressed Trevor’s other thigh back, using his knees to spread him wider and give himself better access.

      Trevor tugged at his dick; gaze heavy-lidded.

      “Not too sore?” Wade dragged two slippery fingers along Trevor’s crack until he shuddered.

      “No. Besides, I’ve got a little break before the next game.” He grinned at Wade. “You’re about to fuck a division champ.”

      Wade chuckled, working one finger into Trevor’s hole. He let out a hiss, but he shoved back at Wade, his body rising and falling with eager thrusts of his hips. Wade added a second finger and Trevor’s cock jerked, spitting a little pre-cum onto his tattooed abs.

      “God, look at you,” Wade whispered. “You need this, don’t you?”

      Trevor whined. “Don’t tease.”

      Wade smirked down at him. “Like you teased me with that video earlier?”

      “Got me what I wanted, didn’t”—Trevor’s voice hitched—“didn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. Did it?” Wade crooked his fingers, hitting Trevor’s prostate and making him curl up, moaning low and long.

      When he didn’t answer, Wade grasped Trevor’s cock, stroking slowly as he worked him over.

      “Fuck. Fuck.”

      “That dirty mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble one of these days.”

      “Worked”—Trevor screwed his eyes up tight as Wade added a third finger—“worked out pretty well for me tonight, I have to say.”

      “What was it you said to Maxwell to get him to go after you tonight?” Wade rotated his fingers, working Trevor open and making him moan.

      “You watched my game?” Trevor asked a little breathlessly.

      “Mmm, I did. You did good. I was proud of you.”

      Trevor’s eyes widened and he shuddered.

      “Oh, you like that, do you?” Wade asked smugly.

      “Fuck off,” Trevor said with a gasp, but his abs tightened when Wade went deep with one hand and twisted the other hand around the head of his cock at the same time.

      He let out a little whimper when Wade slid his fingers free.

      “Are you gonna fuck me or tease me?”

      “Maybe a little of both.” Wade smiled. “If you’re a good boy, I’ll fuck you sooner.”

      “Please, Wade, will you fuck me?” Trevor fluttered his lashes at Wade. “I need your big, thick dick in me.”

      Wade laughed and smacked Trevor’s inner thigh. “Oh, you think that’s being a good boy, do you?”

      Trevor let out a huff and threw the condom at him. It hit Wade’s stomach and his grin widened.

      “Hands and knees,” Wade ordered, and Trevor let out another annoyed sound but he flipped over, grabbing the pillow and shoving it under his chest, resting on his elbows. It forced his hips high and his chest low and Wade smirked over the length of his back.

      Technically not what he’d asked for but frankly, it was even better.

      Wade was slowly getting a handle on Trevor. He liked to be bossed around; he just didn’t enjoy admitting it. Well, Wade could certainly work with that.

      He rolled the condom on, slicked himself, then took a moment to enjoy the view in front of him.

      Trevor’s butt and thighs were gorgeous. A tattoo wrapped around his hip and curled up into the meat of his ass cheek and twined around his thigh.

      It made Wade want to bite so he leaned in and nipped at the thickest part of Trevor’s ass. Trevor yelped and shot him a dirty look over his shoulder. “What was that for?”

      “Just appreciating the view.”

      “With a bite?”

      “Seemed appropriate.” He laid a smack on Trevor’s butt that probably stung his hand as much as it did Trevor’s muscular ass.

      “Are you gonna fuck me tonight or what?” Trevor asked with a huff.

      “Maybe.” Wade shifted to his knees and lined his cock up with Trevor’s hole. “I’m thinking about it.”

      “God, I hate you.”

      Wade laughed and dragged the head of his cock across Trevor’s slick entrance. “Do you? Because this doesn’t feel like hate to me.”

      “Don’t get cocky, asshole. We don’t have to do this again.”

      “This was all you this time,” Wade reminded him. He made another pass across Trevor’s hole, then pushed inside.

      Trevor shuddered and let out a low moan, clenching tight around him. Wade stilled, hand gripping Trevor’s hips to hold him still and let him adjust to the intrusion.

      “Might be worth it though,” Trevor said, his voice strained. “Ask me after.”

      Wade laughed and began to rock his hips. He had to close his eyes at the slick, tight glide of his cock in and out of Trevor. He could tease Trevor all he wanted but in the end, he was teasing himself too, which could quickly backfire on him.

      Wade roamed his hands up and down Trevor’s back as he thrust into him, exploring every inch of the tight muscles and warm skin within his reach. Trevor was responsive as always, fucking him back, clenching around him, letting out sounds of pleasure that only served to push Wade closer and closer to release.

      The perfect power bottom.

      Exactly what Wade liked most in bed.

      When it almost became too much, Wade stopped, bent over Trevor and pinned him down, mouthing at his neck and shoulder and tasting the salt from his sweat. He snaked his hands around Trevor’s torso, sliding his hand along his slick skin until he could reach his nipples.

      He tweaked them into hard little nubs, making Trevor groan and try to shove back against him, but Wade kept tormenting him, boxing him in until he couldn’t move except to shiver and gasp.

      “Seriously?” Trevor huffed, clenching around him when Wade pinched hard. “You’re … God you’re an asshole.”

      Wade laughed and laid a sharp bite to Trevor’s trap, digging his teeth into the muscle until Trevor let out a choked-out moan. “You’re enjoying every second of it,” Wade teased.

      “I’m—I’m definitely not.” But every hitch of Trevor’s breath, every stutter to his quiet gasps told a different story.

      Wade sucked at the spot on his shoulder as he toyed with Trevor’s nipple before sliding a hand down to tease at the sticky head of his cock. He was leaking steadily, and Wade began to thrust again, shallow little jabs of his cock that seemed to hit Trevor just right if the noises he made were any indication.

      When Trevor began moaning continuously, Wade couldn’t take much more. He reached down, tugging at Trevor’s balls, enjoying how tight and full they felt.

      “Tell me you like this,” he whispered against Trevor’s skin.

      “Fuck.” Trevor pounded a fist against the mattress. “Fuck, I like this okay? I like it a lot. God. Wade, you’re killing me. Please, please, just fuck me. Fuck me. I need to come so bad.”

      Wade gave him one last playful bite, hard enough to sting, then straightened.

      “Mmm, good boy,” he praised.

      Trevor let out an annoyed grunt, but Wade could see the little tremors shuddering through him, followed by a soft noise of desperation.

      It wouldn’t take much to send Trevor hurtling over the edge and Wade couldn’t hold back any longer either. Need gathered low in his spine, a hot pulse that urged him toward release. Wade closed his eyes and fucked into Trevor hard, abs tightening. He gritted his teeth through the desperate thrusts, hoping to coax Trevor over the edge before he came.

      A few more snaps of his hips and the pleasure boiled up, spreading in molten waves across Wade’s body. His hips stuttered with jerky little thrusts as he shot into the condom. He blindly reached for Trevor’s cock and all it took was a single stroke before Trevor was coming too, a ragged moan leaving his lips, his release smeared across Wade’s palm, slicking his way as he worked him through the full-body shudders.

      The sounds of their orgasms mingled in the dim bedroom, and Trevor shivered under him, cock spurting until Wade thought it might never end. Wade dropped his head to Trevor’s shoulder, body curved over him, helplessly trembling with the final aftershocks of his own release.

      He panted against Trevor’s sweat-slicked skin, not even realizing he was still stroking Trevor until he let out a pained grunt and batted his hand away.

      “Too much,” he said roughly, and Wade let him go with an apologetic noise.

      “Sorry. Fuck. That was …” Wade could hardly make words when his head was swimming like this.

      He forced himself upright, grasping the base of the condom before he pulled free. Trevor hissed and Wade gave his hip an apologetic pat.

      When Wade sat back, shifting to the side, Trevor slid to the bed in a puddle of limbs, faceplanting on the bed.

      “Unhhhhhhhhh,” he groaned into the tangle of blankets.

      Wade tossed the condom in the trash, made a half-hearted attempt at cleaning himself with some tissues, then fell onto his back beside Trevor, breathing hard. “Fuck, Trevor.”

      “You just did. Gimme a minute before we go again,” he muttered. He rolled onto his side, weakly tugging at the pillow still half beneath him. It was probably wet and sticky, growing uncomfortably cold under him.

      Wade huffed out a laugh and yanked the pillow free, blindly tossing it off the bed. “Not what I meant.”

      “’s what I meant,” Trevor slurred, settling on his stomach again, cheek pressed against a clean pillow.

      Wade chuckled, running a hand along Trevor’s sweaty skin. “I can tell.”

      “I hate how much that works for me,” he muttered.

      Smiling, Wade used his fingertips to lightly trace Trevor’s tattoo of a skull wearing a hockey helmet. “Being edged or me fucking you in general?”

      “Dunno. Both?”

      Wade’s smile widened. That was honest.

      They lay there in silence a few minutes, not moving until Wade shivered, rapidly drying sweat leaving him chilled. He slid a little closer, lying half on top of Trevor.

      Wade should get up and leave or at least coax Trevor into taking a shower but the heat of Trevor’s skin against his was nice in the cool bedroom. Wade tugged the sheet and blanket up over them both and settled in.

      Trevor let out a little grunt, but he didn’t push Wade off, just wiggled a little to get more comfortable, then went limp underneath him.

      Wade pressed his lips to Trevor’s shoulder and wrapped his fingers around Trevor’s hip with a noise of contentment.

      “Why do I feel like we’re playing with fire?” Wade asked quietly. He let out a semi-regretful sigh against Trevor’s skin. The sex had been amazing but every time they hooked up, the more likely they were to get caught.

      “I like to live dangerously,” Trevor muttered into the pillow.

      Wade huffed out a laugh and dragged his hand along Trevor’s thigh, enjoying the soft tickle of his leg hair. “That doesn’t surprise me about you. But I don’t. I have too many responsibilities to do that.”

      “Maybe it’s time you loosened up.” Trevor craned his neck and shot Wade a look over his shoulder, but he sounded half asleep and his eyes were drooping.

      Wade chuckled. “This doesn’t count?”

      “Not if it’s a one-off.” Trevor yawned, smothering the sound against his forearm.

      “I think we passed a one-off already,” Wade reminded him. Several times ago, in fact.

      But Trevor’s eyes were closed now, and he let out a sleepy noise as he burrowed his face into the pillow again.

      Wade felt his eyes growing heavy too. He should get up, should force himself out of bed to dress and go home but it was late, and he was too comfortable to move.

      He squeezed Trevor’s hip once, and fell asleep.
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      Trevor woke up alone. He rolled over, sleepily patting the bed beside him and expecting to find Wade’s solid bulk beside him.

      He wasn’t there.

      Trevor didn’t know why he was surprised.

      He didn’t do sleepovers with anyone he fucked, but he didn’t do repeats either and yet he’d definitely expected to open his eyes and find Wade taking up half his bed.

      Just the thought of that made Trevor feel itchy and antsy though, so he threw back the covers, wincing when several items fell to the floor beside the bed with a clatter.

      Trevor found his phone—thankfully unharmed—and the lube bottle and condom wrapper. He grabbed his phone, tossed the bottle in the general direction of the nightstand and left the wrapper where it had fallen.

      He dragged on sweats, knowing he needed to shower off the dried cum and lube but way too lazy to bother.

      When Trevor staggered out of the bedroom with his phone clutched in his hand, he blinked at the bright sunlight streaming in through the wide living room windows. God, it looked late.

      He squinted at the time on the microwave, rubbing his sleep-crusted eyes.

      Yup. Definitely late. He’d slept hard. Not a huge surprise after a physical game and hard fuck, but he was glad Coach Daniels had told the entire team to take a maintenance day for rest.

      They’d swept the series, so they’d have almost a week off before they had to play again. Practice would start up again tomorrow, but Trevor was glad to have a day to do absolutely fuck all.

      Still half-asleep, he grabbed an orange Gatorade from the fridge and gulped half of it down. He got coffee brewing and stared blankly at the contents of his refrigerator. There was food in there, but he wasn’t in the mood for any of it and it all took way too much effort.

      He was trying to eat healthier, but the problem was, he couldn’t cook for shit.

      Trevor leaned against the counter, sipping the remainder of the sports drink as he texted Kelly. Wanna grab brunch at the diner with me? You can bring your other half if you want.

      Can’t, he got back a few minutes later. Lindy and I had breakfast a few hours ago and we’re going for a run along the waterfront before we grab lunch.

      Gross. Enjoy.

      Annoyed, Trevor threw his phone on the counter. Yeah, he definitely was over this whole everyone on the team being coupled up thing.

      Trevor’s stomach rumbled and he snagged a banana that looked more brown than yellow. He gagged as he ate it, hating that it was overripe, but he was too hungry to care. And he always felt vaguely guilty at the food he let go to waste. His mom had worked so fucking hard to put food on the table for their family.

      Now, Trevor easily wasted as much in a week as she’d been able to afford in a month or more.

      Damn it.

      Trevor almost wished Wade had stayed. Maybe he would have made him breakfast like he did last time he’d been over.

      Trevor’s fridge had been nearly empty then and Wade had still managed to whip up something delicious. He could probably do more with the food Trevor had now.

      Trevor reached for his phone and shot off a message to Wade. Fuck and duck, huh? Cold, man.

      No answer came before the coffee machine finished brewing, so Trevor fixed himself a coffee and snagged a protein bar from the cupboard. He ate it in three savage bites, chewing angrily but not sure why he felt so off this morning.

      His coffee was almost gone by the time he got a reply. I didn’t think you were the sleepover type.

      Definitely not. But I could make an exception if you made me breakfast.

      It’s lunchtime.

      I’ll also accept brunch. Or lunch. Whatever. I’m hungry.

      Then I suggest you do something about that. Besides, I couldn’t stick around. I didn’t want to have my kid get home from the neighbors’ and wonder where I was.

      Fair.

      Trevor tossed his phone aside and went to shower. He scrubbed off, not sure why he was feeling so annoyed. It was no big deal that Wade had left. Hell, Trevor was glad he had. He’d done an awkward morning after once or twice before he decided never again.

      It wasn’t worth the hassle.

      If anything, Wade had done him a favor by leaving.

      After the shower, Trevor dressed, stuffed his phone in his pocket, then grabbed keys, his wallet, and his helmet.

      He was sore and a little achy as he walked out to the attached parking structure but when he swung a leg over his motorcycle, he couldn’t help but smile.

      It was a nice early summer day for a ride to the diner. Besides, the team was in a good spot, and he’d gotten laid. Life was pretty fucking good right now.

      Trevor settled his helmet over his head, shivering a little as he thought about the way Wade had felt inside him last night, thick and hard. He’d boxed Trevor in, teased him, forced him to take whatever he could get.

      There had been nothing in Trevor’s head but raw, urgent need. Sex was always good but that had been … well, that was something else.

      Trevor wasn’t sure he liked the feeling of wanting it again though. And weirdest of all, that he half-wished Wade had spent the night.

      It was just great sex and breakfast he wanted, Trevor reminded himself firmly.

      If Wade had stayed, Trevor could have talked him into cooking, then teased and bullied him into the bedroom again. Or maybe Wade would have put him on his knees in the kitchen, forced him to suck his cock …

      Yes. That was definitely the only reason he wanted Wade to stick around.

      God, why was he being so weird about it?

      Trevor shook his head to clear it and twisted the key in the ignition, making the bike roar to life.

      The rumble beneath him was comforting. It was the only thing he’d splurged on for himself after he signed his first Otters contract. He’d set aside the money for his mom and sister, then, feeling guilty, purchased the bike.

      The vintage Norton Commando 961 was gorgeous, a black and chrome beast that announced his presence with a throaty roar.

      He snapped the visor on his helmet down, then squeezed the throttle, the bike leaping forward with an aggressive snarl.

      Smiling behind the mirrored surface of his face shield, Trevor cruised out onto Evanston’s streets, his mood lightening as the bike leapt forward.

      He had no idea why he was letting himself get weird about what he was doing with Wade. It was just good sex. So good he wanted it again.

      And yeah, maybe he’d bent his usual rules, but it didn’t mean anything other than the fact that he was riding the high of it. It was like a winning streak. When things were going right, you leaned into it and rode the wave until it crashed.

      When he and Wade got bored with each other, they’d go back to being agent and client. Simple.

      Because Trevor didn’t do complicated or getting too attached to anyone or anything.

      He never had and he never would.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Who are you texting?” Braden tried to peer around Wade’s arm, and he turned off his screen with a press of his thumb.

      He definitely didn’t need Braden accidentally seeing something he shouldn’t.

      “A friend,” he said as he put his phone on the counter. He’d been staring at the message from Trevor and trying to figure out what it meant.

      “A boyfriend?”

      Wade shook his head. “Just a friend.”

      “Then why can’t I see?”

      Wade smiled at his son. “Because sometimes I want to have private conversations with my friends. I don’t listen in on your conversations with Billy, do I?”

      “No, but you check my social media stuff.” Braden made a face.

      “I know. But that’s to keep you safe. There are unfortunately people out there who don’t have your best interests at heart. I want you to learn how to navigate the online world but there are a lot of things out there that you don’t need to see right away. So, I’m trying to help you figure out how to do it safely.”

      Braden let out a grumpy noise, but he nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      “So, what are you going to do today?” Wade asked, steering the conversation in a new direction.

      “I dunno. Maybe gaming with some friends.”

      “I’d like you to get out in the fresh air for at least an hour too.”

      Braden made a face again. “Do I have to?”

      “Yes. How about we do something together? I need the fresh air too.”

      “I dunno. What do you wanna do?”

      “How about some street hockey?”

      Braden shrugged. “Yeah, I guess that would be okay.”

      “Good.” Wade smiled, then glanced at the clock. “Why don’t we meet back here at one and grab some lunch, then we’ll go outside and play for an hour?”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      “Cool. See you then.” Wade went to ruffle Braden’s hair, but he ducked away, scowling.

      “Don’t. I like my hair like this.”

      “Sorry. I’ll try to remember not to do that.” Wade smiled at his son as he unfolded himself from the stool he’d been perched on in the kitchen. “Have fun gaming. I’m going to get some work done.”

      “You’re so boring,” Braden said as Wade rinsed out his coffee cup, then tucked it into the dishwasher. “You never do anything fun.”

      “I had fun with the McKinneys last night,” Wade pointed out. “We watched the game.”

      “I mean, hockey’s fine,” Braden said. “But that’s your work too.”

      Wade gave his son a rueful smile. He had a point. “I went out with a friend after the game,” he countered. That was stretching the truth a little bit but …

      “Yeah, but what did you do? Talked about work? That’s all you do with the McKinneys.”

      Shit, Wade definitely hadn’t thought that one through. He didn’t want to explain what he did with Trevor last night. “Uhh.”

      Braden side-eyed him, his nose wrinkling. “Eww.”

      “What?” Wade protested with a laugh.

      “You only get that weird look on your face when it’s about adult stuff.” He made a face. “You could have said you have a boyfriend.”

      “He’s … not really a boyfriend. We um …”

      “Double eww!”

      “What?” Wade laughed a little harder.

      “I don’t wanna hear it.”

      “Someday, I’ll be wishing you still felt that way,” Wade said drily. “Look, I’m an adult, I’m allowed to do adult things if I do them safely and in a way that doesn’t harm anyone else.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I still don’t wanna hear it.”

      Wade made a little shooing motion with his hand. “Then get out of here and stop being nosy about my personal life.”
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        * * *

      

      After lunch and a game of street hockey with Braden, Wade sat at his desk, grimacing as he stared blankly at the notepad in front of him. He’d sat down at his desk to work and found a voice message on his phone from Eighth Sin Roasters. They were concerned about Trevor’s sponsorship deal.

      Wade tapped his pen against the note he’d taken, circling it then underlining it twice.

      Image management.

      “We’re just concerned that this comes at a bad time,” the owner, Colin Strickland, said. “Yes, we want edgy but we’re not comfortable with someone who has been associated with the kind of negative press that’s come up recently. Obviously, the team’s statement and their recent win against Detroit helps. But this doesn’t look good, Mr. Cannon. Anyway, call when you get a chance so we can discuss this further.”

      Wade rubbed his forehead. Okay. So, they clearly needed to work on Trevor’s PR image. It wasn’t the first time the agency or the team had needed to soften the public’s perception of a player.

      He’d talk to Samantha McCoy, the director of Marketing and Digital Media for the Otters. She might have some ideas, and really, at this point, it was best if they worked together. Both Trevor and the team as a whole could use a PR boost, and together, he and Samantha should be able to pull together a good campaign.

      Wade shot off a detailed email to his team at Premier, including his assistant Kendall, his digital investigator Laurie, and the PR people.

      A call connected him to Samantha immediately.

      “Hi, Wade,” she said when she answered. “Let me guess, your boy needs a PR boost.”

      Wade laughed. God the woman was shrewd. He’d worked with her when she had a PR job at Premier’s agency, and he’d always liked her take-no-prisoners approach. “Yes,” he said. “And so could your team as a whole.”

      “Absolutely. What are you thinking?”

      “Well, I know the Otters work with the local youth sports league, and I’d like to set up some stuff there. I know time is tight, but the fact that the team swept this series means we have a few more days of wiggle room.”

      “Yep, we can make that work. The EYSL always needs volunteers, and I can certainly send a camera crew there to record the guys. We’ll get the graphics going for a media blitz immediately and we should be ready to roll by early next week.”

      “Excellent. I like that.”

      “So, working with kids is always a great PR look, but I’ve had an idea in my back pocket for a while that it might be time to pull out.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Puppies.”

      Wade chuckled. It was true, there were few things that increased public perception of hockey players better than seeing them with kids or animals. “What are you thinking?”

      “Well, it’s easy enough to spin it as something to help the guys unwind and get ready for the next series,” Samantha mused. “But I was thinking we’d have the shelter bring a few dogs and cats to the arena after practice. We’ll film it and sell the shit out of it.”

      “I like that.”

      “I know teams do calendar shoots all the time, but this would be a little less formal. Just the guys playing with some cute animals. I was thinking we might put a twist on it though.”

      “What kind of twist?” Wade asked, intrigued.

      “Make it family friendly. Have the guys bring their wives and kids in. Some of the AHL guys have kids. The Tremblays have adorable children who are the perfect age, and we’ve got Jamie Walsh’s kid, Ava, who I have yet to see anyone not fall in love with. You should see the engagement we get on videos we post of his interactions with her during home game warmups.”

      “I can see that,” Wade said, nodding as he jotted a few things down. “The Tremblay and Walsh kids are definitely cute and great on camera. And yeah, I like your plan. Let’s do this.”

      “You can bring your son too if you want. I’ll have some of the staff kids come in too. To be frank, the more kids and animals we have running around together the better.”

      “Sure. Braden would enjoy that a lot.”

      “Perfect. I mean, unless a dog pees on the Otters logo or something, I don’t see any downsides to this plan.”

      He chuckled. “No, I don’t see any downsides either. And frankly, that logo has seen worse. There’s sweat, blood, and a lot of cheap beer and Champagne that’s been ground into that thing. A little dog pee is nothing.”

      She chuckled. “Well, I wasn’t sure if there was some weird superstition surrounding it. I know everyone has to steer clear of stepping on it, but I wasn’t sure if that extended to dogs. You hockey players and your rituals are a pain in my ass.”

      Wade could practically hear her eyes roll through the phone, but she sounded more amused than upset.

      Wade laughed too. “Yeah, well, hockey players might be a weird, superstitious bunch but they do keep us both employed so …”

      “Yeah, you have a point,” she said with a laugh. “I just wanted to make sure my plan would work.”

      “You want the dogs in the dressing room then?” he asked, jotting down a few notes.

      “I think that would be best if we could work that angle. It can’t hurt to make it look as cozy and intimate as possible. We’ll use the players’ lounge or family lounge too, but it can’t hurt to see the guys with the animals in the dressing room. Really drive the team as family angle.”

      “Got it. Yeah, I think that should work.”

      “Excellent. I’ll get the ball rolling on that then. I’ll call the shelter immediately and talk to Daniels about what day he feels is best and get back to you.”

      “Sounds great. I’ll loop you in on our planning emails if you’ll do the same for me. And if my team at Premier comes up with any other ideas, I’ll let you know.”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Wade. Pleasure working with you as always.”

      “Same to you,” he said warmly. “Talk soon.”
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      “I’m doing what?” Trevor asked flatly.

      “You need to spend Tuesday afternoon at the EYSL volunteering,” Wade explained.

      Trevor squinted, though Wade couldn’t see him through the phone. “I thought we were usually off the hook for stuff like that during the playoffs? I mean, I like going and helping out and the kids are great, but we’ve kinda got a lot going on right now.”

      “You do,” Wade agreed. “And I’m sorry to pack more into your schedule but this is non-negotiable. You guys swept the series, you have a little extra time, and you need a PR boost because of the press after the party.”

      Trevor sighed noisily. “That fucking party …”

      “I know.” Wade’s tone was sympathetic. “But I had a concerned message from the owner of Eighth Sin Roasters. He’s worried about your image, and I assured him we would help tweak your public perception.”

      “I thought he wanted edgy.”

      Wade snorted. “He wants the appearance of edgy. You have the right physical look but you still need to act squeaky clean. Be glad I talked him out of wanting you to shave your playoff beard. I made him understand that wouldn’t happen under any circumstances until the postseason was over.”

      “Fuck my life,” Trevor muttered. “Yeah, okay. Tuesday at the EYSL. What time do I need to be there?”

      “Two P.M.”

      “Okay. Got it.”

      “There’s going to be a PR event on Thursday at the rink as well.”

      “Christ. What now?”

      “You won’t have to do anything but stay after practice and be filmed playing with some rescue animals.”

      “Oh, well, I don’t hate that,” Trevor admitted. “I mean, I don’t hate volunteering with the kids either. I just need time to get shit done. It’s easy for the fucking guys who have a wife or girlfriend, or, you know, boyfriend in Jamie’s case, but …”

      “It definitely helps to have someone to pick up the slack,” Wade agreed. “But you have the money to outsource this stuff, Trevor.”

      “I don’t like spending a shitload of dough when I have no idea how long it’ll last.”

      “I get that. You do have a financial planner, right?”

      “Yeah, my money guy’s good. He takes care of setting aside part of my paychecks for my mom and sister and my investments and shit. I … I dunno. I don’t like to spend it on myself. And like, this ankle shit had me all stressed out. I was worried that the NHL would be done with me and then what the fuck am I going to do with my life?”

      “Do you have a retirement plan?”

      “I mean, my guy puts stuff aside from the investments or whatever for the future but—”

      “That’s great. I’m glad you’ve got that squared away,” Wade said. “But I mean more … do you know what you’re going to do after hockey.”

      “Uh, no. Not really.”

      “Well, it might be worth thinking about. I personally think that with some luck and good health you’ll have a long career ahead of you, but it’s always good to plan for the worst.”

      “Christ,” Trevor said, staring up at the ceiling of his apartment. “I’m only twenty-six. This shit makes me feel old.”

      Wade chuckled. “I get it. But when I retired, I was glad I had a plan in place. Do you want me to put you in contact with someone who can help you figure that out? There are organizations that help players transition to retired life.”

      “It kinda feels like tempting fate,” Trevor admitted. “Like if I plan, it means it’ll happen sooner.”

      “It’ll happen whether you plan or not.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Ugh. I can’t do it during this playoff run. If you remind me in a month or so, I’ll deal with it then. Okay?”

      “Sure.” Wade let out a little hum and then the phone fell silent a moment. “Okay. I added a reminder to my calendar for thirty days from now.”

      “Nerd.”

      “Hey, I’ve got way too much on my plate to be anything but a nerd. If I let this shit slip, then my kid doesn’t get where he needs to be.”

      “I guess that’s probably a lot when you’re doing it all yourself, huh?” Trevor asked. Maybe he shouldn’t complain. He was only looking out for himself, and he still couldn’t fucking manage it.

      Wade huffed out a little laugh. “You don’t know the half of it. Anyway, if you need some help with anything, tell me what it is, and I’ll try to help you figure out a plan.”

      “I dunno. Maybe I’m a lazy shit, but I suck at keeping my place clean.” He glanced around, wincing.

      “So, hire someone. I do. I sure as hell don’t have time to keep my place spotless either.”

      “Yeah, there’s someone who comes in once a week but …”

      “What about this? When you’re especially busy with back-to-back games or playoffs, have them come in twice a week. It doesn’t have to be every week for the entire year, but you get your game schedule for the regular season with plenty of time to plan ahead. There’s no reason you can’t set it up for the entire season then and I am sure they can work with you during the postseason even if you can’t give them as much notice.”

      Trevor considered the idea. “Yeah, that’s true. Okay, I think I can do that.” The money thing sucked but Wade had a point.

      “What else? Meals?”

      “Yeah. I mean I don’t cook much, and I don’t have time to learn and so I end up ordering takeout.”

      “But you’re trying to be a little more mindful of your nutrition and that’s not ideal.”

      “Right. Exactly”

      “The team has resources. You can have prepared meals delivered.”

      “True. I don’t know. I’m bad at admitting I need that, I guess. I feel like I should be able to handle it all.”

      “Well, it’s unrealistic for one person to be able to handle everything on their own,” Wade said. “And what’s the point of making your life harder than it has to be?”

      “Guess I’m used to it,” Trevor said. “It’s not like my mom had it easy.”

      “And wouldn’t you have been glad if she’d been able to have someone help her out?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, you deserve that too.”

      “I guess.” Did he though? All he did was smack a frozen piece of rubber around and slam guys into the boards. He’d worked hard as hell to get to the NHL, but he’d kinda coasted since.

      At least compared to how hard some of his teammates worked, he was a lazy fuck.

      “Just think about it,” Wade said. “Braden and I never would have made it if I didn’t have a cleaning service, grocery delivery, and a PA who is worth her weight in gold. Kendall keeps track of the little shit I can’t, like reminding me to call my sister on her birthday and making sure I have dry-cleaned suits and everything I need for work.”

      “Is she looking for a new job?” Trevor joked.

      Wade laughed. “If you poach her from me, I will flat-out murder you.”

      “Fine, fine. Hands off your cute little assistant,” Trevor joked.

      “You better. And watch it. She deserves respect.”

      “Sorry,” Trevor said, contrite. “You know I’d never … I’m not like Malone.”

      “I do know that.” Wade grew serious. “Anyway, give my suggestions some thought.”

      “I will.” Trevor shifted, pillowing his head on his arm. “What’s the news on Malone, anyway? Any new developments?”

      “No.” Wade sighed. “But that’s not on you. We’ll figure something out.”

      “God, I hope so,” Trevor said. “I hate this.”

      “Me too. But let’s take it one day at a time.” Wade cleared his throat. “Okay, I’ve got to let you go. I have more work to do. I just wanted to give you a heads-up about the PR stuff next week.”

      “Yeah, thanks. Appreciate it. And dude, do you ever take any time off? It’s a Sunday.”

      “Not as much as I should. But that’s a problem for another day.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Trevor was weirdly reluctant to hang up, but he couldn’t think of anything else he needed to ask Wade. “Thanks for the life coaching, Wade.”

      Wade chuckled. “Anytime.”

      “Have a good one.”

      “Thanks, you too, Trevor.”

      After Trevor hung up, he stared at his phone for a minute before he realized he was probably just feeling restless and bored. He shot off a text to the boys in the group chat. Anyone up for some gaming tonight?

      A few guys answered, including Jamie and Cory. Trevor figured out a time with them, then got up.

      He grimaced at the state the kitchen was in and dialed the cleaning company. Maybe Wade was onto something about having them come in more often. That wasn’t going to help him today, but it definitely would help in the future.
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        * * *

      

      “Want to come to the Otters’ rink tomorrow afternoon?” Wade asked his son as they ate breakfast together on Wednesday morning.

      “What?” Braden lifted his head from his bowl of oatmeal, wide-eyed. “Really? Would I miss school?”

      “You’d have to miss your last hour, I think, but it’s the end of the year and you guys aren’t doing much at this point, are you?”

      “No, not really. Just dumb videos and stuff. What is the team doing?”

      “They have a media campaign they’re doing with the local animal shelter. You’ll be able to pet some dogs and cats and spend some time with the team.”

      “Oh, cool. Can we get a dog?” Braden bounced a little in his seat. “Please?”

      Wade grimaced. “I wish, bud. I work too much. We’ve talked about this.”

      Braden hung his head, some of the excitement leaching out of him. “Yeah, I know.”

      “But we can spend an hour or so with the animals tomorrow and hang out with some of the players on the team. That’ll be fun, right?”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      But Wade hated to see Braden’s smile dim like that, and during his lunch break that afternoon, Wade started looking around online to see if he could find a dog walker that might make it possible. He didn’t want to promise Braden anything yet, but if he could find someone to walk the dog once or twice a day, that might be worth it.

      He had to put that aside when he got an urgent call about a client of his who played for Seattle. After that, work consumed his time and he forgot about the dog walker idea until he arrived at the Otters’ practice arena with Braden in tow the following afternoon.

      Should he have pulled his kid out of school for something like this? Probably not, but the school year was almost over, and they were basically coasting until it was finished. And Braden had worked hard this year.

      His recent outburst in art class had been an anomaly and while school was important, sometimes Wade thought it was better for kids to enjoy themselves sometimes. There was so much pressure on them already. Taking an afternoon off wouldn’t make or break his academic career and it was the kind of memory he’d have for a lifetime.

      Braden was wide-eyed as they entered the practice arena and Wade realized he’d never taken him there. They went to games at the arena regularly, but he’d never been to a practice. Maybe they should do that sometime next year.

      Braden might not have any interest in playing, but he definitely loved all things hockey.

      On their way in, they ran into Samantha McCoy in the hallway.

      “Hi, Wade.” Samantha’s gaze flicked down to Braden. “Hey, Braden. Wow, you’re getting so big.”

      He gave her a quizzical look, then glanced at Wade with a curious, ‘who the heck is she?’ expression.

      Wade bit back a chuckle and explained. “Braden, Samantha used to work at Premier with me. When you were little, you met her a few times at the holiday parties and summer barbecues and stuff. You might not remember her though.”

      “Oh.” Braden smiled. “Hi, Samantha. Sorry I forgot you.”

      She laughed. “It’s fine. You were pretty small at the time. I don’t expect you to remember me. Thanks for coming today though. Are you excited about seeing the pets from the shelter?”

      “Yeah. I just wish we could take one home.” Braden let out a wistful sigh.

      Samantha met Wade’s glance over top of Braden’s curly head. “Well, they’re available for adoption, but that’s definitely your dad’s call.”

      “Yeah, he already said we can’t get one. He works too much.”

      Braden’s tone was matter-of-fact enough, but Wade hid a wince when it cut deep. He needed to get going on the dog walker research.

      “I know that feeling,” Samantha muttered. “This team has me working 24/7, I swear.”

      Wade chuckled but he shot her a sympathetic glance. He knew she was supportive of the guys coming out, but he didn’t doubt it created a whole lot more work for her and her staff.

      She looked at Braden again, smiling. “Well, no puppy or kitten then, but would you like to take home some team gear? We have a bunch available that you can pick from. There’s tees and hats and some other stuff.”

      His eyes widened. “Yeah, that would be awesome.”

      “Perfect.” She gave a little nod of her head toward the family lounge. “Come over here and I’ll get you hooked up.”

      “Do you have anything from The Undertaker?” Braden asked as he trailed behind her. “He’s my favorite.”
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      “All right, gentlemen.”

      Trevor looked up at Sam. She strode through the doors, smiling at the team as they assembled in the dressing room. They’d finished practice and any maintenance work with the trainers, showered, then let the hair and makeup people do their work while the camera crews set up.

      They were recording now.

      Samantha continued, “I warned you we were doing some public relations work today and a lot of you grumbled at me, but I think you’ll enjoy this. We have a fun surprise for you.”

      Cooper groaned. “Please tell me it’s not figure skating again. Jamie, your boyfriend is nice and all, but that shi—stuff is evil. I still haven’t recovered from those lessons Taylor taught us.”

      Jamie and Samantha both laughed, but she shook her head. “No, no figure skating today. This is something I think you’ll all enjoy. We know you guys have been working hard and we thought you deserved a little reward.”

      The guys perked up, listening intently as she continued. “We’ve partnered with the local pet shelter and today, they’re bringing by cats and dogs!”

      Trevor had gotten the heads-up from Wade, but apparently none of the rest of them had because Ryan Hartinger let out an honest-to-God squeal that made Zane laugh, then unsuccessfully try to cover it with a cough into his fist.

      Undeterred, Ryan grabbed Zane by the shoulders and shook him. “Puppies, Zane! This is the best day ever.”

      A couple of the guys laughed. Trevor just shook his head.

      Ryan was pretty much like a puppy himself. Constantly moving and filled with too much excitement. But even Trevor had to admit this was pretty awesome. He loved dogs, and he’d wanted one for years. He traveled too much to manage one, but he hoped he could get one someday.

      An excited yip from the hallway made Ryan look around and a moment later, an adorable chocolate Lab bounded into the room.

      “Oh. Hi, hi there, buddy. Come on, come over here, little guy,” Ryan crooned, crouching down on the floor, and wiggling his fingers.

      The puppy scampered over to him, leaping up to put its paws on his chest and give him an enthusiastic face wash with its tongue. Ryan tipped over onto his back laughing as the dog wriggled excitedly and danced across his chest as he tried to pet it.

      There was no way in hell anything that small had actually made him lose his balance, so Trevor assumed he was probably playing it up for maximum cuteness in front of the camera.

      He was good at media stuff. Trevor wasn’t but he didn’t have to fake his excitement when people from the local shelter came in, carrying various pets.

      “Would you like to hold this guy?” a young woman asked, smiling at Trevor as she held out a small brindle puppy with a cast on its leg. That leg was shorter than the other three. “His name is Pepperoni.”

      Trevor held out his hands for the pup to sniff, and when he got an approving lick, he carefully scooped him up, cradling him against his chest. “Aww, yeah. Hi, Pepperoni. What happened to your leg, buddy?”

      “We think he was hit by a car. The vet had to remove the lower half of his leg.”

      “Aww, I’m sorry you got hit by a car. That sounds rough.” Trevor scratched behind the puppy’s ears, then looked up, frowning. “Will he be okay?”

      “Oh yeah.” She smiled widely. “He’ll be fine. Dogs recover remarkably well from injuries like that. He’ll need a little bit of help at first, but he’ll adjust quickly and learn to walk on three legs. By the time he’s full grown, he’ll be running and playing as hard as any dog with four legs.”

      Pepperoni licked at Trevor’s fingers again and Trevor smiled. He knew this was a PR thing and they’d deliberately given him the injured pup to make him look extra soft and unthreatening, but he still couldn’t help but melt at the big brown eyes and waggly tail.

      “What kind of dog is he?”

      “Mutt,” she said with a smile. “But we think there’s a good amount of Staffordshire Terrier and Cane Corso in there. Pepperoni’s definitely going to be on the large size when he’s full grown. He’ll have a solid build with a deep chest.”

      Trevor played with the dog’s uninjured front paw. “Yeah, those are some big feet there for him to grow into.”

      “Exactly. He’s a sweetheart though. Good as gold for us.”

      “I can tell.” Trevor scratched the puppy’s belly, making him squirm with delight. “Will he be adoptable?”

      “Not for a while. Most of the dogs here are available now, but he’s going to need some more time in our care. We have to wait until that leg heals and he gets a little physical therapy in.”

      Trevor smiled down at the puppy and worked his way up to scratch under his chin. “I know something about that. I had a lot of PT this past year. You can do it, buddy.”

      The woman—Johanna, according to her nametag—smiled. “Well, if you’re interested in taking him home when he is ready …”

      Trevor groaned. “God, I’d love to. It’s hard though with the amount we travel.”

      “Yeah, we get that. Let me know if you change your mind though.”

      “I will,” Trevor agreed, though he couldn’t see anything changing now.

      Samantha cleared her throat. “Okay. It’s time to move into the family lounge, guys. We told you to bring your wives, girlfriends, boyfriends, and kids for a special surprise. Are you ready to take the animals in to them now?”

      Dean Tremblay groaned. “I see how this is. You’re going to get all four of my kids to gang up on me and beg for a puppy.”

      “Absolutely,” Johanna said with a smile. “That’s how we keep the shelters from getting too full.”

      It was absolute chaos in the family lounge when the guys brought the pets in. The kids squealed almost as excitedly as Hartinger had. Trevor watched from the sidelines as Ava Walsh tore across the room to the kittens and Tremblay’s kids made a beeline for a medium-size brown-and-black dog.

      “His name is Gary,” one of the shelter employees told the Tremblay children. “We think he’s about two and he’s very good at fetch. Would you like to play with him?”

      “Yeah!” Andre Tremblay said, eyes wide. “What should we throw?”

      The shelter person produced a tennis ball from her fleece pocket. “How about this?”

      Andre lit up and tossed the ball to Gary while his younger siblings crowded around, clambering for their turn to toss the ball too.

      “I’m going home with that dog, aren’t I?” Dean muttered and Trevor grinned and bumped their upper bodies together.

      “Oh yeah. There’s no escaping that.”

      “This is your fault, isn’t it?”

      “Mine?” Trevor asked, laughing.

      “Mm-hmm. You got your ass in trouble at that party and now they’re trying to make you look good to the public. That’s what all this is for.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Trevor’s good mood faded. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t trying to cause trouble for the team.”

      “No, hey, I know that,” Dean assured him. “I was chirping you, dude. You were looking out for the young guys and that’s great. I would have done the same if they’d called me.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Hey, we’re in this together. I know you’re as pissed as I am about the bullshit Malone’s put this team through.”

      “Seriously.” Trevor fist bumped him in solidarity, then glanced around to see Samantha beckoning him over. “Okay, duty calls. Good luck with the dog.”

      Dean snorted. “Thanks.”

      But when Trevor glanced over a minute later, Dean had crouched down and was scratching the dog’s chin, looking as smitten as his kids. His wife, Naomi, had a small smile on her face too and her phone out, snapping some pictures.

      Oh man, there was another reason to win the Cup. The last time they’d done it, Naomi had made the team some epic cupcakes for their celebrations. Her bakery was top-notch and he would murder for one of her chocolate cupcakes with peanut butter filling and chocolate frosting.

      Trevor made the rounds, interacting with the cats and dogs who weren’t already occupied. He spent a while getting his hand bathed by a cute black-and-white mutt named Farrah with a slobbery tongue but eventually, he pulled away from her with some reassurance that she was a good girl and he knew she’d find the perfect home soon.

      As he walked away, he spotted Kelly, who had a small kitten trying to climb his shoulder and bite at his hair.

      Trevor went to rescue him, but Lindholm got there first.

      “Oww, oww,” Kelly muttered but he was laughing as Lindy gently pried the needle-sharp claws out of his shirt and cradled the kitten close. Kelly pressed his lips to Lindy’s cheek in thanks and Lindy beamed.

      Lindholm seemed so happy now. He’d always been an incredible player but the death of his wife and baby daughter four years ago had sucked all the life out of him. His eyes had always been sad and off the ice, he’d seemed to carry a weight around with him at all times.

      But since he and Kelly had begun dating, he was like a whole new person. He laughed more easily, his smiles were freer, and that weight seemed to be gone. Even Kelly’s overprotective brothers hadn’t been able to stay mad at Lindy once they realized how good they were for each other.

      Trevor turned away and caught a glimpse of Wade across the room. He was deep in conversation with a couple of the guys on the team. Trevor was tempted to go over and talk to him but it was probably better if they weren’t caught on camera interacting, so he steered clear.

      Trevor wandered around for a while, watching all the families together, and feeling a weird little stab of … something. He remembered when his sister was young and how excited she’d been about their neighbor’s pets. She was always sneaking over there to play with the animals.

      Trevor snapped a few pictures of the kittens, planning to send them to Niki later. She’d like that.

      He wished she was here. It felt weird when he was one of the only guys here alone and he had to force a smile on his face as the camera panned over him. He didn’t usually get homesick, but he hadn’t talked to his mom in weeks, and he was feeling it now.

      Trevor spent a few minutes playing with a cat, teasing it with a feather on a string that hung from a stick. His laugh was genuine when the tabby cat leapt and spun in a circle. Trevor got into it, dragging the feathers away, then toward the cat to make it pounce.

      Eventually, they both got tired of the game and the cat wandered off.

      As Trevor made a lap of the room, he spotted a kid sitting alone in a big row of chairs arranged against the back wall.

      The kid’s head was down, and he was staring at his shoes. Trevor didn’t recognize him. He had an Otters hat on, the brim shading his face, and Trevor couldn’t get a good look at his face or tell if he was bored or sad.

      Trevor went over to Johanna who still had Pepperoni in her arms.

      “Hey, do you think I could borrow him for a minute?” Trevor tilted his head toward the lonely kid. “I think maybe this kid could use some cheering up.”

      “Sure.” Johanna smiled brightly. “Pepperoni is getting a little sleepy, but he’d probably enjoy some quiet attention.”

      “Thanks.” Trevor carefully took the puppy from her arms. “I promise I’ll bring him back.”

      She grinned and waved him off.

      Trevor scratched behind the dog’s ears as he took a seat a few chairs over from the kid.

      “Hey there,” Trevor said in a friendly voice, cradling Pepperoni in one arm.

      “Hey.” The kid didn’t glance up.

      “Are you having fun?”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Do you not like dogs or cats?” Trevor asked with a frown.

      He shrugged. “Cats are okay, I guess, but dogs are pretty cool.”

      “So why aren’t you playing with one?”

      “Dunno.”

      “Want to give this guy some attention?” Trevor turned to show him where Pepperoni was curled up in his arms. “He just had surgery so he can’t get too wild, but I bet he’d like to be pet.”

      “Yeah, sure,” the kid said, so Trevor gently transferred the sleepy dog into his arms.

      Pepperoni licked his chin and the kid giggled, holding him close.

      “Have you ever owned a dog?” Trevor asked.

      “Nah. My dad works a lot. He says it wouldn’t be fair to the dog if we got one and were gone all the time.”

      “Yeah, that is hard on dogs. Does your mom work a lot too or something?”

      “Nah, I don’t have a mom. It’s just me and my dad. Has been my whole life. He adopted me.” The kid said it so matter-of-factly it took Trevor a moment to put the pieces together.

      Wait a minute …

      Trevor glanced at the kid again. It was hard to see under his Otters cap but he might have curly blond hair. The ends looked a little darker than what Trevor remembered, but some kids’ hair grew darker as they got older. He definitely could be the kid in the picture on Wade’s desk.

      “Hey, so, what’s your name?” Trevor asked.

      “Braden.”

      Well, that was definitely Wade’s kid then. “Nice. I’m Trevor.”

      The kid snorted. “Yeah, I know who you are.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Dad and I come to lots of games here.” Braden glanced over, his expression clearly telling Trevor how dumb he was for thinking he wouldn’t be recognized. “You’re The Undertaker.”

      Trevor grinned. “That’s me.”

      “How’d you get that nickname, anyway?”

      Trevor laughed. “Oh, well, my job is to make guys so mad they want to hit me. But most of the time I turn it around and bury them.”

      Braden grinned. “Nice.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty cool.”

      “They called my dad The Cannon.”

      “’Cause he was loud?”

      Braden giggled and hugged the puppy a little more tightly. “No! ’Cause of his slapshot. It was so hard, it was like it had been fired out a cannon. Plus, you know, our last name and all. But seriously, you should see his shot in YouTube videos. It’s amazing.”

      He sounded proud of his dad.

      Trevor felt a twinge of envy. He’d have loved to have felt that way about his own father. Too bad the guy had never stuck around long enough to earn any respect. He’d been in and out of Trevor’s life for years before he bounced when Trevor was eight.

      Last Trevor heard, his dad was living in Arizona, but for all he knew, he could be on the moon.

      He sure hadn’t reached out since he left.

      “Well, you’re lucky you have such a great dad,” Trevor said lightly. “He’s my agent, you know?”

      “Oh.” Braden looked surprised. “Yeah. That makes sense. Are you gay like he is? He has a lot of gay players now. Like them.”

      He nodded toward Zane and Ryan who—from the looks of things—were in the middle of a discussion about something. If Trevor had to guess, Ryan was begging to keep the chocolate Lab currently licking his face and Zane was reminding him how much they were gone.

      Trevor would like a puppy too but with no one to care for it when he was on the road … well, it made sense to wait.

      “Nah, I’m not gay,” he said with a shrug.

      Braden’s face fell. “Oh.”

      “I’m, uh, I’m bi actually,” he admitted.

      Braden’s face brightened. “Me too!”

      “Yeah?” Trevor stared blankly. Jesus, Trevor hadn’t figured that shit out until he was like sixteen.

      “Yeah. There’s this girl in my math class who’s great but like … there’s also this guy in gym and l don’t know—”

      “Oh, there you are.”

      Trevor turned to see Wade walking toward him with a worried frown.

      “Were you looking for me?” Trevor asked.

      Wade blinked. “No. I meant Braden.”

      “Oh, right.” Trevor shouldn’t feel a little bit disappointed by that. It made sense. Why would Wade be looking for him?

      Wade looked between them and smiled. “So, I see you guys have met.”

      “Yeah, we were talking about dogs and your slapshot and being bi,” Braden said.

      Wade’s lips twitched in a little smile, but there was a hint of something puzzled in his gaze as he looked between them. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’m trying to decide if I’m going to ask Emma or Tomas to the end of the year school dance. I’m pretty sure Emma would say yes, but I think I like Tomas more.”

      “You could always go with your friends,” Trevor offered. “And meet them there. Dance with them both or whatever.”

      It was exactly the advice he’d offered his sister when she’d been debating between the two boys who’d asked her to the homecoming dance her freshman year of high school.

      Eleven seemed a little young to be worrying about dates, but what the fuck did Trevor know? He was twenty-six and he still didn’t date.

      “True.” Braden chewed his lip. “I dunno.”

      “You have a little time to think about it,” Wade said with a smile. “Who’s your friend here?”

      “This is Pepperoni,” Braden said with a big grin back. “Look, he’s missing part of his leg.”

      “He got hit by a car,” Trevor explained. “But they said he’s gonna be healed up in no time.”

      “Hey, Braden!” Andre yelled and Braden looked up. “C’mere! Look at the dog we’re getting.”

      “Okay,” he hollered back. He handed the puppy over to his father, scrambled to his feet, then walked away without a look back.
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        * * *

      

      After Braden left, Wade let out a chuckle and he dropped down to sit in the chair next to Trevor, their upper arms pressing together. The puppy was a warm, sleepy weight in his arms and Wade scratched behind his ears. “So, you met my son.”

      “I had no idea he was your son,” Trevor said with a shrug, sounding a little defensive. “He was the only kid sitting by himself and, I dunno, he looked lonely or something. Wanted to make sure he was doing okay.”

      “He can be quiet sometimes,” Wade said with a nod. “It was nice of you to check on him.”

      “Hope I didn’t make things weird.”

      “Nah.” Wade shrugged. “Honestly, it was nice to see him talking. I hadn’t heard about the whole school dance dilemma actually.”

      Wade frowned and let out a heavy sigh.

      “I don’t know if he’s getting to that age where he’d rather talk to anyone but his dad or he’s actually upset with me about something. I’ve tried to ask, tried to connect with him more, but sometimes it seems like the harder I try, the more he pulls away.”

      “My advice wasn’t out of line, was it?” Trevor asked, biting at his lower lip. A rare moment of vulnerability in someone who usually carried himself with such a cocky attitude.

      “No. It was solid,” Wade assured him.

      “Seemed to work out okay for my sister, so I figured it was okay.” He gave a little half shrug, then reached over to pet the dog.

      The movement made their knees press together and Wade was slow to pull away, though he was mindful of the cameras that might be trained on them.

      “I have to admit, you’re better with kids than I would have expected.”

      “Just the ones who can walk and talk. You should have seen me when Hajek brought his baby around after she was born. The other guys were losing their minds about getting to hold her. Someone tried to hand her off to me and I was like ‘what the fuck do I do with this thing?’”

      Wade chuckled. “Try taking a baby home from the hospital and realizing you have no idea what the fuck you’re doing. I thought I was prepared. I’d read baby books and taken parenting classes. When we got home and I found out Levi was gone. I wanted to immediately turn around and take the baby back to the hospital and tell them I’d made a terrible mistake.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Cried,” Wade admitted, stroking the puppy’s back. His fur was smooth and soft, warm under his palm. “I sat down on the floor of Braden’s nursery and cried, which made him wake up and cry too, and I thought, ‘there is no fucking way I can do this shit alone’.”

      “What made you change your mind?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I realized that one person had already walked out on him. And his mom was way, way too young to take care of him herself. She was fifteen and practically seemed like a baby too.”

      Trevor winced and Wade gave him a rueful look. “Yeah, can you imagine how overwhelming it would be for her at that age?”

      “Seriously.”

      “So, it was absolutely the right thing for him and his biological mother for her to give him up. But knowing that one person had already done that, and that Levi was the second … I couldn’t be the third, you know? Three people walking away before you’re a week old? That’s … it felt wrong to me.”

      Trevor nodded.

      “And I didn’t know where he’d end up. Would he go into foster care? That didn’t seem right either.” Wade let out a rueful laugh. “He was so fussy at first. Probably picking up on my mood because I was a wreck. I spent hours walking the house with him in my arms talking to him about the stupidest shit, trying to calm him, feeling like my whole world was falling apart but knowing I had this completely helpless infant relying on me.”

      “Damn.” Trevor’s expression was sympathetic.

      “Yeah.” Wade shook his head. He’d had these pictures in his head of what it would be like to bring Braden home from the hospital. Wade had pictured curling up on the couch with Levi, their son in his arms, whispering in hushed tones about what a beautiful baby he was. He’d pictured watching his boyfriend feed their son and bathe him and documenting it all on camera.

      He’d pictured sweet family moments. But there had just been Wade and a screaming infant, fear weighing heavy in his chest.

      Now, Wade swallowed hard. “I don’t talk about it a lot. Especially not to Braden. I don’t want him to feel like he was a burden for me, but those first few days together weren’t what I’d imagined for us as a family at all.”

      “I’m sure.”

      Wade let out a sigh. “But eventually we got through it. I was overwhelmed for a while, but my sister flew out to help and so did my mom, and I really did fall in love with him over those first terrible days together. How could I give him up after that?”

      “I wish my dad had felt that way about me and my sister,” Trevor said, his tone bitter.

      “Not everyone is cut out to be a parent,” Wade offered with a sympathetic smile. “I was angry at the time, but now I’m glad Levi left us when he did.”

      “Yeah, it definitely sounds like you were way better off without him.”

      “Exactly. I’m not saying it was good that your dad left but maybe … maybe it would have been worse if he’d stayed.” Wade leaned in a little, their shoulders pressing together, cameras be damned. Trevor seemed oddly vulnerable and in need of some comfort.

      “Yeah, maybe.” Trevor looked down at his shoes.

      “Underhill!”

      They both looked up at the sound of Samantha calling out his name. “We need some cute puppy shots with the whole team.”

      “Ugh, gotta go.” Trevor groaned and rose to his feet. “Duty calls and I should probably get this guy back.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Wade said with a nod as he passed over the now sleeping dog. After all, that’s why they were here. This wasn’t about him getting to know Trevor better.

      Though Wade had to admit, after overhearing Trevor and Braden together, he felt a little soft for Trevor. He watched him carefully carry the puppy, then wedge himself between Kelly O’Shea and Brett Cooper to smile for the camera and felt his heart flutter a little.

      Wade wondered if whatever this was between them was starting to venture into dangerous territory.

      It was one thing for him to enjoy a few hookups to let off some steam. But having feelings for Trevor was the last thing he needed in his life.

      And there was nothing more dangerous than watching an attractive guy treat not only a puppy but his son well.

      I am so screwed, Wade thought with a shake of his head.
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      The downtime between series passed quickly and before long, the team was flying to Toronto for the third round.

      Trevor felt good as they arrived at the arena for the first game of the series. He was well rested and his aches and pains from the last game against Detroit were fading. His ankle was still solid, and while some of the other guys were a little banged up, as a whole, the team was going into this series stronger than they could have.

      

      Stronger than they had last year when they’d lost to Toronto, that was for damn sure.

      At least La Bouche was retired now. Trevor had fucking hated when he was in net. Trevor wasn’t the best goal scorer to begin with and Noah Boucher was like a goddamn brick wall. He never let anything in.

      

      Anton Makarov would be a pain in the ass too, but at least he didn’t chirp the way La Bouche did. Or if he did, Trevor couldn’t understand him.

      Fucking Russians, man.

      The Otters left Toronto’s arena that night with a win. They followed that win up with a second one in Toronto two nights later.

      The team was jubilant as they flew home after.

      They’d swept the series against Detroit and beat Toronto twice already, and while Trevor knew no streak lasted forever, it felt like they were unstoppable.

      Trevor was in a great mood as he got out of his car at the Evanston arena before game three.

      “Hey!” Kelly called out as Trevor crossed the parking lot.

      “Hey.” Trevor tucked his phone in his suit pocket. “What’s up?”

      “I tried texting you yesterday but …”

      Trevor grimaced. “Yeah, sorry. I went out for a ride on my bike after practice and kinda lost track of time.”

      Kelly frowned. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I was clearing my head before the game, you know?”

      

      Kelly nodded. “Glad you’re feeling good. And that the shit from the party seems to be dying down.”

      Trevor nodded. The news coverage was settling down and the positive PR stuff had definitely helped. “Could’ve been worse, that’s for damn sure. I still want to strangle Petey and Kent but …”

      “Yeah. Fucking idiots.” Kelly rolled his eyes. “I want to smack them too. The new guys they called up are decent though. They’re meshing pretty well.”

      

      The slam of a car door made Trevor look over to see Malone getting out of his Porsche, a blonde woman emerging from the other side a moment later. She turned her head to close the door and Trevor caught a glimpse of Carlie Malone’s face.

      

      “I told you I didn’t want you to come tonight, Carlie,” Malone said shortly. “There’s no point. I’m not playing. That asshole of a coach is punishing me because I’m not sucking dick like the rest of this fucking team.”

      

      “The kids have a babysitter, and me and some of the girls were going to go out for a drink after the game,” she protested as she came around the car to stand next to him, looking small and almost frail in the oversize jersey she wore. “C’mon, Jack, it’s been forever since I’ve gone out with the other WAGs. Can’t I have tonight?”

      

      “You don’t need to be going out like that,” he said shortly. “Why are you going to bars? Are you trying to meet guys or something?”

      

      Trevor almost chuckled aloud. God, what a fucking hypocrite. Accusing his wife of trying to cheat when he was out banging every chick he could get his hands on.

      

      But something in Malone’s voice made Trevor’s hackles rise for some reason he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

      

      Trevor watched them intently, expecting Carlie to lay into her husband and tear him a new one—which was exactly what he deserved for being dumb and disrespectful enough to talk to her that way—but instead Carlie shrank away, speaking quietly.

      

      “No, no I wouldn’t do that. I just want to see my friends, Jack. I hardly see anyone anymore. I haven’t gone out for drinks with them once since Landon was born and—”

      

      “And you don’t need to,” Malone said coldly as he reached out and took her wrist, the gesture making another weird, uneasy feeling wash over Trevor. “I pay for everything you could ever want and all I ask for from you is to take care of our kids, but it’s never enough, is it? You’re always so needy.”

      “Jack, I—”

      “Shut up, Carlie,” he snapped. “I’m sick of you always nagging at me like this.”

      

      Malone jerked his wife’s arm, pulling her toward him and she let out a short, pained cry. Kelly took off, running toward them.

      

      But Trevor got there first, shouldering his way between them, his hand against Malone’s chest, pushing him until he thumped against a nearby SUV.

      

      “What the fuck was that, Malone?” Trevor snarled.

      

      “What the fuck was what, man?” Jack tried to shake him off, but Trevor didn’t let up, holding him in place with his forearm.

      

      Out of the corner of Trevor’s eye, he could see Kelly creeping a little closer, glancing around like he was looking for backup in case this got ugly. Hopefully the arena security guards would hear something or see it on camera.

      

      “It was nothing.” Malone tried to shake Trevor off again, but he pushed harder, leaning in the way he did on the ice when he had a guy pinned to the boards.

      “You hurt her.”

      “No, I didn’t. C’mon, Carlie, tell him I didn’t hurt you.”

      Trevor glanced over at Carlie.

      She flashed a weak smile at Trevor and Kelly. “Thanks for coming to my rescue, guys, but I’m fine.”

      

      She tugged down the sleeve of her jersey, but not before Trevor caught a glimpse of a red mark around her narrow wrist and dark smudges of something that could be fading bruises on her forearm.

      

      “No,” Trevor said slowly, dread pooling in his gut. “Show me your wrist. Please, Carlie.”

      “Honestly, I’m fine.”

      She gave him a tight smile as she slid closer, forcing Trevor to take half a step back, though he kept his hand pressed to Malone’s chest. She wrapped an arm around her husband’s waist.

      “It was an accident, right, honey?”

      “Yeah.” Malone smiled at Trevor, Kelly, and his wife, but there was something shark-like about it. Too many teeth and no warmth. “I’d never hurt you, baby.”

      

      “I know.” Carlie pressed closer to her husband. “Everything’s fine, guys. I promise. Just a little misunderstanding.”

      

      “Yeah, okay,” Trevor said slowly, stepping back and letting his hand fall away from Malone’s chest because he didn’t know what else to do.

      

      But the wariness in Kelly’s eyes as their gazes met echoed the feeling in the pit of Trevor’s stomach.

      

      Something was very wrong here. But without anything else to go on, it wasn’t like Trevor could do much more.

      

      Trevor didn’t want to leave them alone out here though, so he smiled at Carlie. “Kelly and I were heading in to get ready for the game. You’re coming, right? I know a bunch of the other WAGs are in the family lounge.”

      She darted a glance at her husband.

      His mouth tightened, but he nodded. “Yeah, you go on, baby. Have fun tonight. I’ll see you when you get home from the bar with the girls, okay? Don’t be too late though. You know how upset the kids get if you’re not there when they wake up in the middle of the night.”

      

      “Thanks, honey.” She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I promise, I’ll head home after a quick drink or two.”

      

      The four of them walked into the arena, Kelly swiping his badge to get them through the door. No one spoke, and Trevor didn’t stop holding his breath until Carlie was safely in the family lounge.

      

      Malone’s gaze flickered across Kelly and Trevor as he went into the players’ lounge, but there were a lot of people around, including security guards, so he didn’t say anything.

      

      Kelly and Trevor headed into the dressing room. There were only a few guys in there and no one seemed to be paying any attention to either of them, so Kelly tugged Trevor aside and whispered. “What the fuck was that?”

      

      “I don’t know,” Trevor said hoarsely. “But I don’t like it.”

      “Me either.”

      Trevor stared, worry churning in his stomach as he tried to figure out what the fuck to do now.

      

      “Hey, there you are!” Hartinger said, carrying a soccer ball as he walked toward him. “Where were you guys? We’re about to start our two-touch game. Come on.”

      

      He herded them toward the hall where they usually played, chattering the whole way. As much as Trevor wanted to talk to someone about what he’d seen and what they were going to do about it, they were playing Toronto tonight and his team was counting on him.

      But there was no way in hell he would let this drop.

      Trevor had never thought the Malones had a good marriage, but this was so much worse than he’d imagined.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck?” Wade muttered, staring at his screen as Trevor Underhill was escorted to the penalty box still shouting at the linesman, clearly worked up. “What are you doing, Trevor?”

      

      Trevor slammed his fist against the glass, making it rattle, a scowl distorting his handsome features.

      

      What the fuck had made him get riled up like that?

      

      Dustin Fowler had checked him pretty hard, but it hardly warranted the way Trevor had lunged at him. Maybe they had some kind of beef Wade wasn’t aware of, but he usually had a good handle on most of the rivalries and friction points between players in the league. He knew about the constant irritation between Boston’s Luke Crawford and, well, half the Otters team.

      

      But Fowler had always been more of a skill guy than anything, and this seemed more like something going on with Trevor than a mutual annoyance.

      

      Trevor had been making stupid passes all night as well, giving Toronto way too many chances to score. Now Toronto was up 4-2 with a few minutes left in the second period.

      

      Trevor hadn’t played that badly in a long time. Hell, maybe never. He was making bonehead mistakes tonight and while Trevor hadn’t always been the fastest skater or the most skilled stickhandler, he’d always been a smart, crafty player.

      “What is going on with you?” Wade muttered.

      He pulled out his phone and stared at the recent messages they’d exchanged. They’d flirted a little but mostly talked about random stuff. Wade had mentioned he was considering getting a dog from the shelter for Braden for his upcoming birthday, and that he’d talked to a couple of dog walkers about it.

      

      Trevor had texted Wade about taking his advice and having healthy meals delivered—though he’d sworn up and down that if they dared give him quinoa, he’d hurt someone.

      

      Wade knew he should probably end these little text exchanges.

      

      He shouldn’t have left work a little early two days ago to hook up with Trevor after he was done with practice either, but here they were.

      

      Wade found himself smiling a little more whenever his phone buzzed with a message from Trevor, and there was no question that the sex was good. But good sex and good conversation were not enough to change the facts.

      

      Wade was a single dad and Trevor was a much younger player with no interest in a family. Worst of all, Trevor was a client. Whatever was going on with him in the game tonight was something that should concern Wade on a professional level, but he shouldn’t be thinking about Trevor the way he was.

      

      With a sigh, Wade tossed his phone onto the couch beside him. He needed to either walk away from Trevor or admit that he wasn’t willing to. And speculating about why Trevor was playing badly wasn’t going to do a thing to change the outcome of the game.

      

      Unfortunately, nothing improved in the third period. Kelly got a stupid two-minute penalty for tripping, and Trevor got a ten-minute major and was ejected from the game after instigating a fight with Dominic Olsen.

      

      The mood of the game quickly soured, and the Otters eventually lost 6-2.

      

      Worried, Wade shot Trevor a text asking if he was okay, knowing he probably wouldn’t get a reply for at least an hour or two, if that.

      

      With a groan, Wade turned off the TV and went up to check on Braden and a few friends he’d had over for the night. They were fine and Wade reminded them that lights needed to go out in the next half hour, which got him some groans from Braden but head nods from his friends.

      

      Wade had finished cleaning the dinner dishes he hadn’t gotten around to earlier when his phone buzzed in his pocket.

      

      He pulled the device out to see Trevor’s name and number on his screen. Surprised, he hit Accept and brought the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

      “Can we talk?” Trevor’s tone was short and terse.

      “Uh, sure,” Wade said, his surprise turning into apprehension. “What’s up?”

      

      “Not …” Trevor cleared his throat. “Not on the phone, okay?”

      “Sure,” Wade said slowly. “Is everything okay, Trevor?”

      “Not really. I uh, God. Can we meet somewhere?”

      

      Wade grimaced. “It’s late, Trevor. Braden’s home and he has a few friends over. I don’t feel comfortable leaving them here alone and—”

      “Right. Uhh, well I guess tomorrow would be okay?”

      But it didn’t sound okay. Trevor didn’t sound okay. He sounded shaky and strung out.

      

      Wade contemplated his options for a moment. “If I text you my address, are you fine with coming to my place?”

      

      There was silence for a few moments before Trevor spoke. “Sure. Yeah. I can do that.”

      “You’re good to drive?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m sober. I’m just … freaking out about some shit I learned about Malone, okay?”

      

      Wade grew even more concerned. “Okay. I’ll text you my address immediately. You come over whenever you’re ready and you can tell me about it. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out together.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “And Trevor?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful, please. Nothing you have to say is so urgent you need to speed to get here. I’m sure of that.”

      

      “You might not say that once you hear me out but okay, I’ll be careful, Dad.”

      

      Trevor’s sarcastic response shouldn’t have been reassuring but oddly enough it was. It made Wade feel more like he was on even footing. He was used to snarky Trevor. He had no idea what to do with serious, worried Trevor.

      

      With nothing to do but wait, Wade paced the first floor of his house and obsessively checked his phone until the doorbell rang.

      

      He strode over to the door and pulled it open, raking his gaze over Trevor before he so much as said hello.

      

      Trevor looked spooked. There was no other word for it.

      

      His skin was pale and his expression drawn, but nervous tension seemed to animate his whole body like he couldn’t stop moving. His tie was askew, and his once sharp game day suit was mussed and wrinkled.

      

      “C’mon, let’s go in my office,” Wade coaxed as Trevor stepped inside. He placed a hand low on Trevor’s back, then drew away when he flinched.

      

      Wade pointed toward his office. “Head straight in there.”

      

      Inside the room, Wade shut the French doors behind them, pulling the blinds shut. “What’s going on, Trevor?”

      

      He stripped out of his suit jacket and tie, tossing them over the back of one of the chairs before he cleared his throat. “I saw some shit that has me really worried.”

      “What kind of shit?”

      “So, when I got to the arena today, I ran into Kelly, and we were talking for a few minutes. We saw Malone get out of his car and his wife was with him.”

      

      Trevor went on to describe the interaction between his teammate and his teammate’s wife. The more he described, the more worried Wade got.

      

      “He’s gotta be abusing her, right?” Trevor said when he was done.

      

      “It seems like it,” Wade said with a frown. “Jesus. I knew he was a piece of shit, but I didn’t expect this.”

      

      “Me either.” Trevor’s swallow was audible, and he looked up at Wade with haunted eyes. “If I’d known, I never would have been friends with him.”

      “Of course not,” Wade assured him.

      “I had no idea. God, I’m trying to think if I missed something before now. I knew she was pretty quiet and shit, but I thought she was … kinda shy or something? Maybe not very social. I don’t know.” He paced again, dragging a hand through his hair. “I knew he was a god-awful husband, but I thought she put up with his cheating for the kids or financial security or whatever, you know?”

      Wade nodded.

      “But I had no idea he was—God, what if he’s hurting the kids too?”

      “Let’s hope not,” Wade said fervently.

      “What the hell do we do, Wade?”

      The plaintive note in his voice made Wade’s heart ache. “I don’t know. This is way more than I expected.”

      

      “I just … I want to fucking storm over to his place and take his head off, you know?” Trevor seethed. “And like, I fucking know the answer isn’t to lose my goddamn temper but I fucking—you should have seen the look on her face, Wade. She’s—”

      His voice broke.

      “Hey.” Wade softened his tone and reached out, gently grasping Trevor’s hand so he could pull him closer. “Come here.”

      Trevor resisted.

      When Wade gently but firmly tugged at Trevor again, he relented, settling against Wade’s body with a shaky sigh. Wade rubbed his palms up and down Trevor’s back, the fabric of his button-down shirt damp with sweat.

      

      Wade looked Trevor in the eye. “Are you okay? You seem pretty rattled by this.”

      “Wouldn’t you be?” Trevor’s look was pointed.

      “Of course I would. I am. This … this seems more personal to you than I would have expected though.”

      

      Trevor’s expression tightened. “I just … I hate feeling so helpless again.”

      “Again?”

      Trevor froze, going unnaturally still. “Uhh …”

      “When have you felt helpless like that, Trevor?” Wade asked, concerned.
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      Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Trevor definitely hadn’t meant to let that slip. He’d had no intention to tell Wade any of the shit from his past.

      “Forget it,” he mumbled.

      Wade wet his lips. “Look, Trevor, you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, but you seem pretty rattled. I think we should talk about it.”

      Trevor shrugged, hating the tight feeling building between his shoulder blades. “Honestly, it’s stupid. It’s not worth your time.”

      “Why don’t you let me decide that.” Wade took a hold of Trevor’s upper arms, looking him in the eye.

      Trevor shrugged the touch off, pulling away to pace, wanting to shake off some of the energy building up in him.

      He’d never told anyone about this, and the thought of talking through it all made his skin crawl.

      But Wade was looking at him with warm, concerned eyes, and the words spilled out before Trevor could stop them.

      “So, my dad bailed on the family not too long after my sister Niki was born. Things were real rough for us and my mom was single for a good long while, but when I was … well, I guess about your son’s age, my mom started dating this guy.”

      Trevor felt like he was floating outside of his body, watching his mouth move, hearing the words he was saying without being in control of any of it.

      “My hockey coach had just retired ’cause of some health stuff, and this new guy took over. Ted. He was kind of … slick. Charming.” Trevor let out a raw, rueful laugh. “Kinda reminds me of Malone, now that I think about it.”

      “Ugh.” Wade made a face.

      “Exactly.” Trevor shook his head, his stomach beginning to ache. “He made her feel special. And he promised to take care of us. He said he’d look out for me at the rink, that sort of thing. I liked him a lot. He was nice to my sister, gave me a lot of attention, called me ‘son’, made my mom laugh … how was I supposed to know he was—”

      Trevor sucked in a deep breath. “We moved into his house eventually. It was nice, a lot bigger than the place we’d been renting before. Niki and I, we had our own bedrooms for the first time. He bought us a lot of toys … He wasn’t rich or anything but compared to what we had, it sure seemed like he was, you know?”

      Wade nodded, listening intently.

      “Mom quit her job to take care of the house and stuff. She seemed to like that at first, I mean probably better than working two retail jobs and raising two kids, right?”

      Wade nodded again.

      “But nothing she ever did was good enough.” Trevor cracked his neck. “Ted started to get mean after a while. Putting my mom down. Grabbing her and shaking her when she didn’t listen. Telling her she was useless. That she was fucking up all the time. That we’d have nothing without him”—Trevor let out a rueful little laugh—“which, I guess that was kind of true. But the rest wasn’t. It made me mad, but my mom always told me to keep quiet. That it wasn’t my place to talk back to him and that I didn’t understand how relationships worked.”

      A chill washed over Trevor, prickling goosebumps spreading across his skin until he felt shaky with it.

      “So, we’d been living with him about a year or so when it got bad. I don’t know what made him snap but I do remember it was summer. I’d been playing with the kids next door, and I came in to get some water. Ted was screaming at her. Calling her all sorts of things. Ted—he spat in her face and slapped her. I don’t know if he meant to hit her hard enough to knock her down but she kind of lurched back and tripped. She hit her cheek on the stool by the counter and the sound—”

      He shuddered. “I’ll never forget it.”

      Over the years he’d gotten used to it, but sometimes that wet crunch of a fist connecting with flesh and bone in the middle of an on-ice fight reminded him of that moment.

      That was always when he took stupid penalties and got himself in trouble.

      “What happened after that?” Wade’s voice was very soft, but it was enough to startle Trevor out of the memory.

      “She uhh, she didn’t move for a minute. She kinda lay there crumpled on the floor, and face wounds bleed a lot so I thought—” He dragged in a rough breath. “I thought he’d killed her at first. I went berserk. She’d been using one of those dry mops earlier and it was leaning against the wall. I—I grabbed it and threatened him with it. I nearly took his head off when I swung it like a baseball bat at his head. I don’t know how he wasn’t able to take it from me—I was a kid for Christ’s sake—but I must have scared him shitless. He hopped in his car and took off. Left the front door open and everything.”

      Trevor rubbed at his chest where it was starting to feel tight.

      “My mom was up by then. She—she got up and she was crying and apologizing, and I was so mad that she felt like it was her fault, you know? And we—we made a plan.” He let out a rueful little laugh. “We were going to leave. So, I packed my stuff, and my mom packed her belongings and Niki’s, but we realized we didn’t have a car. Her car had broken down a few months before and he’d promised he’d—he’d get her a new one, but he never did.”

      “Mom started crying and …” Trevor wet his lips. “I don’t know why I did it, but I ran next door. There was a lady there. She was nice. She used to chat with my mom, and she was older—she kinda seemed like a grandma or something, you know? Used to feed me cookies and all that shit—so I thought maybe she’d help us.”

      Trevor cleared his throat. “She probably thought I was fucking nuts when I pounded on her door, but she let me drag her over to the house and she took one look at my mom’s face and she—” Trevor wiped at his nose, realizing it was running a little.

      He wasn’t crying but fuck if it wasn’t close. He wanted to stop talking but it was like he couldn’t. The words kept pouring out of him. He couldn’t make them stop.

      “She gave us the keys to this old beat-up junker her husband had been tinkering with. And money. She gave us all the cash she had on her and packed up whatever spare food she had, and she stood watch while we loaded up the car and then we just … left town. We left and we drove all night. We slept in the car, and we drove and drove until we ended up in Missouri.”

      “Why Missouri?”

      “The car died.” Trevor laughed, looking up at the ceiling. “It fucking died, and we couldn’t go any farther. But Mom sold it for scrap metal, and she found a job and there was someone there who knew someone who had a spare studio apartment above a garage filled with junk and we moved into that for a while. We cleared the crap out and cleaned it up and it was home for about six months until we could get something better.”

      Trevor fell silent, like he’d run out of words. There were no more of them for him to say. He stood in the middle of Wade’s office and his chest still felt a little tight and his skin felt too snug on his body and his nose was running and he felt too much and too little all at once.

      “Thank you for telling me.” Wade’s voice was very soft, and Trevor let out this weird, creaky laugh and he nodded.

      “Sure. You’re … kind of the only person I’ve ever told.” And that gave him that itchy feeling under his skin again but despite the urge to run and never look Wade in the eye again, he didn’t. And he didn’t know why. He didn’t know why Wade was the first one he’d called tonight either.

      “I’m glad you felt safe enough with me to do that.”

      Safe?

      Yeah, Trevor would guess he did feel safe. Safer than he did with most people, maybe. Which wasn’t necessarily saying a whole lot but maybe it was something.

      He glanced over at Wade. He stood a few feet away, simply looking at him.

      Trevor felt the oddest urge to launch himself forward and wrap himself around Wade, but his feet were rooted to the rug beneath him.

      “Is it okay if I touch you?” Wade asked quietly.

      “Stories about women getting slapped around get you going?” Trevor asked. Wade flinched and Trevor regretted the words as soon as they fell from his mouth. “Sorry. That was…”

      “I just want to make sure you’re okay,” Wade said carefully.

      “No worse than usual,” Trevor threw back, but the words were too flippant and this time he was the one who winced.

      In the end, he took a sort of strange, lurching step toward Wade, who closed the distance between them. He pulled Trevor against him, and Trevor tensed but he didn’t push him away.

      They stood there a minute, Trevor rigid in his arms, Wade not moving a muscle, his grip light, like he’d let go if Trevor so much as twitched.

      “Is this okay?” he whispered against Trevor’s hair.

      “Yeah,” Trevor said hoarsely. He rested his forehead against the top of Wade’s shoulder, grasped the back of Wade’s shirt, and hung on. Wade’s grip tightened around him.

      It did feel safe. Like an anchor when the rest of him felt like it might fly away, shattering into a million jagged little pieces when it finally landed.

      The warm steady thump of Wade’s heartbeat against his palm made the shaky, jittery feeling quiet.

      Wade leaned in a little, his stubbled cheek brushing Trevor’s. But he didn’t say anything. Didn’t do anything, simply let Trevor cling to him, his arms tight now like he wouldn’t let go until Trevor told him to.

      So, Trevor closed his eyes and hung on.
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        * * *

      

      Wade’s throat was thick as Trevor let out a shudder. He seemed wrung out and Wade could imagine why. The situation with Carlie Malone was bad enough but to have it bring up his own clearly painful past was horrifying.

      Wade felt lost as to how to help. Trevor wasn’t the kind of guy who was open with his emotions. Clearly, he kept them and his history of abuse bottled up. The fact that he’d trusted Wade with it was humbling.

      Wade knew he’d need to tiptoe carefully around this for a little bit, let Trevor take the lead and not push him. He wasn’t sure he wanted to let Trevor leave, but he doubted he’d be able to convince him to stay the night.

      Wade carefully shifted his weight, tightening his grip when Trevor acted like he’d pull away.

      “Can we move this to the couch?” he asked quietly, a murmur in Trevor’s ear so as not to break the mood. “It’s just I’m a little old and this is killing my back …”

      Trevor let out a shuddery little laugh and lifted his head. “You don’t have to—”

      “And if I want to?” Wade slowly raised a hand to cup Trevor’s cheek, stroking gently with his thumb.

      Trevor wet his lips, his expression conflicted, a little frown furrowing his brow. “I … yeah, okay.”

      Trevor allowed Wade to pull him toward the couch and he settled on it, sitting upright, his back against the arm, one leg drawn up so his knee rested against the back cushions. Trevor stiffly took a seat in the vee between his legs, his shoulders tense again, his body rigid as he rubbed his palms along his thighs. Wade wrapped an arm around him, pulling him close until he settled with his back against Wade’s chest.

      He was still tense.

      “Today’s been a lot, hasn’t it?” Wade asked.

      Trevor let out a sad little laugh, his body softening a fraction. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “I think it’s okay if we both take a minute to sit with it.”

      “How do you fucking know the right thing to say?” Trevor asked. He toyed with the seam of Wade’s jeans absently, right above his knee.

      “I don’t,” Wade admitted. “But I’m trying.”

      “Why do you care?”

      Wade raised an eyebrow and looked skyward. Oh, Trevor, he thought.

      “Well, if any one of my clients came to me with a situation like this and a history that has some … uncomfortable overlaps with what’s currently going on, I’d want to be there for them.”

      “You’d invite them to your house and hold them like this?” Trevor let out a little huffing laugh.

      “Probably not,” Wade admitted, rubbing Trevor’s tense muscles. There were a few clients he’d invite to his house. And yeah, of course he’d give them a friendly hug if they needed it. But this clearly went beyond that.

      Wade pointed out the obvious. “But I haven’t had sex with them either.”

      Trevor chuckled. “Yeah. There’s that, I guess.”

      Wade smoothed his thumbs along Trevor’s neck, digging into his traps. He let out a little groan, his head falling forward, so Wade continued.

      “I don’t want to overstep though,” Wade admitted. He was pretty sure it was too late for that, but at this point he had no idea what was appropriate or what wasn’t.

      “I’ll let you know if you do,” Trevor muttered.

      “Without telling me I’m an asshole and bolting for the door?”

      “Uhh, I’ll try.”

      Wade chuckled. “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”

      They fell silent until Trevor let out an audible swallow. “What exactly are we doing here, Wade?”

      He licked his lips, surprised that Trevor was the one to bring it up. “I don’t know, to be honest.”

      “Okay.”

      “’Cause I definitely don’t do shit like this. Ever.”

      “I know.”

      Wade dragged his thumbs down until he hit a knot between Trevor’s shoulder blade and spine, pressing against the tightly bound muscle until Trevor let out a quiet grunt in response.

      “Do you hate this?” He wasn’t referring to the neck massage.

      Trevor smoothed his thumb across Wade’s knee. “Less than I thought I would.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s something.”

      It felt like they were on the verge of something here. Something wildly unstable and fragile. Trevor reminded Wade of the wild mustangs on his sister’s farm. Proud and skittish and wholly untamed.

      They came to her wild and angry, riled up and lashing out.

      She didn’t break them with force but with patience.

      In time, they grew curious. Sniffing around with velvet-soft muzzles in search of treats. Ready to dance back and run away at the slightest sense of danger. Slowly, slowly learning that they could trust.

      Wade had no idea when he’d decided he wanted Trevor to trust him, but he did. He liked the way Trevor’s skittishness had softened tonight. He liked that he’d seen another side of him.

      A deeper, sweeter side that was hidden under prickly armor designed to keep people away. Which, given his past, wasn’t so surprising.

      Wade’s heart ached for him.

      “Let’s figure out a way through this Malone situation and hopefully get Carlie some help. And then go from there,” Wade said softly. “No pressure.”

      “Okay.” Trevor let out a quiet sigh, slumping a little more, heavy against Wade’s chest. “I can handle that.”

      “Good.” Wade brushed his lips against Trevor’s hair and kept rubbing his shoulders, liking the way the tension slowly leaked out of him until his tight muscles went soft.

      “God, I’m exhausted,” Trevor mumbled.

      “You had a hell of a stressful day and a playoff game, Trevor, it’s understandable.”

      Trevor yawned. “Yeah, I guess. Sucks that I lost the team the game.”

      “It wasn’t your best,” Wade agreed. “But this is only one game. The team still has plenty of time to turn it around.”

      “Guys are probably so mad at me,” he mumbled.

      “They’ll come around,” Wade assured him. And if Trevor were willing to talk to them, they’d understand. But Wade doubted he would.

      Wade felt something tender and aching in the center of his chest at the knowledge that Trevor had come to him.

      Wade gave one more pass of his thumbs up the back of Trevor’s neck, rubbing the spots at the base of his skull. He let out a groan and tilted his head back, leaning into the touch.

      When he slumped against Wade, still awake but clearly dozy, Wade shifted. He guided Trevor’s head against his shoulder and clasped his arms around his chest.

      “Should go home,” Trevor slurred but Wade patted his sternum.

      “Take a quick nap first. It’ll help.”

      To Wade’s surprise, Trevor did exactly that. He didn’t fight it, he just slumped against Wade, his body growing heavier and heavier as the tension faded. His head lolled to the side, and he burrowed his head under Wade’s chin, his breathing quiet but audible in the silent office.

      Wade felt an odd fullness in his chest as he held Trevor. It had been a long time since he’d held a man in his arms like this. His hookups were more efficient than tender, and it had been years since he’d dated.

      It was nice to hold someone though. The warmth and weight of Trevor’s body were comforting. Of the two of them, Trevor was the one who needed reassurance but maybe Wade did too. Hearing what was likely happening in the Malone household, learning about Trevor’s past … it had left Wade a little shaken.

      His heart went out to Trevor, imagining him as a young kid. Wade didn’t blame Trevor’s mother for her poor choice in boyfriends. The guy sounded like a classic abuser. Charming, insidious, preying on people without the means to help themselves.

      But thank God she’d left when she had. She had protected her children and herself and gotten out of there and held her family together. She must be an incredibly strong woman.

      It had left scars on Trevor; Wade had no doubt of that. And they were clearly ones he hadn’t addressed. But at least he was talking about them now.

      It was something.

      Wade slipped into a doze too, until a quiet knock on the door startled him awake.

      “Dad?” Braden called out.

      “Just a sec,” Wade said quietly.

      He expected Trevor to jerk awake too, but he didn’t stir.

      With a concerted amount of effort, Wade wiggled out from under Trevor without waking him, tucked a pillow under his head, and slipped out the door, closing it quietly behind him.

      “What’s going on, bud?” he asked Braden.

      “Um, Jimmy barfed all over the floor in the hall.”

      Wade closed his eyes for a moment. That was just what he needed right now.

      He took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay. Do you think he ate a bunch of snacks too fast or something?”

      “I don’t think so,” Braden said doubtfully. “He says he feels all weird and I think he has a fever. He’s all sweaty but he says he feels cold.”

      “Let’s call his mom,” Wade said with a tired sigh as he followed his son upstairs.

      The fun sleepover mood had clearly been ruined and a few other kids looked green around the gills—possibly from seeing someone puke, but there could also be a bug going around—so after Jimmy’s mom picked him up, Wade drove the rest of the kids home.

      “Sorry about your night,” he said to Braden as they pulled into the garage after.

      He shrugged. “It sucks.”

      “It does,” Wade agreed. “How about we do something special next weekend? Just the two of us?”

      Braden gave him a glum little shrug. “I guess.”

      “Well, think about it and let me know.”

      Wade was genuinely surprised when he returned to his office and found Trevor still asleep.

      Wade stood in the doorway a moment, staring at him, watching his chest rise and fall with slow, even breaths. He’d woken up long enough to take off his button-down shirt. It lay discarded on the floor next to his belt. He’d rolled onto his back, one arm flung up, the tattoos dark against the pale skin of his inner arm.

      Wade grabbed a throw blanket from the couch and carefully draped it over Trevor. He left a lamp in the corner of the room on the lowest setting, then quietly closed the door behind him.

      Braden gave him a confused look when he came out. “I thought you said you had a client over.”

      “I do. He’s asleep in there.”

      “Why’s he asleep?”

      “He had a tough day,” Wade explained. “So, I’m going to let him nap.”

      “For how long?”

      “As long as he needs.” Wade draped an arm over Braden’s shoulder. “Okay, bud, let’s get some sleep. I know tonight wasn’t what you hoped for but … “

      “It’s okay,” Braden said with a shrug. “It sucks but I know it’s not your fault.”

      Wade smiled and hugged him close. After hearing Trevor’s story, he felt especially protective of Braden.

      It didn’t sound like Trevor had been hit by his mom’s boyfriend, but Wade wasn’t sure if he’d told him the whole story or not. The thought of Trevor being Braden’s age and in such a fraught, vulnerable situation filled Wade with an intense feeling of helpless rage.

      What kind of man treated someone that way?

      It made Wade’s heart ache for Trevor.

      Later that night, after Braden was sound asleep, Wade tossed and turned.

      Eventually, he quietly padded downstairs, cracked open the door to his office and peered inside to check on Trevor. He was still asleep, though he’d flipped onto his side, hugging a pillow against his chest.

      His eyelashes threw dark shadows against his cheeks and his lips looked soft and full, slightly parted. He looked young and vulnerable like this, despite the sleeve of tattoos peeking out from under the blanket and the scruffy beard that had grown in thick.

      Wade had the almost overwhelming urge to brush Trevor’s hair off his forehead and press his lips to the spot below.

      Instead, he closed the door and took himself off to bed again, sure that Trevor would be gone when he woke up in the morning.
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      Trevor groaned as he came to, his mouth dry and gross.

      He stretched, his spine popping as he rolled onto his back, his knuckles brushing firm padded fabric. He peeled his eyelids apart and looked around, realizing he was on the couch. Not his couch either. This definitely wasn’t his apartment. He sat up slowly, throwing an unfamiliar blanket aside and looking around.

      Wade’s office. This was definitely Wade’s home office.

      Trevor scrubbed his hands across his face to try to wake up. Jesus, how long had he slept?

      He dug his phone out of his pocket and squinted at the screen. Wow. It was early.

      He was surprisingly well rested for how little sleep he’d actually gotten last night.

      He had a vague memory of Wade rubbing his shoulders and …

      Trevor straightened abruptly, remembering the situation with Carlie. Shit. Shit.

      Trevor’s skin crawled as he remembered spilling that shit about his past out to Wade yesterday. God that was fucking weird. He’d never done that with anyone.

      And Jesus, he definitely didn’t curl up in some dude’s arms after spilling his guts either. Shit, Kelly was his best friend and any of their serious conversations had pretty much wrapped up with playful chirping and breakfast at the nearby diner.

      He definitely didn’t spend the night after sex either.

      Of course, Trevor and Wade hadn’t had sex last night either.

      Ugh.

      Trevor dragged a hand through his hair. He felt better than he had yesterday though. That weird, itchy, restless feeling was gone, and he mostly felt kinda sluggish.

      And in desperate need of a shower and a toothbrush.

      He rose to his feet, stretching out some of the stiffness, then ambled to the door, rubbing at his eyes, trying to get his system going again.

      He was never at his best in the morning and sleeping on the couch hadn’t done him any favors, even if he clearly had slept hard.

      The house was quiet as he poked his head into various rooms. He hadn’t noticed it yesterday, but it was a nice place. Not surprising, considering what Wade probably made with the roster of clients he had on top of his NHL salary.

      But if Trevor had ever taken the time to picture what Wade’s place would look like, this wasn’t it.

      He’d have expected a high-end modern loft or apartment, maybe, not the single-family home on a quiet, shady street that was a fifteen-minute walk from the Lincoln Park Zoo.

      The outside had looked fancy, with light painted brick, lots of windows, and a metal gate around the building, but the interior was relaxed.

      He’d watched some stupid home design shows during his ankle rehab and he was pretty sure the sleek wood and soft light colored fabrics was called California Casual or some dumb shit like that.

      It looked good though.

      Trevor craned his neck to look up at the wood beams across the living room ceiling and the big iron light fixture that hung from them. He cut through the open dining area into the roomy kitchen, filled with light wood cabinets and a huge slab of dark stone for an island.

      He froze at the sight of Braden sitting at the kitchen counter, hunched over his breakfast. Trevor must have made a noise because the kid turned in his seat.

      “Hi,” he said around a mouthful of something, not sounding surprised to see him.

      “Uh, hi.” Trevor stepped forward a little hesitantly. “Braden, right?”

      “Yep.” He smiled at Trevor. “Dad said a client came over last night, but I didn’t know it was you.”

      “It’s me.” Trevor ruffled a hand through his hair nervously. He definitely wasn’t awake enough for this shit. “You’re up early.”

      “Yeah. Dad’s still asleep.”

      “I should, uh, probably go,” Trevor said pointing toward the door. “When he wakes up, tell him thanks for letting me crash on the couch in his office.”

      There, hopefully the kid wouldn’t get any weird ideas about them getting up to anything last night or anything. Not that he probably would anyway but it couldn’t hurt to be careful, right?

      “Want waffles before you go?”

      “You made waffles?” Trevor asked, a little baffled.

      “Just toaster ones from the freezer. But I put chocolate syrup on them so they’re pretty good.”

      Trevor’s stomach protested at the thought of chocolate first thing in the morning, especially because an emotional hangover apparently felt an awful lot like one from drinking. “Um, sounds good, but I probably should get going. I need coffee before I eat anyway.”

      “I can make you some.” Braden hopped down off the leather stool and walked over to the coffee maker. It was one of the pod style ones and he opened a drawer below the appliance. “What kind do you want?”

      Clearly, Braden wasn’t taking no for an answer, so Trevor walked forward and peered inside. There were at least twelve different options and Trevor blindly pointed at one. He was pretty sure he was going to need a whole vat of coffee before he could tell the difference between them anyway.

      Braden chattered about something while they waited for the coffee to brew, a smear of chocolate on his upper lip and Trevor did his best to nod and act like he had a clue what the kid was talking about.

      When the coffee was ready, Braden carefully set it on the counter next to Trevor. “You want cream? Sugar? We have some in the fridge.”

      “Jesus, it’s like a full-service restaurant around here,” Trevor muttered as he lifted the cup to his mouth, hissing because it was too fucking hot. Braden laughed.

      By the time the mug was empty, Trevor felt a little more human. And he definitely needed to piss.

      He looked around. “Is there a bathroom around here I could use before I leave?”

      “Sure. Let me show you. Do you need a toothbrush? Or you could take a shower if you want? There’s towels too.”

      Trevor squinted at Braden’s back as he led him down the hall. “Do you have a lot of people staying over here or something?”

      Braden laughed and pushed open the door, flipping on the light to reveal a roomy bathroom. “No. Just my friends sometimes. And my Aunt Hannah and my cousins came to stay once, but that was a few years ago.”

      He pulled open a drawer and slapped a toothbrush and mini tube of toothpaste on the counter. “Towels are there.” He pointed to a shelf tucked in next to the shower.

      “Huh. You’re just extra helpful, then?” Trevor stepped into the bathroom and glanced around.

      Braden shrugged. “I guess. You look kinda …” He gestured vaguely and Trevor peered at himself in the mirror above the sink.

      One glimpse convinced Trevor that he really did look rough. “Okay. Yeah, I do. Maybe I will take a shower. I should have a change of clothes in my—” But no, he’d taken his bike here. Damn it. “Nevermind.”

      “Oh, I can get you clothes. Dad has some clean ones in the laundry.” Braden was gone before Trevor could protest so he shrugged and reached for the toothbrush.

      His mouth was foamy by the time Braden returned and Trevor gave him a big thumbs-up as he set a stack of clean clothes on the counter.

      “I’ll be in the living room if you need anything else!” Braden gave him a sunny smile and Trevor didn’t have time to mumble out a garbled thank you before he closed the door behind him.

      Bewildered by the whole fucking morning, but figuring he might as well enjoy the shower and clean clothes, Trevor flipped on the water to let it heat. He locked the bathroom door, stripped down and finished brushing his teeth.

      The hot water felt great as he stepped inside and he let it run over his body for a few minutes, enjoying the way it softened his tight muscles. He soaped his body and washed his hair with the products in the shower.

      They smelled a lot like Wade and probably cost more than Trevor would spend on toiletries in a year but at least he no longer reeked of old sweat. After he’d dried off, he debated for a moment when he saw the underwear. Was it weirder to wear a man’s underwear or to freeball under his sweats?

      In the end, Trevor went with the underwear. He could always buy Wade some new ones and he probably shouldn’t have his dick flopping around in his pants when there was a kid around.

      Trevor dragged on the sweats and tee, then towel dried his hair. He glanced at himself in the slightly foggy mirror and shrugged.

      Meh, good enough.

      He looked and smelled better at least.

      He made sure he hadn’t left a mess in the bathroom, then stepped out into the much cooler hallway.

      There were sounds coming from the living room, so he ventured in there. Braden was sitting in front of the TV, toggling through what looked like Super Smash Bros.

      “You want to play?” Braden held up a controller.

      “Uh. I should probably go,” Trevor said, feeling awkward.

      “Please? Dad sucks at video games, so I never have anyone to play with unless my friends come over.”

      Trevor let out a surprised laugh. “I dunno, Braden, I …”

      “Aww, c’mon. I had the suckiest time yesterday. I had friends over to spend the night but one of them puked and everyone had to go home in the middle of the night.”

      “That does suck.”

      “Please. At least one game. It would be so cool if I could tell my friends I ended up playing video games with The Undertaker.”

      Damn it, Trevor would feel like an asshole if he said no after that. And yeah, he totally knew the kid was manipulating him but what was he supposed to do? Tell him to fuck off?

      Trevor was an asshole, but he wasn’t that much of an asshole.

      “Yeah, okay.” Trevor took the controller and plopped on the couch. “Who do you want to be?”
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        * * *

      

      Wade awoke slowly, sprawled on his stomach in his too-big bed. He was alone as always. He’d bought the house and furnished it when Braden was a baby so other than his son crashing in his room when he was sick or scared after a nightmare, no one had ever slept in there with him.

      Maybe he should have woken Trevor last night and asked if he wanted to join him …

      Wade groaned and flipped onto his back. No, Trevor definitely wouldn’t want that. Hell, he’d probably woken up in the middle of the night and taken off.

      Holding Trevor on the couch had been nice but especially after his emotional confession, he probably felt awkward. And God, just thinking about their whispered late-night discussion about whatever it was between them being something more than a hookup felt like lunacy in the light of day.

      If nothing else had spooked Trevor, surely that would have. Wade had no doubts that Trevor was long gone.

      The next time they saw each other they’d probably be back to their usual friendly bickering. Wade shouldn’t get his hopes up for anything more.

      Besides, what kind of idiocy was hoping for more anyway? He couldn’t date his client. That was asking for trouble.

      They’d both been emotionally vulnerable last night and lost their heads for a moment. That was all.

      Wade got out of bed with a groan and padded to the en suite bathroom. He took a quick shower, dressed in comfortable clothes, then walked downstairs to find his son.

      It was still early, the soft morning light filtering in through the trees and the wide windows, as he softly padded down the stairs. He could hear the muffled sounds of Braden playing video games, the volume turned down low enough not to travel to the upper floor.

      “What are you doing up so early, bud?” Wade yawned, jerking to a stop a few steps from the bottom as he spotted someone on the couch beside his son. “And … oh, Trevor?”

      “Uh, hey.” He shot Wade an awkward smile. “I uh, kinda slept all night on the couch in your office, I guess. Sorry about that.”

      “No, that’s fine. I’m glad you got some sleep.” Wade walked down the last few steps and smiled, surprised but happy to see him.

      Braden piped up. “And I talked him into having a shower. He looked rough.”

      Wade chuckled. “That’s not a kind thing to say about someone.”

      “Well …” Braden gave him a look and Wade stifled a grin.

      “But that was kind of you to offer to let him shower.” He went to ruffle Braden’s hair, then remembered he’d said he didn’t like that anymore. He patted him on the shoulder instead. “That was thoughtful.”

      Trevor stood and stretched his arms overhead, yawning.

      He looked different for some reason, and it took Wade a moment to realize why. Yesterday, Trevor had been dressed in his rumpled suit, but now he wore sweats. Wade’s sweats.

      Wade recognized the Premier Talent logo on the hip.

      Trevor twisted a little, bending to the other side and when the U of C hoodie he wore rode up, Wade drew in a sharp breath.

      Oh, he was wearing Wade’s underwear as well. The sweatpants were a little baggy on him and the Tom Ford logo on the waistband peeked out from the top.

      That really, really shouldn’t send a weird feeling through the pit of Wade’s stomach, but it did. And he definitely didn’t hate it.

      “You’re wearing my clothes,” Wade said inanely, blinking at Trevor.

      “Yeah. Sorry.” Trevor shot him a sheepish look. “I, uh …”

      “I grabbed them from the laundry room for him,” Braden said. “He smelled gross, Dad.”

      Trevor laughed. “I can’t even argue that. I did.”

      “Well, thanks for taking care of our guest,” Wade said, smiling at his son. “Did you offer him breakfast?”

      “I made him coffee and I was going to make him a waffle with chocolate, but he didn’t want it.”

      “Did you offer him anything else?”

      Braden bit his lip. “Um, no.”

      “It’s fine.” Trevor shrugged, scratching his stomach. “I’m not into sweets in the morning, and in general, I can’t do a ton of food first thing anyway.”

      “How about some eggs, toast, and bacon now that you’re a little more awake?” Wade offered. “Or just the eggs and toast if you prefer.”

      Trevor hesitated. “I should head out.”

      “You have somewhere you have to be at this hour?” Wade asked, amused.

      Trevor shrugged. “Not really. I feel like I overstayed my welcome.”

      “Please, Trevor?” Braden looked at him with wide eyes. “We haven’t finished our game.”

      “Well …” Trevor shot Wade a helpless look and Wade’s heart ached at how soft he looked right now.

      Most days, the clothes he wore, the tattoos, the way he styled his hair, they all screamed ‘keep away’ but dressed in comfy sweats and with his hair drying in awkward little waves he looked softer and more touchable.

      Wade jammed his hands in his hoodie pockets to keep himself from reaching out to touch Trevor and pull him close. To smooth out the funny flip of his hair and pull him in for a tight hug.

      Instead, Wade shrugged, staring Trevor in the eye. “It’s up to you. But I make a mean omelet.”

      “Do you now?” Trevor wet his lips, as if remembering the time Wade had cooked for him before.

      “They’re the best,” Braden gushed. “You should definitely stay.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Trevor agreed, but his gaze remained locked on Wade’s. “I guess I could stay for a bite to eat.”

      “You guys finish your game,” Wade said with a smile. “I’ll get breakfast started.”

      After Trevor beat Braden, they joined him in the kitchen.

      “He’s so good, Dad. I can’t believe it,” Braden said, wide-eyed. “And it’s gonna be so cool to tell my friends I played with him.”

      “It was fun,” Trevor said. He ruffled Braden’s hair playfully. But rather than duck away, Braden beamed.

      Wade stifled a laugh. He could see how it was. It was fine if the hockey player Braden admired did it, but not so cool when his dad did.

      He couldn’t find it in himself to be upset. It was nice to see Braden looking relaxed and happy.

      “Anything I can do?” Trevor asked, leaning against the counter nearby, his gaze warm as he looked Wade over.

      Wade whisked eggs with a fork. “I thought you didn’t cook.”

      Trevor grimaced. “Well, no. Not really.”

      Wade smirked and shook his head. “Can you set a table?”

      “I mean, probably not a super fancy one. I know there’s rules about where all the forks go and shit that I never remember, but I think I can manage breakfast.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Wade playfully knocked elbows with him. “Wouldn’t kill you to learn some of the fancy stuff too. It’ll come in handy in your career.”

      “How’s that? I mean, I manage not to embarrass myself when the team goes to nice restaurants. I do whatever Murphy does.”

      Wade chuckled. “Not a bad approach.”

      “Tried to copy Lindy for a while but he does the weird European thing with the fork in his left hand.”

      “You get used to it. Never traveled to Europe, I take it?”

      Trevor shook his head. “Not yet. It’s not like I’m the kind of player they invite to the Olympics or the IIHF games.”

      Wade poured the egg into the warm pan, nodding. That was true enough. Trevor wasn’t the type of player to get invited to international tournaments, although he might in the future if he kept up the hard work.

      “You could always go during the off-season. The league might choose to send the Otters to one of the Global Series games in the next few years.” They were a new addition designed to grow European interest in hockey.

      Trevor shrugged. “Maybe. I try to visit my sister and mom during the summer, and Kelly and I usually go to Miami for a bit. Although I have a feeling I’ll get ditched this year since he’s heading to Sweden with Lindy.”

      “I want to go on vacation,” Braden said from the living room. “We never go anywhere cool.”

      Wade grimaced, both at the fact he’d been so absorbed in Trevor he’d forgotten Braden was there and because his son was right. It really had been way too long since they’d taken a vacation. “I was thinking maybe we’d go visit your aunt this summer.”

      “Really?” Braden sat up. “That would be awesome.”

      “I’m going to have to take a look at my schedule, but yeah, I’m going to try to find some time this summer,” he promised.

      “Cool. She has the awesomest ranch, Trevor. With horses!”

      “You like horses?” Trevor asked.

      “Yeah, they’re super cool. I was too scared to do anything but ride around in a little circle on a pony when we were there last time but this time, I want to ride a mustang!”

      Wade chuckled. “It’ll depend on which mustang, bud. Neither your Aunt Hannah nor I are putting you on one of the wild horses.”

      “She has wild mustangs?” Trevor sounded impressed. “That’s awesome.”

      “It is. She has a ranch with a lot of rescues. Not only mustangs but she takes some of them in too.”

      “Huh, cool.”

      “Why. Do you ride?”

      “Me?” Trevor snorted. “No. My sister was really into horses for a while. But we obviously couldn’t afford them.”

      “Oh, neither could we,” Wade said. “But there was a stable near our house. Hannah used to go over whenever she had a free moment. She started out following the trainers and helping the grooms, and finally worked her way up to a paid position.”

      “So how’d she end up running a ranch for rescue horses?”

      “It was always her dream,” Wade said. “I bought her a small farm after I had the hockey money and she turned it into a thriving rescue. Her husband is into showing horses at a pretty high level. A lot of the show money goes toward the rescue but they run both businesses together.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Best investment I ever made,” Wade said firmly.

      “Oh, it was a loan?”

      “Well, not really.” Wade let out a small laugh. “It was a present. Hannah cried and argued for a while but when I teased her that I could always take it back she punched me and said I was stupid.”

      Trevor laughed. “Sisters, am I right?”

      Wade nodded his agreement with a chuckle. “Exactly. But I don’t know. I guess for me the return on investment is how happy she is. The way she and the ranch are thriving.”

      “I get that. I kinda feel the same way about my sister’s nursing degree. She swears she’ll pay me back, but I don’t care. I want to see her doing what she loves, you know?”

      “I do,” Wade said with a nod as he slid the first omelet onto a plate.

      “And let’s be honest, if the world were fair, nurses would make way more than hockey players.”

      Wade chuckled. “You’re not wrong.”

      They fell silent a moment.

      “Think you can handle making some toast?” Wade asked.

      Trevor looked up. “Me or Braden?”

      “Well, I know Braden can. You I’m not so sure about.”

      “Look, I’m bad in the kitchen but I’m not that bad,” Trevor grumbled. “Cut a guy some slack.”

      Wade grinned. “Okay, prove it, hot shot.”

      It turned out, he wasn’t half bad with toast and less than ten minutes later, they were all seated at the large soapstone island. Braden usually sat beside Wade but today he’d put Trevor between them.

      Wade wasn’t complaining.

      Like most hockey players, Trevor had a tendency to sprawl, and their knees and elbows casually rubbed together as they ate, lending the meal a surprisingly cozy mood.

      Wade didn’t want to read too much into the idea of Trevor staying for breakfast, but he couldn’t help but notice how easy it felt to have him there.

      Braden talked more than he ate, yammering Trevor’s ear off, who listened attentively and responded with surprising patience.

      Wade tried to focus too, because it was the most he’d heard his son talk about anything in ages, but he was distracted.

      Watching Trevor nod intently at what Braden was saying while he bit into his toast, then lick the buttery crumbs off his lower lip after was distracting. The way he wrapped his lips around his fork sent a little shiver down Wade’s spine and he found himself staring as Trevor tipped his head back, gulping down the orange juice.

      “This is good shit,” Trevor said with a sidelong glance. “Fresh squeezed.”

      Wade shrugged, trying to focus on something other than how attractive he found Trevor. “Not by me. It’s the market nearby.”

      “Nice.”

      “We like to make brunch special around here. It’s our weekly tradition, isn’t that right, Braden?”

      “Yup.” He leaned forward, peering around Trevor. “We go all out sometimes.”

      “What’s all out mean?” Trevor asked with a laugh. “Because the omelets and bacon are pretty good.”

      “French toast, sometimes. From-scratch waffles or pancakes. Just depends on my mood.”

      Trevor smiled at Wade. “Cool.”

      “Dad makes this cheesy egg stuff on special occasions too. Like Christmas.”

      “Sounds like you and your dad are pretty tight.” Trevor glanced over at Braden.

      “Well, we have to be. All we have is each other.”

      Braden sounded a little saddened by that, but before Wade could reply, Trevor patted him on the back.

      “I get it. All I had was my mom and sister. But that’s not all bad, right?”

      Braden gave him a small smile. “Nah, he’s pretty great.”

      Wade smiled at the praise and Trevor’s deft handling of Braden’s mood.

      He knew that it sometimes bothered Braden that it was only the two of them. But it wasn’t like Wade could pull the perfect boyfriend out of thin air.

      But God was it nice to have Trevor around now. Having Trevor here for breakfast felt far more natural than Wade would have expected.

      At the pet event at the rink, Wade had realized that Trevor was good with kids, but he’d never realized how good. And to have him be good with his kid… Well, it made it too easy for Wade to think that something with Trevor wasn’t completely out of the question. That maybe he wasn’t only good with Braden when there were cameras and PR people around.

      He was so patient with Braden. Giving his time and attention to him, asking him questions to get him to talk. If Wade had ever pictured introducing a boyfriend to his son, this was the kind of scene he’d have imagined.

      But whatever Trevor had said last night, he’d been upfront about the fact that he didn’t date. And that he wasn’t interested in changing that.

      Hell, he’d said he didn’t do repeat hookups. How much more of a hint did Wade need?

      Of course, they’d hooked up how many times now?

      Wade felt a little shaky as he contemplated what that meant.

      Could this maybe be more? Could Wade allow himself to hope for it?

      As they finished their breakfast, Braden asked Trevor some hockey questions.

      Wade shoveled in suddenly tasteless food and tried not to read into the way Trevor’s shoulder fit snugly against his, and the rub of their knees together.
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      Wade excused himself, then waved off Trevor’s offer to help clean up, enjoying listening to Trevor and Braden talk as he loaded the dishwasher.

      After he was done, and there was a lull in conversation, Trevor slid off his stool. “I really should head out now.”

      “Aww, man,” Braden said. “This was fun.”

      Trevor’s gaze flicked up to Wade for a moment before he nodded. “It was. Thanks for talking me into sticking around, Braden.”

      “Any time. Right, Dad?”

      “Yeah.” Wade smiled. “Any time.”

      “Oh, wait, can I get you to sign something for me before you go?” Braden asked. “I have your jersey but …”

      “Sure. You have a marker?”

      “Yep. I’ll be right back.”

      Braden took off, tearing up the stairs as Wade and Trevor walked more slowly to the front door.

      “You could have brought me the kid’s jersey to sign before now,” Trevor said.

      “I usually keep work and home separate.”

      “Not so much with me, huh?” There was something soft in Trevor’s gaze.

      “Not so much,” Wade agreed.

      “Thanks for the loan of the clothes and stuff,” Trevor said, holding up the backpack Wade had loaned him to take home his crumpled suit.

      “No problem.”

      “Honestly, I was planning to head out after I woke up, but your kid is pretty persuasive.”

      Wade shook his head, smiling. “He can be. Although I have to say, he usually talks about half as much to me.”

      “Really?” Trevor looked surprised. “Huh, he’s been nothing but a chatterbox all morning.”

      “He likes you.”

      Trevor shrugged. “Feeling’s mutual. He’s a good kid.”

      “I think so,” Wade said. “But I know I’m biased.”

      “Nah, he’s good. Helps that he has a good dad.” Trevor’s expression grew serious. “What do we do now about the Carlie stuff, Wade? I’m worried for her and the kids.”

      “I am too. But I honestly don’t know,” Wade admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ll touch base with some people I know. See if they have thoughts on the situation.”

      Trevor hesitated. “Couldn’t that be dangerous? I mean, if word got out or something.”

      “I’ll be discreet,” Wade promised, gently gripping Trevor’s elbow in reassurance as he contemplated who to contact. He had resources for guys who needed alcohol or drug addiction counseling. Ones for mental health care. But domestic violence for families of players … that wasn’t something he’d ever had to deal with.

      Which didn’t mean that there hadn’t been issues in the past, but he’d never known about them. That gave him a vaguely guilty feeling, wondering what he might have missed before but there was little he could do about it now.

      He just had to move forward and do what he could for Carlie Malone and her children.

      Who did he know that he could contact about this?

      His eyes widened as an idea occurred to him.

      “I have a thought,” he said slowly. “Laurie is the digital investigator we use.”

      “Yeah, you’ve mentioned her in the past,” Trevor said, sounding a little confused. “When we were going through Malone’s chat logs.”

      “Yes, but her girlfriend Carmella is working on her PhD in social work right now. I know she does some work with homeless shelters. I think there’s a good chance she has the resources we’re looking for or at least knows how to get in touch with someone who deals with domestic violence victims.”

      “And you trust them. Laurie and, uh, Carmella, was it?”

      “Yes. And yes, I do,” Wade said. “To be perfectly honest, Laurie isn’t overly fond of hockey culture, so she’d have no reason to try to protect the league or Jack Malone.”

      “Yeah, that’s fair.” Trevor let out a hollow laugh. “I’m not feeling so hot on it either at the moment.”

      His face twisted with an unhappy frown and Wade squeezed his arm reassuringly.

      “Well, I’m not either but we’ll do what we can to help his family. I promise.”

      “Thanks,” Trevor said roughly. “And, uh, thanks for being here when I needed it. I was a fucking wreck last night.”

      “I’m always here if you need me,” he promised.

      They lingered by the doorway, staring at each other. It felt odd to say goodbye without giving Trevor a hug or brushing his lips across Trevor’s cheek.

      That made no sense.

      They’d never had that kind of interaction before. They’d either been snarling and combative or had their tongues down each other’s throats. Until recently, the most tenderness they’d ever had was a few kisses on the couch and some post-sex cuddling, if it could be called that.

      But Wade couldn’t forget the way Trevor had felt in his arms last night, finally softening and letting down some of his guard. Trusting Wade enough to let him in.

      But since Trevor didn’t make a move, Wade didn’t either.

      “You need a ride home?” he finally asked when the silence stretched to uncomfortable lengths.

      “Nope.” Trevor smirked and opened the front door, nodding toward the street. “Brought my bike.”

      Wade’s lips parted as he peered through the door. “Wow. I hadn’t even noticed it parked out there.”

      Trevor had parked on the street in the spot in front of his place. Wade had a garage—accessed via an alley at the back of his property—so he never used the spot, but the neighbors often spilled over into it.

      He squinted at the bike. “Is that a vintage Norton Commando?”

      “Yeah.” Trevor sounded surprised.

      “Mind if I take a look?”

      “Not at all. You know bikes, huh?”

      “I own two.” Wade reached for a pair of scuffed running shoes, crouching down to slip them on. “Nothing that obscure and it’s been a horribly long time since I took them out, but I do like to read up on bikes when I get the chance.”

      “Really?” Trevor squinted. “Wouldn’t have taken you for the type.”

      “I used to ride a lot. Mostly before Braden but I’m still hanging on to the bikes in the hopes I’ll get to ride more someday. I get them serviced regularly and take them out for a few rides a year but that’s about it. They’re not super practical for my current lifestyle but I’m too nostalgic to sell them.” He shrugged and tightened the laces.

      “Maybe you’ll have to show them to me some time.”

      Wade smiled, standing slowly, crowding into Trevor’s space a little. “Maybe I will.”

      They stared at each other for a few moments. Trevor’s eyes were hazel, a warm brown with a hint of mossy green. Wade reached out and cupped Trevor’s jaw as he leaned in slowly, giving him time to pull away.

      But he tilted his head, his tongue flashing pink and tempting as he wet his lower lip. Wade rubbed softly with his thumb, feeling the rasp of Trevor’s playoff beard against his skin.

      “I’m glad you called me yesterday.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Wade leaned in, able to think of nothing but Trevor’s mouth and the way it would feel against his own. Trevor let out a shaky breath, the air gusting against Wade’s lips. “And I’m glad you spent the night and stayed this morning.”

      Trevor pressed his palms against Wade’s chest, smoothing his hands across it. “This is crazy, right?”

      Wade rested their foreheads together. “You think I don’t know that?”

      “I don’t … what is this, Wade?”

      He closed his eyes, gently squeezing the back of Trevor’s neck. “Something impossibly stupid and complicated.”

      Trevor let out a small, huffing laugh. “I appreciate the honesty, I guess.”

      Wade gently tilted Trevor’s head back, intending to press his lips to Trevor’s when the clatter of feet on the wooden stairs made them spring apart. Wade smoothed down his shirt, hoping Braden hadn’t noticed them.

      “Sorry. Couldn’t find the Sharpie,” Braden said as he skidded to a stop at their feet, holding out the jersey. “It was under my bed.”

      “You’re fine,” Trevor said, clearing his throat as he took the jersey and pen. He bent down, using the small table near the entrance to sign his name with a flourish.

      “Here you go.” He handed the jersey back to Braden with a smile. “Thanks for hanging out with me this morning.”

      “Aww, man, are you sure you can’t stay, Trevor?”

      “Sorry. I’ve got stuff to do today. Like practice in a couple of hours.” His smile was apologetic.

      “Okay.” Braden let out a big sigh. “Do you think if we come to a game, I could get a signed stick or something maybe?”

      Trevor smiled and ruffled Braden’s hair again. “I can definitely do that. Just have your dad let me know when you’ll be there, and I’ll make it happen.”

      Wade smiled. “I’ll do that. But Braden, it would be nice if you thanked Trevor. Especially before you ask him for something else.”

      “Oh, yeah. I guess so.” Braden gave him a sheepish smile and turned to Trevor. “Thanks. This is awesome. My friends are going to be so jealous.”

      “Sure. Glad you like it.” He glanced over at Wade. “Thanks for letting me crash on your couch. And for breakfast.”

      “Any time.”

      Trevor’s gaze flicked to his and he raised an eyebrow as if to say, any time?

      Wade nodded. Not that he should have his clients spend the night. But he shouldn’t have sex with them or kiss them or hold them either, so at this point he’d already crossed the line so many times it was pointless to get hung up on any of it. And if they were pursuing something, he’d have to think long and hard about how to make this work.

      “See ya.” Trevor turned to go with a little lift of his hand, but Wade followed him.

      “Oh, I want a glimpse of this motorcycle before you head out.”

      Braden’s eyes widened and he tossed the jersey on the table, then scrambled for his shoes, shoving his feet in his sneakers. “You have a motorcycle? That is so cool. Can I see?”

      “Sure,” Trevor said with a laugh.

      “Good thing you live on a safe street,” Trevor said with a grimace as they walked down the sidewalk. “I was so rattled last night I didn’t chain it up.”

      “Next time you can park in the garage,” Wade said absently.

      “Next time?”

      Wade shrugged. “Well, we might have a meeting again.”

      “Mmm, a meeting.” Trevor smirked a little.

      Wade smirked back. “We’ve had some pretty productive meetings in the past.”

      Trevor wet his lips. “We have.”

      “This bike is awesome,” Braden said, and Wade jerked a little in surprise. He’d completely forgotten Braden was there. “How many CCs?”

      Trevor chuckled. “850. You know motorcycles too, huh, Braden?”

      Wade shrugged. “What can I say? He takes after me.”

      Braden ran a hand along the seat wistfully. “I can’t wait until I’m old enough to ride.”

      “Your dad’s never taken you out on his bikes?” Trevor asked with a surprised lift of his eyebrow.

      “Yeah, but I wanna go by myself!”

      “That’s definitely a few years off,” Wade reminded him with a smile. Braden rolled his eyes then resumed inspecting the bike.

      The three of them talked for a few minutes about the motorcycle and what had attracted Trevor to the vintage British bike. But when they were done, Trevor slipped the backpack on, then reached for his helmet. “Okay, I’m outta here.”

      He fist bumped Braden, who gave him another big smile.

      “Why don’t you go inside, Braden?” Wade suggested. “I need a minute to talk to Trevor alone.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Braden took off for the house, waving once before he pulled open the front door.

      Wade turned back to Trevor, who’d mounted the bike. “I’ll keep you updated on anything I hear back from Laurie or Carmella.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Wade studied Trevor’s face for a moment. He looked so different this morning. Not only was he softer looking, dressed in sweats and with no product in his hair, the tightness that had lingered around his eyes yesterday was gone. “You doing okay? I know yesterday rattled you.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine, I promise.” Trevor threw a smile at him and started the bike.

      “Good. Text or call if you need anything.”

      “I will.” He revved the engine and settled his helmet over his head, fastening the chin strap. “See ya.”

      “Drive safe.”

      Trevor shot him a smile, flipped his visor down, then took off with a roar.
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      Trevor let himself into his apartment, oddly energized. Despite sleeping on the couch last night, he felt pretty good.

      “Sooo, where were you last night?”

      Trevor dropped his keys and blinked at his roommate. “What the hell? What are you doing here, man?”

      Kelly grinned from the couch. “I came by to get some clothes and was surprised when you weren’t home.”

      Trevor squinted and set his helmet on the counter. “What fucking time did you get here?”

      “Like half an hour ago. I figured I’d chill here for a bit before I headed to practice. So seriously dude. What the hell were you doing out all night?”

      Trevor swiped his keys from the floor and tossed them on the counter next to his helmet. “How do you know I was out all night? Maybe I slept here and ran out to get food or something.”

      “No, you definitely didn’t spend the night.” Kelly looked him up and down. “And hmm, Premier Talent, huh?”

      “Uhh, yeah. They’re my agency.”

      “Mmhmm.” Kelly looked pointedly at his hoodie. “And you definitely went to U of C, dude.”

      Trevor rolled his eyes. “Fine. I fucking—I spent the night at Wade’s place last night, okay? But it—”

      Kelly snickered. “You spent the night with Wade, huh?”

      “On his couch!” Trevor tossed a pillow at Kelly. “Don’t make it weird.”

      “Since when are you close enough with your agent to crash on his couch?”

      “Yesterday fucked with my head, okay?” he snapped. “You weren’t home and I—I fucking needed to talk to someone. Sorry.”

      “Woah, hey. I’m sorry. I didn’t know you wanted me to be around. You could have texted if you needed to talk.”

      Trevor shrugged. “It was fine. It just brought up some shit from when I was a kid or whatever.”

      Kelly went still. “What?”

      “Nothing. Just forget it.” Trevor looked down at his hands. His knuckles were still split from the punch he’d thrown at the penalty box glass last night.

      “Trevor.”

      “Fucking drop it,” he snapped.

      “Okay.”

      They sat in silence a few moments, Trevor picking at the ragged edge of his nail.

      “I feel sick thinking we were friends with Malone.” When Trevor glanced up, Kelly’s face was pale under his freckles.

      “I know,” Trevor said hoarsely, that cramp of anxiety building in his gut once again.

      “God, do you think he’s been hurting her this whole time?”

      “I don’t know. Probably.”

      “Fuck!” Kelly gave him a stricken look. “I had no idea. I really didn’t.”

      “No, me either.” Trevor swallowed hard. “Guess I should have. Some dude my mom dated for a while was the same type of shithead.”

      Huh. Apparently, it got a little easier to say aloud the more times he did it.

      Kelly froze, staring at him. “He hit her?”

      “Yeah.” Trevor wet his lips. “Just once before we left. And no, he never hit me or my sister or anything.”

      “Well, that’s good. Man, that sucks though.”

      Trevor laughed hollowly. “Yeah. It does.”

      “I can see why you needed someone to talk to last night.”

      “Yeah.” Trevor swallowed hard. “I don’t know. I was going to go to Wade to see if he knew someone who could help. He’s like … got his shit together, you know? I figured he’d know what to do. But I wound up spewing a ton of crap about what happened with my family and I … I don’t know. It was weird. Not bad but weird.”

      “Did it help?”

      “I think so.” Trevor’s swallowed again, the lump in his throat growing by the minute. “I didn’t mean to stay or anything though. I just sat down and—”

      He could still feel Wade’s arms around him and the tight pressure making the weird jittery feeling in him go away. He’d closed his eyes, thinking he’d relax but he’d been asleep before he knew it.

      “I kinda felt like I’d been bag skated after. I conked out and slept through the night. When I woke up, his kid talked me into playing video games, and then Wade made us all breakfast. It was—it was nice. Been a while since I’ve had a home-cooked meal, you know?”

      “Well … that’s great. I am glad you had that.”

      Everything had felt easier this morning, sitting in Wade’s kitchen, feeling Wade’s knee pressed to his thigh and hearing Braden laugh at something stupid he said.

      It had felt warm and safe. Nothing like that kitchen from his childhood where he’d stared down at his mom, watching blood pool on the floor around her.

      “Are you doing okay though?” Kelly asked earnestly. “It sounds like yesterday was rough for you.”

      Trevor shrugged. “It sucked donkey balls but I’ll be fine.”

      “You sure, dude? Because that’s a whole lot going on.” Kelly furrowed his brow. “I mean, I knew things were kind of … chaotic when you were growing up and that you’d moved around a bit but I didn’t know it was like that.”

      “Like I said, it was just the one time.”

      “Sure, but that’s still—”

      “Look, it sucked, okay?” Trevor admitted. “But l talked to Wade about all that shit yesterday, and I’m done talking about it. I can’t—” His throat closed up.

      “Sure, whatever.” Kelly held up his hands. “I’m glad you had him to talk to. I just wanna know if that was why you had such a rough game last night.”

      “Yeah.” Trevor flexed his hand again.

      Trevor hadn’t thought about his mom’s scumbag ex, Ted, in years but watching Malone grab Carlie had brought it roaring back to the surface. Combined with the sounds of bodies hitting the boards and the hard play, they’d dredged it all up.

      He’d been a mess, unable to clear his head and think straight. Unable to focus on the game. There was just the roaring in his ears and the gut-wrenching fear of not being able to stop it this time.

      He’d tangled with Fowler and all he could see was Malone’s smug face, sure that Carlie would lie for him. Protect him. Sure that she was his to use and abuse however he wanted.

      “I played a shitty game last night and it cost us,” he admitted, his voice scraped raw and thin.

      “Well, I wasn’t doing so hot either,” Kelly said with a huff. “I was all distracted worrying about Carlie too.”

      “Yeah. There were bruises on her arm, you know. Old ones. Pretty sure this isn’t the first time he’s gotten rough with her. And if he was willing to do that in a public place …”

      Trevor could only imagine what happened in the privacy of their own home.

      “Fuck. What are we gonna do to help her? I can’t sit here and do nothing.”

      Kelly’s eyes were anguished. Trevor leaned into him, pressing their shoulders together.

      “No, me either. But Wade and I are already on it,” Trevor said gruffly. “He’s going to get in contact with someone. I guess she works with some women’s shelters or knows people who do. They’ll help us figure out what to do next.”

      “Well, that’s good.” Kelly squinted at him, the worry bleeding away and changing to confusion. “Seriously though, when did you and Wade get so buddy-buddy? You were kinda giving each other the stink eye at the last meeting we all had with him about this situation.”

      Wow that seemed like a long time ago.

      “Look, I had a bit of a beef with Wade about my endorsement deals earlier this year. We butted heads pretty hard but some of it was me being in a shitty place about my ankle injury. And working with Wade on this Malone situation has mellowed us both out, I guess.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Oh.” Kelly still looked puzzled. “That’s good.”

      “Yeah.” Trevor shrugged. “I mean, we grabbed lunch a while back and now I’ve got a new deal signed, so that’s cool. He got me the sponsorship deal with Eighth Sin Roasters and all that. I dunno. I was wrong about him before.”

      “That’s awesome about the endorsement deal.” Kelly held out a fist to bump but it was much less energetic than usual. “How’d you end up at his house last night though?”

      Trevor wet his lips. “I needed to talk to someone about the whole thing with Carlie and I thought he might have some ideas. It was pretty late though, and his kid had friends over or whatever and he told me to come there. We met in his home office. No big deal.”

      “Huh. I didn’t know he had kids.”

      “Yeah. Didn’t you see him and his son at the pet rescue event?”

      “Oh! I didn’t realize that was his kid. Does he have any others?”

      “No, just Braden. Wade’s a single dad.”

      “He’s gay though, right?” Kelly looked confused.

      “Yeah. His ex ditched him and his kid when he was born. I dunno. Lots of shitty dudes running around, I guess.” He let out a hollow laugh.

      Kelly raised an eyebrow. “Huh. You and Wade are close now. Shit, I catch up with my agent once a year when I’m in Boston or whatever, but we never talk about his personal life during phone calls or video chats.”

      Trevor shrugged. “It just kinda came up, I guess.”

      “Right.” Kelly didn’t look convinced though. “You sure that’s all? You’ve seemed kinda different lately.”

      “How would you know?” Trevor shot back. “You’re never around.”

      “Sorry.” Kelly looked sheepish. “I didn’t mean to ditch you. It’s just …”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re totally into Lindy and you’ve been in love with him for a million years so all you want to do is spend time with him. Whatever. I get it. Would be nice if you could make some time for your friends though.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      “Cool.”

      Kelly glanced at the entertainment system. “We should probably head to practice soon though. Want to ride with me?”

      “Sure. Let me change real quick. I don’t want the boys asking questions about what I’m wearing.” Trevor rolled his eyes. “Since apparently everyone’s going to be all up in my business about it.”

      Kelly snickered. “Go then.”

      Ten minutes later, as Kelly pulled away from their building, Trevor was still thinking about last night.

      He wondered how Kelly and Lindy had figured out if they were just hooking up or together-together.

      “How’d you know when stuff between you and Lindy changed?” he asked.

      Kelly laughed. “He said he was cool with me sucking his dick.”

      Trevor coughed. “Right. Umm, nevermind. Not quite what I meant.”

      “Well, you asked.”

      “I guess I did.”

      “What did you mean?” Kelly slowed to a stop at a light and glanced over.

      “Oh, not the hookup part so much. I mean the … I dunno, going from being casual to being more.”

      Kelly raised an eyebrow. “Uhh, we talked about it?”

      “Right. That makes sense.”

      “Why? You thinking about it with someone?”

      “No,” Trevor protested automatically. “Why would I … I mean, who would I even—”

      “So, you’re not sleeping with your agent then?”

      Trevor gaped. “What the fuck?”

      “I mean … you’ve been spending a lot of time with him. You went to him when you had a shitty day. You spent the night at his place and came home wearing his clothes. And I dunno, you sounded different when you talked about him.”

      “Different? What does that even fucking mean?”

      “I dunno. You got this like … smile on your face when you were talking about having breakfast with him and his kid.”

      “It was nice of them! That’s all.”

      “Sure, dude.”

      Trevor drummed his fingers on his knee. Damn it, he shouldn’t have brought it up. Kelly was smarter than anyone gave him credit for.

      “It’s cool if you’re into Wade. He seems like a nice guy.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Trevor agreed. “But we’re not—I mean, that would be crazy, right?”

      “What? Actually, dating someone?”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, hooking up is one thing but we all know I’m not the dating type.”

      He laughed weakly. He’d always been so sure of that, but he suddenly felt a little less certain now. He’d assumed that someday he’d want a family but he’d imagined it in some far-off, distant future where he was a lot older and had his life together.

      “People change. I mean, Lindy thought he was never gonna be with someone new after losing Astrid.”

      “Sure. But he was already that guy.” The loyal, committed type.

      “I’m just saying, it’s not like you always have to be a certain way. Things change. For a long time, I wasn’t ready to come out to my family but now they know and it’s so much better. I’m glad I came out.”

      “Sure. And that’s great. I’m happy for you. I … I don’t know. I’m hardly the type to settle down, right?”

      “Dude, you are talking in circles. Is something going on with Wade or not?”

      Trevor winced. He couldn’t out-and-out lie to Kelly. “I mean, we hooked up a couple of times,” he mumbled.

      “A couple of times?”

      Four was close enough to a couple, right?

      “Yeah. No big deal though. It was … I mean it was good but not like … I wanna move in with the dude, good,” he joked.

      “There is an in-between,” Kelly said drily. “You don’t have to go from boning to married, Trev.”

      “What? No. I know that. But the whole idea is stupid. He’s my agent.”

      “Yeah, that part is kind of fucked up.”

      Trevor grimaced. “Little bit. Besides, I mean, can you imagine it? Me dating a guy with a kid. Yeah right.”

      “Why the fuck not?”

      “I’ve never wanted that,” he protested. “Or at least not until I’m an actual functioning adult and all that crap.”

      “Are you sure?” Kelly asked. “’Cause honestly it kind of seems like you’re afraid of it.”

      Trevor crossed his arms, looking out the side window. “What would I be afraid of?”

      “I dunno, them not sticking around, maybe? I mean, your dad bailed, and your mom worked a ton, and her boyfriend or whatever was clearly a shithead, so it was just you and your sister most of the time, right?”

      Trevor squirmed. “Yeah but …”

      “I’m just saying, you don’t really trust that people aren’t going to bail on you. You acted for years like this team was going to boot you out.”

      “Well, you haven’t bailed,” Trevor pointed out. “I can’t fucking get rid of you.”

      Though wasn’t he kind of a hypocrite for saying that?

      “No, I haven’t bailed,” Kelly agreed. “And neither has my family. They love you too. But you definitely kind of put out a lot of bitchy cat vibes.”

      Trever stared at his roommate. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Like … you only get close to people when you want to.”

      “Why would I do anything else?” he asked, baffled. “Who the fuck goes around just … getting close to people they don’t want to be around?”

      “No, I don’t mean that. I mean you don’t exactly let yourself get close to people. Like … you won’t even consider it as an option.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. Think about it, okay?”

      “Think about what?”

      “That maybe you should give Wade a chance.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” he shot back automatically as they pulled up at the practice rink. Kelly put the car in park and let out an annoyed huff.

      “Do what you want, Trev. I’m just saying, it’s okay if you want something else now. If Wade and his kid are it … go for it.”

      “I can’t believe we’re talking about this. Forget I fucking said anything,” he grumbled as he got out of the car.

      “You’re an idiot,” Kelly said, his tone scathing. “I hope you know that.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time I heard that!” Trevor retorted.

      But as they walked toward the building, Trevor couldn’t stop thinking about what Kelly had said.

      Or the fact that this morning had felt so right.

      Half of him wanted this.

      The other half … well, that part was a fucking mess and it wanted to run as far and as fast as he could.
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        * * *

      

      Trevor had taken a seat in his stall to get ready for practice and hadn’t even gotten the first piece of clothing off before Coach Daniels appeared.

      “Underhill. Come with me.” Coach’s mouth pressed into a flat line and Trevor gulped and followed. “Now.”

      He knew he was going to get a lecture for his behavior at the game last night but this … this looked bad.

      His stomach clenched at the click of Coach Daniels’ office door closing behind them. When Coach took a seat, he frowned at Trevor.

      “Are you okay?”

      “What?”

      “I was pissed when you went after Fowler last night and took that stupid fucking penalty. I was all ready to scream my head off at you after the game, but Horton caught me in the hallway and said he thought something was wrong. He told me to watch the game tape before I tore you a new one.”

      To tell the truth, Trevor had been surprised he hadn’t gotten an earful last night.

      “I …” Trevor cleared his throat.

      “He’s right too. I watched the footage, and you didn’t look like yourself. You looked spooked as hell. You weren’t even in that game, were you?”

      Unexpected tears pricked Trevor’s eyes and he looked down at his hands. Sometimes he forgot that under all that bluster and yelling was a guy who genuinely cared. Coach wasn’t mad at him. He was worried. “No, Coach.”

      Coach Daniels’ voice softened. “What was it? What shook you up that way? Take your time if you need to.”

      Trevor took a deep breath. Zane and Ryan and the rest of the boys had agreed they were going to leave Coach Daniels out of the investigation into Malone unless it was absolutely necessary.

      With what Trevor had learned yesterday, it felt pretty fucking necessary now.

      So Trevor breathed until the sting faded from behind his eyelids and he could look his coach in the eye. “I found something out about Jack Malone last night.”

      Daniels’ expression grew progressively grimmer as Trevor started at the beginning and laid it all out. From the investigation into Malone up to what he’d seen in the parking lot.

      “Jesus Christ,” Daniels said hoarsely. “I knew he was a piece of work, but I never dreamed—”

      “Me either,” Trevor admitted. “And I’m fucking sorry I let you and the team down last night. I know I fucked up by not having my head in the game. I’ll own that. But I, uh …”

      He clenched his teeth hard enough that his molars ground together as he struggled to get himself under control. “When I was a kid, my mom had a boyfriend like Malone for a bit. He hit her. And yesterday brought up some real bad shit for me, Coach.”

      The sharp, indrawn breath from Coach Daniels had him clasping his hands tightly together.

      There was silence for a moment. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Coach Daniels’ words were unexpectedly kind, and when Trevor glanced up, his face was so concerned. It was exactly the way Trevor imagined a good father would look that he had to stare up at the ceiling to get himself under control again.

      Fucking fuck.

      He was a mess right now.

      “I won’t let it get in the way of the game again,” Trevor promised when he could look his coach in the eye again.

      “I’m glad,” Daniels said. “But that’s not my biggest concern.”

      “No?”

      “Absolutely fucking not,” Daniels said with a scowl. “Jesus, I want to win, you know I do, but in the face of what we’re dealing with here …”

      He blew out a breath and Trevor nodded. He knew that fucking feeling.

      Daniels rubbed his forehead. “Okay. First of all, I need to get ahold of the security footage from last night. There’s a chance Malone already got ahold of it or had Hines or Franklin do it.”

      “Shit.” Trevor winced. “I didn’t think about that. I should have talked to you last night.”

      Anger bubbled up. Why hadn’t he thought of that? How dumb could he be?

      “I think when this is all over, we’re all going to have a lot we wish we’d done.” Coach Daniels’ tone was bleak.

      Trevor let out a rough laugh. “Tell me about it.”

      “Okay. So, I’m going to say something you’re not going to like.”

      “Am I benched?”

      “Yes. But not for the reasons you think.”

      Trevor frowned.

      “Underhill. Trevor … I’m guessing you don’t talk much to anyone about what happened when you were a kid. Am I right?”

      He nodded. He’d done it more in the past twelve hours than he ever had in his life but …

      “I think you need to. Maybe not today or tomorrow but you should talk to someone. Someone who knows how to deal with these things and who can help you get your head on straight about it. Do you want me to get a number for you?”

      Trevor cleared his throat. “I think Jamie’s seeing someone. I can… I can talk to him, I guess.”

      “You do that. And not because I’m telling you that you have to. But because I think it’ll help. Because I care about you and how you’re doing, son.”

      Trevor was silent a moment before he nodded. “Okay. I’ll do it,” he rasped.

      “But I’m going to sit you out in tomorrow’s game because I think you need a minute to decompress before you play again. You’ll be listed as day to day with an upper body injury. If you have the trainers wrap your hand, people will assume it’s because of the punch to the penalty box glass. I don’t want people speculating that you sitting out is a punishment.”

      Trevor wanted to argue that he could play but his coach was probably right. His head was too much of a mess for him to play well. He’d be a liability to the team and there was way too much at stake right now.

      He cleared his throat. “Yeah, okay.”

      Coach looked relieved. “In the meantime, I’m going to try to get my hands on that footage. If the cameras are mysteriously ‘out’ for that period of time, I guess we’ll know what happened to it.”

      “You think that’s possible?”

      “Yes. Our only hope is that Malone is so arrogant that he won’t be worried about getting caught.”

      “Will that video be enough though?” Trevor frowned. “I mean, the cameras aren’t that great. I doubt you’ll be able to see the old bruises on her. And she puts her arm around him after he grabs her like they’re this … happy couple.”

      “It’s not enough. But it’s leverage, maybe,” Daniels said with a grim smile. “And I want to sit down with the rest of the guys who are part of this. Maybe if we all put our heads together, we’ll come up with a solution.”

      “God, I hope so,” Trevor said fervently.

      “I will do whatever it takes to get Malone out of here,” Daniels said, his expression turning fierce. “I said it before, but I mean it, Trevor. Even if it costs me my job, Jack Malone won’t skate another second wearing our sweater. He’s a disgrace to the Otters’ name.”

      “Do you think you’ll lose your job over this?”

      Daniels smiled but it was so vicious Trevor flinched. “I’m almost sure of it. But I will do everything in my power to take Hines and Franklin with me when I go. They’ve protected him for far too long.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Coach Ken Daniels’ home was in the Northfield area of Chicago, about twenty minutes north of Evanston. The interior style was a little too traditional and fussy for Wade’s tastes but it was set on a roomy suburban lot in a great area.

      Wade might have been able to appreciate the spacious brick home more if he weren’t there to meet with the head coach, a third of the team, and several assistant coaches about an abusive player. That put a pall over everything.

      Everyone was tense as Daniels’ wife ushered them into a large, comfortable family room, offered them drinks, then retreated, closing the French doors behind her to give them privacy for their meeting.

      “What’s your interest in this, Cannon?” Daniels asked Wade as he stirred cream into his coffee. “You’re welcome here of course but …”

      “Well, I represent a number of these guys and they came to me with the Malone issue. They were concerned about how upper management would handle this and thought I might be able to help.”

      This had ballooned to something far bigger than Wade had ever imagined though.

      Daniels nodded gravely. “I don’t know why it took them so long to come to me. I hope they don’t feel like they couldn’t trust me.”

      “Of course they trust you,” Wade assured him. “Truthfully, I think they wanted to protect you as much as possible. They know there will be blowback.”

      Daniels rubbed his forehead. “This is going to be ugly, isn’t it?”

      “Probably,” Wade admitted. “But maybe it’ll be like resetting a bone. Painful in the short term but the only way there will be healing long-term.”

      “One can hope.” Daniels clapped him on the shoulder, then turned to face the guys milling around. “Okay, let’s get down to business.”

      Wade walked to the couch where Trevor sat and took the spot beside him. His gaze flicked over, and at first Wade wasn’t sure if he was surprised or displeased, but a moment later, he shifted in his seat and bumped their knees together, relaxing.

      Warmth filled Wade’s chest and he sat back, hiding his smile in his mug of coffee.

      Coach Daniels nodded in their direction. “Trevor, why don’t you bring us up to speed?”

      Trevor cleared his throat and began, filling the guys in what had been happening lately. Wade listened with half an ear, jumping in to add a few thoughts that seemed pertinent or to clarify something, but for the most part he just let the sound of Trevor’s voice wash over him.

      Trevor was a little hesitant at first as he spoke, but his voice strengthened as he went on. It caught when he got to the scene he and Kelly had witnessed between Malone and Carlie though.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” Ryan Hartinger snarled, rising to his feet. “I swear to God, I will fucking kill him.”

      Gabriel muttered something in French, the look on his face as dark as the clouds when summer storms swept across the city and out into Lake Michigan.

      Wade could only assume his threats were as dire as Ryan’s.

      “Babe,” Zane said softly. He reached up and tugged on Ryan’s arm, pulling him down onto the couch again. “That’s not going to help.”

      “I know. Fuck! I know.” Ryan groaned and slumped back. “I just …”

      “It’s fucking awful,” Kelly rasped, and Lindy reached up to rub his back. He murmured something too quietly for Wade to hear.

      The other guys seemed to be in equal states of shock and for a few moments they talked loudly among themselves, processing the idea that one of their teammates had done something so terrible.

      “You doing okay?” Wade whispered to Trevor.

      He shrugged but didn’t answer otherwise.

      After a few minutes, Coach Daniels quieted the team and nodded at Trevor. “Why don’t you continue?”

      Trevor cleared his throat again and spoke. “So, guys, I’m sorry about my game the other night. I know I was a fucking mess and—”

      “Well, that’s fucking understandable,” Ryan said. “You don’t have to apologize.”

      Trevor shrugged and looked down at his hands. “Yeah, but I should have had my shit together and I let you all down.” A couple of guys protested but Trevor plowed on. “I’ve gotta tell you, I uh, I have some personal experience with this shit.”

      The room fell abruptly silent.

      Trevor kept his explanation brief, quietly mentioning his mom’s former boyfriend and the bare basics about what he’d experienced.

      When it was over, the team was quiet.

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, man,” Zane said earnestly, leaning forward, a little frown furrowing his skin. “But I’m glad you told us.”

      Trevor nodded, not looking up. For a moment, Wade resisted the urge to reach out and comfort Trevor, not wanting to give away his feelings.

      But Trevor’s hunched posture made him risk it anyway, and he settled a hand on Trevor’s shoulder for a moment and squeezed. He told himself it was the sort of thing that any of Trevor’s teammates would have done if they’d been the one sitting beside him.

      Thankfully, Trevor didn’t shrug off the touch, just continued to stare down at his hands.

      “Is there anything we can do for you?” Dean Tremblay asked.

      Trevor shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think so. Thanks though.” He paused, glancing up. “Actually, Jamie, could I maybe get the name of that guy you’ve been talking to?”

      Jamie looked surprised but a small smile crossed his face. “Yeah, of course. I’ll text his info to you tonight.”

      “Thanks,” Trevor said roughly. “I appreciate that.”

      “I think we’re all going to fucking need therapy by the time this is done,” Zane said, rubbing a hand over his face. “This shit keeps piling up and I dunno about you guys but it’s definitely a lot to carry around.”

      A couple of the guys chuckled and nodded.

      “So, what are we going to do to help Carlie?” Ryan asked. “We’re not going to leave her there with him, right? I mean, we need to at least give her a chance to leave.”

      “If he’s abusing her, we absolutely need to do something,” Lindy said, his brow furrowing. “She doesn’t work outside the home, and it sounds like he’s controlling their finances. I wonder if she feels like she can leave.”

      “Probably not,” Kelly said with a sigh. “But what can we do?”

      Wade cleared his throat. “Trevor and I are already working on that. I’ve reached out to someone who is involved with some organizations that might be able to help. My contact is still looking into it, but she’ll get back to us in the next few days once she’s figured out the options at our disposal.”

      “You don’t think going to the police is the answer?” Zane asked.

      “How many times have we seen professional athletes accused of domestic violence get off scot-free?” Wade pointed out. “And honestly, she hasn’t asked for our help. If we stir up things with the authorities without offering her a safe place to go first, that would only put her at risk. She would likely do what she did before and pretend like nothing’s wrong. As awful as it is, keeping him happy is probably what makes her feel the safest.”

      Zane nodded soberly.

      “I think we should figure out a plan to get her out of there and to somewhere safe and offer her the chance to leave. We can work on getting evidence of what he’s done, and then we’ll make it viral,” Wade explained. “We’ll blast it as far and as wide on social media as we can.”

      “Will it be enough?” Ryan asked.

      Wade shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s the best plan I have but I welcome any suggestions.”

      Unfortunately, none of them had any ideas that seemed any more foolproof than what they’d already come up with.

      The meeting continued for a while, but when it became clear that they were going in circles and were no closer to having a solution, Coach Daniels wrapped it up.

      “Okay, go home and try to get some sleep, guys. We’ve got some big games coming up. Obviously, we’re going to keep working at this Malone situation. I don’t think there’s any question that we all want to win the Cup, but clearly it isn’t the only important thing right now.”

      The team nodded thoughtfully, and he continued. “This is going to be tough. We’re going to be distracted and worried. We’re going to have to do our best to manage looking out for Carlie while we play the best hockey of our lives.”

      “No pressure, right?” Ryan muttered and the other guys gave him half-hearted smiles of agreement.

      Coach Daniels cleared his throat. “But I want you all to know how proud of you I am. The game is important. But it’s equally important to me that you’re men with integrity.”

      Wade stared at Coach Daniels in awe, catching glimpses of the deep emotions that broke across his players’ faces as they nodded their agreement.

      This was a damn good team. Worlds away from the ones he’d been on in the past.

      Wade suddenly understood why so many guys had felt safe to come out. Coach Daniels had created a place where guys knew they’d be supported. A place where integrity mattered as much as winning was rare.

      The meeting broke up after that, the guys speaking to Coach quietly on their way out.

      They all stopped to talk to Trevor as well.

      Wade stepped back to give him privacy, so he didn’t know what they said, but the long, hard hugs and gentle forehead bumps spoke volumes about their support. He was glad Trevor had them in his corner.

      Wade could see what a toll it was taking on Trevor though and he wanted a few minutes alone with him to make sure he was okay.

      Wade managed to dawdle long enough that he and Trevor were the last to leave, and they lingered in the driveway near their vehicles, illuminated by a lamppost that spilled light into the dark yard.

      “You doing okay?” Wade asked softly, reaching out to touch Trevor’s elbow.

      Trevor shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Is there anything you need?”

      Trevor’s exhale was weary. “I don’t know, honestly.”

      Wade gave him a searching look. That wasn’t great, but he could easily believe that Trevor had no idea what he was feeling or how to deal with it. This was a lot for anyone and Trevor clearly hadn’t had many good male role models in his life to show him how to process his emotions in a healthy way.

      “Okay,” Wade said slowly. “Well, if there is something you realize you need and I can give it to you, let me know, okay? You can text me any time.”

      “I will.”

      Wade hesitated. He hated the idea of walking away without being sure Trevor would be fine but there was little he could do when they stood in front of Coach Daniels’ house. He didn’t want to risk someone peeking out the window at the wrong time.

      So all Wade did was reach out and squeeze Trevor’s shoulder, murmur ‘goodnight’, then walk toward his car.

      His fingertips had just grazed the handle when Trevor spoke. “Do you like pie?”

      Wade turned with a puzzled frown. “Pie?”

      “Yeah. Uh, there’s this diner not too far from here that I like to go to. They have great pie. Wanna come grab a slice with me? I could use the company.”

      Smiling, Wade nodded. “I’d like that.”

      A while later, as Wade sat across the Formica table, enjoying a slice of the best damn cherry pie he’d ever put in his mouth along with some terrible coffee, he felt warmth spread through his chest as Trevor laughed at something on his phone, holding it up to Wade to show him.

      With the murmur of low voices and clank of silverware in the background, the weight of the earlier conversations had faded from Trevor’s face.

      He’d devoured a large slice of banana cream pie and he drained a mug of hot chocolate and ordered a second. The sugary treats had done their trick and his tension had slipped away.

      Wade took Trevor’s phone from him, laughing at the comic his sister had texted him. Their fingers brushed when Wade handed the device back and something settled over him. A sudden surety that despite the mess it would create in his life to get involved with Trevor, it would be worth it.

      “We’re doing this, right?” Wade asked softly, leaning forward. “Figuring out a—a relationship together. I mean, I don’t want to push you but …”

      But he needed to know before he threw himself into this with his whole heart. He had to look out for not only himself, but for Braden. Wade’s heart had been broken once and he’d be damned if he set himself up for that again, much less risked Braden.

      His son looked up to Trevor. If he bailed on them, it would hurt Braden deeply.

      Trevor glanced up through his lashes, dark brows furrowing. He set his phone facedown on the table and nodded slowly, reaching out just enough that their fingers pressed together on the table between them.

      “Yeah. I think we should figure out what we’re doing. I … I talked to Kelly about it a little earlier. I guess I wanted advice or something.” He let out a huff. “I’m pretty freaked out and it’s not like I know what the fuck I’m doing. I told you; I don’t date. Never have.”

      “I know.” Wade swallowed. “And I’m not going to lie, I’m scared too. I care about you a lot already. I want to see where this can go but I have Braden to consider.”

      “Right.” Trevor dragged in a deep breath and Wade wondered if he’d made a mistake bringing this up tonight when Trevor was already dealing with so much.

      But he also knew he needed an answer. He couldn’t be there for Trevor the way he wanted unless he was sure Trevor was ready to do this.

      “I know better than anyone how much it sucks to have people not stick around. I don’t want to fuck this up with you and hurt you or Braden. I know what a big deal this is. I know I have to take this seriously.”

      Wade nodded slowly, his heart in his throat as he wondered if this was Trevor letting him down nicely.

      “I never saw myself as the kind of guy who anyone would want this with.” He let out a little laugh. “I wrote myself off as too much of a fuckup to manage it but Niki turned out pretty well, I guess.”

      Wade opened his mouth to protest but Trevor shook his head. “Just let me finish this part. I want to be the guy that you all seem to see in me. You and Coach Daniels and the team. You all seem to think I can be that guy and maybe I can. I’ve never tried being anyone’s boyfriend before.”

      Trevor brushed his fingers against Wade’s. The smallest gesture but it felt like hope.

      “I’m probably gonna fuck stuff up. But if you want me anyway…”

      “I want you,” Wade said firmly. “I believe in you. And I haven’t dated in about a decade either. I have my own shit to deal with so don’t go into this thinking I’m perfect. I’m not. But we’ll figure it out as we go, okay?”

      Trevor nodded and his smile was small and sweet. “Yeah, okay.”

      “It’s going to be complicated though,” Wade admitted as he sat back. “You should probably find a new agent to represent you.”

      Trevor frowned. “Do I have to?”

      “Have to? I don’t know. But we definitely should. I’m absolutely not rushing you to come out or announce our relationship to the public or even your team if you’re not ready. But this situation with Malone will get ugly. He’ll be looking to dig up dirt on us, and if it comes out that we’re involved…”

      “Yeah.” Trevor chewed at his lip. “I get that.”

      “Our best bet is to find you another agent. Besides, the truth is, I don’t know that I could be objective about negotiating your next contract. I’d be far too invested in wanting you to stay here to be sure I did what was best for your career.”

      “That’s fair.” But Trevor still looked unhappy.

      “I promise I will find you the best agent I can.”

      Trevor looked through his lashes. “I thought you were the best.”

      Wade chuckled. “Well, the second-best then.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Trevor’s face screwed up in a funny twist. “You probably aren’t the kind of guy who wants to stay quiet about this forever anyway, right?”

      “I’m not,” Wade agreed. “But we don’t have to decide anything tonight. I just wanted to make sure—make sure we were on the same page about where this is headed, I guess.”

      Trevor looked down at his mug. “I haven’t, well, I haven’t actually been with anyone else since we hooked up.”

      Surprised, Wade looked at Trevor, staring at the lock of hair that fell across his eye and wanting to brush it aside. He refrained. “Neither have I. Is exclusivity something you want?”

      “I—I, God, I don’t know. I’ve never tried it. Honestly, I haven’t wanted anyone else since that first time we hooked up so …” He shrugged. “I could try.”

      Wade brushed his finger against the back of Trevor’s hand, oddly touched by that earnest little speech. “If that changes, talk to me, okay? I know how much you travel. I know how much opportunity there is. I’ve been there. I get it. If you want to figure out some kind of arrangement, I wouldn’t love it, but I’d be willing to discuss it—”

      “I’ll tell you if it changes,” Trevor promised. “But maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I knew you’d be here when I got back home.”

      Wade smiled. “I’d make it worth it.”

      The corner of Trevor’s mouth lifted. “Yeah, that I believe.”

      A giddy thrill went through Wade, but reality tempered his happiness. “Okay. We’re on the same page about this then. Tomorrow I’ll talk to a colleague about taking over your account.”

      Trevor wrinkled his nose, but he nodded. “Yeah, okay. I guess if there’s no way around it.”

      “He’ll look after you,” Wade promised. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Are you going to tell him why?”

      “I think I’ll have to,” Wade admitted. “But he’ll keep it between us.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Trevor took a sip of his hot chocolate, licking away a droplet that clung to his lower lip. “I’m not saying I want to, like, announce this to the world immediately. But I could, uh, maybe tell my sister if you’re cool with that?”

      “Yeah?” Wade resisted the urge to reach out and take Trevor’s hand. “That would be good. Maybe I’ll tell mine too, once things get squared away.”

      “Sure. What about Braden?” Trevor cleared his throat. “I mean, I know he likes The Undertaker. The hockey player. But how is he gonna feel about that guy date—uh, dating his dad?”

      The concern for Braden and the little hitch in Trevor’s words sent a wave of fondness through Wade.

      Why in the hell were they having this conversation in a public place?

      He wanted to grab the front of Trevor’s jacket, pull him close, and kiss the ever-loving hell out of him. Instead, he hooked his foot around Trevor’s, pressing their legs together under the table.

      Trevor shot him a small smile and pushed back.

      “Braden will be good with this, I think,” Wade said. “Surprised, maybe. But I think he’ll be happy about it.”

      “’Cause I don’t want to mess that all up. I’ve been on the other side of that and—”

      “You’re not your mom’s ex, Trevor,” Wade said softly. “It’s a different situation.”

      He rolled his half-empty mug between his palms. “I know.”

      “You won’t mess up anything for Braden and me. Even if for some reason he had an issue with it, we’d work it out, I promise.”

      “Okay. I just don’t want to screw things up for you guys.”

      Wade pressed their legs more tightly together. “You won’t. And we can take this slow. Like I said, it’s been a long time since I dated anyone too.”

      “Yeah, well, I never have.”

      “Then we’ll figure it out together,” Wade promised. “Now, I think you should finish your hot chocolate so we can go sit in my car in the parking lot and make out for a while.”

      Trevor let out a surprised laugh. “What the hell? Are we fifteen?”

      “No, but we can pretend,” Wade said with a smile. “How about that?”

      Trevor’s answering smile was slow but sweeter than either of the desserts they’d eaten tonight. “Yeah, okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Trevor was forced to grit his teeth through the game the following night as he watched from the team suite, hating that he couldn’t be down there helping his teammates out.

      Worst of all, he had to watch with Malone standing a few feet away. He’d given Trevor a narrow-eyed, curious stare as the game began, but Trevor did his best to ignore him after that.

      Coach Daniels had told the media that Trevor was out with an upper body injury and was game to game, revealing nothing more.

      The animosity between Trevor and Malone had to be obvious to anyone nearby, but no one asked so Trevor didn’t offer anything up. He kept his gaze fixed on the ice below, cursing quietly under his breath as he watched his team struggle against Toronto.

      Hajek was doing his best to block shots, but the Otters’ D-corps were a mess. They were nowhere to be found when they were needed, and Hajek let a few shots on goal slip through despite his best efforts.

      Their forwards weren’t doing much better, their shots going wide and as the final minutes of the game ticked down, there was no energy to the play. With their highest-scoring players distracted and not connecting, and their bottom two lines scrambling to fill in, there was no chance of the team pulling out a late-in-the-game victory.

      The game ended in a painful 4-1 loss and the guys skated slowly off the ice after giving Hajek some love for how hard he’d worked to keep the score from being worse.

      The mood in the locker room after was subdued and Trevor winced as the guys went through their postgame routines and dealt with the media. The core of the team was worried about the situation with Carlie and the rest of them were confused about why their top scorers had suddenly forgotten how to play.

      “Dude, why the hell did Coach sit you out tonight?” Cooper asked under his breath as he dressed. “I know you hurt your hand, but we’ve all played with worse injuries. We could have used you out there. I don’t know what was up with Theriault tonight, but he was a joke. Did you see those fucking turnovers?”

      “Sorry,” Trevor said with a wince. “It wasn’t just my hand. I’ve got some personal stuff going on.” He waved vaguely.

      Cooper frowned. “What kind of stuff? You okay, man?”

      “I will be,” Trevor promised. “Just had to get my head on straight.”

      “Are you going to be in the lineup in the next game at least?” Cooper asked. “It’s going to be harder to get a win in Toronto. Their fans are the fucking worst.”

      “Yeah, I should be.”

      “Thank God. Think you can remind the rest of the guys how to play?”

      Trevor gave him a half-hearted smile. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      No one was in the mood to go out that night, so Trevor headed straight home after eating dinner at the arena.

      He paced his apartment for a while before he gave in to the urge to call his sister.

      “Hey,” Niki sounded surprised when she answered. “Why didn’t you play tonight? Is your hand that bad? You told me it wasn’t and if you lied to me—”

      “My hand will be fine. I actually, uh, had some stuff to get straight in my head,” he admitted.

      “You okay? I know you had a rough game the other night but …”

      Trevor knew people meant well but he was sick of being asked that question. “I will be,” he said vaguely. “How are you?”

      Niki made a noise like she didn’t believe him, but she answered his questions, telling him a funny story about something that happened in one of her clinicals.

      “You’re still planning to come to the games, aren’t you?” He laughed ruefully. “I mean, when we get our shit together, you’re going to come watch us in the Final, right?”

      That was looking tougher by the day but fuck, they had to find a way through this.

      “Yeah. Of course. And I hope you know how much I appreciate you paying for flights and everything. I know the tickets are crazy expensive, even for you.”

      “Sure.” He smiled. “Least I can do for my only sister.”

      “You already pay for my school,” she protested.

      “Well yeah, but the game stuff is for me. I want someone there in the crowd cheering for me.”

      She scoffed. “You have plenty of fans.”

      “Not the same as family,” he said firmly. “I need you there, Niki.”

      He needed it now more than ever.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked gently.

      “I don’t know.” Trevor paced the apartment for a minute, just listening to the soft woosh of Niki’s breathing in his ear as he tried to gather his thoughts. “Gimme a minute.”

      He remembered those nights in the car on the drive from Wyoming to Missouri. Niki clinging to him in her sleep, her nose stuffy from a combination of allergies and crying. She’d been so small. So scared. So confused as to why they were leaving the only home she remembered.

      Thank God she’d been up in her room asleep when Ted hit their mom.

      Though she’d cried every time she looked at the bruises and cut on their mom’s face.

      Trevor remembered hugging Niki tight, the soft brush of her hair under his chin reassuring as he whispered over and over that he’d keep her safe. That he’d never let anyone hurt their family again.

      “Can I tell you something?” he finally asked.

      “Of course.” She sounded surprised. “Anything.”

      “I uh, there’s some fucked-up shit going on around here with a teammate. Before you ask, I can’t say who, so I need you to listen, Niki. No questions. Promise.”

      “Yeah, okay,” she said slowly. “I promise.”

      “And swear to God, you can’t tell anyone anything I’ve told you.”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      “Just promise.”

      “Pinkie swear,” she said.

      Trevor swallowed hard. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the shit that happened with Ted. The way he treated Mom and that time he hit her.”

      “Oh. What made you—” She bit off her words. “Sorry. Continue.”

      “It’s kind of fucking me up,” he admitted, swallowing hard. “Like, I hadn’t thought about it in years but now I am, and I don’t know how to get it out of my head.”

      “Is that why you had such a bad game the other night?”

      “Yeah.” Trevor admitted. Pinning his phone between his ear and his shoulder, he wiped his palms on his sweats, realizing they were damp for some reason. “Kind of. It’s part of it.”

      “Is—shit. I don’t know how to help you without asking questions.”

      “Well, what were you gonna ask?”

      “You said there’s fucked-up stuff with one of your teammates. Is he why you’re thinking about it?”

      “Yeah. It’s all tangled up together.”

      “That’s not good, Trev.”

      “Yeah, I fucking know that.” He let out a heavy sigh, dragging a hand through his hair.

      “Well, how are you going to deal with it?” she asked.

      “I, uh, I got the name of someone to talk to.”

      Niki was silent for a few heartbeats. “A therapist?”

      “Yeah. One of the other guys sees him so I thought I’d give him a try.” He made a face. He didn’t love the idea but Jamie had raved about how much it had helped him and Coach was all for it so Trevor figured it was worth a shot.

      “Well, that’s good that you’re willing to go. It definitely can’t hurt.”

      “I fucking hope not.” He let out a hollow laugh and dropped onto the sofa.

      “No, it’s definitely good,” she assured him. “You’re dealing with it, not stuffing it down like so many dudes do.”

      “I mean, I guess I’ve kind of already been stuffing it down for like …” He stared up at the ceiling. “Fifteen years or whatever.”

      “Well, better late than never.” Her tone turned cheerful.

      “I guess.” He used his shoulder to hold the phone in place again as he rummaged in the end table drawer. Damn it. He’d thrown out his cigarettes. He twisted open the tin he kept his weed in, only to find nothing but dust in the bottom. Fuck.

      This was what he got for cleaning up his act.

      “Do you have anyone you can talk to about it now? Like one of your teammates? I mean, I want to help but since you can’t tell me what’s going on …”

      “Yeah,” Trevor mumbled. “I mean I’ve talked to some of the guys and Wade about it.”

      “Wade?” She sounded puzzled. “That’s your agent, right?”

      “Not for long.” He shoved his hand in his hoodie pocket, realizing that it was actually Wade’s U of C hoodie. Whoops. He needed to get that back to him soon. It was cozy though.

      “Oh, Trevor.” Niki sounded a little exasperated. “Did you fire him too?”

      “Technically I think he fired me,” Trevor said with a small laugh.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing! It’s not like that,” he protested. “It’s ’cause, uh. I’mkindadatinghim.”

      There was silence again. “Did you say you’re dating your agent?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “You never date anyone.”

      “Yeah, I know that,” Trevor said wryly. “He’s … he’s different though.”

      “Apparently!” Trevor heard the distant sound of a keyboard clacking. “Hang on, what’s his last name?”

      “Cannon. Why?”

      “I’m googling him.”

      Trevor snorted and went in search of a beer. Thankfully there was one in his fridge. He cracked it open and drained half of it in one gulp. He belched quietly but apparently not quietly enough because Niki made a grossed-out noise.

      “Dude, what the fuck, Trev?”

      “Sorry.” He grimaced. “So, what’s the verdict on Wade?”

      “He’s hot.” Niki sounded both surprised and impressed and Trevor felt a little offended that she apparently thought he had no taste. “Former hockey player, I see.”

      “Yeah, well …”

      “No, he looks like a catch. Bit older than you, huh?”

      “Yeah, a bit.” Trevor took a sip of his beer. Twenty-three years, but who was counting?

      Niki hummed. “That weird you out?”

      “No. Should it?”

      “Nope. I was just curious.”

      “I mean, sometimes I feel like he has his shit together and I definitely don’t but then again there are guys like Coop who are my age who have their shit together too, so … I think it’s a me thing, probably.”

      Niki laughed. “You’ll get there.”

      “He’s helped, actually. Is that weird?”

      “Not unless it makes you feel weird.”

      “Not really.” Trevor considered the idea. “It bugged me at first, him telling me what to do but now that we’re uh, dating or whatever, it feels kinda nice, I guess? Like I know I have someone who’s looking out for me, you know?”

      “Then it’s all good.”

      Trevor dragged his hand through his hair again. Fuck it was getting long. He kept it slicked back or under a cap as much as possible, but he was definitely looking rough.

      At least Wade still seemed into him.

      “I really fucking don’t know what I’m doing though, Nik. I don’t want to screw this up.”

      “Aww, you’re really into him. I love that.”

      He rolled his eyes, glad they weren’t on a video call. “He’s … he’s pretty great.”

      “Oh! Holy shit. He has a kid? That’s what this site is saying anyway.”

      “Yeah, he does. A son named Braden.”

      “How’s that going?”

      “Okay so far. The kid’s a fan of The Undertaker, so that’ll probably help. But we haven’t told him we’re dating yet.”

      Niki laughed. “God, can you imagine finding out your dad is dating your idol?”

      Trevor let out a derisive noise. “I’m not his idol.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Oh God.” Trevor felt a little queasy as he contemplated that idea. “What if I am? How am I going to live up to that? I am not a good role model. Fuck. I didn’t even think of that.”

      She snickered. “Dude. I know you’ve been hit too many times in the head, but you are so slow to catch on.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” he said with a laugh.

      “I think it’s cute.”

      “It’s terrifying. God. What the fuck am I doing with a—a boyfriend who has a kid?” He had no idea how to deal with kids outside of the rink.

      “Well, he’s not a baby. He’s what, ten, twelve?”

      “Eleven,” Trevor muttered.

      “Perfect. Then he’s big enough that all you have to do is be nice to him and let Wade handle the actual parenting. You know what not to do at least.”

      Trevor laughed softly but there wasn’t an ounce of humor in it. “Yeah, well. I have that one covered, I guess. I just have to ask myself what Ted would have done and do the complete fucking opposite. This is just a lot, you know? Me dating anyone feels weird enough. Dating a guy with a kid is fucking bizzarrolands.”

      “I know. But if you start getting freaked out about the idea, take a deep breath before you get wound up. It’ll be fine, I promise.”

      “I’m calling you is what I’m doing.”

      “Well, that’s fine. But maybe talk to Wade about it too? And that’s something you can talk to your therapist about.”

      “Right.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      Trevor was now a guy with a therapist and a boyfriend who had a kid. What the hell had happened to him? Six months ago, he’d been fucking around with random people and hanging out with Malone.

      Of course, maybe that wasn’t as great as it had seemed at the time.

      And maybe this was better.

      It was just hard to wrap his brain around.

      “There really is something in the water around here, I swear to God,” Trevor muttered.

      Niki snickered. “I think it’s cute. I love that you’re seeing someone. Can I meet him when I come for a game?”

      “Uh, I dunno. Probably.”

      “Awesome. I can’t wait.”

      “I hate you.”

      “No you don’t,” she said cheerfully. “But I have to go study. You can text or call if you need a pep talk though.”

      “Thanks, Niki.” He meant it to be sarcastic, but it came out weirdly sincere. Oh well. He probably did owe her for talking him down from his freakout. “I do appreciate it.”

      “Any time. Love you, Trev.”

      “Love you too, Nik.”

      Trevor hung up, stared at the half-drunk bottle of beer on the counter next to him for a moment, then dumped it down the drain. Fuck it.

      Whatever had caused this getting his life together thing, he might as well lean into it.

      Trevor rinsed the bottle, tossed it in the recycling, then got comfortable on the couch.

      I told my sister, he texted Wade. About us.

      How’d that go?

      Pretty well. She says you’re hot and she wants to meet you when she comes for a visit. At a game or something maybe.

      Is that something you want?

      Honestly, it kind of freaked Trevor out but what the fuck ever. If he was gonna do this shit, he might as well go big or go home. Sure. Why not?

      Then I’d like that. Braden and I were planning to come to at least one game anyway.

      Ugh. That’s assuming the team doesn’t biff it before then.

      You won’t. I know tonight didn’t go well but you’ll be back in for the next game, right?

      Yeah.

      You guys will get it together. I have faith in you.

      Good thing one of them did.
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      “You’re smiling at your phone again.”

      Wade glanced up to see his son smirking. “I am.”

      “You totally have a boyfriend, don’t you?”

      “Do you wish I had a boyfriend?” Wade asked carefully. Braden had been teasing him about this a lot lately.

      Wade wanted to tell him about Trevor, but he also wanted to find the right opportunity to do it. So far, he hadn’t found one but maybe this would be it.

      Braden shrugged. “I mean, you seem kinda sad sometimes. And you work too much. I feel like you’d be happier if you had a boyfriend. Plus, maybe we could get a dog.”

      “I do work too much,” Wade agreed, setting his phone facedown and trying not to smile at the dog comment. “And yes, I would love to have a relationship. But finding someone who wants that too has been hard. Especially at my age.”

      “I think you’re picky.”

      “It’s good to be picky,” Wade said with a small smile. “Better than settling for someone who isn’t good enough for both of us, right?”

      “Yeah. But sometimes I feel bad.” Braden ducked his head, scuffing his sock along the wooden floor.

      Wade frowned. “Why do you feel bad?”

      “’Cause it’s my fault Levi left, and you’re all alone.” Braden said it so matter-of-factly that all Wade could do was stare for a moment.

      “Bud,” Wade replied, his words slow and measured as he tried to figure out how his son had come to that conclusion. “Why do you think it’s your fault?”

      Braden shrugged again. “I dunno. I mean, he didn’t want to be a dad, right?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure we’ll ever know exactly what he was thinking.”

      “Don’t lie to me. I found the letter he sent.” Braden jutted his jaw out, looking Wade in the eye.

      Wade drew in a sharp breath. “When did you find that?”

      “I dunno. A few months ago, maybe. Are you mad?”

      “I’m not mad,” Wade said carefully. “But can I ask why you were going through my desk?”

      After the letter arrived and Wade had read through it half a dozen times, he’d tucked it into a rarely used file folder in his desk drawer. He’d hardly thought about it since, and he’d meant to toss it. But every time he sorted through his files and threw out outdated paperwork, he hesitated, though he wasn’t sure why.

      He bitterly regretted it now. It was something he should have tossed immediately. He’d never meant for Braden to see it.

      Wade studied Braden’s face now, looking for signs of hurt.

      “I didn’t mean to snoop!” Braden’s mouth twisted. “I was looking for printer paper! I had something for school I needed to print off and we were out of paper. You weren’t home and I looked through the drawer. Sometimes you keep extra paper there.”

      It was true. Wade did.

      “But before you opened the envelope, you saw that it was addressed to me, right?”

      Braden nodded, a little reluctantly. “Yeah.”

      “Then why did you open it and read it?”

      “I was curious! It had Levi’s name on the outside and you—you always seemed sad when you talked about him.”

      “Him leaving did make me sad,” Wade agreed. “I was very hurt and disappointed by it.”

      “He didn’t want me. He said so in the letter.”

      “Oh, bud.” Wade’s heart ached at the thought that Braden had been holding in his feelings about this for months. He held out his arms. “I’m sorry. Why didn’t you talk to me about this before now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Braden threw himself at Wade, wrapping his arms around his waist. He pressed his cheek against Wade’s chest and leaned on him while Wade held him tightly, stroking his hair.

      “Thought you’d be mad, I guess,” Braden mumbled.

      “I’m not mad,” Wade gently reminded him. “Not at all. I am disappointed that you didn’t talk to me about it. If you’d asked me about the letter, we could have read it together and discussed it.”

      “I thought you’d say no.”

      Wade sighed.

      Braden had a point.

      Wade wanted to believe he’d have said yes but he hesitated, because he wasn’t sure what his answer would have actually been. Knowing what the letter said, knowing how it would have come across to a kid, Wade would have hesitated. He probably would have put it off forever, or at least told Braden he wanted him to wait until he was older.

      “I might have,” he admitted. “But not because I want to keep secrets from you. But because I would be worried that you’d be hurt. I want to protect you.”

      “See?” Braden asked. It sounded like he was crying now, and Wade held him tighter, smoothing a hand across his narrow shoulders. “That’s why I read it.”

      “I get it,” Wade assured him. “I wish you hadn’t, but I understand why you did. Do you think maybe you can understand why I would have preferred if you’d waited and asked me though?”

      “Yeah,” Braden muttered against his shirt.

      “Okay. So, I’m sure it hurt to hear Levi say that he wasn’t sure he wanted a child and had second thoughts about adopting you.”

      Braden nodded, crying harder.

      Wade drew in a shaky breath, almost on the verge himself. “But … Hey, can you look at me?”

      Braden sniffled but he craned his neck, looking up at Wade.

      Wade cupped his son’s cheek in his hand and rubbed his thumb across the skin there, wiping away the tears.

      “Levi didn’t know you. He changed his mind about wanting a kid, but he didn’t know what a wonderful kid you are. He didn’t leave you, he left me, and he left because he got scared. He was giving up on the idea of a family but not giving up on you at all. Do you understand the difference?”

      “Kind of?” Braden blinked wetly, his lashes clumping together into dark little spikes. “Do you think if he knew me he would have stayed?”

      Oh hell.

      Wade stifled a groan. “I don’t know, bud. I honestly have no idea. I think he wasn’t ready for a family. That’s because of who he was at the time and what he was feeling. I had no idea what was going on with him. He didn’t talk about it with me, and he should have, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Because if he had, maybe we could have waited a little bit before we adopted. Waited until he was ready. But,” Wade said firmly when Braden opened his mouth. He wanted to be sure Braden understood this part. “I have no regrets about how it turned out. Because I ended up with you. And you are the absolute best thing that has ever happened to me.”

      “Really? Better than hockey?” Braden’s tone was curious now, the weight of the tears and sadness beginning to lift. But his arms were still locked around Wade’s waist so Wade held him tighter.

      Wade smiled. “Much better than hockey. You are so special to me, and I love you so much. It’s definitely hard sometimes, being a single dad and working so much. I always worry I’m not home enough. I know you wish I worked less.”

      “Yeah.” Braden looked away.

      “But I promise you, I am so glad I made this choice. I do not regret it and I never will. You are the best son I ever could have asked for.”

      “Even though I’m kind of a pain?”

      Wade frowned. “Why do you think you’re a pain?”

      Braden shrugged. “I dunno. I mean, I know my ADHD makes stuff harder.”

      “It’s different,” Wade admitted. “I didn’t know much about it when we found out you were struggling with it, and it took me a while to figure out how to help you once you were diagnosed. But that doesn’t make you a pain. And I promise I wouldn’t change anything about you even if I could.”

      Braden buried his head against Wade’s chest and let out a little hiccupping sound. “Really?”

      “Really. I loved you from the second they put you in my arms. When I brought you home from the hospital, I was definitely scared. You were so small and so helpless. But the more I got to know you, the easier it got. I wanted to be the best dad I could be for you. You are an amazing kid and I feel very, very lucky that the adoption agency matched us up. Levi missed out on a lot and it’s his loss. Do you believe that?”

      Braden squeezed tighter. “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      Wade stood there a few minutes, just letting the feelings in him settle as he took some slow deep breaths. Braden seemed to need that time too.

      When he finally pulled away, Wade let him go. “Hey, one more thing,” Wade said.

      “What?”

      “Has this been bothering you lately? Is that why you’ve been frustrated at school and getting mad at me?”

      “Kind of.”

      “Okay.” Wade nodded slowly. “I can understand that. Next time, will you try to talk about it with me? I know sometimes it’s hard, especially because you were probably worried that I’d be upset about you reading the letter.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But try. I promise, if you come to me and admit you did something you think I won’t like, I will try as hard as I can not to be mad. I’ll try to work on it with you instead of yelling at you. We’re a team, right?”

      “Yeah.” Braden tilted his head back and looked him in the eye. “Team Cannon.”

      “Definitely.” Wade smiled. “So, all I want to do is help you figure out stuff like this. And I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on. You can come to me with anything though and we’ll work it out.”

      He didn’t want to be the dad his kid couldn’t talk to. He remembered what it had been like growing up, being afraid to talk to his dad about knowing he was gay. That was the last thing he wanted for Braden. He wasn’t trying to be the cool, fun dad who let his kid get away with anything but if Braden knew he could come to him about the big stuff, that was what mattered.

      “Yeah. Okay.” Braden walked toward the stairs, but hesitated. “Can we … can we use the punching bag today instead of playing hockey? If that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, we can do that. Do you want to go down to the gym now?”

      “Yeah, but you said at breakfast you needed to work today.”

      “This is more important.” Wade assured him. He had calls to make and emails to answer but none of it was so time sensitive it couldn’t be pushed back a couple of hours. He settled his hand on Braden’s shoulder. “C’mon. Let’s go punch something.”

      Braden shot him a little grin and Wade squeezed, relieved. That had been a tough conversation but maybe, maybe they’d made some progress.

      “Oh, by the way, I do have a boyfriend,” Wade said. “Someone I’m dating, anyway.”

      “Yeah?” Braden craned his neck to look up. “Who? Am I going to meet him?”

      “You’ve met before,” Wade said with a smile. “It’s Trevor.”

      “Trevor?” Braden looked confused.

      “Trevor Underhill.”

      Braden stared, wide-eyed, for a moment before his face lit up with a wide smile. “You’re dating The Undertaker?”

      “Yup.”

      “That is so cool!” Braden beamed. “I can’t wait to tell everyone!”

      Oh shit. Wade should have considered that Braden would want to brag about that. “Uh, hey, bud, you know how we’ve talked about the fact that not everyone is ready to come out?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, Trevor is only partially out. The public doesn’t know yet and he and I aren’t ready to tell everyone about us yet either. Can I ask you to keep this quiet and not tell any of your friends for a while?”

      “Yeah.” Braden scowled but he nodded. “It sucks though. This is the best news I’ve ever gotten, and I can’t tell anyone!”

      Wade chuckled. “The best news ever, huh?”

      “Well yeah. I mean, he’s the coolest.” Braden raced down the few remaining stairs to their home gym, barreling into the punching bag hanging from the ceiling and hanging off it like a monkey. “This is so awesome!”

      Trevor had been worried about how Braden would take the idea of them dating but clearly he’d had nothing to worry about.

      Wade smiled at his son, slipped his phone out of his pocket, and shot off a text to Trevor.

      I told Braden. He’s thrilled. Apparently, me dating you is the awesomest thing ever.

      Really?

      Yep. What do you think about coming over for dinner with Braden and me after this series with Toronto wraps up? Nothing major, just the three of us hanging out and having a meal.

      Sure, I could do that.

      Wade exchanged a few more messages with Trevor, then put his phone away to focus on Braden.

      “Okay, bud,” Wade said, turning back to his son. “Let’s do some punching.”

      Wade didn’t know about Braden, but he sure fucking had some nervous energy to get out right now.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out, Wade’s faith in the team was warranted. They won game five against the Fisher Cats in Toronto. They were now 3-2 for the series so they needed one more win to clinch it.

      They flew home for game six, which started with a bang.

      Toronto took a penalty early in the first period, the Otters’ power play unit swept in, and Theriault got a beauty of a shot off an assist from Lindholm.

      Toronto was playing all out and the game was tight through all three periods. Trevor left the ice winded but exhilarated after every shift and nervous tension simmered in him as he sat on the bench.

      They were so evenly matched that nearly every time one team got a point, the other answered with a goal of their own and as the final five minutes of the third period ticked down, they were one point behind Toronto.

      “You’ve got this, boys,” Coach Daniels said as Trevor and Cooper went over the boards. “Tie it up and make me proud.”

      But their shift passed, scoreless, and Theriault and O’Shea were the next D-pair out.

      Theriault seemed to have a nearly endless tank of energy and he skated fast and hard, bullying his way into Dustin Fowler’s space and blocking a shot as he tried to score.

      Trevor hollered from the bench in appreciation.

      It got a little chippy after that, with both teams dialing the hard, physical play up to eleven.

      Ryan Hartinger and Matty Carlson got into a little scrap, but no penalty was called. Trevor watched, breath held as Dean Tremblay snagged the puck from Toronto’s end and tore down the ice on a breakaway.

      “Go, go, go,” Coach Daniels screamed behind him, voice hoarse and nearly shot.

      The rest of the Otters on the ice took off after him, Keegan Truro hollering for the puck. Tremblay fired it to him and Truro sniped it in. They watched, breaths held as the puck tumbled toward Makarov. He dove for it, and it clipped the pads on his shoulder but went tumbling into the goal, too late for him to stop it.

      Trevor shouted and threw himself at Cory Burgess next to him, hugging him hard. “Fuck yes,” he shouted.

      They had tied up the game.

      There was less than ninety seconds left in the final period, but as Hartinger lined up for the faceoff, the ref blew the whistle, and everything paused.

      Hartinger frowned, staring over at the bench with a confused expression.

      The ref skated up to the center line and announced, “Toronto is challenging the play for offsides prior to the goal.”

      Toronto’s fans cheered.

      “What the fuck?” Trevor muttered. “No one was offsides, you dumbass.”

      The refs huddled up with the video goal judge and Trevor waited impatiently for the ruling. He hated stoppages in play like this.

      “Fuck, I hate the way Toronto is so trigger happy with their coaches’ challenges,” Murphy groused. “I swear to fucking God they have their video coach on the bench ready to go at the drop of a hat.”

      “Seriously,” Burgess said with a frown. “You know they’ve been salivating to use one all fucking game.”

      The crowd quieted a little as the ref once again skated to the center line and made his announcement.

      “After reviewing the play, it was determined the play was offsides. No goal.”

      “That’s bullshit!” Trevor shouted, throwing his glove down. “Complete fucking bullshit. Truro was still on the line when the puck crossed it.”

      Even over the noise of Toronto’s fans cheering, Trevor could hear his teammates grousing about the shitty call and Daniels looked pissed enough to spit nails as he muttered something at his assistant coaches.

      The game continued though neither team managed to score in the remaining time and the game ended with a 5-4 loss for the Otters.

      The team was pissed, and they stormed off the ice and into the dressing room.

      “Fucking fuck!” Hartinger shouted as he tossed his gear onto the floor. “We were fucking robbed.”

      Daniels looked equally pissed. “This sucks, boys. There’s no two ways around it. You should have gotten that goal. But we haven’t lost the series. There’s one more game left and we’re going to have to dig deep for it. You know what needs to be done but I’ll say it anyway. Tonight, I want you to stretch, see the trainers if you need to, and get some rest. No parties, no drinks. Get some sleep and get ready to fly to Toronto tomorrow night.”

      A few of the younger guys grumbled under their breaths but everyone nodded.

      The team was subdued as they left the arena that night after their postgame routines.

      Trevor went straight home and despite the fact that he’d eaten at the arena, he shoveled more food in his face. He video chatted with Wade while he ate, complaining about the shitty end to the game.

      Wade was sympathetic about the ref’s call but after Trevor was done ranting, he changed the subject. “So did I tell you I got a dog walker lined up?”

      “No. Does this mean you’re definitely getting a dog for Braden?” Trevor asked, grateful for the distraction. He could have wallowed in his bad mood all night.

      “Yes. I actually spoke with the shelter. We’re getting Pepperoni.”

      “Oh, really?” Trevor smiled, pushing away his empty plate. “That’s awesome. I didn’t think he was ready to be adopted yet.”

      “He’s not, but I wanted to hold off until Braden’s birthday in a few weeks anyway so the timing works out perfect. They’re processing my application now and he should be ready for adoption right around when I wanted to bring him home anyway.”

      Trevor grinned. “I bet he’ll be excited.”

      “I hope so.” Wade let out a sigh. “I feel like it’s probably insane to take on any more right now but sometimes I get so tired of telling Braden we can’t do something because of my job.”

      “You’ll figure it out,” Trevor said. “Gotta admit, I’m a little jealous though.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, if I wasn’t gone all the time, I’d have adopted him,” Trevor said with a laugh. He stood and carried his phone and dishes over to the counter. He propped the phone up and loaded the dishwasher while they talked.

      “We might let you have visitation,” Wade teased. “I think Braden would probably be willing to let his favorite hockey player come over and hang out with his dog.”

      Trevor smiled. “Well, I guess that’s a good reason to come over.”

      “You can’t think of any other reason?” Wade teased.

      “I mean, you’re okay,” Trevor joked. “But the dog is gonna be the real draw.”

      “Oh, I see how it is.”

      They continued to talk while Trevor brushed his teeth and got ready for bed, the weariness of the long day beginning to settle over him. But as he slid into bed, he was still smiling.

      “You sure you can’t come over tonight?” Trevor said with a grin. He’d been trying to tease Wade into coming over to blow him.

      On his phone screen, Wade shook his head and pointed to himself. “I’m a dad, remember? I can’t just run over like that.”

      “Right.” Trevor nodded. “And you’re a good one.”

      Wade gave him a lopsided smile and a shrug. “I try. Sorry we couldn’t make it to the game tonight. Braden had his school dance.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. Who’d he go with?”

      “He took your advice. He went with some friends. Met his crushes there. Danced with both of them a few times.”

      Trevor smiled. “Awesome. He had fun?”

      “He had a blast. Couldn’t stop talking about it when I picked him up.”

      “Who’d have thought I’d be a good influence?” Trevor said with a laugh.

      Wade grew serious, his eyebrows drawing together. “I’ve said it before, but I mean it. I don’t think you give yourself nearly enough credit.”

      “You might be right.” Trevor yawned. “I haven’t exactly had a lot of people telling me I’m good at much of anything but hockey.”

      “You’re more than your hockey, Trevor,” Wade said softly. “And I like what I see from the rest of you. I hope you know that.”

      Trevor felt a weird little lump in his throat, and he nodded. “You’re pretty okay too.”

      Wade laughed. “High praise.”

      Wade was in bed now too, shirtless as he sprawled against the pillows. His chest was broad and firm, and Trevor had the oddest feeling of wanting to be in bed beside him.

      “Your bed looks comfortable,” Trevor said, because he wasn’t sure how to say what he felt aloud.

      “It is,” Wade agreed. “It would be better if I had company though.”

      “Company like me?” Trevor asked. He shifted, trying to get into a better position. His shoulder hurt from getting boarded by Matty Carlson and he had an ice pack draped over it.

      Wade’s smile was slow. “I’m certainly not thinking about anyone else.”

      “I’d like to be there,” Trevor admitted.

      He could imagine the heat of Wade’s body and his big warm hands.

      “Maybe someday in the near future?” Wade offered.

      “Yeah. I’d like that.” Trevor’s voice was a little husky.

      They said their goodnights and Trevor ended the video call. He plugged his phone in, yawning as he rolled over to get comfortable, tossing the ice pack aside.

      He fell asleep remembering what it felt like to have Wade in bed here with him, pressing him down into the mattress, his hand on Trevor’s hip, keeping him safe and warm.
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      Trevor had a cramp in his left thigh and sweat soaked his gear, trickling down his back as he dug the puck out from the corner. He faked to the right, then went left, carrying the puck around Toronto’s goal. Spotting the perfect passing lane, he gritted his teeth and shot the puck off to Jamie Walsh, his elbow twinging with the force of his shot as one of Toronto’s guys came barreling toward him.

      Trevor skated hard away from him, watching intently as Walsh fired the puck in. Trevor held his breath as it went straight for the back of the net.

      After the last game, he was afraid to hope, but the goal horn went off, and no ref’s whistle stopped play with a challenge. Walsh slammed into Trevor with an excited whoop, quickly joined by Tremblay, Truro, and Burgess.

      “Nice one, boys,” Burgess shouted.

      With thirty seconds left in the final period, Jamie’s goal had brought the score up to 3-2, and elated, they lined up for the puck drop.

      They won it, then played keep away with the puck as the final seconds of the game ticked down.

      When the blare of the game horn finally came, it was so fucking beautiful. So was the shouting of his teammates as they poured off the bench and onto the ice to celebrate their game seven win.

      They’d done it. They’d won the Eastern Conference and were heading to the final round. Trevor let out another excited whoop, this one so loud his throat ached with it after.

      “We fucking did it.” Zane’s eyes were bright with tears as he hugged Trevor. “And it wasn’t even on home ice. God, you played so good tonight. You kept us in it, Underhill.”

      Trevor squeezed him hard, thumping his back with his fist. “Shit. I can’t believe we pulled this off, Cap.”

      “Conference champs, baby!” Ryan hollered, throwing his arms around them both and shaking them. “We are killing it, boys.”

      “Killing something,” Trevor pretended to grumble as the rest of the team piled on, toppling Trevor over onto the ice in their excitement and smothering him.

      Laughing, he shoved guys away, getting a knee to his ribs from someone and losing his helmet in the melee.

      Trevor got to his feet eventually, fucking gassed from playing all out, but unable to stop smiling.

      They’d managed a 3-2 win against Toronto tonight. It had been a brutal match on top of six previous exhausting games to win the damn series, but they’d done it.

      They were moving on to the Cup finals.

      Fuck! Trevor’s cheeks hurt from smiling as he hugged his boys.

      If he closed his eyes, all he could see was the look on their opponents’ faces as Jamie Walsh fired in that filthy goal off Trevor’s pass.

      They lined up on the ice to shake their opponents’ hands. Toronto’s backup goaltender, Juhani Nieminen, looked crushed.

      Trevor knew they might never have won if Makarov hadn’t been out with an injury.

      A pileup in the crease during the first period had forced Toronto’s netminder to sit out for the second and third periods.

      Nieminen was good, but he wasn’t the brick wall Makarov was.

      Trevor now had a hairline fracture in his left pinky from a blocked shot in the second period, some gnarly ass bruises, and he felt like he couldn’t shove enough food in his face to keep up with what he’d burned, but they’d won.

      Trevor accepted the Eastern Conference Champions winners ball cap, and he jammed it over his sweat-drenched hair, grinning at the guys around him.

      His eyes pricked with unexpected tears as the team lined up to be presented with the Prince of Wales Trophy. They still had a series to go to win the Cup, but right now, when Trevor was flying high like this, he felt like he could do anything.

      Like this team could do anything.

      The announcer’s voice boomed through Toronto’s stadium, “Accepting the trophy are Otters captain Zane Murphy and alternate captains Anders Lindholm and Ryan Hartinger!”

      Trevor wondered if all three of them were still planning on retiring at the end of the season. God, tonight could have been their last game. He still couldn’t believe he’d gotten the assist on the winning goal. He had to pinch himself to believe it as he watched the three of them pose with the league’s deputy commissioner and shake his hand.

      None of them touched the trophy. It was an old superstition that no player should touch the Stanley Cup until his team had rightfully won it, and many guys believed that was true about hoisting the Prince of Wales Trophy as well.

      Lindy was superstitious as hell and clearly Murphy and Hartinger weren’t willing to risk it either.

      The rest of the team was motioned over and Trevor skated to join them, slinging an arm around Cooper and Theriault as they posed for some pictures. The coaching staff and leadership joined them for another shot, and then the rest of the staff piled in for a final one.

      Trevor couldn’t stop grinning. The pictures would have felt tedious at any other time, but he wanted to remember this moment forever.

      “I’m so fucking proud of you, son,” Coach Daniels said a while later as the team and staff shook hands and hugged. “You kept your cool there at the end.”

      Trevor hugged his coach, unable to say anything back but a choked “thank you.”

      Eventually, they ended up back in the visitors’ dressing room and for a while, there was nothing but shouted words of happiness and hugs as the team continued to celebrate, shouting the lyrics to some club mix that Cooper had put on, swilling down the cheap beer someone handed around.

      Eventually, Trevor extracted himself from the pile of sweaty, smelly guys and ducked into the hallway, already dialing Niki’s number.

      “Did you watch?” he asked roughly when she answered.

      “Of course I did.” She sounded like she was on the verge of tears too. “Holy shit, Trevor. That was so good. You were so good.”

      “Yeah?” he rasped. “You think so?”

      “I know so. I am so fucking proud of you.”

      “I didn’t think I’d make it here again,” he admitted, wiping at his face because his sister crying always got to him when nothing else did. “Not after my ankle. Not with everything …”

      “I know. But you did!” She sounded proud of him. “God, Trevor!”

      “I know!” He let out a shaky breath. “I gotta go soon. I just wanted to call and talk for a minute.”

      “I’m glad you did. Have a fun flight home.”

      Trevor laughed. “I am getting so fucking drunk.”

      “Don’t forget to drink water and load up on electrolytes,” she said, laughing. “You’re gonna be a wreck tomorrow otherwise.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Trev.”

      As soon as Trevor ended the call, he dialed Wade’s number, tapping his foot as he waited for it to connect. He needed to get back in the dressing room, but he wanted a minute to talk to Wade too.

      Trevor had almost given up hope that Wade would actually answer when it connected and he heard, “Holy shit, that was a game.”

      “Right?” Trevor asked, giddy. Niki was proud of him, and that meant everything, but Wade got it in a way she never could.

      “Your assist. Shit, Trevor, that was fucking gorgeous.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You have no idea what I want to do to you right now,” Wade said with a low growl.

      Trevor felt another giddy rush of pleasure go through him. He finally understood why Zane and Ryan and Kelly and Lindy were horned up for each other’s hockey. He and Wade would never play on the same team, but there was still something special about the person you were with understanding you on a level no one else ever could.

      “When I get back,” Trevor promised, voice low.

      “Tonight?”

      “I’m going to be stinking drunk by the time the plane lands back in Chicago and it’ll probably be almost dawn, but if you want me …”

      “I don’t care about that,” Wade said roughly. “Take a ride share. Text me when you get here, and I’ll let you in. I want to see you tonight. Even if I just hold your hair back while you puke in my toilet.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Trevor agreed with a smile. “See you then.”

      “See you. Great game, Trevor.”

      “Thanks.” Trevor hesitated, feeling like he wanted to say something else. “Can’t wait to see you.”

      It sounded like Wade was smiling. “Can’t wait to see you either.”

      With that, Trevor hung up and let himself back into the dressing room to celebrate with the boys.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are you off to in such a fucking hurry?” Kelly asked with a laugh when Trevor pushed at him impatiently as they lined up to get off the plane.

      “I have places to be,” Trevor said, his head spinning with the drinks he’d had during the flight. He wasn’t obliterated enough that he’d end up hurling in Wade’s toilet, but he was definitely buzzing. “People to see.”

      “Or maybe a special person to see,” Kelly teased as they walked down the stairs to the tarmac to join the guys who had already disembarked.

      “Oooh, what’s that I hear, boys?” Hartinger said, eyes bright as he looked at them, his hair a wild mess of curls.

      Trevor was pretty sure that was from the makeout session he and Zane had in their seats at thirty thousand feet. Their captain was definitely loosening up. There was no way in hell he’d have done that last year. Trevor wasn’t sure if he’d wanted to fist bump him or tell him to knock it off.

      It was almost as bad as when Gabriel and Coach Tate got flirty.

      Ryan nudged Trevor with his elbow, his voice rising and falling in a teasing lilt. “Are you dating someone, Trevor? Do I hear congratulations coming? Is that a bet I’m winning?”

      Trevor laughed. “Yeah. There’s someone.”

      “Oh, baby,” Ryan crowed with an old-school raise the roof move that made Trevor snort. “That’s what I like to hear. You are going to have to pay up. I told you feelings would hit you too. Love is going around and there’s no hiding from it, man.”

      He placed a big smacking kiss on Trevor’s cheek.

      “Yeah well, I don’t fucking care,” Trevor said as he wiped the slobber away, feeling too buzzed and happy to give a shit if the guys chirped him endlessly. He didn’t know about love, but he was actually feeling pretty damn glad he hadn’t hidden from his feelings for Wade. Or at least not for too long.

      “So, who’s the lucky person?” Zane asked with a broad grin. He looked exhausted but happy. Or maybe that was the drugs they’d given him for his hip. Either way, it was a good look. Way better than he’d looked through this series for sure.

      “Wade Cannon, non?” Gabriel said as he leaned against Coach Tate, who wrapped an arm around his waist, nuzzling into his hair.

      Everyone went silent and Gabriel shrugged. “I could be wrong, but when we were at Coach Daniels’ place, I thought you seemed close.”

      “Uhh, yeah, you guessed it,” Trevor said, surprised. “How did you …”

      “I see everything,” Gabriel said with a smug smile as he tugged at Lance’s tie. “Now, take me home, Coach. I have filthy things I want to do to you before the sun comes up.”

      Jamie smothered a startled laugh, and Coach Tate gave the group a halfhearted shrug as if to say, ‘what can you do?’ before he allowed himself to be dragged off.

      “So he’s right?” Ryan asked, sounding confused and a little drunk. “You’re boning our agent?”

      “Well, he’s not wrong,” Trevor said with a smirk, patting him on the chest. “And since Wade’s waiting for a text from me so we can go do filthy things … I’m outta here, boys.”

      He sauntered off with a swagger to his step, going in search of his ride.

      “We’re going to talk more about this later, dude,” Ryan yelled after him. “There is dancing in your future!”

      Trevor waved his agreement without turning around.

      He could hang around a windy tarmac with his team chirping him about the guy he was seeing, or he could get on his knees and suck Wade’s brain out through his dick.

      It was a really fucking easy choice.
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      Inside the front door of his home, Wade skimmed his hand across Trevor’s back as he rested their foreheads together, both of them breathing hard.

      Trevor’s mouth tasted like beer and mint, and he looked like the last few games in the series had taken another pound or two off him, but he kissed Wade like he hadn’t seen him in months.

      Like he’d missed him.

      It made Wade feel like he was the one who’d been drinking tonight.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “I’m feeling … God, I’m feeling everything,” Trevor said with a little laugh, fitting their bodies closer together, rubbing his hips against Wade’s with a needy little moan. “Fired up from the win and flying high and drunk and exhausted and tired and sore and so fucking horny I can’t stand it.”

      Wade laughed. Oh did he remember those days. But even now, Trevor’s mood was contagious. “Come on. Let’s go upstairs. You’ll have to be quiet though; we’ll pass right by Braden’s room on the way to mine.”

      Trevor pulled back, pressing his finger to his lips. “I’ll be so quiet.”

      He wasn’t quiet.

      He stubbed his right foot on the top step and swore under his breath as he staggered down the hall and Wade shook his head, stifling a laugh.

      Trevor was definitely drunk, but it was a good drunk. Loose and happy and Wade was pretty sure Braden would sleep through almost any ruckus they made. Thankfully their rooms were at opposite ends of the hall.

      Wade got Trevor into his bedroom and locked the door behind them. He tossed Trevor’s bag on the bench by the bed, stripped Trevor’s suit off, and coaxed him into the shower.

      They made out under the warm water for a while, Wade cataloging the new bruises on Trevor’s body.

      His finger on his left hand was splinted too. He’d broken it tonight, but Trevor had assured him that since it was a hairline fracture, it should heal relatively quickly.

      Still, Wade was careful with him as he pinned him against the shower wall and reached for the waterproof lube he’d stashed there earlier. “I want to be inside you,” he whispered against Trevor’s throat.

      Trevor tilted his head back, leaning it against the tiles. “God yes, I need that.”

      “You sure you’re feeling up to it?” Wade asked, pressing wet kisses to his Adam’s apple. He wanted to be certain, but he was already slicking up his fingers, hoping.

      “Try and stop me.” There was a defiant note in Trevor’s voice.

      Wade licked his way up Trevor’s neck to his SCM muscle and bit down, worrying the spot with his teeth, determined to leave a mark.

      When Wade spread Trevor’s cheeks and slid his fingers between them to tease at his entrance, Trevor let out a groan, clutching at Wade’s shoulders.

      “Fuck, Wade. God, I need you in me now. Don’t tease me.”

      “I want you opened up enough I won’t hurt you,” he rasped, sliding two fingers in, Trevor’s body silky hot around them. “I want to ride you hard.”

      “Fuck.” The quiet moan Trevor let out was pornographic. “Yeah. Yeah, do it. Get me ready to take you.”

      Wade scissored his fingers open, and Trevor trembled, clutching at his shoulder. His cock rubbed against Wade’s abs and Wade was gratified to see how into this he was. How desperate he appeared.

      Wade spent a few more minutes working Trevor open, loving the sounds he made and the slide of their wet bodies together, delighting in the deep kisses, sloppy and with too much tongue when Trevor got distracted by Wade fingering him.

      When Trevor easily took four fingers and Wade could feel his pulse in his cock, he shut off the water.

      “In the bedroom,” he ordered, slapping Trevor’s ass, the sound loud in the quiet, echoing bathroom.

      Trevor’s gaze was heated as he quickly toweled dry. Wade did the same, then followed him into the bedroom, a dry towel clutched in his hand.

      Wade tossed a pillow onto the bed, threw the towel over it, and nodded. “On your back.”

      Trevor wet his lips and nodded, scrambling to get in position. His eyes were bright, his chest rising and falling with short, quick breaths.

      Wade rolled on a condom, slicked it, then settled on the bed between Trevor’s thighs. Trevor wasn’t fully hard now, but his cock jerked when Wade teased the head of his own dick over Trevor’s entrance.

      “God I’ve been thinking about this for days,” Wade rasped.

      “Yeah, you want me?” Trevor asked, running his hands up and down Wade’s forearms.

      “You have no idea,” Wade said, his head spinning with need, so desperate he could hardly think straight.

      He’d had a few drinks as he watched the game on TV tonight but hadn’t had a drop in hours. Still, his whole body buzzed like he’d slammed a few Red Bull Vodkas the way he used to do when he was a player, riding high on Trevor’s win and the call Wade had gotten from him after.

      Maybe a part of him had wondered how much he meant to Trevor, how important he’d be in Trevor’s life, but that call had sent him soaring. Sure now that Trevor wanted this. That they were building something together.

      That despite the risks, they were both in this.

      Now, he ran one hand up and down Trevor’s thigh as he rocked his hips, barely pushing in before retreating.

      Trevor let out a frustrated noise. “Wade …”

      “Yeah? You need something?” Wade teased, smiling down at him. His champion.

      “You.” Trevor tugged at him. “C’mon. Please. Don’t make me wait any more.”

      The sweet desperation in his voice coaxed Wade to shuffle forward a few inches, pushing into him.

      Trevor let out a throaty little groan. “Yes. Yes. Give me more. Please.”

      “Look at me,” Wade urged, and Trevor opened his eyes. They were hazy with desire and probably some alcohol still, but Wade saw something else that made his breath catch.

      “Trevor,” he whispered.

      “Wade.” Trevor sounded almost surprised, and Wade bent down, kissing him as he began to rock his hips.

      Far from the frantic desperation Wade had imagined earlier, the mood turned slow and syrupy sweet. Trevor ran his hands all along Wade’s arms as Wade fucked him while they made out.

      Wade hooked his arm under Trevor’s thighs and pushed his legs back to open him up further. Trevor’s calf rested on Wade’s shoulder, the other knee splayed wide against the sheets.

      “God, you feel good,” Wade whispered against his mouth as he rocked in and out, the snug grip already making his head spin.

      Trevor let out a little cry, shuddering.

      “Watching you tonight was so incredible,” Wade murmured, feathering his lips against Trevor’s jaw, his beard prickling Wade’s lips with every brush. He worked his way up his ear, teasing at the lobe with his tongue. “Seeing you play like that and knowing that you’re with me. That I’m the man fucking you …”

      Wade let out a little growl of need and felt the answering shudder in Trevor’s body. “You were so good tonight, Trevor. I was so fucking proud of you.”

      He whispered it softly in Trevor’s ear like it was a secret between the two of them, although he would have happily shouted it to the world.

      Against Wade’s belly, Trevor’s cock jerked, and he let out a desperate little noise, digging his dull nails into Wade’s skin as he clenched around him tightly.

      Wade let out a groan, the slick heat and snug grip beginning to push him toward his release.

      “Wade,” Trevor whimpered. He gripped Wade tightly, pulling him in impossibly closer and deeper. “More. Please. Don’t stop.”

      “I won’t,” Wade promised him.

      Neither of them spoke much after that except a few muffled oaths, too focused on the need building within them.

      Wade closed his eyes and captured Trevor’s lips with his again and felt as much as heard the broken cry Trevor let out when Wade picked up the pace, hips snapping in short, rough little thrusts.

      He wanted Trevor to come first, but his orgasm washed over him in a lightning hot rush that seized him and refused to let him go until he’d shuddered through his release, spurting into the condom.

      His head bowed as he panted through the final aftershocks, Trevor’s hands gently carding through his hair, the gesture almost tender and sweet, enough to make Wade’s chest feel full.

      Wade’s head swam as he eased back, shushing the broken cry that Trevor let out when he was no longer inside him. Wade threw the condom in the trash, then shifted back, settling between Trevor’s thighs.

      Trevor’s whole body trembled, the head of his cock red with need, leaking. Wade grasped the base and dragged his tongue along the shaft, following the trickle of precum up to its source.

      When Wade probed at Trevor’s ass with his fingers, he found him still slick and open, and he pushed three fingers in, fucking him with hard, steady strokes as he teased his tongue along the crown of his dick.

      When Trevor thrashed on the bed, panting, his moans constant and drawn out, Wade found Trevor’s prostate and tapped it just as he closed his mouth around the head of his dick and sucked.

      Trevor came with a startled shout, curling up and pulling at Wade’s hair with a harsh tug. It would have hurt under any other circumstance, but all Wade could feel was smug pleasure as Trevor trembled beneath him, holding on for dear life.

      The rush of his cum into Wade’s mouth was gratifying, and he swallowed it down with pleasure, teasing Trevor with slow, twisting strokes of his fingers as he worked him through the release.

      He eased out when his wrist began to cramp, and Trevor let out a little whimper.

      Smiling, Wade slid up the bed, settling beside Trevor, who reached for him, pulling him in for a filthy kiss, licking his way into his mouth like he enjoyed the taste of his own cum.

      Wade rolled Trevor onto his side, wrapping his arms around him to hold their bodies tightly together. Experimentally, he teased around Trevor’s hole, still slick from the lube. Trevor let out a wordless sound of encouragement against his mouth, so Wade gently slid three fingers inside him again. He didn’t really tease him so much as fill him up and Trevor seemed content with that as they made out.

      But eventually, even that clearly became too much because Trevor let out a little shudder and finally pulled away with a groan. “No more, Wade. I can’t …”

      “Okay,” Wade said, easing out more carefully than before. He cupped Trevor’s ass, slick fingers sliding a little on his skin. “Okay. I’ve got you.”

      “Yeah?” Trevor’s gaze was filled with something as he cupped Wade’s cheek and Wade suddenly wondered if they were still talking about … what were they talking about?

      Everything felt soft and hazy, his body thrumming with satisfaction from the orgasm and this new connection to Trevor.

      “Yeah,” Wade whispered huskily. “I’ve got you. I promise.”

      Trevor let out a shuddering sigh and tucked his head under Wade’s chin. It was so unexpectedly sweet and tender that all Wade could do was hold him more tightly.

      But eventually, Wade grew chilled, and he slowly shifted away. Trevor was half asleep, eyes half-lidded as he made a little sound of protest, reaching for him.

      Wade soothed him with a kiss to the shoulder and a quiet murmur of, “Let me get something to clean us up.”

      Wade washed up in the bathroom, then brought a warm cloth out to Trevor. He was on the verge of sleep, murmuring drowsily as he allowed Wade to wipe him clean.

      “How do you feel?” he whispered.

      “Good.” Trevor yawned and flopped onto his stomach with a noise of contentment. “Sore but good.”

      “From me or the game?”

      “Game.” Trevor burrowed his head against the pillow. “Dick isn’t that big.”

      Laughing, Wade threw on boxer briefs and went in search of some cream for muscle recovery. Trevor was still sprawled on his mattress, bare assed, when he returned. He was so gorgeous Wade’s breath caught in his throat.

      “Gonna give you a massage,” Wade whispered. “Let me know if there’s anywhere that you need me to avoid.”

      “Just my hand,” Trevor muttered into the pillow.

      Wade warmed the cream in his palms and got to work. Trevor fell asleep halfway through the massage but his whole body looked soft and loose when Wade finally stopped.

      He felt a swell of tender affection as he looked down at Trevor’s inked body against his white sheets. He wanted Trevor there tomorrow and a month from now and if he was fucking lucky, maybe he’d be there years from now too.

      Throat tight with hope for the future, Wade wiped his hands clean on the discarded towel from earlier, clicked off the lamp, then spooned around Trevor, settling against him with a contented sigh.

      Light had already begun to creep in around the edges of the curtains and Wade didn’t have to check his smartwatch to know that it was early morning, the sun rising on the other side of the heavy fabric.

      Trevor let out a small noise in his sleep, and Wade gently pressed a kiss to Trevor’s bare shoulder again, tucked the blankets more tightly around them, and closed his eyes.
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      For a second time, Trevor woke alone in Wade’s house. He knew where he was this time though. He flipped onto his back, smiling up at the bedroom ceiling.

      It was late; he could tell that already. The light was bright around the edges of the curtains. For a moment he was tempted to roll over and sleep some more. He didn’t have practice today. He had nothing to do but laze around but he wasn’t tired enough to actually fall back asleep.

      Trevor sat up, dragging a hand through his hair and yawning. The door to the en suite bathroom was cracked open, but it was dark, and Trevor was pretty sure that Wade had left the bed hours ago.

      He had a vague memory of Wade getting out of bed and whispering, “Go back to sleep.”

      Trevor rubbed at his eyes, trying to get his brain in gear enough to shuffle to the bathroom to pee. He emptied his bladder, then returned to the bed. He smiled at the bottles lined up neatly on the nightstand. Water, a sports drink, and painkillers.

      Trevor helped himself to all three, then reached for his phone, flopping back with a noise of contentment against the mound of pillows. Damn this bed was comfy.

      He should get up and go find food soon. His stomach growled, and he needed fuel. He wanted to see Wade too. Wanted to touch him and make sure he was real. Make sure he hadn’t dreamed it all. Everything from last night felt hazy in a way that had nothing to do with alcohol.

      Last night had been … something. Good. Definitely good. Trevor had never had sex like that before, but Wade hadn’t been kidding when he’d said he would make coming home to him worth it.

      Trevor hadn’t expected the massage after but that was great too and it had left his muscles relaxed and soft. There was something luxurious about being around Wade, like he rounded off the sharp edges of the world that Trevor usually bumped into.

      Trevor wasn’t used to feeling pampered or cared for. He was always the one who’d looked out for his sister and helped out his mother. After that, it had just been him on his own. He’d never imagined coming home to someone who wanted to rub the soreness away and who looked at him like he was something special.

      He knew he didn’t deserve it, that he hadn’t done anything to earn this, but he wanted it anyway. It felt too good to be true, but he wanted it despite that, wanted it with a greedy fierceness he had no idea he was capable of.

      He’d never wanted anything this way before, not even his bike. Hell, he’d sell his bike in a hot minute if only he got to keep this. Keep Wade and his big soft bed and his warm eyes and the way he seemed to see something in Trevor that Trevor didn’t know he was capable of.

      It was like Wade saw the best version of Trevor, the one who barely existed but could, if Trevor was willing to work for it.

      And God, Trevor would do anything for Wade to prove he deserved to stay here.

      Trevor thumbed through a few emails, then went through his usual morning routine of checking his social media.

      He responded to a few notifications before he noticed a DM on one of his private accounts. It was from someone he wasn’t friends with. He assumed it was the usual crap but the Don’t delete, this is Carlie in the message preview made him sit up straight.

      He clicked, suddenly alert from the surge of adrenaline that shot through him when the words registered. He skimmed the message, dread growing in the pit of his stomach.

      I know we aren’t super close, but I desperately need your help. I am fucking terrified Jack is going to find this, but the way you and Kelly leapt to my defense in the parking lot made me think I could trust you.

      I want to trust you.

      The truth is, things have been bad for a while but Jack’s temper is totally out of control now. I want to leave but I’m scared. I don’t know who to turn to or how to get out without him finding us. He’s cut me off from everyone. I haven’t talked to my sister in six months or my parents in almost a year.

      I’ve thought about running and taking the kids, but he controls everything. I have no accounts in my own name and my credit card has a low limit. The only money I have is what I’ve squirreled away after secretly returning stuff I bought on shopping trips. It isn’t much. Not enough to get me and the kids away safely, anyway.

      I feel so stupid asking someone I barely know for help but I’m desperate, Trevor.

      Please, help me.

      I know you don’t really know me, but I didn’t used to be like this. I had a job and friends and a family, and he’s taken that away from me. All I have is my children and I’m so scared for them.

      He got so mad at Julia the other night he shook her, and I’m terrified that one day he’ll hit her too. It’s gotten so much worse now that he’s not playing, and I need out.

      I can’t live like this any longer.

      I have proof of what he’s done. I used a little of the money to rent a safe deposit box in a bank. Jack doesn’t know about it. I sent a letter to my sister with the information in case anything ever happens to me, but I don’t know if she got it. I don’t know if it’s enough.

      I’m so lost. I don’t know what to do anymore.

      I know you used to be friends with Jack but please, please don’t tell him about this, Trevor. Even if you can’t help me, just delete it. Make sure he never finds it. Whatever you do, don’t let him know I sent this.

      I think he’ll kill me if he finds out I want to leave him.

      Trevor staggered out of bed and barely made it to the bathroom in time.

      He threw up until his stomach was empty and aching, then kept dry heaving. His body was slick with sweat, his knees aching from the unforgiving tile beneath him by the time he finally stopped, and he rested his forehead on his arm, the porcelain icy cold beneath his skin.

      He stayed there long after he was finished, shaking, body covered in goosebumps, eyes tightly clenched as he willed himself to stand up. To do something. To go get help, to get Carlie out, but he couldn’t move. It was like every muscle had locked up.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? Are you hungover?”

      Trevor flinched at the soft touch against his shoulder, and he came up swinging, reacting before he could stop himself.

      But his fist never connected to flesh, instead he found himself wrapped in a bear hug, arms pinned at his sides.

      “Trevor, it’s me. It’s Wade. You’re safe.”

      The soft words in Trevor’s ear made him freeze, panting, mouth filled with acid and shame.

      “Fuck. Fuck. I’m sorry,” he said, his stomach heaving again at the thought that he’d almost taken a swing at someone he cared about.

      Wade let him go and he bent over the toilet again, spitting, body trembling from too much adrenaline. He wasn’t cold now, he was flushed hot, his cheeks and chest uncomfortably warm, blood pounding in his veins.

      “Can I get you anything?” Wade asked softly. “I brought up some more electrolyte drinks.”

      Legs too weak to stand, Trevor slumped back onto the bathmat, leaning his head against the door of the vanity, panting. “Fuck, I almost took your head off.”

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Wade asked, crouching beside him, his knee pressed to Trevor’s thigh. “I’m worried right now.”

      “Get my phone from the bedroom,” Trevor said hoarsely. “I’ll explain everything.”

      When Wade returned a few minutes later, he carried a sports drink and Trevor’s phone. Trevor took a few sips, then set it on the floor next to him when his stomach protested. Wade handed over a soft, fluffy robe and Trevor gratefully wrapped it around himself the best he could without standing, shivering from the sweat drying on his skin.

      “I got a message this morning,” he said, wiping at his mouth with the back of his hand. “From Carlie.”

      Wade’s eyes widened and he took a seat on the floor facing Trevor, leaning against the wall, their feet tangled together. “What did it say?”

      “Here.” Trevor fumbled with his passcode, made sure the message was still up, then handed the device over. “You read. I think I’ll get sick again if I go through it another time.”

      Frowning, Wade took the phone.

      “Shit,” he said when he was done, expression bleak. “That poor woman.”

      “Yeah.” Trevor laughed hollowly. “I can’t imagine how fucking scared she is right now. Worrying I’ll rat her out to her husband. God. What kind of monster would do that?”

      “Well, you should respond to her.”

      Trevor stared. “What the fuck do I say?”

      “Keep it simple for now. Tell her you saw the message, you’re on her side, and you want to help her leave.”

      “Okay.” Trevor tried to take the phone back from Wade, but his suddenly nerveless fingers were too clumsy, and he fumbled it. He thrust the device back at Wade. “No, you do it. I can’t.”

      “Okay.” Wade typed something out and read it aloud. “That sound good?”

      “Should I be concerned that you know how to imitate me so well?”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time with publicists,” he said drily. “Is it okay? Can I hit Send?”

      “Yeah, yeah, do it.” Another surge of adrenaline made Trevor feel shaky.

      “Hey,” Wade said, his tone concerned. “You don’t look good, Trevor.”

      “I don’t feel so good,” he admitted, his teeth chattering now. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “I think you’re having an—an emotional reaction to this or something. Not really a panic attack but …” Wade stood and hauled Trevor to his feet. “Come on. Into the shower. You need to warm up.”

      “Can I brush my teeth? My mouth tastes nasty.”

      “Yes.” Wade cranked on the water. “Get in. I’ll go find your kit. You good with me going through your bag?”

      “Sure.” Trevor waved him off. “Whatever. Feel free.”

      Still shivering, he gratefully stepped into the warm water. But he watched the bathroom door intently through the glass, a little of his nervous tension fading when Wade returned, closing the door behind him.

      He stripped out of his clothes too and stepped inside the shower, carrying the open sports drink and a toothbrush and toothpaste. “Drink a little more of this, then brush.”

      Trevor didn’t argue.

      By the time his mouth felt clean and minty again, he did feel a little better.

      “God, I feel so stupid,” he muttered, turning to face the spray so he didn’t have to look Wade in the eye.

      “Can I touch you?” Wade asked quietly.

      Trevor almost rolled his eyes at that but then he remembered that he’d almost taken Wade’s head off the last time he’d reached for him, and a wave of guilt washed through his body.

      “Yeah,” he said gruffly. “If you want.”

      “Of course I do.” Wade’s touch wasn’t rough, but it wasn’t hesitant either, and the hard lines of his body felt good and so did the loose pressure of his arms as he wrapped them around Trevor. Trevor sagged against him.

      “I’m so sorry about earlier. You know I didn’t mean to go after you, right?” he whispered into the steamy air.

      “Absolutely. I startled you at the absolute worst time imaginable. You reacted on instinct.” Wade kissed the top of his shoulder. “This is a fucked-up situation and you’re doing the best you can.”

      Trevor twisted in his arms, looking Wade in the eye. “We’ve gotta get her out of there, Wade.” His voice shook a little. “We can’t wait any longer.”

      “We will,” Wade said softly. “I promise, we will.”
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        * * *

      

      Wade’s heart ached as he looked over at Trevor.

      He was currently huddled on the couch in Wade’s living room wearing Wade’s clothes and clutching a cup of coffee like it was a lifeline.

      He looked bleak and lost and Wade wished he knew what else to do for him.

      He’d gotten Trevor to eat and drink something, and now they were waiting for a call from Laurie.

      Wade had sent Braden over to the McKinneys’. He’d protested, asking why he couldn’t hang out with Trevor, but Wade had explained that someone urgently needed their help, and that Trevor was worried about her.

      Braden had gone, albeit a little sulkily.

      Wade would have to make it up to his son later, but he didn’t have it in him to explain the situation in full right now. This was the best he could manage.

      A few moments later, Wade’s laptop pinged, and Laurie and her girlfriend appeared on the screen. Wade sat close to Trevor; their shoulders pressed together so they could both be in range of his laptop camera. They kept their introductions brief before getting down to business.

      “So, start from the top,” Carmella said, pushing her dark hair behind her ear, her forehead furrowed with concern. “What do we know for sure?”

      Trevor went through it all methodically. He seemed a little calmer than he had before, but his knee jogged up and down as he jiggled it restlessly. Wade settled a hand on his thigh, not to stop him, but to offer some reassurance. There was a small hitch in the rhythmic movement before it stilled and Trevor leaned in, a little more of his weight pressing against Wade’s upper arm as he let out a quiet sigh.

      In the background on the screen, Laurie raised an eyebrow, but Wade ignored it. He’d explain this all later when they were sure Carlie was safe.

      When Trevor was done, Carmella nodded. “Okay. Trevor, you did the right thing by coming to Wade before and we do have some options for her. We’ll have to be very strategic in this situation though. I’ve spoken with some domestic violence advocates. I didn’t tell them specifically who the player and his wife were, but I did let them know about the general situation and that it involved a pro athlete. You know how much that complicates the situation, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Jack Malone has more resources than most. It’s going to be hard for Carlie to disappear.”

      “Right, I know that,” Trevor rasped. “But we can’t leave her there with him.”

      “I’m not suggesting we should,” Carmella said gently. “Just that we need to be careful.”

      Trevor nodded. “So, what do we do now?”

      “I know you’re going to hate hearing this, but you need to hang tight a little longer. We need to figure out how to be sure Malone is gone from the house long enough for us to get in there and get Carlie and the kids out. Is he traveling with the team?”

      “No. He’s been sitting out since the first series. Coach has him there in the box at home games but not traveling with us.”

      “Okay. Does your Coach know about the situation?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Because I think our best bet to get her out of there is to get someone like your coach involved. Have him call Malone in for a meeting. Hell, he can lie to him, tell him he’s going to play him again. Whatever it takes to get Malone out of the house long enough for us to get her out. Do you think your coach would be willing to do that?”

      Trevor snorted, though it didn’t sound amused. “Fuck yeah. Daniels would do anything we need to make sure Malone gets what he deserves.”

      “Good. We can work with that. Can you give Daniels a call? Ask him if he can set up a meeting for tomorrow morning.”

      “Yeah. I can do that.”

      “Do it now,” Carmella instructed.

      Wade watched Trevor carefully as he dialed his coach. He was tense again, so Wade settled a hand on his shoulder, wrapping his fingers around the back of his neck.

      Trevor jerked and Wade almost took his hand away, worried he’d startled him again. But then Trevor let out a sigh, slumping, and he leaned into the touch. Wade squeezed gently and heard him blow out a breath as he waited for the call to connect.

      It seemed to go well as he spoke to Coach Daniels and after he hung up, he confirmed it. “He’s going to call Malone now and ask him to come in before practice tomorrow morning.”

      “That’s perfect,” Carmella said. “He’s going to call you back when he has an answer?”

      “He said he’d text when he had a time arranged.”

      “Good. That’s great, Trevor.”

      “What do I tell Carlie in the meantime?” Trevor asked, frowning. “She’s going to have to spend another night in that house and …” He looked sick.

      Wade rubbed his thumb across the soft skin below Trevor’s ear, soothing him.

      “Tell Carlie we’ve got a shelter out of state lined up for her and the person who will drive her there is on their way to Chicago. Unless she is in immediate danger, she needs to stay put. Victims are the most vulnerable when they try to leave so she needs to maintain the status quo if she can. We will work as fast as we can to get her out of there, but I don’t want her to make a run for it without a plan in place.”

      “Right, okay.” Trevor’s thumbs flew over the screen as he typed. He handed it over to Wade to read, and when Wade nodded his agreement, he hit Send.

      A tremor worked through his body, and he slumped against Wade, who pulled him close, pressing a kiss to his hair.

      Carmella cleared her throat. “Want us to stay on a little while longer?”

      Trevor nodded. “Please. Just until I hear back from her. If that’s okay?”

      “Sure. It’s no problem.” Carmella offered him a small smile. “You’re a good friend.”

      He shook his head. “I hardly know her. If I had taken the time to actually get to know her maybe I could have done something sooner.” He sounded bleak.

      His phone buzzed and he picked it up, frowning. “She says she can do that. She wants to know if they can stop at the bank tomorrow to get the proof before they leave though. She said there’s a thumb drive with videos.”

      “Absolutely,” Carmella said. “I’ll go with them and get the thumb drive. I’ll bring it back to Laurie.”

      Laurie cleared her throat. “Once we have that, we’ll get started on our part of it, Wade.”

      Wade nodded. “We’re going to take this viral and make Jack Malone’s public life a living hell.”
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      Trevor could hardly sit still all day. He paced Wade’s living room, until Wade marched him downstairs, handed him boxing gloves, and told him to work out his frustrations that way.

      “Good thing I broke a finger on my left hand instead of my right,” Trevor said as he landed a vicious punch on the bag. His shoulder twinged a little from the force, and Wade grunted, steadying the bag.

      “Well, please don’t break your entire hand now,” Wade said. “Your team needs you intact.”

      “Yeah.” But Trevor threw another hard punch anyway. It felt good. The solid hit rattled his bones, and he was flushed and panting by the time Wade told him to stop.

      He did so reluctantly, and he was still amped up as he shook out his aching arms. “Fuck. I need more.”

      “You’re gonna hurt yourself if you do more.”

      “I know.” He grimaced and pushed his sweaty hair off his face with his forearm. “But I don’t know what else to do. Waiting kills me and I’m gonna lose it if I have to stay still all day.”

      Wade frowned thoughtfully. “What else helps you when you’re having a rough day?”

      “Well, in the past it was always weed and fucking. But I cut out the weed and to be perfectly honest, I’m not sure I’m in the mood for sex at the moment.”

      “Understandable.” Wade gave him an assessing look. “I have some edibles if you want them. Better for your lungs for sure.”

      “That’s tempting,” Trevor admitted. “But I probably shouldn’t. With as much scrutiny as the team is going to be under once this blows up, it’s not worth it if they test and decide to go down hard on me.”

      They didn’t usually get too hung up on weed use but right now, Trevor wasn’t going to risk it.

      “Good thinking.” Wade frowned. “There’s nothing else that you find helpful when you’re stressed?”

      Trevor shrugged. “I mean, I like riding my bike. That’s good when I need to chill but it’s at my place.”

      And Trevor didn’t quite know how to say it, but he didn’t want to go home tonight. He hated the idea of sleeping alone, tossing and turning as he worried about Carlie all night. If he went home to get his bike, he wasn’t sure if Wade would want him to come back.

      “Well, good thing I have two bikes, huh?” Wade said. He shot a smile at Trevor. “Would borrowing one do the trick?”

      Trevor blinked. “You’d let me ride one of yours?”

      Wade gave him an almost puzzled smile. “Of course I would. You can take it out on your own or—”

      “Will you go with me?”

      “Yes. If that’s what you want.”

      “It is.” Trevor swallowed past a weird sudden lump in his throat. “It really is.”

      Wade leaned in and brushed their lips together. “Good. Now, go get some jeans on while I text Braden and let him know we’re going to be gone until this evening. I think I have a spare jacket, boots, and helmet I can loan you.”

      It wasn’t until Chicago’s sprawl faded behind them that Trevor was finally able to relax. Wade’s jacket and boots were a little large and his bike unfamiliar, but Trevor didn’t mind.

      He felt wrapped up in Wade, the scent of his cologne mingling with the leather of the jacket.

      Trevor still felt vaguely guilty for feeling so good when Carlie was dealing with her abusive husband and counting down the hours to freedom but there was absolutely nothing else he could do for her until the morning, so he pushed the thoughts away and let himself enjoy the vibration beneath him and the wide open fields as they flew by.

      Wade looked good on a bike and Trevor laughed to himself for ever thinking that his agent was uptight. Trevor had never been gladder to be proven wrong.

      He had no idea where they were going, and he looked around curiously as Wade finally slowed. He spotted a sign for Starved Rock State Park as Wade signaled he was turning in that direction.

      Trevor followed Wade’s bike to the visitor center and after they parked, he dismounted the bike gratefully. He stretched and Wade took off his helmet and smiled. “How are you feeling?”

      “Sore. Tired. But a lot better,” he admitted.

      “Good. Want to take a short hike to one of the canyons?”

      “How short is short?” It had taken them almost two hours to get here.

      “Less than half a mile. Braden and I did it once when he was pretty small. It’s an easy route.”

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      They secured the bikes and Trevor stripped off the borrowed jacket. It was a warm summer day and while he’d needed it on the bike, once he got moving, he’d get too warm in black leather.

      They stopped at the visitor center long enough to use the bathrooms, grab some water, and check out the maps.

      The trails were pretty crowded with families, so they mostly walked in silence.

      Trevor wasn’t an outdoorsy guy but he had to admit this was nice. The trees were green, shading the trail and in the distance, he could hear running water. The dirt trail turned into a boardwalk and for a while they walked single file.

      Trevor stopped in his tracks when they reached their destination. “Wow,” he whispered. “This is really cool.”

      Wade gave him a genuine smile. “Thought you’d like it.”

      The canyon wasn’t huge, but it was beautiful. It had U-shaped rock walls, dusted with moss. At the far end, green plants spilled down the sides and a small waterfall worked its way over the rock to pool at their feet. Trevor drew in a deep lungful of air and it was fresh and clear, settling the last of the tension simmering in him.

      “Thanks for suggesting this.” He bumped his shoulder against Wade’s. “I’m glad we came.”

      They lingered long enough to get a few pictures.

      Wade raised an eyebrow when Trevor snapped a picture of them together and Trevor shrugged, a little embarrassed. “I want to send it to my sister. And I thought maybe when we go public, I could post it.”

      “When?”

      “Yeah.” Trevor wet his lip. “When the other mess is over and we’re through this final series.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Wade’s smile was soft and fond and there was the promise of something in Wade’s eyes that made Trevor turn away before he did something dumb, like kiss Wade in front of the other hikers.

      None of them had recognized him, thankfully. Or at least no one had asked for an autograph or anything, so they were probably safe but he didn’t want to test their luck.

      They took the looped trail back and before they reached the parking lot, Trevor glanced over at Wade. “We should get Braden something at the gift shop. I feel bad that we ditched him today.”

      Wade squeezed his arm. “Great idea. I’m sure he’s happy he got to play video games all day with his best friend, but he’d probably love it if we brought him home something.”

      They browsed the gift shop long enough to find something for Braden and Trevor picked out a small gift for Niki. Wade glanced at his smart watch when they were done. “I think we have time to grab a bite to eat if you want. There’s an outdoor restaurant here in the park. The food’s pretty basic but it’s good and the views of the park are nice.”

      “Please.” Trevor clutched his stomach. “I’m fucking starving.”

      Trevor was at the point in the season where he couldn’t get enough calories in his body. He barely skimmed the menu before he ordered fried cheese curds for an appetizer and a beef burger.

      “You don’t want the veggie burger?” Wade teased. “What happened to eating healthier?”

      “I got a salad instead of chips when they asked what I wanted for a side,” Trevor shot back. “Fuck the veggie burger. I’ve told you how I feel about quinoa.”

      They joked through their lunch and Trevor ate his entire meal and the remainder of the chips that had come with Wade’s beer brat.

      “So,” Wade said as they left the shaded verandah. “Think you’d ever want to come back here?”

      Trevor was pretty sure the question was about more than hiking, so he reached out and brushed their pinkies together as they walked. “Yeah. I was thinking maybe this summer we could bring Braden and check out some other trails.”

      The stunned look on Wade’s face was worth it and Trevor grinned.

      He didn’t expect it when Wade grabbed his hand, then tugged him behind a small brick outbuilding and pushed him against it, kissing him deeply.

      Trevor closed his eyes and hung on, clutching Wade’s sun-warmed shirt in his fists to keep him there a little longer when he tried to pull away.
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        * * *

      

      Although Trevor had appeared to relax during their trip to the state park, tension returned after they parked the bikes in Wade’s garage.

      “You okay?” Wade asked softly.

      Trevor shrugged. “Just thinking too much.”

      “I get it.” Wade reached out and grabbed Trevor’s hand, squeezing it.

      He gave Wade a halfhearted smile. When their helmets were stowed away and jackets off, Wade made a suggestion, “How would you feel about going over to the neighbors’ to get Braden?”

      “Uhh, sure,” Trevor said. “You want me to come with?”

      “If you’re comfortable meeting friends of mine.”

      “Sure.” Trevor raked a hand through his messy hair. “Have a hat I could put on or something? This no haircut, no shaving thing gets rough.”

      Wade laughed. “You are a little shaggy.”

      “At this rate I’m gonna have a man bun like Frenchie and Lindy,” he grumbled.

      Wade smiled at the mental image and found him a Premier Talent ball cap.

      Trevor shoved his hair under it and when he was done, he nodded at Wade. “Okay, ready when you are.”

      “So Erica and Max are some of my best friends,” Wade said as they strolled down the sidewalk. “We met through our sons when they were in preschool. We’ve been close ever since.”

      “Nice. Convenient to have them two doors over.”

      “It is,” Wade agreed, knocking on their red front door.

      “You don’t have to knock,” Erica said with a laugh as she pulled the door open. “If the door is unlocked, you can walk right in.”

      “If the door is locked, I can walk in too,” Wade said drily. “You gave me a key years ago and I know where the spare is.”

      She laughed. “True enough. But why don’t you both come in?”

      Her gaze was curious as it landed on Trevor.

      Wade stepped inside. “Erica, I’d like you to meet Trevor Underhill. He’s uh, someone I’ve started seeing recently. Trevor, this is my neighbor and close friend, Erica McKinney.”

      Erica greeted Trevor warmly. “So, you and Wade are dating, huh? How’d you meet?”

      Trevor shot a sidelong glance at Wade, who settled a hand on Trevor’s low back. “Yes. We are. Though we haven’t shared that publicly yet. He’s technically still my client. I have a colleague taking over his account, but the ink isn’t dry on that yet so we’re keeping it quiet for now.”

      “Right, of course,” Erica said. “I won’t say a peep to anyone.”

      They made small talk for a few minutes, mostly about Trevor’s role on the Otters before Erica cleared her throat.

      “Well, I’m sorry you can’t meet Max. He’s been working on a plumbing project in the upstairs bathroom all day. Right now, he’s on his third trip to the home improvement store. I told him to call a plumber but …” Erica gave a helpless shrug.

      Wade laughed. “Well, good luck with that. I learned my lesson when I had a leak a few years back.”

      “Dad?” Braden peered over the railing with a puzzled frown. “Trevor? What are you doing here?”

      Wade smiled up at his son. “We wanted to know if you wanted to come home. I was thinking we’d play some ball hockey for a bit, then make dinner.”

      “Is Trevor staying?”

      Wade laughed. “Oh, is your answer dependent on that?”

      Braden shrugged. “Well, I play ball hockey with you all the time, but I’ve never played with him.”

      “Ouch,” Erica murmured, and Trevor laughed softly.

      “Yeah, I’m staying,” Trevor said. He glanced over at Wade, a little uncertain frown furrowing his forehead. “I mean, if you want me to.”

      “Of course I do.” Wade squeezed his waist. “I assumed you would.”

      They headed home shortly after that.

      The three of them had fun playing ball hockey and they ate dinner together, then watched a movie.

      The evening would have been nice under any other circumstances but thoughts of what tomorrow would bring weighed heavily on them both, and Trevor was quiet and a little reserved whenever he wasn’t interacting with Braden.

      As if sensing his mood, Braden stayed close, chattering on about anything and everything that crossed his mind.

      Wade finally ordered him to go shower and get to bed and once he was gone, Trevor’s mood turned somber.

      “You okay?” Wade asked, when it was the two of them on the couch.

      “I’ll be better tomorrow once it’s over,” Trevor said, but he squeezed Wade’s thigh and rested his head on his shoulder.

      Wade closed his eyes, brushing his lips over Trevor’s shaggy hair, silently offering him comfort. It was all he could do.
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      Trevor hardly slept that night. He tossed and turned and was awake, bleary-eyed, before the sun.

      Wade was asleep next to him, and Trevor took a moment to stare at him in the dim bedroom. He looked relaxed and comfortable. He slept on his side a lot, half-draped over Trevor and anchoring him in place.

      Trevor had felt guilty interrupting Wade’s sleep every time he rolled over, his mind too wired to let his body rest. But Wade had brushed off Trevor’s apologies and his offers to go sleep somewhere else. He’d told Trevor that it made him feel better to have him close.

      And Trevor couldn’t argue with that. It felt better to have Wade beside him too.

      But now that it was almost morning and it was clear Trevor wouldn’t be falling back asleep, he tried to creep out of bed without waking Wade. He stirred the moment Trevor slipped out from under the covers.

      “You didn’t have to get up with me,” Trevor rasped as Wade followed him into the bathroom.

      “I’m worried too,” Wade pointed out.

      “Yeah.”

      Trevor glanced at his phone. There was no news, but it was too early for there to be any.

      They dressed and brushed their teeth, then went downstairs to the kitchen.

      Wade flipped on a few lights and fixed coffees for them both. They sat in silence, shoulder to shoulder at the counter, the room beginning to brighten as the sun rose.

      Trevor’s hand twitched occasionally, as he was tempted to reach for his phone but thought better of it. Nothing had changed. He knew that.

      “What if this was a trap?” Trevor whispered. “What if Malone wrote that message? Or what if he saw what she sent? He’s probably spying on her, right?”

      “He may be spying on her,” Wade said quietly, rubbing Trevor’s back, his hand warm, the touch soothing. “But that message didn’t sound anything like the ones we found in his chat logs.”

      “True.”

      “Frankly, I don’t think Malone’s terribly clever,” Wade continued. “He did nothing to hide his digital tracks when he was cheating so while he might check Carlie’s phone periodically, she probably knows how to cover her ass. I’m sure she wouldn’t have risked messaging you if she thought he’d installed some kind of spyware on her phone to track her messages.”

      “True.” Trevor frowned. “I don’t know if he’d know how to, to be honest. He’s never been particularly subtle about anything. His cheating was blatant as hell, and he didn’t get the security footage from the arena.”

      “Exactly.” Wade squeezed Trevor’s shoulder. “He’s a bully. He relies on fear to get what he wants, not subtlety.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I am.”

      “Oh, are you?” Trevor asked with a little laugh, the tight knot in his chest loosening at Wade’s reassurance.

      “Yep. I’m always right.”

      “Sure.” Trevor rolled his eyes, but he was pretty sure Wade had accomplished exactly what he’d been trying to do, which was to lighten the mood.

      “What’s wrong?” Braden asked and they both turned, startled by the sound of his voice. “Why are you up so early?”

      “We’re worried about a friend of Trevor’s,” Wade explained. “She’s in a bad situation.”

      “Oh.” Braden gave them a puzzled frown as he walked into the kitchen. “Can’t you go help her?”

      “I’m going to,” Trevor muttered, staring down at his coffee cup. “But I’ve got a while before I can leave.”

      Braden sighed and clambered onto the stool beside Trevor. “I hate waiting.”

      Trevor offered him a little smile. “Tell me about it.”

      “Either of you want food?” Wade offered.

      Trevor made a face. “Too early.”

      “No. Later. When I take my meds,” Braden said. He nudged Trevor with a sharp little elbow. “Wanna play video games? It’s never too early for that.”

      Beside him, Wade huffed out a laugh. “Trevor might not be in the mood—”

      But Trevor patted Wade’s thigh and pushed the stool back, standing. “No, actually that sounds great, Braden. It’ll take my mind off stuff. Wade, keep an eye on my phone?”

      “Sure.”

      Trevor played video games for a while, the focus he needed for that pushing some of the worry to the background. Braden’s laughter and constant patter of talk helped too.

      “Trevor?” Wade said after a while, and he paused the game, looking up.

      “You have a text from Zane Murphy.” Wade held his phone out.

      “Right. Okay.” Trevor set his controller aside and checked his messages, stomach tightening with anticipation.

      I’m about fifteen minutes out from Wade’s place.

      Anxiety flooded Trevor’s body and he rose, jittery, his chest tight. “Sorry, Braden. I’ve gotta go,” he said apologetically.

      “It’s okay. I get it. You’ve gotta help your friend.”

      “I’m sure gonna try,” Trevor muttered. He went in search of his wallet and slipped on his shoes.

      Wade met him by the front door.

      “Be careful,” he said, tilting Trevor’s head back a little to look him in the eye, his fingers warm against the back of his neck and along his jaw.

      “I will be. Malone shouldn’t even be there,” Trevor assured him.

      “I know. But if something went wrong …” The fear in Wade’s eyes made Trevor press a little closer.

      “I’ll be careful,” Trevor promised, swallowing hard. He’d never had anyone worry about him that way. At least not since he was a little kid.

      “If something happened to you—”

      “It won’t.” Trevor stepped close, pressing his hands against Wade’s chest, feeling the too-quick beat of his heart against his palm. “I’ve got an important reason to make it back here in one piece, right?”

      “You do,” Wade said.

      “I mean, I’ve got a Cup to win, yeah?” Trevor teased.

      Wade smiled, shaking his head. “That’s it? No other reason?”

      “Well, I’ve got a contract to sign with a new agent …”

      “Trevor.” Wade looked equally amused and annoyed.

      Trevor rested his forehead against Wade’s. “Braden is pretty great. I like spending time with him. And his dad’s not half bad either.”

      “High praise,” Wade said with a little chuckle.

      “You have no idea,” Trevor whispered.

      He kissed Wade once, hard and desperate, trying to show him the things he felt that he didn’t know how to say.

      “I’ll be careful,” Trevor promised again as he drew back, sliding a hand down Wade’s arm.

      “Just remember, I’ll make it worth your while if you come home to me,” Wade said, capturing his fingers in a tight grip.

      “I know you will.”

      Trevor’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he stepped back, squeezing Wade’s hand once before he let go. He jammed a hat on his head, then he was out the door without looking back.

      Nervous tension filled him as he jogged down the sidewalk. He slid into the passenger seat of Zane Murphy’s Audi and offered him a tight smile.

      “Hey,” Zane said.

      “Hey.” Trevor buckled his seatbelt, then rubbed his damp palms on his jeans.

      Zane pulled away from the curb. “Thanks for asking me to come with you.”

      “You’re welcome. I know a lot of the guys wanted to be there today but …”

      But if there was anyone who was good in a crisis, anyone who kept his cool under pressure, it was the team’s captain.

      Zane was the one who had begun this investigation into Malone. It felt right to have him here. Besides, Wade hadn’t wanted him to go alone.

      “He’s been a part of this team for years. How did we not see this happening?” Zane asked bleakly.

      “I don’t know.” Trevor’s voice was thick, and he cleared his throat. “But I wish we had.”

      “Me too.” Zane was quiet for a few minutes as they headed toward the Malones’ neighborhood. “So, you and Wade Cannon, huh?”

      “Yep.” Trevor looked out the window. “I guess so.”

      Zane chuckled. “Good for you, man. He seems like a great guy.”

      “He is,” Trevor agreed. He drummed his fingers on his leg.

      “I’m happy for you.”

      “Is it worth it?” Trevor looked over at his captain. “I mean, obviously it was way different for you and Hartinger but …”

      “It’s worth it,” Zane said firmly. “All of it. Every fucking stupid question a reporter has asked me since we came out. Every nasty comment on social media. Every shitty thing a fan called me at an away game. Because every day I wake up knowing I have someone in my corner no matter what. And while yeah, maybe I had that with Ryan before we got together, it’s so much more, now.”

      He laughed softly and shook his head, tapping his fingers lightly on the leather steering wheel. “I don’t know how to explain it. I just know that it’s worth it. Being with him is the best decision I ever made.”

      “Good.” Trevor cleared his throat again. “I was just curious.”

      “Look, it’s not always easy,” Zane said with a shrug. “Sometimes we drive each other nuts, you know? But yeah, I wouldn’t trade having Ryan in my life for anything.”

      “Wade was worried for me this morning,” Trevor admitted. “Worried that something bad would happen today.”

      “Ryan was too. He’s kinda pissed I wouldn’t let him come along.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t want to overwhelm Carlie with too many people showing up. And I’m not sure a shitload of hockey players is gonna make her feel safer. Especially after …”

      After what Jack had put her through.

      Zane shrugged. “It’s fine. Ryan will be over it as soon as I’m back. But yeah, I think wanting to keep someone safe is a sign they’re pretty into you. It sounds like Wade cares about you a lot.”

      Trevor imagined if the situation had been reversed and Wade had been going off to do something with the potential to be dangerous and he nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      He guessed that meant he cared for Wade a lot too.

      They arrived at the Malones’ neighborhood a few minutes later. Trevor called Carmella who confirmed the coast was clear.

      “Malone’s gone. We’re going to make it as quick as possible. We want to be on the road in half an hour. There are two people watching the streets nearby to make sure he doesn’t double back, return home early, and take us by surprise.”

      “Sounds good. We’ll be there in a few,” Trevor confirmed.

      Despite the careful planning and subterfuge, everything appeared surprisingly ordinary when they arrived.

      They parked in the Malones’ driveway, next to a nondescript minivan. Carmella stood outside it, along with two other women. They didn’t introduce themselves, so Trevor didn’t ask. He knew anonymity was a big part of this.

      Carlie greeted them at the door, a strained smile on her face.

      “Hey, guys. Thanks for coming.” She held her sleepy son in her arms. He was blond like his mom and Trevor had the fleeting thought that hopefully when he grew up, he’d look nothing like Jack. Be nothing like Jack.

      Trevor’s throat went tight. God, those poor kids, but they were young. Younger than Niki had been when they left. If they were lucky, they’d have no memory of this day.

      “Carlie, I’m sorry it took the team so long to realize what was going on,” Zane said, his voice a little thick. “If I’d known, I would have done more. We all would have.”

      She smiled weakly at them both. “Thank you. I know that.”

      “We won’t stop pushing until he’s off the team,” he said, tone earnest.

      “There will always be another one.” She pushed her hair behind her ear. “I know that.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Zane said, jaw clenched. “You have evidence of what he did, right?”

      “Yes. They said we can pick it up on the way out of town,” Carlie said. “And they put me in contact with a lawyer who will meet me there.”

      Carmella nodded. “The lawyer has already spoken with a detective who can be trusted. The detective will ensure the chain of custody is intact so some shitty lawyer can’t get Malone off by saying the evidence was compromised.”

      “We’ve worked with both the lawyer and detective before,” one of the other women said. “They’ve brought some big names to justice in the past. We can’t promise the outcome of anything, but it’s our best shot at getting Malone convicted.”

      “That’s good,” Trevor said. Shit, this was already so much bigger than he’d realized. This wasn’t just about exposing Malone to the world, but actually bringing him to justice. Making him pay for what he’d done. “I hope he rots in prison for what he did to you.”

      “Thank you,” Carlie whispered, reaching out to touch Trevor’s arm. “Both of you. Thank you for not deleting the message I sent you. I was getting desperate.”

      Trevor shook his head. “Don’t thank me. Please. I … I never should have been friends with him.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “And I never should have married him. We thought he was someone he wasn’t.”

      “Still …”

      Landon started to cry, and Carlie jiggled her son a little. “I’ve gotta get going so I can finish packing. I pulled together what I could last night while Jack was out, but I couldn’t risk him noticing a packed suitcase so it’s hidden in places I thought he wouldn’t look.”

      “Of course. Go do what you need to do. We’ll keep an eye out here,” Zane assured her.

      He and Trevor retreated to the front yard while Carlie went inside with her son, Carmella, and the two women.

      It felt like the sort of day that should be gloomy and overcast but it was a bright, warm June day. There were cheerful flowers in the front yard and Trevor could hear a bird chirping nearby. A few houses down, a garage door went up and a car pulled out onto the street.

      A totally ordinary day.

      Though the sun wasn’t high yet, it was growing humid already. A sheen of sweat built up on the back of Trevor’s neck and the bridge of his nose as he waited in front of the large home. He felt dizzy all of a sudden, remembering his heart hammering as he knocked on the neighbor’s door.

      He wondered if Carlie’s neighbors had ever heard anything. If they’d ignored it. If they’d convinced themselves it was none of their business.

      Despite the shoes on Trevor’s feet now, he could feel hot concrete underneath his bare toes as he carried his belongings out to the borrowed car, Niki clutching a pink rabbit and fussing as his mom strapped her into her car seat, her eye swollen half-shut.

      “What do you think about starting some kind of foundation for victims of domestic violence?” Zane asked after a few minutes.

      “God yes,” Trevor said fervently as he glanced over at his captain. “I think it’s the least we can do.”

      “Agreed.”

      They fell silent again, Trevor’s stomach tight with too many memories and the heavy weight of guilt.

      When the front door opened, they both turned. Carlie came out, a bag over her shoulder and Landon in her arms.

      Carmella carried Julia, who looked sleepy and confused.

      “Where are we going, mama?” she asked fretfully, and Carlie turned to smile at her daughter, though the skin around her eyes was tight.

      “We’re gonna have an adventure, baby. Just you, me, your brother, and our new friends.” Carlie’s breath hitched, and her smile wavered for a moment. “It’ll be fun.”

      Trevor had a sudden flash of memory of his mom trying to stay cheerful for Niki as they sped down the highway, playing the I Spy game to keep her occupied.

      When she’d broken down crying, clutching the steering wheel so tight her knuckles went white, Trevor had read to his sister until he felt sick from the motion of the car, then tried to amuse Niki by making up stories and acting them out with her bunny.

      He could still hear Niki’s tired wails as she had a meltdown at a gas station in the early hours of the morning, tired and begging to go back home, a place she didn’t understand that they’d never see again.

      Trevor’s eyes burned and he had to look away, staring blindly at the empty street for a minute until he could breathe again.

      “C’mon, babies, it’s time to go,” Carlie whispered.

      Trevor and Zane followed Carlie to the minivan, and she carefully strapped Landon into a car seat while Carmella did the same with Julia.

      “Thanks again, guys,” Carlie said softly.

      Zane nodded. “Be safe.”

      “I will.”

      Zane turned to go but Trevor hesitated.

      “You reach out if you need anything, okay?” he said roughly. “Money. Somebody to come help you get settled. Someone to talk to … whatever it is. I’ll help no matter what.”

      “Thanks.” She gave him a small smile. “I’m actually not supposed to let anyone know where I’m going though. It’s safer that way.”

      “Right.” Trevor cleared his throat. “Of course. Well, if there’s a way I can help that won’t put you at risk or whatever, have them get ahold of me if that’s allowed.”

      He nodded at the women standing nearby who watched him warily. He couldn’t really blame them.

      Everything Trevor had done for Carlie was way too little, way too late. He should have known. Of anyone, he should have seen what was happening to her.

      “Just … I want you to know that you’re not alone,” he said, his voice breaking a little. “For whatever that’s worth.”

      Carlie’s eyes swam with tears. “Thanks. You’re a good friend.”

      “I’m not,” he protested. “I should have—”

      She shrugged and hitched her purse a little higher on her shoulder, a single tear trickling down her cheek. She brushed it away with the sleeve of her hoodie and Trevor’s stomach lurched when it revealed a deep purple bruise around her wrist. “Me too. I should have done a lot of things differently. But let’s leave it at that, okay?”

      “Okay,” he agreed, helpless to do anything else. “Be safe.”

      “You too.”

      And with a wobbly little smile she was gone, sliding into the back seat of the van. When everyone was inside, the van started up and for several long moments, Trevor and Zane stood there side by side watching them drive away until they turned the corner and were gone.

      “Do you think she’s going to be okay?” Zane asked quietly.

      “I hope so,” Trevor said. “I think she will though. She’s tough.”

      Zane nodded. “Are you doing okay? I imagine this is pretty hard on you.”

      “I’m …” Trevor shrugged. “I’m not great. But I’ll get through it.”

      “You’re not alone either, you know that right?” Zane said as they walked to his car. “You’ve got Wade and if you ever need to talk, you’ve got a lot of guys on the team you can turn to.”

      “I do know that,” Trevor said and for the first time in his life, he meant it.
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      Wade felt sick, waiting for Trevor to come back.

      He tried to hide it, not wanting Braden to pick up on the tension more than he already had, but the moment Wade heard the door open, he bolted off the sofa, thankful Braden was upstairs in the shower.

      “Everything go okay?” he asked, crowding Trevor back against the front door before he could get his shoes off.

      “Yeah,” Trevor said, sliding his palms up to rest on Wade’s shoulders. “Carlie and the kids got out of there safely. We didn’t run into any trouble.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Wade whispered. He leaned his forehead against Trevor’s, locking his arms tight around his waist.

      Trevor let out a shuddering sigh and Wade held him close. It had been so easy to imagine everything that could go wrong. The ways Wade could lose Trevor. This was still so new between them and already Wade couldn’t imagine Trevor not being in his life.

      “I was worried,” he added.

      “I know. But I needed to do this. For Carlie and—and for me.”

      “I know that too. I understand.”

      Their future would involve a lot of this. Trevor leaving on road trips, Wade staying home with Braden.

      He’d worry a little then too. Worry that he’d be injured in a game. Worry that something would happen on a flight.

      He’d probably worry that Trevor would be tempted by some anonymous person in a bar after a win too.

      But he’d chosen to trust Trevor. To take him at his word that he wanted this. That he was ready to try.

      And that was all Wade could do.

      He couldn’t stop Trevor from leaving him. Couldn’t stop him from bailing the way Levi had. But he could hope.

      That was what love was. Hoping for a future together. Hoping for the best.

      It didn’t always work out.

      But sometimes it did, and Wade was choosing to believe that this time, it would.

      Eventually, they separated enough to look each other in the eye.

      “Are you okay?” Wade asked, brushing his thumb across Trevor’s cheek.

      Trevor’s shrug was half-hearted, his smile weak. “Not really. But as okay as I’m going to be, I guess.”

      That was fair.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Trevor shook his head. “Not really. Not right now, anyway. Maybe some other time though?”

      “Okay.” Wade kissed him lightly. “What would you like?”

      “I should probably eat something. And then I’ve gotta get to practice.”

      Wade gave him a half-smile and stepped back. “Right. Hockey waits for no crisis.”

      “Now there’s a bumper sticker.” He took off his shoes, dropping them onto the nearby mat.

      Wade took Trevor’s hand, leading him toward the kitchen, their fingers intertwined. “Waffles or eggs?”

      “Yes.”

      Wade laughed and squeezed his hand. “If you want both, I’ll have to put you to work.”

      “I’ve been threatened with worse.” Trevor’s tone was light, but his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      It was going to be a tough day for him. Probably a rough few months actually. But Wade would be here for him, whatever he needed.

      “Where are Carlie and the kids headed?” Wade asked quietly as he whisked eggs.

      “I have no idea. They wouldn’t tell me. It’s for her safety.” Trevor poked at the sausage in the skillet, frowning.

      “That makes sense.”

      “There’s a chance he’ll be charged though, so that’s good.”

      Wade listened carefully as Trevor talked about the lawyer and detective who were involved.

      “Oh,” he said. “That is good. I’m surprised they were able to get all that organized so fast.”

      “It sounds like this is far from the first time they’ve gone after guys like him.” Trevor laughed hollowly. “I don’t like to think too much about that.”

      “No, me either.” Wade admitted.

      “Oh, and I got a text from Carmella on the way home. She said to tell you that she and Laurie will be coming over later. They’re going to bring copies of the evidence. The detective will take the originals, but you and Laurie can get to work showing the world what a scumbag Malone is.”

      “When we started this, I had no idea it would end up here,” Wade admitted.

      “Me either.” Trevor gave him a half-hearted smile. “But it hasn’t been all bad, right?”

      “No,” Wade said softly. He reached out and took Trevor’s hand, rubbing his thumb across Trevor’s knuckles. “I just wish we could have started this relationship under better circumstances.”

      Trevor blinked a few times. “Tell me about it.”

      The sound of feet pounding down the steps made Wade step back a little, but he didn’t let go of Trevor’s hand.

      “Hey, is your friend okay, Trevor?” Braden asked as he slid to a stop in the kitchen, eyes wide and wet hair dripping onto the Otters’ tee he wore.

      “Yeah. I think she’s gonna be,” Trevor said roughly. “Hopefully, anyway.”

      “Hey, are you okay? Do you need a hug?” Braden asked, coming closer.

      Trevor blinked, clearly surprised, before he nodded. “Yeah, that would be nice.”

      Braden sidled closer and latched his arms around Trevor’s waist.

      Trevor’s smile went wobbly for a moment, and he clumsily patted at Braden’s hair with his free hand like he didn’t quite know what else to do.

      But that was okay. Trevor didn’t have to have it all figured out.

      Wade and Braden would be there for him as long as he’d let them.
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        * * *

      

      When Laurie arrived with a copy of the memory stick, she and Wade disappeared into his office.

      Braden went over to the neighbors’ house and Trevor headed to the rink for practice.

      He was early but Coach Daniels was already there.

      “How are Carlie and the kids?” he asked, once his office door closed behind them.

      “Safe,” Trevor said softly. “They’re safe, that’s all that matters.”

      “It is.”

      “Did it go okay with Malone this morning?”

      Daniels snorted humorlessly. “It was fine. All I had to do was tell him I was considering having him return to play. He puffed right up and started bragging about how he was going to win the Cup for us. Arrogant prick. It easily killed the time though, so the text I got from you saying Carlie and the kids were on the road came in long before he left my office.”

      “Bet he blew his top when he got home to find them and their belongings missing.”

      “Bet he did,” Daniels said with a tired sigh.

      “Do you think he’ll put it together that you were a part of it?”

      “I fucking hope so. I should have gotten him off this team years ago.”

      “Yeah, well …”

      They could wind up stuck in this loop forever. Beating themselves up for what else they should have done. Wade kept reminding him that wasn’t helpful, but it was hard to stop.

      Daniels gave Trevor a searching look. “You doing okay, son?”

      “I’m … yeah, I will be,” Trevor said. “It’s kind of a mindfuck to think about but mostly I’m relieved this part is over at least.”

      “Good. You feel free to message me if you need to talk, okay?”

      “Thanks,” Trevor said roughly. “I will but I think I’ll be okay. I’ve been hanging out with my boyfriend and his kid a lot lately and that helps.”

      There was silence for a moment as Daniels stared at him.

      “Congratulations,” he finally said. “Who’s the lucky guy? Please tell me it’s not someone on the team.”

      “Uh, no. But it is Wade Cannon.”

      Daniels closed his eyes, shaking his head. “You guys sure like complicating things, don’t you?”

      Trevor laughed. “I guess so. If it helps, he won’t be my agent much longer. I’ll be with someone else at the agency.”

      “That’s something. The press though …” He rubbed his hands over his face.

      Trevor winced. “We didn’t mean to make your life so complicated, Coach. None of the guys did.”

      Not him, not Lindy and Kelly, not Jamie and Taylor or Gabriel and Lance or Zane and Ryan.

      “I know you didn’t,” Coach Daniels said with a low laugh. “I can’t blame any of you. You guys fell in love. Nothing’s more natural than that. I’m just too damn old to handle these changes in the league these days.”

      There was that word again. Love.

      “Guess so,” Trevor said with a shrug.

      “Cannon’s a solid man. I think it’ll be good for you to have him and his son in your life,” Daniels said.

      “I want to be good for them,” Trevor admitted.

      Daniels smiled. “You will be, son. Just don’t fight yourself so damn hard on everything and you’ll be fine.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “Good.” Daniels cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t want to kick you out, but I’ve got some phone calls to make in about fifteen minutes. I’m about to start a shitstorm.”

      “Oh?” Trevor asked, curious. “About Malone?”

      “Yep. I’m about to tell the league commissioner the ways Franklin and Hines have protected him.”

      “Damn.”

      Daniels smiled grimly. “Trust me, you weren’t the only one trying to get rid of him, Underhill. I’ve got a pile of shit that the commission’s not going to like me bringing to their doorstep.”

      “Think they’ll do anything about it?”

      “They’re going to have to. I’ll have my lawyer on the line during the conversation and I’ve already told him we’ll go public with it if they don’t get on board. We’ve spent too many years dealing with this ugly shit in-house. Nothing’s changed and I’m tired of it. So, while it goes against everything in me to get the press involved, I’m gonna do it anyway.”

      “Are we ready for all this?” Trevor asked, swallowing hard. This was going to impact more than the team, it was going to blow up the entire league.

      “No. But we’re gonna do it anyway. Because it’s the right thing to do. Now, scram. I’ve got a meeting.”

      “Yes, Coach.”

      Trevor carried his coach’s words with him as he got his practice gear on and went out on the ice. He skated alone for a little while, no stick in his hand, just feeling the ice under him and letting the stress slide away.

      “Underhill!” Zane Murphy called, and he looked up, surprised. “Sorry to have you get out of your gear but I’m calling an emergency meeting. Team only. C’mon.”

      “Shit. Sorry.”

      “No, it’s fine. I decided to do it last minute. You probably missed the text because you were already here. Join us in the video room whenever you’re ready.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Trevor took off his skates and pads, then hurried to the video room in socked feet, a pair of shorts hastily tugged over his base layers.

      “Sorry,” he muttered as he slipped into his usual seat, but Zane waved him off. He stood at the front of the room with Hartinger and Lindholm.

      “So, I’m sure you’re all wondering why we’re in here instead of practicing. There are some things you need to know about one of our teammates.”

      Zane’s tone was as grim as his expression.

      “It’s going to get ugly in the press and I don’t want any of you to be blindsided by this.”

      Trevor didn’t listen that closely as Zane explained to the team what was going on. Instead, he watched the guys’ faces. Everyone who didn’t know about the situation already reacted differently.

      There was shock. Anger. Disbelief.

      Denial for a few guys, including their backup goaltender, Benny Dixon.

      When Zane was done and the team had finished their muttered conversations with the guys next to them, one of the call-ups cleared his throat.

      “How do we know he actually did it? What if his wife is making it up because she wants a divorce and is angling for custody of the kids?” Dixon asked.

      “Because I saw the bruises,” Trevor said roughly. He rose to his feet and went to stand by the guys at the front. “I saw how fucking terrified she is of him. And yeah, maybe there are times when people lie about shit like this, but this isn’t fucking one of them. And it makes me fucking sick to hear you leap to that. It happens. I know we don’t want to believe that a guy on our team could do shit like this but it fucking happens. My coach slapped around my mom when I was a kid, so don’t fucking start with that bullshit.”

      Benny looked down. “Sorry.”

      “Look, I get it,” Kelly said, twisting in his chair to look at more of the guys. “I didn’t want to believe it either. I thought he was my friend. Well, he wasn’t. Or at least he shouldn’t have been. I feel sick about that. But I can’t go back and fix what I didn’t know. All I can do is support Carlie going forward.”

      “Exactly,” Zane agreed. “Like I said, this is going to be ugly. It’s going to turn into a media shitstorm. We’re going to have reporters trying to get us to go on record about it. At any other time, I’d say lean on what the head office tells us to do but Daniels is talking to the league commissioner about what role our GM and owner had in hiding some of the shit Malone did. We’re going to be flying a little blind here. Obviously, I can’t force any of you to say anything you don’t want to say, but I am going to ask you to think long and hard about how you want to handle this.

      “Do you want to keep protecting a guy like that? Or are you going to stand up for what’s right?”

      

      
        
        Shocking Evidence of Domestic Abuse by Evanston River Otters’ Jack Malone Has Surfaced

        Although the marriage between Otters defenseman Jack Malone and Carlie Malone, née Holmes, has long been plagued by rumors of infidelity on his part, shocking new allegations have surfaced of a long history of emotional and physical abuse.

        The allegations are backed up by an avalanche of evidence, released by the victim with the cooperation of her lawyers. According to court documents, Carlie Malone has filed for divorce and sole custody of their two children.

        While she has been unavailable for comment, Kathleen Blake, the assistant district attorney for Cook County, has indicated that they are pursuing a criminal investigation into Jack Malone. In a press conference given this afternoon, she said, “Felony domestic violence charges have been filed against Jack Malone. We have reason to believe that the mountain of evidence brought to us by the victim is credible and Mr. Malone will be held accountable for his actions.”

        Jack Malone was arrested at the home he previously shared with his now-estranged wife and arraigned in court this morning. The judge denied bail, citing him as a flight risk, and he has been remanded to Cook County jail pending further investigation.
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      “I think it’s working,” Laurie said as she sat back in her chair with a tired sigh. They’d been reviewing social media to assess the situation. “The groundswell of public opinion is starting to shift. People are calling for the league to get rid of Malone.”

      Wade rubbed his gritty eyes. He’d had way too many late nights in the past few days, though it was barely ten in the morning now. “God, I hope so.”

      “We knew there would be people still supporting him.”

      “We did,” Wade acknowledged. “Still painful to watch.”

      “It is. It makes me sick to think about. There are hospital records of her injuries. The nanny cam footage of his abuse. What the fuck would it take for them to believe it?”

      “We’ve seen this exact same behavior with other celebrities,” he pointed out. “The rationalizations, the excuses, the ‘well, I’d need to see both sides of it to be sure what happened’.”

      “We have. But as much as I like to pretend I’m cynical, every time I watch shit like this blow up, it hurts.”

      “It hurts me too. Especially watching Trevor go through this.”

      “I know.” She gave him a sympathetic smile.

      Although there was a lot of support for what the team had done, it was painful for Wade to see what the detractors were saying about Trevor and the team. The insults, the vicious vitriolic nastiness spewed at the guys for daring to speak out against a fellow player was staggering.

      They’d known it was coming but hearing Trevor talk about a guy he’d played with in the AHL texting him to tell him that he was a traitor made Wade’s heart ache.

      No one was surprised when the team lost the first game to the Dallas Steers, least of all the guys themselves.

      “We were a mess. None of us were prepared for how bad this was going to get,” Trevor had told Wade on the phone last night after the game. There were dark smudges under his eyes and his entire frame drooped.

      Wade hated that he couldn’t be in Dallas to support him.

      “I’m sorry,” Wade said softly.

      “It just … what the fuck is wrong with these people? I get that there are some situations where it isn’t clear what happened but with everything coming out … those videos that got recorded on the nanny cam … how can they deny it?”

      “I don’t know,” Wade admitted. He’d been shocked too.

      It seemed like every day there was more coming out too. A former girlfriend of Jack Malone’s had spoken up about the abuse she’d endured when they were together in college. Several women in the Otters organization—including Samantha McCoy and Trevor’s friend, Maureen—had come forward with their own allegations of sexual harassment.

      It seemed there was nothing he’d touched that he hadn’t left a stain on, and it made Wade so frustrated to see the guys who had worked so hard to do the right thing, suffer for it.

      “How’s the head coach holding up?” Laurie asked.

      “Trevor said that Daniels is ready to tear his hair out. But at least the commissioner is looking into Franklin and Hines.”

      “It’s something,” Laurie agreed.

      “Wade?”

      He looked up to see Kendall standing in the doorway. “Yes, sorry.”

      “They’d like a word with you in Conference Room A now.”

      Wade nodded once and stood. He smoothed his tie down and shrugged on his suit jacket. ‘They’ were senior management for the agency.

      Wade had been waiting for the summons for the past two days and the email had arrived this morning calling for a meeting.

      After Wade had sent the damning evidence against Jack Malone to every sportswriter, blogger, and reporter in the greater Chicago area, he’d spoken with Chester Pearson—the VP for the Midwest division of the Premier Talent offices—about it, giving him a heads-up about what was to come.

      He’d tersely told Wade they’d discuss it more soon.

      It seemed Wade was going to face the full firing squad today.

      He walked into the conference room a few minutes later, knowing there was a strong chance he’d walk out unemployed.

      Chester and a handful of other guys, including the head of HR, sat around the shiny wooden table. The mood was somber. Wade got head nods and tight-lipped smiles instead of hearty handshakes like usual.

      After they finished their polite small talk, Chester cleared his throat. “We’d like to get some clarification from you about this situation, Wade.”

      “I’m happy to answer any questions you have,” he said.

      “What possessed you to pursue a vendetta against a player?” the VP of Operations asked.

      Well, Todd wasn’t pulling any punches.

      “This wasn’t a vendetta. I can’t say Jack Malone was ever a favorite player of mine, but I don’t know him personally at all. I only became involved when my players came to me with concerns. And what they told me was deeply disturbing.”

      For the next half an hour, management peppered Wade with questions. He laid out his answers as clearly and succinctly as possible, but their expressions grew grimmer and grimmer.

      Chester finally frowned at him. “Wade, you’re a great agent. We’ve always been impressed with your work. You have closed some enormous deals for us, and we haven’t forgotten that. But it’s become clear that this was a huge lapse in judgement on your part. Not only did you involve other people in the agency in this so-called ‘investigation’, you did it on company time. And you became involved in a relationship with a client. This situation isn’t a good look for the company.”

      Wade nodded. Trevor wasn’t officially his client anymore, but he couldn’t deny either of those points.

      “I understand that.”

      “And, to be frank, this isn’t something the agency is willing to take lying down. We’re a multinational company. There are billions of dollars at stake that you’re gambling with here,” Todd said.

      “I’m well aware,” Wade acknowledged.

      “If you’d come to us about it first…”

      Wade laughed softly, shaking his head. “Bullshit. If I’d come to you with this, you’d have told me it was out of my purview as an agent. That our job is to negotiate for our clients and the only time we should be concerned with a player’s behavior is if it’s a player we represent, and our only responsibility is to make sure we do all we can to protect their image.”

      He couldn’t quite hide the scorn in his voice.

      “Well, I don’t know about that,” Chester blustered. “But let’s be real here, you’re not a detective, Mr. Cannon. You’re a sports agent. You should have turned this over to the proper authorities—”

      “The proper authorities who looked the other way last year when two of our baseball players raped a woman? Or how about three years ago when our football star was accused of horrific anti-LGBT bullying?”

      Wade looked around the room at the company’s so-called leadership.

      “Those are the kind of guys we’ve been protecting. Can you live with that?”

      “No charges were ever filed in either case,” Chester said stiffly, clearing his throat. “You know the way these things go. The police investigated but you know the number of false allegations—”

      Wade gritted his teeth together. “I can’t deny that there were decisions I made that went against company policy. If you want to discipline me for that, fine, but—”

      “Disciplinary action is being discussed. We also expect you to release a statement saying that your actions were taken without the consent of the agency. You understand, don’t you? We simply can’t have our agents behaving like this.”

      “I understand,” Wade said.

      An odd, peaceful feeling stole over him, and he felt a sudden sense of certainty that it was time for him to move on.

      When Chester nodded, seeming satisfied, Wade shook his head. “I understand that this agency is more concerned with the bottom line than anything else. I will release a statement, but it won’t be the one you’re hoping for.”

      Todd bristled. “Excuse me?”

      “I quit.”

      The room went silent. “Well, I don’t know if that is necessary,” Chester protested.

      “It is. Not because I did something so horribly unforgivable but because I don’t want to work for a company that is more concerned about appearance than doing what is right.”

      Wade looked around the room, staring each of them in the eye. Every one of them looked away or down at their hands.

      “That’s the whole damn problem, isn’t it? From the bottom to the top of every professional sports league, people like us have helped men like Jack Malone. We’ve made abusers’ lives easier and victims’ lives harder. I’m tired of it. I spent my playing career keeping my mouth shut for fear I would get found out as gay. I watched PR machines spin stories and clean up messes and I went along with it. And sometimes, PR can be a great thing. When it connects players and fans, when we take part in charity work, we can do a lot of good. But too often it’s used for shit like this. Right now, Jack Malone is probably meeting with McLaughlin. His agency is already spinning this. They’re trying to clean up his mess and protect their asset instead of saying, ‘This is where we draw the line’. And I wish I believed we’d behave any better here, but I don’t.”

      “That’s unfair,” Chester said. “We are committed—”

      “Is it unfair? If Malone was one of our players, would you terminate his contract or would you keep taking his money?” Wade looked around, shaking his head. None of them met his gaze this time. “Because my gut tells me it’s the latter. And I can’t be a part of that any longer.”

      “While I applaud your principles, that simply isn’t the way it’s done,” Chester protested.

      “Then we need to change how we do it,” Wade said firmly, rising to his feet. I’ve been proud of the work I’ve done here but I can’t keep working for a place that values profit over people. That is willing to help abusers rather than protect victims.”

      “Rail against the system all you want but you’re backing a losing cause,” Chester told him, rising to his feet too.

      “Maybe this is a losing cause,” Wade said with a shrug. “But it’s one I’m willing to keep fighting for.”

      “I want you to pack your belongings and get out of here now,” Chester said with a sneer. “And good luck finding an agency that will hire you after this.”

      “It’ll be harder,” Wade agreed. “But if one doesn’t already exist, I’ll create it myself. Or I’ll find something else to do with my life. At least I’ll be able to sleep at night knowing I’m not profiting off the careers of abusers and rapists.”

      Wade turned and strode to the door. He opened it and came face to face with what looked like half of the agency standing in the hallway, their jaws slack as they stared at him before turning away, pretending like they were busy doing something else.

      Wade hesitated. He hadn’t been that loud, had he? It had gotten a little heated there at the end, but no one had shouted. They shouldn’t have been able to hear him through the heavy door.

      Kendall stepped forward, smiled brightly, and handed him a box of his belongings with the picture of him and Braden on top. “Already packed, sir.”

      “You knew it would end like this?” Wade asked a little numbly as he took the box, mindful of the people still clustered in the hallway, whispering under their breaths as they tried to pretend they weren’t eavesdropping.

      “If they didn’t fire you, I knew you’d quit.”

      Wade grinned. He liked how much faith she had in him. “I’d say you deserve a raise, but I don’t think they’re going to listen to me anymore about that.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’m coming with you.” Her smile was bright. “By the way, if you’re wondering why everyone’s looking at us like that, it’s because someone must have accidentally hit several buttons on the conference room phone earlier. I have no idea how that happened, but it appears the entire conversation was broadcast over the intercom.”

      “How odd,” Wade said, trying to hide a smile. “I can’t imagine how that would have happened either.”

      “One of life’s mysteries,” she said, her blue eyes wide and guileless. “Now, do you think we could swing by my desk on the way out? I have a box of my own to pick up.”

      “You don’t have to quit too,” he protested.

      “Oh yes I do,” she said grimly. “I’m sure as hell not staying here after that speech you gave.”

      “Neither am I,” Micah Warner said with a smirk. He had a photo of his husband and daughters in his hand and a leather briefcase over his shoulder. “That was quite the rousing speech.”

      “So,” Laurie said as she strolled up, carrying her own box of personal belongings. “Where’s the new agency meeting?”

      Wade choked out a laugh as he looked around at the three people who were apparently defecting with him. “Uhh, I don’t know that I actually want to start one. I want more time with my son and setting up a new agency is going to be a shitload of work.”

      He wanted more time with Trevor too and the life the three of them could build together.

      “Good for you,” Kendall said with a stubborn tilt of her chin. “You can decide what you want to do with your life but we’re starting a new agency, with or without you.”

      “You are, huh?” Wade said with a startled laugh.

      “Yes. Laurie and I have been planning this since you started your investigation. The problem is, we have nowhere to go.”

      Micah shrugged. “I’m in for sure, but I’m not going to be much help in that regard. We’re not going to get any work done at my place with the girls wreaking havoc.”

      He had triplet daughters so Wade could imagine his home was filled with plenty of chaos.

      “Uh, well, I do have a home office,” Wade admitted. “And a big dining room table. I guess you could set up there if you want?”

      Kendall smiled. “Perfect. Okay, people. Follow me.”

      Since Wade had no idea what the hell else to do, he fell into step behind his assistant. He was pretty sure she was in charge now and he was totally on board with that.

      As they waited by the elevators, a wary security guard watched the four of them, probably making sure they weren’t going to cause more problems. Wade had already created enough chaos for one morning though, so the guy had nothing to worry about.

      “You sure know how to start a revolution,” Micah Warner muttered under his breath as the elevator doors opened.

      “I wasn’t trying!” Wade protested with a laugh.

      Micah grinned. “Well, imagine what you could do if you tried.”
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        * * *

      

      “How’s your day going so far?” Trevor squinted at his phone, confused by what he saw on the screen. That definitely wasn’t Lake Michigan behind Wade. It looked like the bookcase in his house. “Are you working from home today? I thought you were planning to go into the office.”

      “Uh, well, it’s been interesting. I am at home. Funny story about that actually.” He scratched the back of his head.

      “What happened?”

      “Well, I quit my job. And might have started my own agency. Or maybe Kendall did.”

      Trevor stared, open-mouthed, at his phone. “What?”

      On the screen, Wade shrugged. “I don’t know either. It all happened kind of fast.”

      “Uhh, I think you better start at the beginning then.”

      Trevor shifted on the hotel room bed, adjusting the ice pack on his shoulder. It had gotten pretty banged up in the game against Dallas two nights ago.

      He listened carefully as Wade described what had happened at work.

      When Wade was done telling him about his morning, Trevor shook his head. “Shit, Wade. I didn’t expect you to quit.”

      “How could I stay there after that? They’ll keep doing what they’re doing and I’m not willing to help them any longer.”

      “Do you want to own your own agency?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I’ve also considered some kind of player advocacy position somewhere. I’m not sure what I want. I just know I want to be home with Braden more. I want to make sure whatever I do allows me to have more time with him. And with you, of course.”

      That made Trevor smile. “Do you need to decide right away?”

      “Not immediately. I have plenty of savings, so I have some time to figure it out, but I don’t want to leave Laurie and Kendall in the lurch.”

      “They quit too?”

      “Yes. Along with another agent. Micah Warner.”

      “He’s the baseball guy you were telling me about a while ago?”

      “Yes.”

      “Huh. Seems like a lot of people are on board with the idea of a more ethical sports agency already.”

      “I didn’t plan this,” Wade said with a tired groan. “My goal was never to shake everything up. I knew it was a risk when we started this investigation, but I never dreamed it would come to this.”

      “I get it. Do you regret exposing him?”

      Wade frowned. “No. Of course not.”

      “Good.”

      “How’s the team doing?”

      “As well as can be expected. Everyone’s a little low right now.”

      This morning, practice had lacked its usual energy and Trevor wasn’t sure how they were going to get it back. It was one thing to play full-out playoff hockey. It was another thing to do it while carrying the emotional weight of everything that had happened recently.

      They wanted to win but it felt like they stood at the bottom of a tall mountain and every step forward they took, the ground crumbled under them. They needed some kind of spark, something to reignite that fire within them.

      Team loyalty was always what helped them get over that hump when they were exhausted and battered and struggling but it had taken a beating lately.

      “I wish I could be there for your game tomorrow,” Wade said, sounding a little wistful.

      Trevor sighed. “Me too.”

      

      
        
        Evanston River Otters Owner Implicated in Drunk Driving Cover-Up

        Following the shocking revelations of domestic abuse by Otters defenseman Jack Malone and his subsequent arrest, more news from the beleaguered organization has recently been released.

        Andrew Hale, the current NHL commissioner, spoke to the press today and confirmed that an investigation is taking place.

        “It has been brought to our attention that the current owner of the Evanston River Otters, James Franklin, has been implicated in a fatal hit-and-run car accident a decade prior. According to sources, Robert Malone was a witness to this event, and did not come forward to the authorities at that time.

        It is believed that this knowledge was used as blackmail against the team owner. An internal investigation is being conducted into if this led to the subsequent favors done for Jack Malone within the franchise, including pressure on the HR department to ignore several instances of sexual harassment within the organization.”

        Further details are still forthcoming and at this time, James Franklin has not been charged with any crime.

        A full police investigation into this matter is currently underway.
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      The following night, as Trevor dressed for the second game against Dallas, Zane Murphy rose to his feet.

      The room fell silent.

      Zane had always been good with pre-game speeches and Trevor knew it would be especially important tonight. If anyone could get them going, it was their captain.

      “Okay, boys. I’m not gonna lie. The last game we played was rough. None of us played well. But we’re not out of this yet. The noise of the people who are saying shit about us is loud. And I know some of you never asked to be a part of this. But we’re here now, and while there are so many things I wish had gone differently, I want to tell you I don’t regret what we did. Do you know why?”

      A couple of the guys shook their heads.

      “Because of this.” Zane held up his phone and waved it a little. “Because of the messages of support that are coming in. I know we’re all feeling a little low, but I think we need to hear this right now. I’m going to read some of what our fans have said.”

      He cleared his throat. “One commented, ‘I genuinely love hockey but years of seeing the way problematic players were allowed to continue playing all in the name of winning made me distance myself from the sport. You’ve made me reconsider becoming an active fan again’.”

      Zane looked up at them, allowing that to sink in before he continued. “Someone else said, ‘The Otters team speaking out about such an important topic gives me hope that the league can adapt and grow’.”

      “And another. ‘As someone who deeply loves hockey, it hurts to see the toxic underbelly of what has been hidden for so long. But I am so, so grateful that the Evanston Otters team has shown me that there’s still hope for the sport. I have to believe that players with integrity will persevere, and I support what you’ve done wholeheartedly’.”

      He paused, clearing his throat again. “Another fan said, ‘Thank you for speaking up! I’m an Otters fan for life. Your statement in support of Carlie Malone has left me feeling hopeful for the sport and community I love’.”

      Trevor listened to every word Zane spoke, a little choked up, an unmistakable feeling of pride building within him.

      Zane took a deep breath. “This one was tough to read but I think it might be one of the most important we hear. ‘Thank you, thank you for speaking up for us who weren’t able to! I was married to a former pro player. I reported him to the police and there was a half-hearted investigation before the case was closed. His teammates stood by him and never looked me in the eye after that. I didn’t have the guts to leave him, and it was only his death following a car accident that finally freed me from the years of abuse he inflicted on me. The courage that Carlie Malone has shown in speaking up and the fact that the Otters team stood with her instead of their teammate means everything to me. Nothing will entirely heal the emotional and physical scars he left me with, but this gives me so much hope for the future. For real, lasting change’.”

      Zane lowered his phone and took a seat. The room was silent.

      “Shit,” Cooper muttered.

      Trevor nodded, feeling the press of Kelly’s shoulder against his on one side, Cooper’s on the other. They were a reassuring reminder that they were in this together.

      Coach Daniels stepped forward. “Boys, I want you all to know how proud of you I am. This isn’t the way we wanted to start this series. We’re all dealing with the fallout from this unfortunate situation but whatever happens in the game tonight, I want you to go out there with your heads high because you have already done something great. I want us to win the Cup but even if we don’t, I can go to bed at night content knowing that we didn’t win it on the backs of someone else.”

      He glanced around the room.

      “If we lose, it will not be because we have failed as a team. But because we made a choice to do what was right. There are people who will tell you that you made the wrong choice. They don’t matter. I’ve been a part of this sport a long time and what you have done is uphold the honor of the game. Men like you are why hockey is the greatest sport out there.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Coach,” Ryan said roughly, blowing his nose on one of the towels they usually used to wipe up sweat. “Stop it with inspiring sports movie speeches before you make me fuckin’ cry.”

      The team laughed and Trevor wiped his nose on his jersey sleeve. He caught a couple of other guys surreptitiously doing the same.

      “Fuckin’ right,” Trevor muttered.

      A couple of guys tapped their sticks in solidarity.

      Coach Daniels chuckled and looked around the room. “Every single one of you has it within you to be even greater. To prove that you’re champions in every sense of the word. Tonight, I want you to play with everything you have in you. You’ve shown the world what kind of men you are. Now show them what kind of players you are too.”

      “Who’s ready to goooo?” Ryan bellowed, leaping to his feet.

      With that, they all rose, clapping hard.

      Trevor hugged his teammates, soaking up the feeling in the locker room, the energy that had turned from despair to hope.

      They had a long way to go, but maybe they weren’t quite out of the running yet.
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      “Wade Cannon, right?”

      Wade turned to look at a smiling young woman wearing a teal Otters jersey. Her brown hair fell around her face in soft waves and there was something so familiar about her hazel eyes that Wade immediately knew who she was. “Yes. You’re Trevor’s sister, right? Niki?”

      “I am. I mostly go by Nicole now, but Trevor still calls me Niki.” She rolled her eyes, but her smile was fond.

      “Nice to meet you, Nicole.” Wade held out a hand. “If it makes you feel any better, I call my sister Hannah Banana.”

      She laughed as she shook his hand. “I guess it’s good to know it could always be worse.”

      “So, I understand you’re a nursing student?” he asked.

      She brightened. “I am!”

      Wade spoke to her for a while about school and her plans for the future as they waited for the team to finish their postgame routines and media.

      He glanced over at Braden a few times to check on him, but he was happily playing with the Tremblay kids, absorbed in something on a tablet screen.

      Wade wondered what Trevor would think of him and Braden showing up in Dallas like this. Wade already had lower bowl tickets to the next two Otters games for both of them, but last night he’d impulsively bought flights to Dallas.

      He’d reached out to Samantha, who’d made sure he had access to watch from the team suite and hang out in the family lounge after the game.

      Everyone had been welcoming, but he felt an odd flutter of nerves now.

      Would Trevor feel like Wade was checking up on him?

      “I want you to know how amazing what you did was,” Niki said softly.

      Wade turned to look at her. “What I did?”

      “Yeah. Outing their scumbag former teammate.”

      “Ahh.” He shrugged. “It was the team. I helped facilitate it, but they led it all.”

      “Including my brother.”

      Wade nodded. “He told me about your family’s history. I think it became very personal to him.”

      “I’m glad he had you to help him through it.” She looked a little sad. “He’s always trying to be there for everyone else, but he said you were supportive and he needs that more than he’ll ever admit.”

      “I’m glad he let me be there for him,” Wade admitted. Funny, he’d spent all these years thinking he wanted a partner to help him out, to shoulder half the load. And yeah, that was nice. He hoped he and Trevor would get to that point.

      But he was glad to be there for Trevor. To help support him. To show him what he was capable of, when he trusted himself enough to grow into the man he was meant to be.

      “Wade?”

      He turned to see Trevor looking at him, surprise written all over his face.

      “What are you doing here?” Trevor stepped a little closer.

      “I came to see you.”

      “Yeah?” Trevor smiled.

      “Yeah.” Wade gestured to where his son sat. “Braden and I both did. We knew this was going to be a tough game for you. I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s more than okay.” Trevor cupped Wade’s cheeks and kissed him there in front of his teammates and their families.

      Relieved, Wade kissed him back. He meant to keep it short, but Trevor would have none of it. He drove his tongue between Wade’s lips and kissed him thoroughly. Wade slid his hands along Trevor’s back and pressed their bodies more tightly together.

      It felt good to have him in his arms again.

      Eventually, a loud wolf-whistle made Trevor draw back, looking half-embarrassed, half-pleased with himself.

      He turned to his teammates, and he reached down to take Wade’s hand, the tilt of his chin defiant. “Hey, if you all get to be obnoxiously sappy, so do I!”

      Niki made a face. “I don’t know that I ever want to see my brother make out with anyone like that, but you do look happy, Trev.”

      He turned and swept his sister up in a big hug, spinning her around.

      She thumped his shoulders. “Put me down, you oaf,” Niki said but she was laughing.

      Wade couldn’t believe how similar their smiles were.

      When Niki was finally on her feet again, Trevor tucked her under his arm, and kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad you’re both here,” he said. “You met Wade already, I take it?”

      “Yeah,” Niki said, smiling. “We’re old friends already and I’ve told him your embarrassing secrets.”

      Trevor just laughed, meeting Wade’s gaze over the top of her head as he finally let go of his sister. “Pretty sure he already knows them.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Wade teased. “I am sure there are a still a few to learn.”

      “Trevor!” Braden shouted, running over, and skidding to a stop in front of him. “Hi! Surprise!”

      Trevor laughed and squeezed his shoulder. “Hey, Braden. This was a great surprise. I am glad you could all be here. Did you meet my sister yet?”

      “No.” Braden grew a little shy, peeking at Niki from under his Otters’ ball cap. “Hi.”

      “Niki, this is Braden. Wade’s son.”

      Trevor smiled down at Braden. “Braden, this is my sister, Niki. She came from Missouri to see me play.”

      “Nice to meet you, Braden.”

      “Nice to meet you too.” He looked down, his cheeks turning a little pink and Wade suppressed a chuckle. Niki was very pretty.

      After a few minutes, the conversation apparently turned to topics that Braden deemed boring, because he wandered off to hang out with the Tremblay kids, momentary crush forgotten.

      “You played well tonight, Trev,” Niki said after Braden was gone. “Don’t think I didn’t see that assist you got.”

      Trevor beamed. “It felt good to get that W under our belt. We’ve got a long way to go but I think we’ve got a fighting chance now.”
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      That night, the Otters flew back home. Two days later, they won game three 2-1 and lost one of their call-ups to a torn ACL.

      Game four took Cooper out with a broken hand.

      It wasn’t pretty hockey they played that night.

      They barely squeaked by the 3-2 win in double overtime.

      Trevor had gotten a goal in the first period, then spent the first intermission with the trainers, getting his aching shoulder treated before going out for the remainder of the game.

      He could barely keep his eyes open as he brushed his teeth in Wade’s bathroom, then tumbled into his bed to sleep hard.

      Despite the pain in his shoulder, he slept on the flight to Dallas.

      They lost 3-1.

      A few days later, as Trevor settled on the bench for game six in Evanston, the weight of what they could potentially do tonight settled over him.

      The Otters were up 3 games to 2 with a chance to win at home tonight.

      This game could determine the winner. Either the Otters would bring home the Cup tonight or they’d go to game seven.

      The energy of the crowd was electric as the puck dropped.

      Evanston scored four minutes into the first period. It got rough after that, and after one of Dallas’s D-men ran over Hajek, Trevor got into it with him. He spent a few minutes in the penalty box for his troubles.

      After a quick consultation with a trainer, their goalie was helped off the ice, limping, while Trevor dabbed at his split lip and gritted his teeth, frustrated at being forced to cool his heels.

      He stole a glance at the crowd, searching for Wade, Braden, and Niki. They sat in the same section, just a few feet apart, and Trevor’s heart leapt at the sight of all three of them wearing his jersey.

      He’d never had that many people who cared about him rooting for him before.

      Back on the ice, he played with everything he had in him, and they were ahead 1-0 as they trooped into the locker room for the first intermission.

      Hajek returned to the net and Dallas tied the game up a minute into the second period.

      Three minutes into the third period, Trevor passed the puck to Jamie. He swept it around the net to Dean Tremblay, who fired in a beauty of a shot from the point.

      They collided on the ice in celebration, Jamie slamming into them with a roar, hugging them both.

      As they skated back to the bench, passing Zane and Ryan who headed out for their next shift, they tapped gloves.

      “That’s what I like to see,” Coach Daniels shouted when they were on the bench, shaking Trevor by the shoulders.

      Despite his exhaustion and the dull ache that had spread from his shoulder to his collarbone, Trevor laughed.

      After a particularly brutal boarding penalty against Dallas, Daniels called a time-out. “I don’t want anything fancy from you,” he said as they huddled close. “We’ve got three minutes left and we have a 2-1 lead to protect. Keep it clean and tight, boys. Give them no chances to score.”

      Halfway through his next shift, Trevor was sweat drenched, his thighs burning as he got in the way of Dallas’s third line forward every time he tried to get off a shot.

      “Fucking traitor,” the guy hissed. In the scramble to get the puck out of the corner, he whacked at Trevor’s shins.

      “At least I don’t support wife beaters,” Trevor snarled back, smacking him in retaliation.

      Startled, the guy lost focus for a split second, long enough for Trevor to snag the biscuit and take it up the ice to pass to Truro.

      And then it was just a matter of running out the clock as the final seconds ticked down.

      The sound of the buzzer to end the game was one of the sweetest noises Trevor had ever heard.

      He collided with Truro, shouting so loud in celebration his ears rang. Or maybe that was the roar of the Evanston crowd. It was hard to tell.

      He threw aside his stick and ripped off his helmet, flying toward his teammates pouring off the bench. He piled onto the celebration in the middle of the ice, crushed between them, screaming as he leapt onto Ryan Hartinger’s back.

      Several guys had tears streaking their cheeks, including their captain. It was chaos, even wilder than the last time.

      “We did it,” Cooper screamed in his ear as he came out on the ice. “Holy shit, we did it.”

      Kelly was wrapped around Lindy, legs around his waist, head buried against his neck. Jamie slammed into Trevor, and they spun around, nearly tipping over, laughing the whole time.

      Trevor shook people’s hands barely sure of who they were or why he was shaking them but too happy to care.

      Time passed, quick, then slow, every moment so bright and shining it seemed unreal. Trevor felt wild and unhinged and his heart beat so fast he thought it would explode when it was his turn to hoist the Cup overhead.

      He couldn’t even feel his shoulder as he took his lap with it, joy and exhilaration making the pain fade into the distance.

      After he handed the Cup off to Cooper, he spotted Wade, Braden, and Niki in the crowd on the ice.

      After all of the guys had made their laps and photos were taken, Trevor made his way over to them, trying to hug all three of them at once. Eventually he got his arms around his sister, lifting her off her feet as he hugged her.

      “Gross. You’re sweaty and disgusting,” she shouted but she was crying tears of joy.

      He kissed Wade on the mouth, then bent down and kissed the top of Braden’s head because he was so happy, he didn’t know what else to do.

      And then he kissed Wade again, hands trembling.

      “We did it,” he said, proud and disbelieving all at once. Half of him expected to wake up and find out it was a dream.

      “I knew you had it in you,” Wade whispered in his ear and Trevor had to kiss him again.

      “This is going to be on national TV,” Wade said, cupping Trevor’s cheek, but he was smiling too wide for Trevor to think he actually cared.

      “Good. I hope everyone sees it,” Trevor said fiercely.

      He stood there a moment, watching his teammates celebrate with their families and realized he had a family now too.

      The team, yes, because he’d been through the wringer with them, and he knew how lucky he was to be a part of a group like this.

      But Niki, Wade, and Braden were his too.

      It felt fitting to end the season with his arm around the man he loved.

      All those jokes about being the queerest team in the NHL and maybe it was true.

      The franchise was a mess, their GM and their owner were a disgrace. But they’d won the Cup anyway.

      Somehow, against all odds they’d done it.

      And they’d done it the right way.

      Trevor had never thought about it much but maybe Coach Daniels’ and Zane Murphy’s speeches had sunk in more than he’d realized.

      It mattered.

      It mattered that they hadn’t done it at anyone else’s expense.

      It mattered that they’d looked out for the people who needed protecting. Who should never have been put in that position to begin with.

      Trevor was a defenseman after all.

      He’d never thought that was his role off the ice too but maybe it was.

      Maybe that could be a part of his future.

      Maybe that was who he was supposed to be. Maybe he could do more to look out for the people who needed it.

      Wade slid a hand around his waist, leaning in to press a kiss to his temple. “I hope you know how fucking proud of you I am.”

      “Yeah, I do,” Trevor said with a lump in his throat.

      Braden looked at him with shining eyes and Trevor pulled him close too. Niki pressed her fingers to her lips, eyes shimmering with happiness for him, tears spilling down her cheeks as she watched them.

      Wade was his future. Wade and Braden.

      This wasn’t what Trevor had pictured for himself, but he wasn’t sorry his life had turned out this way.

      Wasn’t sorry to have been wrong about falling in love.

      “I love you,” he said, amazed by the way it felt, and Wade turned to look, startled and happy all at once.

      “I love you too,” Wade said roughly. “Now, go be with your team. I think you have some Champagne to enjoy.”

      Later, in the dressing room, Trevor fell to his knees and greedily drank from the Cup, sticky from the sparkling wine Ryan had laughingly sprayed at him, on top of the world.
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      The sun was hot on Trevor’s skin, the water a little cooler but still pleasant as it lapped at his body.

      He floated beside Wade in Jamie Walsh’s pool their fingers loosely tangled together.

      Kids shouted and laughed, and someone cannonballed into the water with a whoop, far away enough that Trevor only felt a few droplets land on his legs, and a moment later his inner tube gently rocked.

      The sky was blue and almost cloudless overhead, music played in the background, and Trevor could smell meat sizzling in the distance as someone—probably Jamie and Taylor’s dads—worked the massive grill.

      He didn’t have to lift his head to know that the Cup stood tall on a nearby table, watching over their celebrations, the Keeper standing guard to be sure nothing happened to the beloved trophy.

      “This is the life,” Trevor murmured, lazy and content, smiling up at the sky.

      Wade chuckled softly. “Thanks for sharing your celebrations with me.”

      “Any time,” Trevor said. He lazily turned his head to look at Wade.

      Damn.

      Wade looked so fucking good. He was sprawled in an inner tube much like the one Trevor floated in, his smile bright against his tan skin, incredible body on display in his brightly colored trunks.

      His eyes were hidden behind his mirrored sunglasses, but Trevor didn’t have to see them to know he was looking back as heatedly as Trevor looked at him.

      Life really was good.

      It had been three … no four days of celebrating their win. They’d had a big-ass parade and taken the Cup around what felt like everywhere worth visiting in Evanston.

      Trevor had been at least semi-drunk for most of it and there had been some great nights out celebrating with just the boys. At this point, it was all a little fuzzy, but unlike their win two years ago, the only person Trevor had drunkenly fucked was his boyfriend. That he was sure of.

      He didn’t want anyone else.

      The Cup had visited the EYSL where the kids had stared, wide-eyed or smiling big as they posed for pictures beside it. It had even made a trip to Roscoe’s Tavern where Trevor had been told he’d get free drinks for life.

      They’d taken the trophy to the shelter where Wade had adopted Pepperoni from, and many photos had been taken with pets inside the Cup or posing beside it.

      Apparently, donations were pouring in, and the shelter was nearly empty.

      Braden had been overjoyed by Pepperoni’s arrival on his birthday and the last time Trevor had seen Braden today, he was hanging out with the Tremblays, their new dog, Gary, romping around with Pepperoni in Jamie’s backyard.

      Trevor felt a little bad that Braden’s celebration had been overshadowed by the Cup stuff, but Wade assured him that Braden was too overjoyed by getting to hang out with the team and ride with them during the parade to care.

      The team and coaching staff, along with their friends and family, were at the pool party today, the perfect ending before the guys started to disperse, heading home for the off-season and their individual days with the Cup.

      Trevor’s Cup Day wasn’t until early August.

      Watched over by the Keeper, Trevor would take the trophy home to Missouri and see his mom. She and her boyfriend should be back from their trip to the Andes by then. He’d gotten a video call from her a few days ago and she’d looked so happy when he introduced her to Wade and Braden.

      A sharp whistle pulled Trevor from his thoughts, and he looked over at the edge of the pool where Ryan and Zane stood.

      The music had been paused and Ryan took his fingers from his mouth and said, “Okay, boys. Since we’re all here and sober-ish—”

      “I’m not!” Cooper shouted.

      “Then shut the fuck up,” Ryan said cheerfully.

      “Ooh, he said a bad word,” Ava Walsh said. She was sprawled on a zebra floaty to Trevor’s left in a bright pink bathing suit, wearing oversized purple sunglasses.

      “Apologies, miss,” Ryan replied. “But if the rest of you would all kindly shut your yaps, the captain would like to speak.”

      Zane elbowed his boyfriend in mock annoyance.

      He looked more relaxed than he had in months though, the weight of what he’d carried for the team gone from his shoulders, his smile easy and bright.

      “I don’t want to bring you guys down when we’re all celebrating, but I’ve been putting off this speech for a long time, waiting for the right time to break the news. I know some of you have heard the rumors that Ryan and I are retiring at the end of the season. It’s true.”

      There was a low muttering from the people clustered in and around the pool, but they grew quiet as Zane continued.

      “A few months ago, Ryan and I filled out an application with an agency to be matched with a surrogate. This morning, we signed the paperwork to make it official. With everything going on with the team, I considered putting my retirement off another year, but my hip is done. I’m scheduled for surgery at the end of July.”

      “Aww, c’mon,” Truro said. “You can come back from that and play some more, man.”

      “Yeah, I could,” Zane said with a nod. “But Ryan and I want a family and we both want to be home to raise our kids together. So, we’re hanging up our skates now and I’m gonna do my rehab while we go through the surrogacy stuff.”

      He shared a look with Ryan, who looped his arms around Zane and pulled him close, hugging him from behind.

      “Hopefully by this time next year, we’ll be dads,” Ryan said, with a little tremor to his voice like he was both nervous and excited.

      A few months ago, Trevor might have rolled his eyes at the way Ryan and Zane looked at each other. At how eager they were to start a family.

      He’d have thought it was ridiculous for them to retire at the same time.

      But Trevor got it now.

      He understood why Gabriel sat on the top step of the pool in the vee of Lance’s legs, Lance idly playing with his hair.

      It was the reason the Tremblays shared a single lounge chair.

      He knew why Taylor was perched in Jamie’s lap, curled up like a cat, and why Kelly sat side by side with Anders in a lounge chair, their bodies pressed together, their intertwined fingers resting against Anders’ chest, and why Brett held his wife Bethany close, his palm idly rubbing over her round belly.

      It was why Trevor had squeezed Wade’s hand tighter without realizing he did it.

      It was because sometimes there was a person who made your past a little easier to carry. Who held you close when life got tough.

      Sometimes, there was someone who you didn’t want to be apart from. No matter what.

      “Well, congratulations. I’m happy for you guys,” Coach Daniels said as he stepped forward to shake Zane’s and Ryan’s hands.

      He turned to face the rest of them. “And while this is going to mean some big changes for the team, I know you guys can handle it.”

      “The good news is I’m not going to be totally gone,” Zane added with a smile. “I’ve been offered a position in the head office so you’re still going to be seeing me around.”

      “And my face is going to be allll over your TVs,” Ryan said. “I’m in talks with one of the local networks about a color commentary position.”

      “Yuck!” Hajek shouted. “No one wants to see that.”

      Ryan raised his hand like he was going to flip him off, then clearly thought better of it.

      Trevor shook his head in amusement.

      Ryan was going to be an entertaining dad when the time came, that was for damn sure. Trevor almost felt sorry for Zane, except he’d only brought that on himself.

      Idiots.

      Trevor was happy for them. Even if they were abandoning the team.

      “What about you, Lindy?” Tremblay asked with a frown. “I mean, I’m happy for Zane and Ryan, but I heard rumblings that you’re leaving us too.”

      Anders nodded. “I am. I’ve got a skills camp to get up and running.”

      “Well fu—dge,” Cooper said with a sideways glance at Ava who beamed and gave him a double thumbs-up.

      “Jesus,” Tremblay muttered. “A new top line, a new GM, and a new owner in one fell swoop.”

      Hines had officially resigned, and Franklin had been forced to put the team up for sale.

      “You’re not leaving us, are you, Coach?” Trevor asked with a grimace. “I know you’ve talked about retirement.”

      Coach Daniels sighed heavily and glanced over at his wife. “We’ll see. I’d planned on retirement. But with the mess we’ve got in our franchise, I thought you yahoos might need me another year, and Lena said she’s willing to share me with you for one more season if the new GM is willing to keep me on.”

      “But!” Lena said, holding up her hand. “Only if you promise me that you’ll make it a stress-free season for him.”

      They all laughed.

      There was no such thing.

      “So, it’ll pretty much be a full rebuild,” Cooper said quietly.

      “Yes.” Daniels nodded. “It will. But I think that’s one of the greatest things about this team. We’ve had incredible players like Murphy, Hartinger, and Lindholm to anchor this team for years, but from the top to the bottom we are a complete team. I have faith that every single one of you is capable of greatness. Taking away the top line may leave the team without the obvious signs of leadership but every single one of you has the potential to be the next captain.”

      “Even me?” Kajota said from where he floated in the pool, sipping a beer, the rest of the six-pack bobbing in a cooler on ice nearby.

      Daniels cracked a smile. “It’ll take a few years for you, but yes.”

      The team laughed.

      “Do you know why we’re such a good team?” Daniels asked them when they quieted down.

      Everyone shook their heads. “Because we focus on potential. Because we see the player who isn’t performing well elsewhere”—he looked meaningfully toward Gabriel and Jamie—“and we give them a place to grow. We take players who have the raw talent but aren’t ready to shine yet and give them the chance to do so.” His gaze swept over Kelly and Trevor.

      Trevor felt a little shiver go down his spine and Wade squeezed his hand.

      “Most importantly, we’re a team that does it all with integrity. Even with the retirements and the chaos we’re in the middle of, I am confident about next season. I’m not saying we’ll be ready to bring home Mr. Stanley over there”—he nodded toward the shining Cup that had pride of place on a table nearby—“next season. But we’ll get there eventually. We’ll get there because you are good men. You’re ready to step up and be more. Do better. Lead by example. That’s what hockey’s about. That’s what this team is about.”

      He held up a sweating beer bottle. “To the best damn team in the league!”

      Trevor held up the mostly empty bottle in his free hand, toasting the team.

      “To the queerest team in the league!” Ryan shouted, and laughing, Trevor drank to that.
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      Several more beers, a burger, a brat, every conceivable side dish in existence, and two of Naomi Tremblay’s fucking delicious cupcakes later, Trevor was feeling no pain.

      Night had fallen and although the party had thinned out some, it was still going strong. The kids had gone to the basement to watch a movie.

      Trevor sat in a patio chair sipping a beer, shooting the shit with the boys.

      This morning, Trevor had gone to the barber shop to have his playoff beard shaved off. He’d gotten a haircut too. He looked a lot better but now the shaved sides felt strangely naked and sensitive.

      Wade stood behind him as they talked, absently rubbing his shoulders. Every time he grazed the spot behind Trevor’s ear with his thumb, Trevor felt it down to his toes.

      Trevor was torn between wanting the lazy happy feeling inside of him to never go away and wanting to haul Wade off to some dark corner and get his hands and mouth on him.

      Wade bent down, his breath warm against the back of Trevor’s neck, sending another shudder down his spine. “You like that, huh?”

      “Mm-hmm,” Trevor murmured.

      He shifted a little in his chair, his dick starting to chub up. If he wasn’t careful, it would be obvious in the thin swim trunks he wore, though he’d been out of the pool long enough that the warm summer air had dried them.

      Wade had fucked him this morning, but greedily, Trevor wanted him again. Felt like he could never get enough.

      When Wade moved like he was going to straighten, Trevor reached up, blindly catching the back of his head to keep him in place.

      “Go inside and wait in the bathroom by the back door,” he whispered. “I’ll follow you in a few.”

      “Yeah?” Wade’s grip tightened.

      “Yeah.”

      Trevor let go and Wade stood up straight.

      “Gotta take a leak,” he said, his tone casual. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

      A couple of the guys murmured a response, but most of them were too hazy with drinks or the general good mood to pay him or Trevor too much attention.

      Trevor waited as long as he could stand it before he excused himself, waggling his empty beer bottle in a universal gesture of “I need a refill.”

      “Anyone need anything?” he asked but thankfully, no one took him up on it.

      Trevor ducked inside the bathroom, locked the door behind him, then pushed Wade up against the wall. He kissed him with every bit of the hunger that had been building up in him all day.

      “I need you,” he whispered against Wade’s mouth. “Now.”

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “This.”

      Trevor pressed their lips together as he slipped a hand into the front of Wade’s dry trunks, circling his dick with his fingers. Wade’s skin was a little damp from sweat, slick enough for Trevor’s hand to slide along his length, growing harder with every stroke as they made out.

      Wade tasted of beer and chocolate and Trevor let out a choked gasp when Wade slid his hands beneath the back of Trevor’s swimsuit and cupped his ass.

      Trevor pressed against him, dizzy from a heady mix of drinks, too much sun, and the need he felt for Wade, a little clumsy as he stroked, distracted by the slide of his tongue.

      “Come here.” Wade’s hands were big and warm as he pushed Trevor’s suit down. With his free hand, Trevor did the same to Wade.

      He gasped when their cocks pressed together, hot and hard.

      Wade spat in his palm and took them both in his hand, stroking.

      Trevor tilted his head back, Wade’s movements quick and rough enough to make Trevor cry out softly with need.

      Everything went hazy after that and Trevor got lost in the pleasure building low in his gut and the feel of Wade’s mouth against his throat, sucking at his skin.

      “God, Trevor,” Wade panted.

      “I know.” Trevor shuffled back a little, pulling Wade with him. He leaned against the sturdy vanity; the marble top cold against his bare ass. He wanted Wade to lift him onto it and spread him open, fuck him deep, but they didn’t have the time or the supplies for it, so he hung on, his fingers digging into the caps of Wade’s shoulders.

      Wade spat into his palm again and closed his hand tightly around their lengths, his strokes short and choppy, intent on bringing them both toward release now.

      Trevor shuddered when Wade hit a particularly sensitive spot, his balls tightening with need.

      “Almost there,” Trevor whispered, gripping Wade’s bicep, feeling it flex with every stroke. Trevor suddenly wished he could watch them together and wondered if he could talk Wade into doing this in front of the wide mirror in his bathroom sometime.

      “Yeah, come on. Come for me, Trevor,” Wade rasped.

      He was sweating a little now and Trevor leaned forward and buried his head against Wade’s shoulder, tasting sunscreen and salty sweat against his lips. A few strokes later, Trevor bit down, muffling his shouted release against Wade’s skin, everything growing slick between their bodies as he came.

      Wade shuddered and came a few strokes later, his desperate groan quieted by the press of his mouth to Trevor’s hair as he worked both of them through the aftershocks.

      When they were both boneless and panting and Wade had let their dicks go in favor of gripping his hip with a sticky hand, Trevor turned his head and kissed the side of Wade’s neck, overwhelmed by the flutter of his pulse in his throat and his heart thumping against Trevor’s chest, the hard grip of his arm around Trevor’s back the only thing keeping Trevor upright.

      His knees felt like water, and it was only a little bit because of the force of his orgasm.

      Trevor had spent so many years having sex with people he didn’t give a shit about. Refusing to get close to anyone. And now he cared so much it was overwhelming.

      It was more than he knew what to do with sometimes. He felt so much it was almost painful. But he never wanted it to end.

      “Love you,” he whispered, voice thicker than he expected.

      Wade kissed his hair. “Love you too. More than you can imagine.”

      But Trevor didn’t have to imagine it because Wade was right here, and Trevor could feel it.
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        * * *

      

      “You two better not have made a mess of my bathroom,” Jamie Walsh shouted, pounding on the door and breaking them from their embrace.

      Wade straightened with a sheepish grin at Trevor.

      “We’ll be out in a minute,” Trevor called back but he reached up and grabbed Wade by the back of the neck, drawing him down for a filthy kiss that promised that if both of them were still sober enough to get it up later tonight, he’d be ready for more.

      “Love you,” Trevor whispered again when he pulled back, reaching for a towel to clean up with.

      Wade’s heart soared at those words. Every time, it felt so damn good to hear Trevor say them.

      He’d said them in the flush of happiness and raucous celebration following the Cup win. Wade had said it back, wondering if he’d remember it the next day but Trevor had said it so many times since then that Wade knew he meant it.

      Trevor sounded a little surprised every time he spoke the words aloud, but he looked happy when he did, like it was a delightful surprise to feel them in his mouth.

      Wade had never felt happier to hear them.

      “Love you too,” he whispered back. He squeezed Trevor’s hip and turned away to wash the sticky mess from his hand and stomach.

      They cleaned up the best they could, then walked out of the bathroom carrying dirty hand towels.

      Jamie Walsh stared at them, arms crossed, eyes narrowed.

      “Gross,” he said but the corner of his mouth turned up and he looked more amused than upset when he pointed to the nearby washer, which was already half-filled with wet beach towels. “Toss them in there.”

      “Sorry about that,” Wade said, but he wasn’t sure anyone would take him seriously when he was smiling so much.

      “Good thing none of the kids wandered up,” Jamie retorted. “Now, do you think you two can behave yourself if I go check on them?”

      “I make no promises,” Trevor said with a laugh.

      Wade shrugged. “Sorry. He’s a bad influence.”

      “I’m a bad influence?” Trevor protested.

      “You were the one who kissed me in my office the first time and told me to meet you in the bathroom just now,” Wade reminded him. “Sounds like a bad influence to me.”

      “You love it, and you know it,” Trevor said, smacking his ass.

      Jamie snorted.

      “And you gave me shit for being so sappy, Underhill,” he threw over his shoulder as he walked away, shaking his head.

      “That reminds me,” Ryan Hartinger said as he stepped into the mudroom/laundry area. His face and chest were a little red from all the sun he’d gotten in the past few days, his nose beginning to peel. “I believe you owe me a video. You lost our bet.”

      Trevor groaned and gave him a rueful smile. “Guess I do.”

      “What’s this dare?” Wade asked, curious, glancing between them.

      “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough,” Ryan said with a grin. “It’s gonna be alllll over social media.”

      “As his former agent, I find that statement alarming,” Wade admitted. “As his boyfriend, I’m both intrigued and terrified by it.”

      Trevor grinned. “Better get used to it. You’re stuck with me now.”

      Smiling, Wade followed the guys into the backyard.

      Someone had lit a fire in the firepit, and most of the guys had migrated over to it. Wade settled onto a comfortable outdoor bench, slinging an arm over the back of it. Trevor took a seat next to him, leaning against Wade’s side with a contented noise.

      Wade’s job was still a bit up in the air. He’d been helping Micah, Laurie, and Kendall wrangle the beginnings of their fledgling new agency. One that several prominent agents from around the country had approached them to take part in.

      But Wade didn’t know what he wanted yet. He might hop on board, or he might be a silent investor and do something else with his life. For once, he wasn’t worried about it. He was going to enjoy a little time off with Trevor and Braden, then decide when he was ready.

      The noise in the backyard rose as a few of the kids streamed out of the house, chattering excitedly about the movie they’d watched.

      Braden made a beeline for Wade and Trevor, waving a long stick. “That was so fun! Andre and I wanna watch the sequel.”

      “We can figure out a time for him to come over and do that. Where’s the dog though?” Wade asked with a frown, looking around.

      “He’s asleep downstairs,” Braden said with a sunny smile. His hair was wild from swimming and letting it air dry. “Don’t worry, I made sure he peed before we went down to the basement.”

      “Good. Thank you,” Wade said with a smile. He was impressed with how responsible Braden had been looking after the new addition to their family. “Hey, before you go, are you hungry? Have you had anything to eat besides cupcakes?”

      “Yep, Mrs. Tremblay made us eat burgers and veggies first. We’re gonna roast marshmallows for s’mores now,” Braden said happily, waving the stick again. “I always burn mine though. Would you help me, Trevor?”

      Wade opened his mouth to remind Braden that this night was for Trevor to relax and enjoy himself, but he stood with a smile and a ruffle of Braden’s hair. “Sure. I’d be happy to.”

      For a few minutes, Wade watched them stand side by side, silhouetted by the fire. Trevor laughed at something Braden said and Braden tilted his head back, looking at him with adoring eyes and Wade felt something deep and heavy in his chest.

      Something that felt a lot like forever.

      “He’s good with your son,” Coach Daniels said as he walked by, hand in hand with his wife, on their way out.

      “Yeah. He really is.” Wade smiled contentedly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Jeep bounced over ruts in the ground and Trevor let out a groan. “Oh my God, how far in the middle of nowhere does your sister live?”

      Wade laughed. “Just a little farther, I promise. It’ll be worth it.”

      Trevor was tempted to argue that there was no way that could be true, but as Wade steered the Jeep around a curve, Trevor’s jaw dropped.

      Wade slowed to a stop by a fence Trevor recognized from the photo on Wade’s home office desk and put the vehicle in park.

      In the distance, a herd of horses grazed in a green field, the low mountains rising behind them.

      “Wow,” Trevor whispered. “You weren’t kidding.”

      “Look! There’s Aunt Hannah!” Braden called out and Trevor turned to see a woman on horseback approach the vehicle at a trot.

      She slowed to a stop next to Trevor’s door and smiled. “So, you’re the guy who’s been making my brother and nephew so happy, huh?”

      Trevor smiled and reached out to take Wade’s hand, threading their fingers together. “Yeah, I guess I am.”
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        * * *

      

      “You look good in that suit,” Wade said under his breath as they walked down the red carpet.

      “You like it?” Trevor smoothed a hand along his light blue tuxedo. It had deeper blue velvet lapels and a matching bow tie. Cooper had chirped him about it, but Trevor thought he looked damn good.

      “I do. I think it’ll look better on the floor of the hotel bedroom later though,” Wade murmured in his ear.

      Trevor grinned as a camera flashed, blinding him momentarily.

      He’d never been to the NHL awards before. But how could he not show up? Gabriel was up for the Norris Trophy for best defenseman and Zane was up for the Lady Byng Memorial Trophy for best sportsmanship and gentlemanly conduct.

      Trevor was pretty sure they were both shoo-ins this year.

      Although the initial backlash had been rough, the tide of public opinion was firmly in their favor now.

      The trial was still months away, but Trevor had received a brief letter with no return address from Carlie that said that she had a new job, and the kids were settling into their new home well.

      This trip to Vegas was a chance for the team to celebrate and it was the second stop on the summer vacation Trevor was taking with Wade and Braden. They’d flown into Sacramento, then rented a car and spent a week with Wade’s sister on her ranch in Northern California.

      After a great week riding horses and enjoying the time with Wade’s family, they’d driven to Vegas where Trevor had reunited with some of his team.

      As they made their way along the red carpet, Trevor wasn’t thrilled with having to stop for pictures and answer questions, but eventually, they escaped into the auditorium and Trevor settled into a seat next to Ryan Hartinger.

      On his far side, Zane leaned forward. “So, did you hear the news?”

      “What news?” Trevor had spent most of the day with Wade and Braden at the indoor theme park, then the aquarium and hadn’t taken his phone out much, except to snap some pictures.

      “The Otters officially have new ownership.”

      “Shit. Really?”

      “Yeah. Charles and Anabel Prescott, the owners of Prescott Helmets, are buying the team.”

      Trevor considered the idea. At least they knew hockey.

      “Should be a good change of pace from what we had before, that’s for damn sure,” Ryan said.

      “And they’re LGBTQ friendly, so that’s great,” Wade said.

      Trevor glanced over, nodding. God. He looked fantastic in his suit too, even if it was a boring black. It wouldn’t stay on long tonight anyway.

      “Their son, Lowell, and his husband, Brent, are involved in a lot of the local charities,” Zane added, pulling Trevor’s attention back. “I think you met them at the New Year’s Eve event earlier this year, Trevor.”

      “Yeah, I vaguely remember them,” he said.

      “Brent’s been doing a ton of work with Gabriel on player safety, particularly around head trauma and CTE. You guys will be in good hands next season, I think.”

      “It’ll be weird without you two and Lindy,” Trevor admitted.

      Zane shot him a small smile. “It’ll be weird to not be on the ice. But I won’t be far, I promise. Besides, you’re in the running to be part of the new leadership.”

      “What now?” Trevor asked hoarsely.

      “Yeah, your name got thrown around for next year. I mean, nothing’s decided yet but you, Gabriel, and Dean are all in the mix.”

      Trevor laughed a little, disbelieving. “Theriault and Tremblay, sure. But me? No way. And c’mon, Cooper’s been here longer than I have.”

      Zane shrugged. “I’m just saying, people have taken notice of the way you stepped up this season. Think about it, at least.”

      Trevor glanced over at Wade who had a smug ‘I told you so’ smile on his face.

      Trevor squeezed his hand and the lights dimmed briefly, indicating that the awards ceremony was about to begin.
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        * * *

      

      To absolutely no one’s surprise, Gabriel Theriault and Zane Murphy took home both trophies.

      But after Zane was presented with his award, no one expected Ryan Hartinger to appear on stage and drop to one knee, least of all his boyfriend, who stared down at him, open-mouthed.

      Although the award show organizers must have known it was coming, because Wade stared in astonishment as romantic music swelled in the background and the spotlight zeroed in on them.

      Handsome in his classic black tuxedo with a rainbow bow tie, Ryan held out a ring box to Zane, the microphones easily picking up his words.

      “The day we were put on a line together in college, I knew we’d be something special on the ice together. After so many years skating with you and winning two Cups together, I can’t imagine my career without you by my side. You are an incredible hockey player and the best man I’ve ever known. Now that we’re hanging up our skates, I know there’s no one else I want by my side off the ice. What do you say, Zane? Will you marry me and be my winger for life?”

      Zane blinked a few times, shaking his head with a fond smile as he looked down at Ryan. “Get up, you idiot.”

      Ryan grinned, not moving an inch. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes.” Zane’s grin was at least as bright as Ryan’s. “That’s a yes. Of course, it’s a yes.”

      “Thank fucking God.” Ryan got to his feet and cracked open the box, sliding a band onto Zane’s left-hand ring finger with a huge smile. “I was afraid you were going to say we needed to win another Cup.”

      Zane laughed and said something too quiet for Wade to hear.

      There was a round of applause from the audience, and when Ryan planted a big kiss on Zane, carefully dipping him, a few whistles rang out. The applause got louder the longer the kiss went on and the crowd was on their feet laughing and cheering by the time Ryan finally righted them, Zane blinking a little dazedly.

      They walked off the stage to friendly hoots and catcalls and Wade’s smile stretched ear to ear, his palms aching with how hard he’d clapped.

      There were probably a few guys in the crowd who weren’t happy to see such a public display of affection, but Wade didn’t bother looking around for them. They didn’t matter.

      Wade felt nothing but pride and happiness for the pair.

      There was still a long way to go but it was amazing to see how far the sport had come.
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        * * *

      

      Although Wade wanted to hustle Trevor back to their hotel room immediately after the ceremony, after the proposal, drinks with the team were in order.

      The group was slow to leave the lobby of the hotel, frequently stopped by people offering their congratulations to Zane and Ryan, the rest of the guys milling around and catching up with friends while they waited.

      Wade spoke briefly to Dustin Fowler and congratulated him on his Ted Lindsay Award for Most Outstanding Player. Although Toronto hadn’t won the Cup, Dustin’s personal season had been spectacular.

      Wade introduced him to Trevor, and he congratulated them, then wandered off to talk to Jamie and his boyfriend, Taylor. Taylor’s friend Charlie was there, having tagged along to keep an eye on Jamie’s daughter Ava.

      Apparently, he’d been roped into coming out for drinks tonight though, because when Wade checked in on Braden, he was happily hanging out at the hotel pool with a few kids from the team, including Ava and Andre Tremblay.

      The kids were carefully watched over by a few of the team WAGs.

      When Wade apologized to Naomi Tremblay for being stuck on babysitting duty, she laughed. “Oh, I volunteered for this. Believe me, I’d rather get out of these heels and hang out with the kids than go to a loud club or bar any day of the week. Dean will put in a little time and toast his teammates, then come back to hang out with the kids. We’re homebodies when it comes down to it. You go enjoy your evening out.”

      “Thanks,” Wade said with a smile. “But do let me know if you ever want a date night with your husband. I’d be happy to have your kids over and I know Braden would love to spend more time with Andre.”

      “That I might take you up on sometime,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “Now, go on and enjoy your evening.”

      Ryan had made reservations at a lounge not too far from the hotel and they walked there, enjoying the warm, dry desert night air.

      The Otters players who had attended the ceremony were all there, along with a few guys from around the league. Noah Boucher had presented the Vezina Trophy tonight, for Best Goaltending, and he joined them at the club with his boyfriend, Simon Lawrence.

      “I want to thank you for what you did,” Wade said, clapping the retired goalie on the arm as they waited to get into the club. “You have no idea how much you coming out meant to guys like me who couldn’t do that when we played.”

      “It was time,” Noah said with a warm smile. “And I think it worked out pretty well for us, eh?”

      Wade looked around, nodding, his throat a little tight as he looked at the mix of guys around him, the people they loved standing beside them openly, regardless of gender.

      Thankful, Wade pressed a hand to Trevor’s back and he glanced away from his conversation with Kelly with a soft look and leaned into the touch before looking away.

      “Yeah, it worked out pretty well,” Wade agreed thickly.

      The club was quiet enough that they could carry on a conversation and the drinks flowed. Laughter was frequent and the toasts were too, everyone eager to celebrate the winners and congratulate the newly engaged couple.

      But later that night, as Wade wove his way through the crowd to get back to the tables the team had taken over, he spotted Charlie Monaghan glowering at Dustin Fowler, a hand pressed to his chest like he was pushing him away.

      Concerned, Wade slowed to a stop.

      Dustin had always seemed like a nice guy in the years they’d worked together, but Wade had to be sure he wasn’t getting pushy with Charlie. Wade had met Charlie a couple of times now and the figure skater seemed feisty enough to take care of himself but it was better to be safe than sorry.

      He’d never again stand idly by.

      “I did not agree to go on a date with you at the Cup party if you won the stupid trophy tonight, you asshole,” Charlie said. “You made that up.”

      “Aww, are you sure, Kitten? Just one date? I mean, you were the one who kissed me that night.”

      “That wasn’t a kiss!” Charlie said, his nostrils flaring. “You looked like you were choking on a pretzel!”

      “I was choking. But you’re the one who gave me mouth to mouth instead of the Heimlich.”

      “I’m not a paramedic!” Charlie protested. “I’m an interior designer. How am I supposed to know what to do in an emergency?”

      “I think you just wanted an excuse to get your lips on mine. It’s okay. I know I’m irresistible.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. You’re infuriating is what you are,” Charlie said, raising his chin, his eyes narrowed. But he stepped closer and Dustin rested his elbows on the bar behind him, Charlie looming over him, tall in the high heels he wore. Wade found it interesting that he hadn’t dropped his hand from Dustin’s chest either. Charlie said something under his breath to Dustin, too low for Wade to hear.

      “Oh yeah?” Dustin cocked his head with a smirk, their mouths inches apart. “Wanna make a wager on that?”

      “I don’t know. What are the terms?” Charlie said, stepping back and crossing his arms, chin tilted defiantly.

      With a shake of his head, Wade walked away, relieved.

      Okay, that was foreplay if he’d ever seen it. Charlie was a big boy, and Wade was confident he could handle himself. And Dustin.

      Nothing for him to worry about there, except maybe some public indecency charges.

      And it was Sin City. They could probably get away with almost anything here.

      Wade slid into the booth beside Trevor, gently grasping his chin and turning his head to kiss him.

      “What was that for?” Trevor said a little breathlessly when it was over, sliding his hand up Wade’s thigh.

      “Just thinking about the first time we kissed,” he said, playing with the short hair at the nape of Trevor’s neck, prickly soft against his palm. “How much we disliked each other at the time.”

      Trevor smiled and grabbed the front of his shirt and tugged him closer, angling for another kiss. “Best decision I ever made.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
        It’s hard to believe this is the end of the series! I have loved every moment with all of these boys and I know you have to.

      

        

      
        The good news is, there are some exciting things coming in 2023 to look forward to!

      

        

      
        I will be publishing Road Rules on Amazon in ebook and paperback.

      

        

      
        If you’ve read the 45k novella available on Prolific Works, this will be a full-length version of Zane & Ryan’s story with additional content, including brand new scenes.

      

        

      
        Pre-order your copy of Road Rules now!
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        Plus, I’ll be launching the brand-new hockey series called #Relationship Goals.

      

        

      
        It will be set in Toronto and start off with a bang in Dustin & Charlie’s novel, The Husband Game, a wake up married story that I have been dying to tell since they appeared in Unwritten Rules.

      

        

      
        Pre-order The Husband Game now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BRIGHAM’S BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rules of the Game

      

      

      Join the pro hockey players who fight hard and love hard in the Rules of the Game Universe.

      The chronological reading order is Road Rules, Bending the Rules, Changing the Rules, Unwritten Rules, Rules of Engagement, and Breaking the Rules.

      Road Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your best friend.

      (A 45 k series prequel. Available exclusively through Prolific Works.)

      Bending the Rules: Rule #1: Never give up on love. Now available in audio!

      Changing the Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your coach.

      Unwritten Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your family’s sworn enemy.

      Rules of Engagement: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your brother’s best friend.

      Breaking the Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your agent.

      All titles coming soon in audio.
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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.

      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.

      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)

      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. Now available in audio.
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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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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 are 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      Want to read more of Brigham’s work, follow her on social media, or stay up to date on new releases and sales via her newsletter?

      Click here or scan the QR Code below to find all of Brigham’s links on Linktree.
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