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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I planned the Relationship Goals Series, I didn’t plan for Nico. But as I built the team roster, he started talking. And talking.

      And, well, we know how I love my side characters. So I revised the series plan to include him. And then he demanded his story come next. So I wrote it next.

      As August finds out in this book, Nico is pretty impossible to resist. He’s charming and not above making a total pest of himself to get what he wants.

      The good news is, he behaved very well when I wrote this book. He wouldn’t shut up but he very quickly told me what his story was and how to tell it. This is honestly one of the easier books I’ve ever written, despite the difficulty of the subject matter. So even though the research was a challenge, the book was a joy to write.

      I think that shines through in the story where even the darkest of moments for these guys has a bit of levity to it. Nico is a joyful person and nothing keeps him down for long. August would say he was just along for the ride (and sometimes I felt like that too) but August’s calm, steady presence also helped.

      Thank you to Sandy Bennett for your help figuring out how to wrangle Nico. It isn’t a task for the faint of heart.

      Thank you to Helena Stone, DJ Jamison, and Allison Hickman for your excellent beta feedback as always.

      Thank you to Lynnette Brisia for your hockey knowledge.

      Thank you to Dusty Kozan for your sensitivity reading and feedback to be sure I got Nico’s experience right.

      Thank you to Rebecca Fairfax for your edits, thank you to Melissa Womochil, Marie-Pierre D’Auteil, Julie Fouts Hanson, and Amy Gibson Leckinger for your thorough proofreading.

      I would be a disaster without all your hard work!

      As always, 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!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        BOOK BLURB

      

      
        TEAM ROSTER & GLOSSARY

      

      
        THE HEAD GAME

      

    

    
      
        CHAPTER ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      
        CHAPTER THREE

      

      
        CHAPTER FOUR

      

      
        CHAPTER FIVE

      

      
        CHAPTER SIX

      

      
        CHAPTER SEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER EIGHT

      

      
        CHAPTER NINE

      

      
        CHAPTER TEN

      

      
        CHAPTER ELEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER TWELVE

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER NINETEEN

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

      

      
        CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY

      

      
        CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

      

      
        EPILOGUE

      

    

    
      
        BRIGHAM’S BOOKS

      

      
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nico Arents Rushed to Hospital After In-Game Fall—Mystery Beau Revealed?

      

        

      
        The Fisher Cats defenseman is conscious and in stable condition following a seizure that occurred during the recent game against Buffalo.

      

        

      
        Updates indicate that while still hospitalized, he’s hopeful for a quick return to the ice.

      

        

      
        The incident raises serious questions after referee August Manning was spotted in the same hospital shortly after Arents was admitted.

      

        

      
        Recent rumors have swirled around Arents’ involvement with someone within the league. Could Manning be the mystery man?

      

        

      
        A credible source claims the two are engaged. “He has been so doting! He’s barely left Nico’s side.”

      

        

      
        Tongues are wagging as their off-ice involvement throws Manning’s on-ice impartiality into question.

      

        

      
        How will the league react? Thus far, they have declined to comment but given the new Code of Conduct, there will be some tough questions to answer for these men to keep their romance and their careers.

      

        

      
        TRIGGER WARNING:

        Contains non-graphic scenes involving brain surgery and discussions about brain tumors and cancer.

      

        

      
        HEA guaranteed but please reach out if you have further questions.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEAM ROSTER & GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Relationship Goals Series is set in a fictional universe.

      

        

      
        Although real life hockey teams and players are mentioned in passing, all of the 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.

      

        

      
        TORONTO FISHER CATS ROSTER

      

        

      
        Coaches/Office

        Head Coach: Claude Casey

        Goaltending Coach: Vic Bowers

        GM: Patrick (Pat) Fleming

        Owner: Lloyd Henderson

        Vice President of Communication and Public Relations: Kate Foster

        Team Chef: Gregg Bolton

        Equipment Manager: Pete Santos

      

        

      
        Offense

        Dominic Olson

        Dustin Fowler

        Eric Jensen

        Colton Yates

        Jordan Stokes

      

        

      
        Defense

        Matt Carlson

        Nicolaas Arents

        Jonah Brewer

        Felix Hale

      

        

      
        Goalies

        Noah Boucher (retired)

        Anton Makarov

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Backhand - a shot taken using the backside of a hockey stick blade.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        CTE - Chronic traumatic encephalopathy is a brain disorder likely caused by repeated head injuries. It causes the death of nerve cells in the brain, known as degeneration. CTE gets worse over time. The only way to definitively diagnosis CTE is after death during an autopsy of the brain.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        DoPS: The Department of Player Safety reviews video clips of games from the headquarters in New York City and is responsible for reviewing on-ice infractions, assessing supplemental discipline, and educating players on how to reduce the risk of injury.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Five-Hole - Slang for the space between a goaltenders legs. the phrases ‘through the five-hole’ and ‘gone five-hole’ are used when a player scores by shooting the puck into the goal between the goaltender's legs.

      

        

      
        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. 

      

        

      
        Netminder - Slang for goaltender.

      

        

      
        NHLOA - The National Hockey League Officials’ Association) is the official labour union for all active officials under contract with the NHL and designated minor leagues.

      

        

      
        NHLPA - The National Hockey League Players’ Association is the labour union for all professional hockey players who have contracts with the NHL.

      

        

      
        One-Timer -  A shot that occurs when a player meets a teammate's pass with an immediate slapshot, without any attempt to control the puck on their stick.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Red Line - The center red line that cuts through the middle of the ice dividing the rink into two halves. Also, the two lines that align with the goals on both sides, eleven feet from the end boards.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Shutdown Defenseman -  a defensive player who is able to limit time and space for the opposing team’s players, thus reducing scoring chances.

      

        

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

      

        

      
        Stay at Home Defenseman - A defenseman who is generally more concerned with guarding their team's end of the ice and preventing the opposing players from scoring than scoring goals themselves.

      

        

      
        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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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicolaas Arents strutted into the Evanston River Otters ice arena, shooting a wink and a nod at Kelsey Lambert, the intern filming arrival videos for social media.

      Kelsey grinned and gave him a thumbs-up.

      Nico was a fan favorite and he certainly knew how to work it to his advantage.

      He suspected it was the only reason the Toronto Fisher Cats Vice President of Communications and Public Relations, Kate Foster, hadn’t actually murdered him yet.

      They had a love-hate relationship.

      He loved her, she wanted to strangle him.

      Just because he’d had a run-in or twelve with the sports gossip sites and an unfortunate sex tape leak shortly after he’d joined the team full-time …

      Really, it was unreasonable of her to hold that against him.

      It wasn’t his fault he was like catnip to the gossips and his phone had been hacked.

      But fans—at least the smart ones with good taste—loved him and Kate was a shrewd woman.

      There was no way she’d deny the people what they wanted—more Nico.

      Nico went through his usual pre-game routine, eating his typical meal of chicken and pasta in the lounge while he watched some reality TV with Matty and Colton.

      He inspected his sticks, deciding to cut one down because it felt a touch too long, wrapped them in tape, then propped them next to his stall.

      His skates got a thorough once-over too and he walked into the equipment room to talk to their equipment manager about an issue with one. A tiny, barely noticeable burr in the blade in need of smoothing.

      “Sorry about that,” Doug Ferguson said with a smile and took the skate. “I should have noticed when I sharpened them after practice.”

      “No worries.”

      Pete Santos, their head equipment manager, was out with the flu this week and Nico was fussier than most about his blades.

      Nico thanked Doug and watched while he sharpened the blade, the whine of the grinding wheel and the sharp scent of steel and oil so familiar.

      After Nico was sure his equipment was in order, he went and played a little two-touch with the guys, then returned to the dressing room.

      The team had arrived a little later than usual since this was a special night for their opponents.

      It was the number retirement ceremony for three of Evanston’s players who’d hung up their skates at the end of last season.

      They were great guys, great players, and queer as fuck. Not to mention ridiculously attractive.

      Exactly Nico’s kind of people.

      He was still going to kick some Otter ass tonight but the ceremony should be nice.

      Someone had tuned the TV to the on-ice feed and Nico watched as he layered on his gear, strapping on pads and taping his socks.

      His skate blades were perfect and he gave an appreciative nod at Doug, who beamed, then went off to deal with something else.

      The dressing room was a little quieter than usual, the team listening to the speeches about Zane Murphy, Ryan Hartinger, and Anders Lindholm.

      Nico was not going to miss them on the ice. Off-ice, they were great guys but Lindholm had always been so damn fast.

      Going up against him was like trying to catch smoke and he’d outskated Nico an embarrassing number of times. The man was thirty-nine-years old. Sure, at the end of last season he wasn’t skating like he had in his prime but he’d still skated circles around half the league.

      Nico glanced at the screen, smiling at the sight of Lindholm holding hands with his cute little red-headed teammate, Kelly O’Shea.

      “Ever think you’d see that?” Matt Carlson asked with a nudge of his elbow.

      Nico snorted. “Nope.”

      He liked the turn the league had taken lately, getting queerer with every couple who came out.

      Nico had never hidden that he was open to hooking up with almost anyone and his sexuality hadn’t exactly been a huge secret in the league.

      He’d walked the line of being playful and almost flirty and the guys who were interested knew to find him and the ones who weren’t simply pretended he was being friendly.

      After the ceremony concluded, the Toronto Fisher Cats assembled in the tunnel to go out for warmups.

      When Nico flew onto the ice he was grinning already, blood pumping with excitement.

      He loved the cheers of the crowd and the thumping beat of the music echoing in his chest.

      He took several quick turns around the Fisher Cats half of the ice then spotted a couple of pretty fans up against the glass with signs for him. He lazily shot a few pucks in the direction of their goaltender, Anton Makarov, then scooped up the discs.

      Nico skated over to the glass, smirking at the fans and their signs. One declared him his favorite, the other proposed marriage.

      Definitely a big no on the marriage—he wasn’t marrying anyone any time soon—but he appreciated the thought. He flipped the pucks over the glass, posed for a couple of pictures, then left with a wink and a blown kiss.

      If they hung around after the game, he’d maybe get one of the equipment guys to slip them his number and see what happened.

      It had worked before.

      Nico buzzed by Matty, who was stretching, butt thrust out like an invitation.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” Nico howled and gave him a smack with the flat of his blade. “Nice ass, Matts!”

      Matty grinned over his shoulder. “Takes one to know one.”

      Nico laughed and made a big loop around his teammates, his body humming with energy.

      The dull ache that had hovered around his temple for months faded into the distance until there was only the smooth surface of the ice below his blades and the weight of his gear on his shoulders.

      Nico spotted Gabriel Theriault warming up on the other side of the red line and wolf-whistled to get his attention.

      August Manning, one of the referees, tensed, glancing over with a wary look but Nico winked at the ref, then gestured for Theriault to join him on the line.

      He wasn’t trying to start a fight. He just wanted to say hi to his former teammate.

      Gabriel skated up with a grin.

      “Salut,” Nico greeted him. “You look good.”

      “I always look good,” Gabriel replied in French.

      Nico laughed. He wasn’t wrong. He looked way better than he had two seasons ago when Nico had been bouncing back and forth between the Black Bears—the AHL affiliate team—and the Fisher Cats, in and out of the roster depending on who was injured and what kind of cap space the Cats had.

      Gabriel had been in a bad way then. The team had found out later he’d been dealing with some horrible shit with his father’s CTE diagnosis.

      It was nice to see his bright smile come easily now.

      “Bravo pour ton lettre,” Nico said, lightly thwacking the A over Gabriel’s chest.

      Manning gave them another glance and Nico ignored him again. What is that guy’s problem? Every time he refereed a game, he acted like he had a stick jammed so far up his ass he could use it to pick his teeth.

      “Ton québécois c’est d’la marde,” Gabriel said disparagingly.

      Nico grinned. It was true, his Québécois was absolute shit.

      That had never stopped him before though, and besides, he thought Gabriel liked that he spoke a little of his native language.

      “Thank you though,” Gabriel said in English now, patting his chest. “It is an honor to be named alternate captain.”

      He’d been an angry man when Nico had met him but he seemed calm and peaceful now. Or at least he did when they weren’t battling for a puck.

      All bets were off during a game.

      “You deserve it,” Nico said.

      For a few moments, they caught up about their summers, and Nico studied Gabriel’s handsome face as he talked about his boyfriend, Lance, and their new home.

      His dark eyes no longer snapped with anger but turned soft and fond, his contentment radiating from every inch of his body as he leaned on his stick.

      “Do you have plans after the game?” Gabriel asked eventually.

      Nico shook his head. “Not yet. Why?”

      “The team is celebrating tonight. You should come.”

      Nico grinned. “Even after we beat you?”

      Gabriel made a disparaging noise. “You mean after we make you cry for mercy, non?”

      “If you say so,” Nico said with a laugh. “Yeah, I’ll come out for a bit. Text me the info.”

      Gabriel nodded.

      If Gabriel weren’t absolutely in love with his assistant coach, Nico might have thought he was angling for a hookup for old times’ sake, but Gabriel had made it clear he was firmly committed now.

      Ahh well, it had been fun while it lasted.

      After a quick goodbye, they returned to their own sides.

      Nico skated a few quick laps forward, then reversed directions, watching over his shoulder so he didn’t hit a stray puck or teammate, doing quick crossovers to prepare himself for the game.

      After he grew tired of that, he skated up to Dustin Fowler and sprayed him with ice, because annoying his captain was one of his favorite pastimes.

      “Hey there, Dusty. Can I go five-hole on you?” He waggled his eyebrows playfully as he toyed with a puck, smoothly batting it back and forth.

      His captain rolled his eyes and continued stretching. “No thanks, I’ve got a husband for that.”

      Yeah, yeah. Everyone knew Dustin was fucking obsessed with his new husband, Charlie.

      Nico didn’t blame him.

      Charlie was a hot little ball of sass and the most fun thing to happen to the team—or to Dustin—in years.

      Nico had only been half-kidding every time in the past few months when he flirted with Charlie and/or Dustin and Charlie.

      If they’d actually been into a threesome, would Nico have gone for it?

      Well, maybe. Probably.

      Oh hell, fine, Nico would have been all up in that because they were both hot and they had sexual chemistry through the roof.

      Which was something Nico was always in favor of getting in the middle of.

      It couldn’t be said he had a type but he liked people who knew how to have fun in bed and Dustin and Charlie would be fun.

      But they were way too wrapped up in each other to be bothered with the likes of Nico and he didn’t take it personally.

      There were plenty of other fish in the sea and people to fuck and Nico was determined to reel in as many of them as he could.

      He was young, hot, rich, and got to play pro hockey for a living. Why wouldn’t he squeeze every last drop out of life while he had the chance?

      After Nico had finished warming up—which mostly consisted of flirting with fans and annoying his teammates—he left the ice.

      He was usually one of the first off.

      Some guys had a mile-long list of routines and superstitions they went through but Nico had never needed a long warm-up. He could easily turn on or off his ability to play whenever he needed.

      Besides, he was team DJ and needed to get the beats going in the locker room.

      Nico loved putting together the playlists, carefully crafting music collections that suited the tastes of the current roster and their needs.

      The portable speaker was ready to connect to his phone so he hit play on tonight’s high-energy pre-game selection to get the guys fired up, then settled in his stall.

      He thumbed through his notifications, checking to see if he had any messages from his ex-girlfriend Skylar Hanley.

      He did.

      Look how swollen my ankles are!

      The picture that followed showed what looked to Nico like Skylar’s perfectly normal ankles, slender, almost bony.

      Sorry, babe, Nico sent back. Elevate and be sure to rest!

      There was a weird kind of irony to him being the person who got text messages about pregnancy-related symptoms.

      It definitely wasn’t his kid or his responsibility, and he was only doing it because he loved Sky.

      Not in any kind of settling-down way. Every time they’d tried to date it had ended messily and with tears on both their parts—okay fine, usually Nico’s—because they somehow managed to rub up against each other in all of the worst ways.

      But when his best friend had sobbed onto his shoulder about having to handle a pregnancy alone, he hadn’t been about to tell her to fuck off.

      He’d pulled her into a tight hug and promised her he’d be there for her and the baby.

      “Hey, is that Sky?” Matty asked, leaning over into his stall to stare at his screen.

      “Yeah. Do her ankles look swollen to you?”

      “No?”

      “That’s what I thought!”

      “How’s she doing?”

      Nico shrugged. “Grumpy about pregnancy symptoms but otherwise good.”

      “I still can’t believe you aren’t going to make an honest woman of her.”

      Nico laughed. “It’s not my kid and we’re not dating! Besides, I’m pretty sure if I did propose, she’d punch me in the face.”

      “You do have a punchable face,” Matty agreed.

      Nico shoved him. Or tried, at least. Matty was like a brick wall.

      “I’m just saying, it’s not like that with Sky. I’m not here to raise her kid but I’ll take her to her appointments, hold her hand, buy all of the cute baby shit, and when the kid is old enough, I’m going to teach it to skate. I can promise that much.”

      Matty’s expression softened. “You’ll be a good uncle, Nico.”

      “Hot Uncle Nico,” he corrected.

      Matty gave him a wry smile. “How could I forget?”

      “No idea. I’m stunning.”

      Matty snorted.

      The idea of being Hot Uncle Nico had grown on him. He just wished he was better at knowing how to make life easier for Sky.

      He was shit at it and they both knew it but seriously, he was an only child and despite his years of man-whoring he’d been extremely careful to never knock anyone up.

      This was not in his skillset.

      Nico could create space on the ice for their offense, he had a great one-timer, he could pass on his backhand, and he was a hell of a shutdown defenseman.

      He could get most people off in under two minutes with his mouth if he wanted to and he’d been told he kissed like the very devil himself.

      But he was useless at reassuring Sky when she panicked about raising a baby alone.

      Thanks, Nics. Have a good game, Sky shot back.

      Nico was typing out a response when the words on the screen blurred. He blinked but it didn’t help.

      What the fuck?

      He shook his head, squeezing his eyes tightly shut for a moment before he opened them again.

      The words settled back into their normal clear arrangement and he let out a tiny sigh of relief.

      Must be exhaustion. His sleep schedule had been really fucked up lately.

      “Hey, you okay?” Matty asked.

      “Yeah. Trying to get my head ready for the game.”

      Matty shot him a funny look but didn’t press.

      Or maybe Nico needed to get laid tonight.

      He’d been feeling off since the summer and he hadn’t put the energy into hookups the way he had last season.

      Clearly it was messing with his head.

      Nico thought guiltily of the promise he’d made to his captain earlier this fall that if the headaches persisted, he’d talk to the team doc about it. He probably should have listened to Dustin.

      Every morning now Nico woke with a pounding headache at his right temple and he’d thrown up a couple of times.

      He’d joked with Skylar that he had sympathy morning sickness and she’d given him a disgusted look as she flicked him in the nose then told him to shut up and stop making it all about him.

      Gah. Maybe he should talk to the team doc soon. It was getting harder to ignore that something felt off.

      Really off.

      Nico had cancelled his annual trip to the Netherlands to visit family and spin in his off-season DJ gig at a club in Amsterdam.

      He could tell himself all he wanted that he’d stayed in Toronto to help Sky with the pregnancy and scope out his captain’s new husband but it wasn’t quite true.

      By the time both of those bombs had dropped he’d already been feeling like shit.

      At first, Nico had chalked it up to still being worn out from the previous season’s playoff run. But as the summer stretched on and he’d rested and resumed easy training, he was still exhausted.

      It became harder to blame it on normal post-season hockey fatigue.

      Motion in Nico’s peripheral vision made him look up to see Matty dancing to the beat of the music playing, shaking his butt in Nico’s face like he did before every game.

      Nico automatically reached out to smack it, more of a reflex than anything at this point.

      But it reminded him he needed to get his own rituals going, so he fired off a reply to Sky, then stuffed his phone in his messy bag.

      They were barely into the season and the duffel was already cluttered with a couple rolls of tape, scissors, some tubes of lip balm and all of the other crap that accumulated in there.

      Nico unzipped the side pocket and pulled out his wallet and keychain. He flipped open the wallet and tapped the photos in there. The one of him and his dad and his stepmom, Noor, and one of him and his mom and Anika, his other stepmom, following the Fisher Cats Cup win two seasons ago.

      Still smiling at the memory, Nico reached for the charm he’d carried on a keychain since he was a kid.

      He rubbed his thumb across the tiny nautical lantern, smoothing over the shiny brass and green globe.

      Nico was Dutch by birth but he held both Canadian and Dutch passports.

      Both his biological parents were Dutch, though Nico had been born in Canada because his dad had been playing in the NHL at the time.

      An injury had ended Pieter Arents’ career shortly after and Nico had spent most of the first six years of his life in the Netherlands.

      But his parents had divorced when he was small and at the age of six, he’d moved back to Canada to live with his dad and new stepmom, Noor.

      There had been plenty of screaming fights between his parents about where he’d live, but his mom’s career had been in Amsterdam and his father had wanted to handle his hockey training in person.

      Ultimately, his father won.

      Nico had been sad of course, but he’d spent happy summers with his mom and Anika in the Netherlands and he’d adored his dad’s new wife, Noor. She’d treated him like her own and he’d never had any shortage of love.

      His biological parents had given him the charm before he went off to a Canadian hockey academy in Ontario. It had been a prep school designed for potential NHL players and he’d only been fourteen when he went to live at the boarding school.

      During the golden age of sailing, no one had rivaled the Dutch and the little lantern was a reminder of his homeland, of his roots.

      Nico remembered his mom cupping his cheek and saying the lantern would always show him the way home.

      His parents had been … well, they were a mess and a half when it came to loving each other but they’d been good to him. They still were.

      Nico pressed a kiss to the lantern, then carefully tucked the charm back into his bag.

      He looked around the room, smiling at the noisy, chaotic energy of it all as guys began to file out into the hallway before they went down the tunnel.

      It was game time.
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        * * *

      

      Augustus Manning took a deep breath. Then another.

      No crying in the locker room, he reminded himself.

      His eyes burned as he stared at his phone.

      The photo on Instagram showed Daniel Townsend grinning as he stared into a mirror and knotted his tie. The social media post was captioned: So excited to be marrying the love of my life tonight!

      August swallowed thickly. Funny, he’d thought he was the love of Daniel’s life.

      Apparently not.

      Apparently, it didn’t go both directions.

      That was supposed to be him.

      The guy marrying Daniel today was supposed to be him.

      It had been planned out and everything had been right on schedule.

      August and Daniel had met through mutual friends, hit it off, and started dating. They’d had a handful of nice dates, decided they had the potential for something serious, slept together, agreed they were compatible, dated six months, then moved in together.

      After a year, August had picked out a ring and made reservations for their favorite restaurant. He’d planned a stroll along the waterfront in Toronto after dinner and had written down everything he was going to say, then … Daniel had blown up their perfect life.

      And now, a year later, Daniel was marrying some prick named Kent Parsons. He was an actor.

      August shuddered.

      Good luck with that, Daniel.

      But they looked happy. They grinned at each other, madly in love, and that was supposed to be him.

      “Manning!”

      He lifted his head to see Ross Hansen, one of his fellow referees, staring at him.

      “Yes?”

      “Game time.”

      “Shit.” August scrambled to his feet, tucking his phone in his bag. He smoothed down his striped uniform, slipped a whistle onto his finger, then grabbed his black helmet. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, kid.” Ross looked amused. “You don’t always have to be the first one ready.”

      But August always was.

      He didn’t like being late, didn’t like feeling like he was a step behind.

      He’d like to blame Daniel for it tonight but it was no one’s fault but his own.

      Daniel certainly couldn’t be expected to schedule his wedding around August’s games.

      He’d hated making plans around August’s work when they’d dated. Why would he care now that they’d been broken up for a year?

      They’d tried staying friends.

      That whole experiment had lasted until Daniel began dating Kent and August realized he was fooling himself. He was never going to be okay being friends with the man he’d planned to marry. He was never going to be okay watching him marry someone else.

      “You okay tonight?” Ross asked kindly as they waited to go out onto the ice a few minutes later. “You seem a little off.”

      August cleared his throat. “I was a bit distracted but my head’s in the game now,” he said firmly.

      Ross gave him a searching look, but he nodded and glanced away.

      Ross was a nice guy. Unlike some of his fellow officials, he didn’t treat August like a kid, even if he did call him that.

      At forty-nine, Ross was getting up there for a referee, but at twenty-five, August was the youngest. Not the youngest ever, but currently in the league.

      Young enough that people didn’t always respect him.

      But Ross had treated him with respect from the beginning and August had always appreciated that.

      This could have been your wedding day, the sneaky, insidious voice in his head reminded him again.

      He ruthlessly tamped it down. Listening to reminders of what he’d lost wasn’t going to do him any favors when he was out on the ice.

      Yeah, it was early in the season, but the teams playing tonight still deserved his best, not him being an emotional, distracted mess.

      Unfortunately, while the bright energy of a game usually buoyed his own mood, tonight felt like a slog from the moment the puck dropped.

      The Fisher Cats took an early lead with a goal within the first two minutes and August nearly got taken out by a puck a few minutes later.

      He had to do a quick hop to avoid it, fumbling a little.

      “Sleeping on the job there, Manning?” Nicolaas Arents snarked as he blew past, chasing the puck.

      August got his feet under him again, glaring at Arents’ retreating back.

      People loved the guy but he irritated August.

      Arents had been a pain in the ass since day one. He always had some “clever” quip to throw at the officials.

      August was grateful when the first period ended with little more than a few icing calls and a 2-0 lead for the Fisher Cats.

      He made the mistake of checking his phone during the first intermission, swallowing hard at the picture Daniel had posted a few minutes ago.

      It was from their candlelit ceremony, maybe taken after Daniel and Kent had said their vows.

      God, the way they looked each other …

      Had Daniel ever looked at August like that?

      August swallowed thickly and put his phone away again, regretting he’d checked it.

      Did he like torturing himself?

      Unfortunately, the second period wasn’t much better. Arents was as mouthy as ever and August had to warn him several times to knock it off.

      The Fisher Cats were still up 2-0 when Otters’ defenseman Gabriel Theriault stole the puck from the Cats captain, Dustin Fowler.

      They traded a few insults in French but it all seemed good-natured. Still, August kept his eye on Theriault.

      Few guys were fast enough to keep up with him but Arents did his best, making a nuisance of himself as he whacked at the puck in the neutral zone, trying to knock it from Theriault’s stick.

      Theriault went down on the ice, sliding a few feet and August blew the whistle immediately. The hook to Theriault’s skate had been subtle but definitely there.

      “Into the box, Arents,” August called out.

      Arents skated up, all wide-eyed innocence. “What for? I didn’t do shit, Manning!”

      August frowned. “Two minutes for hooking.”

      “I’ve never hooked a day in my life. I’m definitely good enough in bed to get paid for it but I don’t exactly need the money.”

      August sighed, annoyed. So, it was going to be one of those nights.

      He should’ve known.

      August latched on to Arents’ waist, steering him toward the box, glaring at the back of his helmet. “Enough with the jokes, number thirty-three. You’re not that funny.”

      “Liar!” Arents shot over his shoulder. “I’m almost as hilarious as I am good-looking.”

      August wished he could deny that but unfortunately, Arents was attractive. Of course, no one believed that more than him.

      Insufferable.

      “You’re a pain in my ass is what you are,” August grumbled rather than agree with him.

      “Only if you want me to be,” Nico said with a smirk as he glanced over his shoulder, his blue eyes dancing with amusement, eyebrows waggling.

      “Cut it out.” August planted a hand between Arents’ shoulder blades and pushed him toward the penalty box. “Or I’ll add time on to the penalty.”

      Arents stepped inside, then turned to face August, smirking. “For what? Flirting? I can’t help it. You’re so hot when you’re pissed off.” He made a fanning motion with his glove.

      “Rule 601,” August snapped. “Abuse of an official.”

      “God you’re uptight. I’m starting to think you dislike queer players,” Nico threw back, his eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared.

      Oh buddy, if you only knew, August thought grimly. Aloud, he said, “Yeah, okay. Tell that to my ex-boyfriend.”

      The one who was now married to someone else.

      Pain sliced into August’s ribs as sharp and vicious as a rogue skate blade.

      Arents opened his mouth to respond but his captain had apparently had enough.

      “Nico, cut it out! I don’t want to lose this game because you’re harassing a ref,” Fowler snapped.

      Arents rolled his eyes, his tone turning playful again. “Aww, you ruin all my fun, D. I thought you were going to support me in my time of need.”

      Fowler scoffed. “What time of need? You know what? Never mind. I don’t want to hear it. Get in the box, Nico, or I’ll throw you in there myself.”

      Arents gave them both a disgruntled look but he waved his hand and slumped back on the bench. “Is this better?”

      “If you keep your mouth shut, yes,” Fowler said as the official closed the penalty box door. “Behave!”

      August turned to face the Fisher Cats captain, one eyebrow raised.

      Fowler grimaced. “Sorry about that. He gets a little mouthy.”

      August crossed his arms over his chest. “Your guy has been pushing every last button I have tonight. If he does it again, it’ll be a game misconduct.”

      Fowler nodded seriously. “I’ll make sure he understands.”

      “You better,” August warned. “Because I’ve had it up to here with him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have not met Lance yet, non?” Gabriel asked, his arm wrapped around the waist of a handsome older man with a silver-flecked short beard and pale blue eyes.

      “Nope, I haven’t.” Nico held out a hand, smiling. “Great to meet you, Lance.”

      “You as well.”

      Lance’s answering smile was warm, his eyes creasing nicely at the corners as he shook firmly.

      Nice, Gabriel, Nico thought. Quite the silver fox you have there.

      The three of them talked about the game for a while, making small talk but when Nico rubbed his temple, Gabriel’s sharp gaze flicked to the motion.

      “Are you well?” Gabriel asked, a furrow appearing between his dark brows. “You’ve looked pale all night and you keep squinting like the lights hurt you.”

      Nico shook his head, then regretted the motion immediately. It only made the throbbing worse. “A little bit of a headache. Nothing serious.”

      He hoped.

      “Did you take a hit tonight I didn’t see?”

      “No, nothing tonight. This has been going on for a bit.”

      Gabriel’s gaze filled with concern. “Have you had many concussions in the past?”

      Nico flinched.

      Pretty much every guy in the NHL had at least a few in his career. Many had far more than that.

      Nico had been luckier than most. He’d had one significant one in juniors that had laid him up for a while and a second, thankfully much less serious, when he was with the Black Bears.

      “Two that I know of,” he admitted.

      Gabriel hummed thoughtfully. “Will you get it checked out?”

      “Sure,” Nico agreed.

      “Give me your word?” Gabriel urged.

      Nico sighed. “Yeah, I promise. When I’m back in Toronto I’ll talk to the team doc, okay?”

      “C’est bon.” Gabriel looked relieved. “You know I worry.”

      “I know. I appreciate it.”

      Gabriel and a handful of other guys around the league had been working on a big campaign around Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy awareness.

      It was a noble cause and Nico supported it but at the end of the day, most of the guys were like Nico.

      Unless he had a limb hanging on by a thread, he was going to play through whatever hurt. And if it was the playoffs, he’d skate until he couldn’t stay upright.

      Besides, even if it was some sort of CTE diagnosis, what the hell could they do about it?

      They could maybe rule out everything else but they couldn’t say for certain it was CTE without dissecting his brain, and well, Nico wasn’t planning on kicking the bucket any time soon.

      But now Nico had promised both Dustin and Gabriel that he’d at least talk to Dr. Strickland so he couldn’t go back on his word.

      If he tried, they’d probably gang up on him and frog-march him into the team doc’s office.

      Didn’t matter that Gabriel was on a different team now. He’d find a way.

      Restless, and annoyed by feeling like shit, Nico wandered the party, working his way around the room and catching up with guys he knew, meeting a few he’d never officially been introduced to before.

      Nico spent a while draped around Matty because Matty was his cuddle buddy whenever they were drinking.

      They both got kinda touch-needy when they drank but Matty was shy about hookups and rarely made the effort to make it happen.

      He’d certainly never seemed interested in Nico.

      But it suited them both to have Nico wrap around him or lean on him and Nico kinda liked the way Matty’s giant hand felt pressed against his hip, even if it wasn’t going to lead to sex.

      But, eventually, Matty got immersed in conversation with a couple of the Otters and Nico wandered off again.

      When Zane Murphy made a toast to the new code of conduct passing, Nico held up his mostly empty glass, then switched to water.

      He’d had a few cocktails over the course of the evening but he already felt like he had a hangover and he wasn’t about to play against Chicago tomorrow with a real one.

      When Nico realized he’d been prowling the room like a zoo cat with no enrichment in its cage, he admitted defeat.

      He wasn’t in the mood for this party.

      He put on his suit jacket, then said good night to everyone, pressing kisses to cheeks and getting hugs in return.

      There was a club about a block away he wanted to check out and few ride shares available at the moment, so he decided to walk.

      Nico shrugged on his overcoat as he left the bar and was glad he’d packed it because it was cold tonight, the air sharp and bitter against his cheeks. He regretted he hadn’t brought gloves or a toque.

      As he skirted around the building, planning to take a shortcut through an alley, a wave of dizziness washed over him.

      He stopped, bracing his hand against the brick to steady himself, fear trickling through him.

      Something was definitely wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The air hit August like a slap to the face as he ducked out of Roscoe’s Tavern.

      November in Evanston, Illinois, was always a crapshoot. Occasionally unseasonably warm, but more often rainy and windy or icy cold.

      It was bitter tonight, August’s breath steaming in big puffy clouds as he hunched his shoulders and pulled his scarf a little tighter around his neck, flipping up the collar of his navy wool peacoat to block the wind.

      He struck out at a quick walk toward his hotel, hoping the crisp air would clear his fuzzy head.

      The linesmen he’d been drinking with at Roscoe’s were still going, enjoying their beers and the game of pickup pool they’d started.

      August had begged off after a couple of drinks, aware that tonight of all nights, more would lead to something stupid like texting Daniel.

      He refused to humiliate himself by sending his ex-boyfriend pathetic messages on his wedding night.

      August’s steps faltered.

      God, where were they honeymooning? Had they left tonight or were they staying in a Toronto hotel before they flew out tomorrow?

      Right this minute, were they slow dancing or had they already slipped out of the reception?

      Was Daniel’s new husband stripping him out of his suit and kissing every exposed inch of his skin?

      August’s stomach tightened at the thought and he slowed to a stop, oddly winded.

      He leaned against the rough brick wall of a nearby building and pulled out his phone to open Instagram, torturing himself by bringing up Daniel’s profile for the umpteenth time tonight.

      Daniel had posted a picture of their first dance, looking utterly handsome and utterly in love.

      That yawning ache in August’s chest reappeared and he closed the app with a sigh.

      He needed to stop.

      When he cleared a few notifications, the message from his brother he’d ignored earlier popped up.

      Hey. You okay? I know today is tough for you.

      No, August sent back. I’m really not.

      But it was late and there was no answer.

      “Didn’t get enough of me during the game, huh?” a silky voice teased.

      August looked up from his screen and groaned at the sight of a familiar person sauntering toward him. “Oh no. Not you.”

      Of all the fucking people to run into tonight, it had to be Nico Arents.

      Nothing like the universe kicking a man while he was down.

      Arents grinned. “Oh yeah, it’s me.”

      August had a desperate desire to wipe that smug little smirk right off his stupid face.

      With his fist.

      “Believe me, I got more than I wanted of you during the game,” August said drily.

      Arents sauntered closer. “Aww, are you sure about that? Because it seems like you followed me to the bar here.”

      “I didn’t follow you anywhere!” August protested, irritation making him snappish. “Not that it’s any of your business but I went out for a few drinks with a couple of the linesmen from tonight’s game. Heading back to my hotel now.”

      “Want some company?” Nico flicked out his tongue, licking his lips.

      August stared, unable to believe Arents was that dense. “From you? Uh, no. Absolutely not.”

      Arents braced his hand against the wall, grinning. “You sure? Because your mouth says one thing but your eyes say something else.”

      “My eyes and my mouth are both saying leave me the hell alone,” August enunciated. “Even if I liked you, we are not supposed to be fraternizing outside of games.”

      Arents’ smirk grew. “Who said anything about fraternizing? But I guess if you’re offering …”

      August backed up, trying to put some distance between them. “I’m not offering you anything.”

      “Aren’t you?” Arents stepped closer. “During the game you made sure I knew you were into men.”

      “I wasn’t …” August sputtered. “I was merely pointing out I don’t have anything against LGBTQ+ players. I’m not prejudiced.”

      Arents shrugged. “Oh, you can definitely be queer and still be prejudiced.”

      “I don’t like that word much,” August said stiffly.

      “Well, if the shoe fits …”

      Puzzled, August stared for a moment before he shook his head. “No, not prejudiced. I mean queer.”

      “So you’re okay being called prejudiced?”

      “What? No! Of course not. I … dislike that slur as well.”

      Arents shot him a skeptical look. “I kinda like it. It covers everything.”

      “I remember having it hurled at me a few too many times while I was growing up to enjoy calling myself that.”

      “Ahh.” Arents’ cocky expression seemed to soften a little. “Sorry to hear that.”

      “Anyway, I am not prejudiced against LGBTQ+ people,” August pointed out. “I merely think your behavior is inappropriate during a game.”

      “Oh, so you’d rather I flirt with you after a game. Got it.” Arents tucked a lock of blond hair behind his ear and August idly wondered how he wasn’t absolutely freezing without a toque on. He would be the type to be more concerned about his looks than staying warm.

      “That is not what I—”

      “Sure. You keep telling yourself that.”

      God, he was infuriating.

      “Well, as pleasant as this chat has been, I really do need to go,” August said, stepping sideways and skirting around Arents.

      But he caught the sleeve of August’s peacoat. “Why? Have some place to be? Someone to get home to?”

      August glanced over his shoulder. “No. Not anymore.”

      Shit.

      The drinks must have loosened his tongue. That was a little more honest than he’d intended and if the flicker of curiosity that crossed Arents’ face was any indication, he’d picked up on it.

      “Why are you hanging around here anyway?” Arents asked, his tone surprisingly soft.

      “I told you earlier, I was heading back to my hotel and decided to walk,” August insisted. “It’s only five or six blocks.”

      Arents looked around, his expression skeptical. “In this weather?”

      Their breath steamed, big rolling clouds of white billowing out from their lips like smoke. “I needed the fresh air to clear my head.”

      “Sure.” If anything, Arents’ expression grew more skeptical. “But I wonder if maybe you’re looking for something else.”

      August blinked. “Like what?”

      “Like … a little fun.” Skeptical had become assessing and August belatedly realized he still had a grip on his sleeve.

      August squared his shoulders, subtly trying to pull away. “Unlike you, I don’t go prowling around looking for hookups.”

      “Prowling?” Arents looked oddly delighted by his choice of words.

      “Well, whatever it is you do. You have a reputation, you know.”

      “Oh, do I?” Arents’ grin widened and he leaned in. “Let me guess. It’s about how good I am in bed. They’re probably saying a kiss from me will leave a person weak in the knees and after a night in bed … they’ll never be the same.”

      August let out a disbelieving snort. “Yeah, right.”

      He’d never felt that way about anyone. As raw as he was about Daniel a year after their breakup, as much as he still wanted him, he’d never felt like that about him.

      “I could always show you.” Arents’ tone was silky. He leaned in until August could feel his warm breath against his cheek.

      It sent a shiver through August, though he wasn’t cold.

      If anything, he was beginning to feel a little warm under the collar.

      Something about this stupid banter was getting him going, making his heart beat faster. Some of the terrible feeling building in him all night had receded, replaced by bright anger.

      “You’re so arrogant,” August shot back. “Convinced everyone will fall all over themselves to get a piece of you.”

      Arents hummed quietly. “How about I give you a little demonstration right now?”

      August sneered. “There’s nothing you could do to make me want you.”

      “No?” He stepped closer, skimming his cold nose against August’s cheek. His breath was warm and minty. He pressed his lips to August’s jaw, breathing out, sending another shiver down August’s spine. “So I could touch you and you’d be totally unaffected? Bored with the whole thing?”

      “Probably.”

      Arents shifted, pressing his chest against August’s until he was flat against the brick wall.

      Arents flicked his tongue against August’s earlobe and sucked it into his mouth. It was shockingly warm in the cold night air and goosebumps prickled August’s skin when he let go.

      “You don’t want to know how good I am with my mouth? You don’t think I could bring you to the edge and make you beg for it?” Arents whispered.

      He cupped August’s neck, using his thumb to coax August to tilt his head to the side.

      He tugged August’s scarf low, then pressed a wet kiss to the side of his neck.

      Involuntarily, August clenched his fist and realized he had a grip on Arents’ soft wool coat.

      To his horror, he realized he’d pulled him closer too, their hips pressed together now.

      August swallowed, mouth dry. “Beg for it to be over, maybe.”

      God, why did he sound so breathless? It was supposed to come out sneering and unaffected by what Arents was doing.

      Arents gently scraped his teeth against August’s skin before biting down and sucking lightly.

      August felt it in the pit of his stomach, his cock rising even as he bit back a moan.

      “You like to pretend you’re totally unaffected by me but I don’t believe it for a minute,” Arents whispered against his skin. “You want me.”

      The smug triumph in his voice was infuriating, enough to make August place a hand on Arents’ chest to push him away.

      “No. We absolutely can’t do this,” August said firmly.

      Arents lifted his head, lips twitched in a little smile. “Hmm. Funny. I notice you didn’t say you don’t want to.”

      Another traitorous flutter of interest kicked up in August’s stomach. “I didn’t say I did,” he lied.

      Because no, he didn’t fucking want to want Nico Arents.

      He was a cocky asshole. He was a rich, spoiled playboy without the sense God gave a goose.

      A talented player who never took himself seriously enough to become as great as he had the potential to be.

      Absolutely everything August detested.

      And yet, loneliness loomed large. If August went back to the hotel alone tonight, he’d have a sleepless, miserable night, torturing himself with thoughts of what could have been with Daniel.

      A wide, yearning chasm opened inside August’s chest. Nothing would fill it and yet he knew if he didn’t try to plug it with something, he’d regret it.

      “Oh come on, August,” Arents teased. Something about the way his tongue curled around his name made heat flood August’s belly again. “Live a little. Just this once.”

      With a noise of frustration, August groaned and grabbed the back of his head. “You’re infuriating, Arents.”

      Their lips inches apart, Arents smirked, running a tongue over his full lower lip. “I think you can call me Nico now.”

      “Shut up and kiss me, Nico.”
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        * * *

      

      August Manning was a much better kisser than Nico had anticipated.

      Nico had expected a rather dry kiss, little tongue, and a stiff body. Instead, he got lush heat, a tongue curling expertly around his, and the heat of August’s chest against his.

      “Fuck,” Nico whispered when August drew back.

      August chuckled darkly. “Not expecting that, eh?”

      “No,” Nico admitted. “But damn, do it again.”

      August turned their bodies, shoving Nico back until he hit the brick wall but his hand was there, protecting Nico’s head from rebounding. He tangled his fingers in Nico’s hair as he tilted his head and pressed their lips together again.

      August kissed with purpose, serious and intent. And maybe that fit his uptight personality but Nico sure hadn’t expected him to tease into Nico’s mouth like he had a right to be there.

      The gesture sent a shudder through Nico’s body and he let out a reluctant little groan. “Hot as this is, we should probably get off the sidewalk,” he said, pulling away.

      Kate Foster’s blistering lecture from last year still rang in his ears, reminding him the organization did not appreciate how frequently his name was bandied about on the sports gossip pages.

      Nico half-expected August to bolt, but instead, he pressed Nico back, walking him toward the nearby alley, their gazes locked together.

      The eye contact was intense and Nico suddenly felt off-kilter as he blindly allowed himself to be guided into the shadowy alley.

      Nico had flirted with August because it was fun to fuck with him and he enjoyed watching him thrown off his game.

      But Nico had never expected August to kiss him, much less gain the upper hand.

      Nico grabbed the lapels of August’s stupid, stuffy blue peacoat and turned their bodies, swiftly pushing him back against the wall of the alley and boxing him in, arms braced on either side of August’s head.

      They were of nearly equal height, although August easily had twenty pounds of muscle on him.

      They were eye-to-eye now and Nico studied August’s face. In the distance, Nico could faintly hear voices, two men talking, and he should probably check and make sure it wasn’t someone he knew.

      Or worse, someone who shouldn’t see him all up in a ref’s business.

      But Nico couldn’t look away. At the moment, he had no space for anything but drinking in August’s face up close.

      During a game, there was no time to study August but Nico took the opportunity to do so now.

      August wasn’t good-looking in a typical way. But he was striking.

      He had a square jaw, strong chin, prominent nose, and deep-set eyes capped off with thick dark brows like inverted v’s.

      He could seem severe, and his expression when he was displeased could be completely unforgiving.

      But he also had those full lips Nico couldn’t stop staring at.

      August’s Cupid’s bow was prominent and he licked it now, his tongue peeping out, pink and slick.

      “Is that an invitation to kiss you again?” Nico asked huskily.

      “Do you need one?” August countered.

      But before Nico could answer, August grabbed the front of Nico’s coat and pulled him in.

      This kiss was as searing as the first.

      August’s mouth was hot and eager against his, and he kissed aggressively. Hard and demanding like he was trying to convince them both not an ounce of softness was allowed.

      For a while there was nothing but the slick sounds of their mouths and the quiet gasps Nico couldn’t quite stop, still shocked by how skillfully August had taken control of the kiss.

      Nico had vastly underestimated him.

      Tension filled the cold night air as Nico slid his hands between their bodies, unbuttoning the heavy brass buttons of August’s coat.

      The heat of his body felt good and Nico roamed his hands across August’s flanks, mapping out his musculature beneath his wool suit, need building with every second that passed.

      August was solid, firmly muscled, and he responded to Nico’s exploration by sliding his knee between Nico’s thighs.

      “Fuck,” Nico muttered against his lips. “Fuck that’s good.”

      He reached down, grabbing August’s ass, muscular like the rest of him.

      Nico got two good handfuls, hauling their bodies more tightly together, groaning at the pressure it put against his dick where it was trapped against August’s thigh.

      August was hard too and Nico allowed himself a moment of triumphant pleasure at the idea of getting under his skin so thoroughly.

      “I think I should suck you off,” Nico whispered, dragging damp lips across August’s cheek. He was clean-shaven but the faint prickle of his whiskers tickled Nico’s lips.

      “I don’t like you,” August said, drawing back, chest heaving, steam pouring from his mouth in another big puff of air.

      “Who said anything about liking each other?” Nico asked, amused.

      He’d slept with a lot of people he didn’t like. It was sex, not a marriage proposal.

      “Don’t you think you should like the person you’re screwing?”

      “No,” Nico said blankly. “Why would I worry about that?”

      “Sure, why would you?” August sneered. “You probably don’t even know the names of all the people you’ve fucked.”

      Nico definitely didn’t but he didn’t see why that mattered either.

      “I know your name,” he countered. “Augustus Ward Manning.”

      The name sounded like some nerd from 1952.

      He kinda looked it too with thick glossy brown hair he always parted deeply on one side, though that was covered up by a gray wool toque at the moment.

      God. August probably wore cardigans in his off time.

      Nico was weirdly into it.

      It felt like corrupting the uptight librarian or something.

      Oooh, maybe August would be into role play. Fun.

      “What’d you do, look me up on Wikipedia?” August shot back.

      “Maybe.” Nico pressed his lips to the hinge of August’s jaw, refusing to admit that was exactly what he’d done earlier. “But let’s talk more about me blowing you. Did you know I have zero gag reflex?”

      “No,” August said, though Nico was amused when his hands tightened reflexively on Nico’s arms. “Is that on your Wikipedia page?”

      “Might be,” Nico said with a smirk. He traced the tip of his tongue along the tight muscle of August’s jaw, flicking his tongue to catch the soft fleshy part of his earlobe. “I haven’t checked in a while.”

      August shuddered.

      “If it’s not, you can always go in and edit it to add that later.”

      “Like anyone cares.” August tried to sound like he was sneering but it was ruined by the little hitch in his breath when Nico took his earlobe into his mouth and gently raked his teeth across it.

      “Do you want me to blow you or not?” Nico breathed into his ear, enjoying the sharp dig of August’s fingers in his upper arm. He slid a hand under August’s toque, letting it fall to the ground as he threaded his hand through August’s hair, surprisingly silky against his fingers.

      The sound of people walking by drifted into the alley, a quick sharp rap of heels on the sidewalk and softer, heavier footfalls.

      August placed a hand on his chest and pushed him away, though their lower bodies were still pressed together. “Of course not. We can’t … not here.”

      “We both have hotel rooms, right?” Nico countered because while he wasn’t opposed to an alley blowjob—it certainly wouldn’t be his first—it was cold and would only get colder as the night went on.

      The sweat Nico had worked up while he made out with August felt clammy on the back of his neck now and if he were August, he wouldn’t want to get his dick wet in sub-zero temps.

      Though Nico supposed it would be like the reverse of sucking on an ice cube then going down on someone.

      That Nico had tried and very much enjoyed.

      There was also that whole Kate-killing-him thing somewhere in the back of his head reminding him not to get distracted and do something stupid.

      “Are you insane?” August hissed, pushing at his chest. “I’m not going back to the hotel the team’s staying in.”

      “So we’ll go back to yours.” Nico shrugged. Little details to be worked out but nothing more than that.

      “We’re not going anywhere together. Do you want to get caught?”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Nico muttered, annoyed by the hot and cold attitude. “Why do I even want you anyway? You’re so fucking uptight.”

      A flicker of something crossed August’s face before he leaned in, taking Nico’s mouth in another rough, desperate kiss. It was hot and deep enough to wipe all thoughts from Nico’s brain except the urge to fuck.

      He snaked a hand between their bodies again, cupping August’s dick and palming the length, rubbing. August shuddered, biting at Nico’s lip, shoving against him, seeking more.

      They made out until Nico’s lips tingled and he panted, desperate for breath. He drew back, staring August in the eye.

      “C’mon, there’s gotta be something we can do,” he countered, still teasing August’s hard cock, rubbing his thumb across the tip and wondering if it was starting to leak through the fabric yet. “How about this? I’ll rent a room at a hotel neither of us are staying at. You can meet me there. And I’ll blow you and your mind.”

      August hesitated a second but he closed his eyes, grinding into the touch. With a shuddering sigh, he nodded. “Fine. But just this one time. After that, we forget this happened.”

      Nico refrained from reminding him that after a round in bed, August was going to be begging for more.

      He’d find out soon enough.

      “Fine.” Nico stepped back, letting go of August’s hard cock, mourning the loss of pressure against his own dick, eager behind the fly of his trousers.

      Nico pulled his phone out of his pocket, quickly searching for a hotel.

      It took a few minutes for him to choose one and book it and his hands were aching from the cold by the time he was done.

      He flicked his gaze up to meet August’s.

      He looked … well, Nico couldn’t quite identify the look on his face. Severe, maybe. Almost disapproving.

      “I have a room at the Hilton two blocks east and a little north of here,” Nico explained. “I’ll check in, then meet you at the bar there and I can give you the number. You can follow me up to the room fifteen minutes later. In case we run into issues, I’ll check in under an assumed name, Roger Hauer. H-a-u-e-r.”

      August stared blankly.

      “You know, like the Dutch actor, Rutger Hauer? The replicant in Blade Runner?” he prompted. “Ugh, never mind. I’m just saying it’ll be like spy shit. Totally discreet. No one will ever know.”

      August rolled his eyes. “You’re gonna make me regret this, aren’t you?”

      Nico scoffed. “You won’t regret it after I suck your brains out through your dick.” He leaned in for another kiss but August shoved at his chest.

      “Get the hell out of here. I’ll meet you at the hotel.”

      Startled, Nico fumbled the phone. It slipped from his cold, numb fingers and fell to the ground with a clatter.

      Damn it. It was a new phone too and he hadn’t put a screen protector on it yet.

      Careless, Nico, someone scolded him, a faint memory from his childhood rising up. He’d heard it so many times in his life he couldn’t remember who’d said it. One of his early coaches, maybe.

      He dropped to his knees, still caged in by August’s body and fumbled on the ground for his phone. He finally snagged it but when he glanced up, he froze at the sight of August looking down at him intently.

      It was hard to see his face at this angle. It was mostly in shadow, but Nico still shivered.

      Not from cold but from want.

      He was tempted to change his mind and suck August off right here.

      He reached out, running his palm along August’s length. He wasn’t quite as hard as he’d been before but he certainly hadn’t gone soft either and Nico let out an appreciative hum at the heft of him.

      Oh that would be nice.

      He leaned forward, mouth opening in anticipation.

      August groaned, settling a hand on the back of Nico’s head. “Stop it,” he growled.

      “You don’t like that?” Nico asked playfully, fluttering his lashes though he wasn’t sure August could see him in this light.

      “Do you ever do what you’re supposed to, Arents?” August answered, digging his fingers into Nico’s hair.

      “Rarely.” Nico rose to his feet, grinning, pressing close again. “But why don’t you meet me at the hotel and see if I’ll make an exception for you?”

      “This is a bad idea,” August said roughly.

      “Baby,” Nico leaned in to whisper in August’s ear. “I’m the best bad decision you’re ever going to make.”
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      Nico was not subtle.

      August didn’t know why he’d expected anything else but as he sat at the hotel bar sipping a passable Scotch, he debated why he hadn’t turned around and left already.

      Nico had strutted in, shot a showy wink at August, then leaned over the bar to flirt with the bartender.

      He ordered something—he was too far away for August to hear clearly—then swiped one of the napkins.

      He pulled a marker out of his pocket—because of course he was the kind of guy who assumed he’d be mobbed by fans wanting his autograph—and scrawled something on the napkin.

      August watched as he flirted with the bartender a little more.

      Nico was … not unfortunate looking.

      His chin-length hair was somewhere between dirty blond and golden brown and he wore it in a messy, shaggy style he had raked off his forehead.

      His cheekbones were high and wide, his lips full, his eyes a warm blue August associated with the Aegean Sea.

      He had a hint of a tan and August shivered at the memory of Nico’s soft stubble brushing his cheek.

      Hints of several small tattoos peeped out of Nico’s sleeves as he reached out to touch the bartender’s arm, bright smile gleaming as he laughed at something.

      A single hoop earring shone with small diamonds and he wore several rings and a flashy watch.

      Nothing about him was August’s type.

      He was the antithesis of Daniel.

      Which, if August was being honest, was absolutely part of the appeal tonight.

      With another wink in his direction, Nico sauntered past August.

      He muttered “five-seventy-three” out of the side of his mouth as he shoved the napkin at August, then left the bar with a bottle of clear liquor clutched in his fist.

      Real spy shit indeed.

      August suspected Nico had never done anything subtly in his life.

      Irritated, August spent the next fifteen minutes sipping his Scotch. When it was empty except for a melting ice cube, he slid a tip for the bartender under the glass, then left the lounge.

      August’s stomach fluttered uncomfortably as he rode the elevator to the fifth floor rather than leaving the hotel like he should.

      Why in God’s name was he doing this again?

      He could blow up his entire career. And for what? Sex with Nico Arents?

      What kind of half-cocked insanity was that?

      But the mental image of Daniel in bed with his new husband rose to the forefront of August’s mind and he gritted his teeth.

      He needed this. Tonight, he needed to forget.

      He needed something to strip away the memories of what he’d lost. Something as far from the soft, tender sex he’d had with Daniel as possible.

      August might hate himself in the morning for doing this, but not as much as if he texted Daniel telling him he missed him.

      Hard to believe, but sex with Nico Arents was the lesser of two evils.

      The elevator dinged quietly before the doors whooshed open with a hiss.

      August checked the room number on the napkin for the dozenth time, then tucked it in his pocket and turned right.

      August lived in hotels, spending almost as much time in them as he did his own home.

      This was a generic four-star chain, clean, serviceable, utterly bland.

      The hallway yawned in front of him, stretching on and on endlessly as he followed the signs, his footfalls silent.

      The identical doors, one after the other, the same insipid art, the carpet pattern simultaneously generic yet tacky.

      August hadn’t seen a single person by the time he knocked on 573 and half of him hoped no one would answer.

      The other half …

      Well, when the door opened to reveal Nico wearing suit trousers and an unbuttoned shirt revealing a slice of golden skin August wanted to touch, that other half made him step forward into the room.

      “Eager much?” Nico asked with an amused quirk of his lips as he closed the door behind him.

      “I didn’t want to hang out in the hallway and risk someone seeing us,” August lied.

      Nico snorted. “No one who knows us is staying in this hotel. Besides, hardly anyone recognizes referees.”

      The scathing tone made August bristle. “God, I don’t know why the hell I came here,” he muttered.

      Nico grinned.

      The smile lit up Nico’s face, taking his look from arrogant to playful. It sent a little shockwave through August he felt down to his toes.

      “Auggie, can I call you Auggie?” Nico asked, tone conversational, as he turned away, sauntering toward a dresser holding liquor, an ice bucket, and some glasses.

      “No. You absolutely cannot call me that,” August protested.

      Nico continued like he hadn’t heard him. “Auggie, I think you need to loosen up a little.”

      “I’d rather get this over with,” he said tightly.

      August heard the clink of ice being dropped into a glass, then a splash of liquid.

      Nico turned toward him and held out the drink, silent.

      “Trying to get me drunk, Arents?” August asked, ignoring the offer, though he did step farther into the room.

      “Well, you’re a little tightly wound, dude. It seemed like you need it.”

      “I don’t need it,” he protested. “I just don’t know why we aren’t getting down to business already.”

      “Damn, you sure know how to romance a guy there, Manning,” Nico shot back. He looked down at the glass August hadn’t taken, shrugged, then took a sip.

      August sputtered. “This isn’t about romance.”

      “Figure of speech.” Nico grinned over the rim of the glass. “And if we’re going with trite cliches, why don’t you take off your coat and stay a while? I don’t mind getting fucked by a guy who’s fully dressed but an overcoat and scarf might be a bit much.”

      August glanced down, belatedly realizing he was still wearing all of his outerwear. Minus the toque he’d left in the alley because it had been too covered in grime to pick up. “Oh. Right.”

      He cleared his throat and stepped closer to Nico.

      “Nice buttons, by the way.” Nico reached out and flicked one with the tip of his finger. “Very … nautical.”

      August gritted his teeth, regretting he’d come tonight. The longer Nico’s stupid prattle went on, the less he wanted this.

      “Thanks.”

      August turned and hung his coat over the back of a chair, then carefully draped his scarf over it.

      When he turned back, Nico was still standing there like he had all the time in the world, sipping his drink.

      “Seriously. Are we going to do this or what?” August snapped.

      Nico gave him an annoyed look but he set his glass down—not on a coaster, of course, because he absolutely was that kind of slob—and sauntered forward.

      He was barefoot, August realized. He had long, narrow feet, highly arched with … purple nail polish on them?

      “Nice color,” August’s tone was dry.

      “Thanks. I like it.” Nico wiggled his toes. “I’m due for a pedicure soon though.”

      “Why are we even talking about this?” August said with a groan.

      “Well, you brought it up.”

      “Right.” August crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, if we don’t get something going soon, I’m leaving. I might as well get a good night’s sleep if a vodka on the rocks and your purple toes are the best you can manage.”

      “Gin,” Nico countered. He locked his gaze on August, then licked his lips.

      “Of course it is.” The alcohol August liked least. Drinking it was like licking a pine tree.

      Absolutely nothing about Nico fit with anything that appealed to August. And yet, he was still here, in this stupid bland hotel room. And August was about to fuck him. Because somehow, Nico had made August forget about Daniel for at least ten minutes.

      Pathetic? Probably.

      But tonight August would take what he could get.

      “Fine,” Nico said, stepping close enough to touch. “You want to get something going? Let’s go, baby.”

      He undid a button on August’s tweed suit jacket and raised an eyebrow. “Pretty fancy suit for a ref there, eh?”

      “I like the respect it shows the game,” August said stiffly.

      “Mmm, you would.” Nico worked another button loose, then slid his hands up under the fabric, his palms warm as he smoothed them over August’s shirt.

      August hated how good the touch felt. It had been too long.

      “Why are you so tense?” Nico asked. He widened his eyes, batting his lashes. “Oh, is this your first time, sweetheart? I didn’t realize. I promise I’ll be gentle with you.”

      “It’s not my first time,” August protested. “I told you. I’ve had relationships before.”

      “Of course you have,” Nico said in a faux soothing tone. “You’ve had lots and lots of sex and you totally know how to get Tab A into Slot B.”

      “I know how to have sex,” August said through gritted teeth. “I’m good at sex.”

      “Aww, are you nervous you aren’t going to be able to satisfy me, baby?” Nico gave him a sympathetic look. “I get it. I’m more than most people can handle.”

      “I can handle you fine,” August protested.

      “Prove it,” Nico whispered, his breath a gust of juniper-scented breeze over August’s lips.

      So August grabbed Nico by the hair and kissed him, backing him up against the bed.
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        * * *

      

      Nico let out a pleased hum against August’s lips.

      He enjoyed the aggressive kiss so much more than the awkward tension from before.

      He still wasn’t entirely sure why August was here tonight though.

      Nico was pretty much irresistible of course, which went without saying, but to be honest, he wasn’t sure if even his charms could override August’s clear dislike of him.

      Still, when they finally drew apart, August’s chest was heaving and he looked a little dazed.

      Score one for Nico.

      Nico pushed the suit jacket off August’s broad shoulders and let it fall to the floor. He kept his gaze on August’s face as he tugged his shirt free of the waistband and slowly unbuttoned it.

      When Nico reached the last button, August’s nostrils flared and he wet his lips. It looked almost involuntary, as if he couldn’t quite help himself.

      And Nico loved that.

      He loved making such an uptight guy absolutely gag for it. For him.

      Nico stripped off his own clothes, tossed them on the floor, then crawled onto the bed, still wearing his briefs.

      They were very brief and he thought the shade of blue looked rather nice against his skin, if he did say so himself.

      He rubbed the flat of his palm against his cock, groaning at the way the fabric dragged against his foreskin.

      “So, are you going to watch me get myself off, or are you going to help?” Nico teased.

      August’s mouth tightened but he slipped his clothes off and carefully added them to the neat pile on the back of a nearby chair. He picked his jacket up off the floor too, because of course he did.

      Nico rolled his eyes at August’s muscular back. Uptight what?

      Sliding a hand under the waistband of his briefs, Nico stroked his cock, jacking himself slowly as he watched August peel his underwear off.

      Neurotic or not, damn. August had an ass.

      And Nico was a connoisseur of hockey asses.

      He licked his lips, wondering if August would untwist enough to let him eat his hole. Probably not but a guy could hope.

      As August turned back to face the bed, one of his heavy brows rose. “You don’t waste any time.”

      “And here I thought you wanted to get down to business.” Nico grinned and lifted his hips, shimmying off the briefs. He flung them toward August’s face.

      He grimaced and batted them away. “Shut up, Arents.”

      “Make me,” Nico taunted.

      August stalked forward, kneeling on the bed, situating himself so he straddled Nico’s thighs.

      He leaned down and kissed Nico roughly again, his mouth demanding.

      Nico groaned happily as August settled over him full-length, his body hot and hard. They made out for a while, hands roaming, hips beginning to rock as they rubbed together.

      Nico dug his hands into August’s back, mapping out his muscles, learning he liked a tight, firm grip and anything lighter made him flinch.

      After Nico’s mouth felt a little swollen and he was breathing hard, he wrapped a leg around August’s, rolling him onto his back before August knew what was happening.

      Clearly startled, August stared up at him, his chest quickly rising and falling.

      The position gave Nico the upper hand and allowed him to enjoy the view. Nico lifted into a plank position and raked his gaze down August’s body, enjoying the way he flexed, his abs tightening into a nice six-pack.

      Huh. Nico had never gotten naked with a referee before. He hadn’t expected them to look like this under the stripes. He might have tried this sooner if he’d known.

      “Very nice,” he purred.

      He slid down the bed between August’s thighs, then pressed a kiss to his solid abs, his muscles jumping a little under his touch like he was startled.

      August didn’t have much body hair, just a nice little trimmed bush around his cock, which was only half-hard at the moment, but fattened up again as Nico gave him a few gentle, dry strokes.

      He shouldered his way between August’s thighs until he bent his knees, feet flat on the bed.

      With some room to work finally, Nico dropped his head, taking August in his mouth and teasing the crown of his dick with the tip of his tongue, coaxing it out of his foreskin. He was rewarded with a droplet of liquid he sucked into his mouth.

      “You don’t taste half-bad,” Nico said with a pleased hum. “Funny, I thought it would be bitter.”

      August grunted, lifting his head to glare down the length of his body. “Shut up and do what you claim you’re so good at, Arents.”

      Nico grinned. “Happy to.”

      He cradled August’s cock in one hand, then licked a wet stripe up one side. He did it over and over until August’s dick twitched in his palm and he inhaled sharply.

      It made Nico smile.

      Nico opened his mouth and took August in, giving him a few sloppy strokes until his dick was shiny from Nico’s spit and standing straight up.

      Nico glanced up to see August staring intently, one arm behind his head, muscles popping. Fuck. He really was better looking than Nico had initially thought.

      “Still not impressed,” August said, tone bored.

      Nico smiled and rose to his knees. “Sure, baby. You keep telling yourself that.”

      It was an awkward angle but when Nico took him in deep, swallowing around the intrusion into his throat, August let out a small gasp. Nico fucked his own throat with August’s cock, taking him deep and holding him there as long as he could before sliding off, proud of the way he didn’t choke or sputter.

      He played with August’s balls too, feeling them grow tight in his hand, enjoying the way August’s entire body shuddered when he pressed the backs of his knuckles against his taint.

      Saliva dripped down August’s shaft as Nico pulled off with a wet pop, replacing his mouth with his hand. He slid his hand languidly up and down, enjoying the slick sounds and the way August arched into every stroke, seeking more.

      “So, how are we doing this?” Nico asked with a lift of his brow. “You want to finish in my mouth or my ass? I mean, I’m happy to fuck you too but I’m guessing you’re not offering yours.”

      “No. Prep yourself,” August said. His tone was almost cold but the heat in his gaze made Nico smirk.

      Nico shrugged. He was fine with that, though he wasn’t sure why August had suddenly shut down.

      What a weird guy.

      Great body, terrible personality.

      Nico let go of August’s cock long enough to retrieve the condom and packet of lube he’d set on the nightstand earlier, then rolled onto his back.

      He gave his dick a few leisurely tugs, then planted his feet wide on the bed, knees pointing toward the ceiling, arranged perfectly to give August a front-row view of the proceedings.

      Nico slicked his fingers and tilted his hips, snaking a hand between his thighs, using his other hand to lift his balls out of the way.

      He played with his hole a minute, circling it, enjoying August’s gaze tracking every little motion he made before he sank a finger inside.

      Nico fucked himself a few times, then slid his finger out, adding a second.

      Mmm, much better.

      He was tempted to ask August for help but he seemed to enjoy watching, his gaze glued on every twist of Nico’s fingers.

      Nico didn’t need a lot of prep. He’d played with a nice fat vibrating toy last night, so a little lube and a couple of fingers did the trick but he kept going for a little while, working himself up and enjoying the rasp of August’s breathing growing louder and louder in the quiet room.

      “Enough,” August finally barked.

      Nico grinned and sat up, snagging the shiny foil packet resting on the white sheets.

      He ripped the packet open, then placed the rubber on the head of August’s cock.

      Nico used his mouth to roll it down, a neat little trick that usually impressed guys.

      He made a show of it but August remained silent, his breathing hitching or speeding up the only indication he was enjoying it.

      Nico slid off with a pop again, placed one last kiss on the head of August’s dick, then grabbed a pillow and arranged himself.

      Ass up, chest down.

      Nico could nearly taste the simmering tension in the air, the way August wanted to take all his frustration out on him.

      It had been coming since their exchange on the ice earlier and Nico bit his lip in anticipation as August shifted into position.

      When nothing happened, Nico wiggled his hips. “C’mon, Manning. I annoy the shit out of you. Take what you want from me.”

      A sharp, indrawn breath was the only reaction he got but a heartbeat later he felt a heavy, blunt pressure against his hole.

      August pushed in steadily, not stopping even when Nico reflexively tightened up, and had to work to relax. When he did, August slid in smoothly all the way to the base, the front of his thighs warm against the back of Nico’s.

      Nico wiggled experimentally. Mmm. August’s dick was as solid and unyielding as the rest of him.

      “Oh that’s nice …” he purred.

      “Shut up, Arents.” August gripped Nico’s hips, fingers biting in. “You talk too much.”

      Nico shot him a flirtatious look over his shoulder, pushing his hair out of his eyes to see him better. “I thought I told you to call me Nico.”

      August grabbed a handful of his hair, forcing Nico’s head back. “Would you. Stop. Talking?” he ground out.

      “I told you to make me,” Nico taunted.

      August snapped his hips and tore a startled groan from Nico.

      “Yesssss,” Nico encouraged, thrusting back. “Fuck, just like that, baby.”

      August let out an annoyed growl and sped up, their bodies slapping together, loud in the otherwise quiet room.

      Nico’s eyes rolled back in his head because the rhythm was punishing, lighting him up in all of his favorite places.

      “I think you like me talking,” Nico said breathlessly. “You like how much I drive you nuts. You like that I get under your skin and—”

      “Fuck, you are such a pain in my ass,” August barked.

      “No.” Nico dug his fingers into the bedsheets. “You’re a pain in my ass. And oh, baby, it hurts so good.”

      But it was all false bravado because when August tilted his hips and thrust again, it tore a real groan from Nico’s lips.

      Nico couldn’t chirp back, couldn’t do much of anything for a moment but take the hard, demanding pace.

      “You’re an arrogant, self-centered, lazy piece of shit who doesn’t appreciate what he’s got,” August said through gritted teeth.

      August’s words were short and punchy like he couldn’t quite get a full breath and Nico felt it too but he pulled it together enough to grin and toss his hair off his forehead, laughing.

      “And what do I have?” Nico taunted, panting raggedly, bracing himself on the headboard so he didn’t slide straight into it with the force of August’s thrusts.

      But August didn’t answer, just drove harder into him until Nico’s skin sheened with sweat, his body jolting with every short, sharp drive of August’s cock.

      Nico snaked a hand under himself and stroked a few times. He might be able to come untouched from the rough fuck but he wasn’t sure and he doubted August would give him the reacharound if he didn’t.

      Tingling pleasure spread through Nico, his balls drawing up, his stomach tightening as the urgency built and built. He finally came with a hoarse shout, back arching and toes curling with the tension as he stroked through his release, cum slicking his way for the final shots.

      Nico collapsed, face pressed to the sheets, panting and trembling as the aftershocks rippled through him.

      With a few more forceful thrusts, August came too, his fingertips biting into Nico’s hips.

      The rough noise that escaped August’s lips was gratifyingly loud and after a few jerky thrusts, he collapsed forward, his hair tickling Nico’s shoulder blade as he pressed his cheek to Nico’s skin.

      For a moment, the room was silent except for their ragged breathing and Nico wondered if he could fall asleep like this.

      Or if maybe August had actually passed out on him.

      When the air conditioner kicked on, Nico shivered at the cool gust of air—why the fuck is it running when it’s subzero outside?—and August finally stirred.

      He straightened and Nico felt the brush of his fingers against his ass before he pulled out.

      Damn, Nico was going to be feeling that tomorrow during the game against Chicago. Perfect.

      August staggered over to the dresser to drop the condom in the trash next to it, then returned to the bed, collapsing against the mound of pillows.

      “Fuck.” Nico flipped onto his back, sprawling out, his entire body tingling with the pleasure of a great orgasm. He’d needed that.

      August made a similarly contented noise and Nico rolled his head to the side to look at him.

      “What did I tell you?” he said with a smile. “Sex with me is life-changing, right?”

      August huffed. “I’ve had better.”

      Nico smirked. “Sure you have.” He rolled on his side and patted August’s stomach. “You keep telling yourself that, baby.”

      “Seems to me like you lay there and took it.” August’s gaze flicked dismissively up and down his body. “Not particularly impressive, honestly.”

      Nico made an outraged noise and sat up. “That is slander and I will not stand for it.”

      “Mmm, okay.” August yawned loud enough for his jaw to crack. “If that’s what your delicate ego needs …”

      Annoyed, but a little impressed August was able to act so nonchalant, Nico got out of bed.

      “I’m taking a shower. Help yourself to whatever you want.”

      August grunted, arm thrown up over his eyes.

      Nico took a quick shower, enough to rinse away the mess, half-expecting August to be gone by the time he was done.

      When Nico stepped out of the bathroom, August was still sprawled on the bed, eyes closed, breathing slowly and deeply.

      Not quite asleep, but probably close.

      “I guess I wore you out, huh?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” August didn’t open his eyes. “I’ll get up in a minute.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m heading out. Unless you’re interested in round two?”

      “No.” August sat up with a groan.

      His infuriatingly perfect hair stuck up in the back and Nico grinned, enjoying that he’d manage to mess him up a little. Shame he hadn’t had an opportunity to leave an actual mark.

      He could imagine how August would react if he’d left a hickey on his neck, somewhere niiice and visible.

      Ahh well. Nico shrugged and reached for the puddle of clothes on the floor. Maybe next time.

      After Nico was dressed and he’d fussed with his hair in the mirror, he spotted a cardboard coaster nearby.

      He pulled a marker out of his pocket and scrawled his name and number on the back of it. “Call me when you decide you want a repeat,” he said with a wink as he flipped the coaster toward August.

      It landed neatly on his bare chest.

      “Not a chance in hell,” August said with a sneer as he tossed it onto the bed beside him.

      Nico laughed, blew him a kiss, then walked out of the hotel room.

      For a moment, he stood in the hallway, feeling almost winded though his breathing was slow and even.

      Eventually, he shook his head and walked to the elevator, annoyed to realize his headache was back.

      Definitely a weird night.

      Weird but fun.

      

      
        
        Nico Arents Moves on From Skylar Hanley with Mystery Man

      

        

      
        After Arents and Hanley spent the summer together, speculation was that the defenseman and socialite-turned-influencer’s relationship had heated up again. In a statement Hanley put out on social media several weeks ago, she seemed more amused by the idea than anything. “God no. Nico’s been a great friend while I go through some personal stuff but seriously, people, we are not together. I have too much going on right now to worry about any man, much less a disaster like Nics.”

      

        

      
        Although Nico Arents has been lying low since, he obviously wasn’t too hurt by Skylar’s public denial of their romance.

        Following the Toronto Fisher Cats game against the Evanston River Otters, the Fisher Cat defenseman was spotted in a heated embrace with a mystery man on Saturday night.

      

        

      
        The pair were filmed tucked in an alley near the arena where the Otters celebrated a jersey retirement ceremony for Anders Lindholm, Zane Murphy, and Ryan Hartinger at last night’s game.

      

        

      
        Several Fisher Cats were confirmed to be in attendance at the after-party, including Arents.

      

        

      
        The slightly blurry fan video reveals Arents passionately kissing someone with short dark hair, then dropping to his knees …

      

        

      
        Despite the recent cold snap, there was no shortage of heat in Evanston last night. But who is Nico’s mystery man?

        Although his face is never visible, he wears what appears to be a blue peacoat with brass buttons.

      

        

      
        One source claims they recognize the distinctive coat and stated, “I can’t say for 100% sure the guy in the photo is who I’m thinking of but someone within the league definitely wears that coat. And I’m not talking about a player.”

      

        

      
        So who is he? Someone in the head office? A trainer? Referee? Coach?

      

        

      
        With the Code of Conduct finally passed by the league, Nico and his new beau had better be careful before they both end up in hot water …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who. Is. He?” Kate asked between gritted teeth.

      Nico shrugged. “No one important.”

      Kate pinched the bridge of her nose. “Nico—”

      “I’m not giving you his name.”

      “He is someone in the league though?”

      “Not a player,” Nico hedged.

      “Of course not. Because that would be too simple.” She let out a noise of frustration. “Give me his name. Please.”

      “Look, I don’t feel good about giving out queer people’s names,” Nico argued. “I don’t know that he’s out.”

      Kate winced. “Okay. I respect that. Can you at least give me his role within the league so I know how catastrophic this could be?”

      “Uhh. No?”

      Kate looked at the ceiling. “What did I do in a past life to deserve dealing with this?” she muttered.

      “Look, I get it. I made bad choices,” Nico said with a sigh. “It wasn’t supposed to end up on the gossip pages.”

      “It never is, Nico! No one is ever trying to get their personal life splashed all over the internet—well, no, that’s not true—but you know what I mean.”

      He nodded. Sure, there were people who had publicists who made sure stuff got “leaked” and went viral. But for the most part, especially in sports, the people who ended up all over gossip blogs didn’t want to be there.

      Kate took a deep breath. “I appreciate you went to a hotel after the kiss and I can see your cracked phone screen so I believe you dropped your phone and it wasn’t a blowjob in an alley, but I do not like the speculation about this, Nico.”

      “They can’t prove anything though,” Nico argued.

      “Not until someone digs up a picture of this mystery guy wearing that coat and puts the pieces together!”

      Ugh. Who’d have thought August’s stupid nautical peacoat would be so damn recognizable?

      But as much as he wanted to lay all of the blame on August and his ugly coat, Nico was the one who unbuttoned it to get his hands on August. And if he hadn’t knocked his toque off, exposing his dark hair …

      If, if, if …

      If Nico had kept walking instead of stopping to goad August, they wouldn’t be in this mess either.

      He could have hooked up with some random person unconnected to the league and saved himself a whole lot of trouble.

      “Look, it’s nothing you’re going to have to worry about.”

      “That’s what they all say,” Kate muttered.

      “It’s not going to be a problem,” he insisted. “I swear.”

      “They say that too.” Her shoulders slumped. “Look, Nico, I can’t make you tell me who he is. I get you’re trying to protect this guy and that’s admirable but I genuinely believe it’s going to be much worse for both of you if we don’t have some kind of strategy to manage it.”

      “I get it but there’s no way I’m going to out him. I’m sorry, Kate. You know I don’t mean to drive you crazy.”

      She gave him a tired lopsided smile. “I know you don’t. And yet, you’re so very good at it, aren’t you?”

      He shrugged and returned her smile. “It’s who I am.”

      “Lucky me.” She tapped the nameplate on her desk. “But before I let you go, I want to go over one thing. What does this say?”

      “Kate Foster – Vice President of Communications and Public Relations,” he parroted.

      “And is it my job to wrangle you guys and keep you from PR disasters?”

      “No.”

      Technically, that job belonged to the Director of Public Relations. Which was Kate’s former job, not her current one.

      She continued. “The PR department does answer to me and you know I trust the people who work for me. So why do I step in like this sometimes?”

      “Because you care about the team and the organization,” he parroted. This was not the first time they’d had this conversation.

      “And you guys! Don’t forget that part. I still don’t know what I did to deserve dozens of wayward children but you’re my wayward children and I refuse to let you screw up your careers when I can stop it.”

      Kate was only about ten years older than Nico and there were a few players like Dominic Olson who were older than her, but they all deferred to her like she was some terrifying combination of a smoking-hot mom and Atilla the Hun.

      Atilla the MILF.

      “I know,” Nico admitted. “And I really am not trying to screw up my career or make more work for you.”

      Her expression softened. “I know, Nico. Somehow, you draw situations like this to you. It’s quite a talent you have. Just … please try to be careful. Please make better choices. Not only for my sake or your own but because you are part of a team. You have many other people relying on you as well.”

      “I’ll do my best,” he promised. Which wasn’t always great but he couldn’t offer any more than that.

      “Thank you.” Kate rose to her feet and he took his cue and did the same.

      She gave him a searching look as they walked to her office door. “If I figure it out and guess correctly, will you confirm or deny who the man is?”

      “No.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment like she was praying for strength.

      “Please. Think on it, Nico,” she urged. “If you change your mind—”

      “You’ll be the first one to know,” he promised. “But look, I’ve gotta get to practice.”

      “Go, go.” She shooed him away. “I wouldn’t want you to get in any more trouble.”

      Thankfully, Nico was there in plenty of time to dress and other than the guys chirping him about his mystery man, practice was pretty uneventful.

      After, he managed to dodge Dustin, who’d been trying to corner him all morning—probably to give him another lecture for his gossip page indiscretions—and made a beeline for his car.

      By the time practice was over, Nico had a text message waiting for him. Unfortunately, it wasn’t from August. It was from Sky.

      I’m craving sushi. Pick some up on your way over?

      Nico shot off a response. Sure. No raw stuff though, right?

      No. :(

      An hour later, Nico let himself into Skylar’s penthouse loft.

      “Oh thank God,” she said, taking the bag of takeout from him. “I was dying.”

      Nico rolled his eyes. “Hi. Good to see you too.”

      “Whatever. You’re too full of yourself already anyway,” she said with an airy toss of her blonde hair.

      Skylar Hanley was drop-dead gorgeous by pretty much anyone’s standards. Her hair fell in glossy waves down her shoulders and her dark eyes and brows were a contrast to her bright hair.

      But anyone who thought her looks were all she had to offer quickly learned otherwise. It was one of Nico’s favorite things about her.

      She sat on the white leather sectional and spread the food out on the coffee table. “What did you get for yourself?”

      “That was supposed to be enough for both of us!” he protested.

      “Yeah, but I’m eating for two. What’s your excuse?” She shot him a smug grin.

      “I’m a hockey player.” He swiped one of the containers off the table with a scowl. “You can’t have this one anyway. It’s got raw stuff.”

      “Ugh.” She wrinkled her freckled nose. “Rude. I thought you were here to support me.”

      “I am! Doesn’t mean I have to go without spicy tuna though.”

      As they ate, they squabbled like they always did, Skylar settling with her back against the arm of the sofa, her feet in his lap.

      She wore joggers and a crop top, her belly beginning to round out on her otherwise thin frame. She was in the second trimester still; he was pretty sure anyway.

      There was some weird magical formula for figuring out due dates. It made about as much sense as calculus to Nico, but he was a hockey player and really, it was very unfair he had to do math.

      But however they figured it, it meant Skylar was due in early April of next year.

      He’d teased her that maybe he and the baby would share a birthday and she’d told him there was no way in hell she was putting up with another Aries in her life.

      Talk about rude. He was delightful.

      Now, Skylar kept one hand curled protectively around her stomach as she arranged a takeout container on her thighs.

      “When are you planning to tell your parents about the pregnancy?” Nico asked.

      “After the kid graduates from college.” She angled her phone to get a picture of the food.

      “Good luck with that. You’re a Hanley, Sky. They’re not going to ignore it when pictures of your baby bump appear in the gossip rags.”

      Nico’s family had money. Both of his parents came from well-off families and his dad’s NHL salary and later career as a business analyst for a European sports company meant Nico had never worried about anything financial.

      The Hanleys were orders of magnitude richer.

      They’d made their money in mining and forestry hundreds of years ago. Centuries of investments and clever tax dodges meant they were one of the wealthiest families in Toronto.

      Skylar stood to inherit billions.

      That was one of many reasons the family had thoroughly disapproved of Skylar and Nico dating. He was practically destitute by their standards.

      “I know they’re not going to ignore it but it doesn’t mean I can’t try to put it off as long as possible,” Skylar said, lifting a bite to her mouth.

      She glared over her California roll, chewing aggressively like it would somehow make his words not true.

      “It’s not going to get better with more time,” he pointed out.

      “And neither is your head.”

      Nico grimaced. “Fair.”

      “Did you talk to Dr. Strickland like you promised you would?” She reached for another California roll.

      “No. I didn’t have time,” he protested. “This morning, Kate called me in for a meeting to rip me a new asshole about what I got up to last weekend.”

      “I still can’t believe you fucked a ref,” Skylar said with a laugh. “Only you.”

      Nico shrugged, staring down at the yellowtail nigiri maki. “What can I say? No one can resist me.”

      “Arrogant much?” she asked drily, poking his thigh with her big toe.

      “I can’t help it if it’s true.” He snapped his chopsticks at her toes like he was going to grab them.

      She squealed and tucked her feet under her thighs in a cross-legged position, barely catching her food before it tumbled off her lap. “You’re such an asshole.”

      “So they tell me.”

      They were both silent a few minutes as they chewed.

      “Is your head hurting that bad?” Skylar asked softly a few minutes later. “You look miserable.”

      He realized he’d been rubbing his head and he let his hand fall to his thigh. “No. I mean, it doesn’t feel great but it’s fine.”

      “Then why are you pouting?”

      “I’m not pouting,” he protested. “I just … I kinda thought I’d hear from August.”

      She snickered. “Aww. Are you pining over your referee?”

      “I’m not pining and he’s not my referee! He’s just some guy I hooked up with. I … I don’t know.”

      Nico hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the way August had kissed him. Or the way he’d acted like he was trying to fuck Nico out of existence. Or how much softer he’d looked after, relaxed and sated.

      “You’re only interested because you can’t have him.”

      Nico huffed and jabbed violently at his sea urchin. “That’s not true.”

      “You are the worst liar in the world and you can’t hide from me.” She waved an eel roll threateningly.

      “It was different somehow.”

      “Yeah, yeah, hate sex in an alley. Been there, done that. So hot.” She rolled her eyes.

      “It wasn’t in an alley!” he protested, although he was laughing. “We went to a hotel. And we should have gone sooner because Kate is pissed.”

      “Did you tell her who he was?”

      “No. Why would I do that?”

      “Uhh, so she can handle the fallout if someone figures out who he is?”

      “Right, like you’ve told your publicist about your pregnancy?” he snapped.

      Annoyed, he stood, tossing his takeout container on the coffee table.

      He crossed the room and looked out the expansive windows, staring at Lake Ontario. The water was choppy today, the skies sullen and laden with dark snow clouds. The gray water was churned up into white-capped frothy waves.

      It looked like Nico felt inside.

      He didn’t know if it was the worry about his head or that he hadn’t heard from August. Maybe it was the lecture from Kate or maybe he was finally losing it.

      Maybe all of the above.

      The soft pad of Skylar’s bare feet on the wood floors reached his ears a moment before she wrapped her arms around his waist.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, pressing her cheek against his shoulder blade.

      “No, I’m sorry” he admitted, patting her hand. He didn’t know why he and Skylar were always like this, picking at the ragged edges of one another’s patience and leaving no sore spot un-poked at. “I was being a dick and that wasn’t fair.”

      “Hey, Nics, I’ll make you a deal,” she said, slipping under his arm to stand beside him.

      He smiled at the Neeks. Shortly after they met, she’d given him a nickname of his nickname.

      No one ever called him Nicolaas. Not even his mother when she was mad at him.

      He let Skylar lean on him, though he kept staring out the window. “What kind of deal?”

      “Once you talk to Dr. Strickland, I’ll set up a meeting with Mommy and Daddy to tell them their precious baby is a whore with a bun in the oven.”

      Nico coughed. “Well, I might not word it like that.” Even for him that was a little much.

      She shrugged, jostling the arm he had draped over her shoulders. “I mean, what else are they going to think?”

      Wincing, he admitted she might be right. “Still …”

      “Oh fine. I will tell them their darling daughter, who already is such a disappointment for making her own living as an influencer instead of going into something sensible like running the family business, is with child.”

      “Yeah, deal,” Nico agreed without hesitation. “I’ll talk to Dr. Strickland this week. I promise.”

      He’d promised three people that now. He sure was doing a great job not following through so far but he did want Skylar to tell her family.

      Not because he thought it was going to go well—it definitely wasn’t—but because she needed to get it over with. Rip off the bandage and all that.

      Of course, he should take his own advice.

      “Good.” Skylar squeezed him a little tighter. “I’m scared for you.”

      “I’m scared too,” he admitted, still staring at the leaden sky and churned-up waves. “What if something is really wrong with me?”

      “What if it’s something they can fix?” she asked.

      Nico shuddered like someone had walked over his grave. “What if it isn’t?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The scent of laundry soap and steam rose toward August’s nose as he navigated the iron across the collar of his shirt.

      When it was done, he hung it next to the ones he’d already finished, then swapped another load of laundry from the washer to the dryer.

      There was something satisfying about clean laundry and August hummed to himself as he tucked folded clothes in the dresser and hung the rest in the closet, pleased with the neat and tidy rows.

      After his laundry supplies were put away, he went to the kitchen and prepared dinner for himself and a treat for Marty.

      A short while later, August approached the fish tank. “Hey there, Marty. You still alive in there, buddy?”

      The goldfish—named after famed goaltender Martin Foster—swam toward August. He smiled at the fish.

      Marty had seemed a little lethargic last night when August got back from the games in Illinois and Minnesota but he looked livelier today.

      He was in a nice-sized tank with good filtration and had an automatic feeder, of course, but goldfish could be fickle and August sometimes had his neighbor check on Marty.

      August spent a few minutes talking to Marty and giving him a few peas with the skins he’d peeled off.

      Marty immediately devoured them and August smiled at his enthusiasm.

      See, everything was fine.

      August ate his own dinner at the kitchen table, trying to ignore the empty chair across from him and the siren call of his social media.

      Daniel and Kent were in Bermuda. Ridiculous. Daniel was a good Canadian boy and he hated hot weather.

      Or that was what he’d always said.

      August was beginning to think he didn’t know his ex at all.

      He reached for his phone to torture himself with more pictures of how good Daniel looked in a swimsuit when a text from his brother came in.

      Holy shit, dude, don’t you have a coat like that??

      August squinted at the message from Julius in confusion. A link to a JockGossip article popped up below it.

      What on earth was Jules talking about?

      Why are you reading JockGossip? he sent back. Because there was no way he was clicking on the link until he was sure his brother hadn’t been hacked.

      Why aren’t you? Oh wait, is it because you’re in it, asswipe?

      No, that definitely sounded like Jules.

      Wait. August froze.

      In it? In what? In the article? Oh God. No. No. Oh please no. August frantically clicked on the link.

      If August’s … ill-advised encounter with Nico Arents had landed him in the sports gossip pages …

      August felt increasingly sick as he read through the article.

      “One source claims they recognize the distinctive coat and stated, ‘I can’t say for 100% sure the guy in the photo is who I’m thinking of but someone within the league definitely wears that coat. And I’m not talking about a player.’

      So who is he? Someone in the head office? A trainer? Referee? Coach?”

      August groaned and threw his phone on the table like it had burned him.

      This couldn’t be happening. This was his career on the line.

      God, if he had Nico Arents in front of him right now …

      August froze. He didn’t have Nico, but he might still have a way to contact him.

      August had been annoyed when Nico had scrawled his phone number on a coaster and tossed it at him.

      He’d never had any intention of using it but he’d picked it up on his way out of the room and stuffed it in his pocket because he didn’t want to leave any evidence of who had been there.

      He’d fully intended to throw the number away but it looked like he was going to have to use it now.

      August found the damned peacoat hanging in the hall closet where he’d left it and luckily, the coaster was still tucked safely in the pocket.

      He squinted at the writing as he typed the numbers into his phone. God, Nico had the worst penmanship. Not surprising but still irritating. Was that a one or a seven?

      The phone rang and rang, then went to voicemail. “Hey, it’s Nico. I’m out living my best life so please hang up and text me like a normal human.”

      August rolled his eyes.

      When the phone beeped, he said, “Nico, it’s uh …”

      August had a moment of panic. Shit, he shouldn’t leave his name. What if the voicemails somehow got leaked? Of course, if they leaked it, wouldn’t they also be able to trace who he was from his phone number? Shit.

      Should he have called from some kind of burner phone?

      He had no idea where to get those though.

      The phone beeped again and the call disconnected.

      “Shit!” August swore under his breath.

      He dialed the number again and listened impatiently through the greeting.

      “Nico, it’s the guy from—the one with the peacoat,” he said. “We need to talk. Call me back.”

      But no call came.

      Even as August washed dinner dishes, scrubbed his kitchen, and mopped the floors, his phone remained silent.

      August had settled in to watch TV for the evening when he got a text from Julius.

      You okay over there? I was kidding. I know you’d never hook up with Nico Arents.

      August chewed at his lip, trying to figure out what to say. He hated lying to his brother but …

      Haha. Cleaning up after dinner, he sent. Seriously, can you imagine? Besides, how stupid would I have to be to get involved with a player?

      Right? I’d assume you were kidnapped by aliens or something. Besides, I know you’re not cool enough to get a guy like that.

      August scoffed. What did that mean? And why was his brother such an asshole?

      I could get a guy like that if I wanted, August fired back.

      An NHL player and international playboy/DJ/model? Right. I love you, man, but c’mon …

      Well that stung.

      August was tempted to send him a message saying, “Fuck you I can totally get a guy like that. That was me in the article” but that defeated the purpose of keeping this whole situation a secret. And he was taking this to his grave.

      Even from his twin brother.

      Instead, August sent Julius a middle finger emoji.

      August was probably going to look like a crazy stalker but he dialed Nico’s number one more time.

      It rang. And rang. And rang.

      The asshole wasn’t picking up. Of course he wasn’t.

      God, why had August even tried?

      August lowered his phone to end the call as a sleepy “‘lo?” came through. It was eight p.m. Was Nico sleeping?

      That sounded highly improbable. Maybe he was resting up before a wild night out or something.

      “Arents?” August asked, the phone slipping a little in his suddenly sweaty fingers as he lifted it to his ear.

      “Yeah. Who is this?”

      “August Manning.”

      “Auggie!” Nico sounded much more awake and weirdly happy as he used that horrific nickname. No one wanted to be called Auggie. “Aww, and here I thought you were giving me the brush-off.”

      “Well I was planning on it,” August snapped. “But we landed ourselves on the pages of JockGossip.”

      “We?” Nico sounded amused. “I did. You were a vague, anonymous sidenote.”

      “Yeah well, my brother recognized the coat. He thought it was a joke but if he put the pieces together, anyone could.”

      “Geez, you’re wound up. It’s seriously not that big of a deal.”

      August let out an annoyed huff. “How can you be so blasé about this? They’re going to figure it out as soon as I wear it again. God, I regret the day I bought that peacoat.” He rose to his feet, pacing the length of his small living room and back again.

      “So … burn the damn thing,” Nico said with a laugh. “It’s not like it’s stylish anyway.”

      “It’s a classic,” August argued. “And I’m not going to burn a perfectly serviceable winter coat. There are people in need and we just got snow. I guess I’ll have to donate it.”

      “Wait, do you live here in Toronto?” Nico sounded surprised. “I didn’t know that.”

      “I thought you looked up my Wikipedia page,” August countered.

      “Well, I got the Coles Notes.”

      As annoyed as August was, he nearly laughed aloud. “You would get the highlights.” He wondered if Nico had ever read an entire article or book in his life.

      “Anyway, seriously, you live in Toronto?” Nico pressed.

      “About an hour outside of it in Hamilton. Not all of us are willing to pay millions of dollars to live in a tiny apartment.”

      Instead he’d paid hundreds of thousands to live in a tiny house. But at least he owned it. And a tiny sliver of land around it.

      Nico hummed quietly. “I mean, my place is pretty spacious but … yeah. It didn’t come cheap.”

      “Good for you. Now, can we focus? We’re getting derailed.” August pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “And whose fault is that?”

      “Well, I assume it’s yours.”

      “Yes, yes, everything’s my fault. So what’s up? Looking for a second go of it?”

      “No!” August protested. “Good lord. Why would I have sex with you again? Once was a terrible choice.”

      “Well, I enjoyed it.”

      August bit back the urge to admit he’d enjoyed it too. For all of his feigned indifference after, he had to admit, Nico knew what he was doing in bed.

      August had planned to leave while Nico was in the shower but his knees had still felt a little wobbly and he’d been enjoying the mental quiet that had come with the release.

      But he didn’t have to blow up Nico’s ego even more.

      “Whether we enjoyed it or not isn’t the point,” August stressed. “We can’t do it again.”

      “God you’re boring.” Nico sighed. “So responsible.”

      “Someone has to be. What are we going to do about the JockGossip crap?”

      “The same thing I do every time they mention me. Nothing.” Nico sounded amused. “If you try to respond, they only get worse.”

      “For fuck’s sake, take something seriously for once in your life, Arents! This is my career we’re talking about.”

      “And as I mentioned, you weren’t in the damn article. And no, even though the team’s PR department is begging for your name, I haven’t outed you.”

      “I’m not in the closet,” August protested.

      “Well, I didn’t know that. And I meant more generally. I haven’t outed you as my secret lovahhh,” he drawled.

      August groaned. Why in God’s name had he had sex with a guy who said shit like that?

      Oh right, he’d been horny and lonely.

      A terrible combination. Good thing he’d learned his lesson. He’d certainly never do that again.

      “Seriously.” The teasing tone dropped from Nico’s voice. “I wouldn’t rat you out to Kate or anyone else. I wasn’t sure how out you were and you deserve that privacy. I don’t do that shit to any queer person. Oh, I’m sorry. LGBTQ+ since I know you’re sensitive to that.”

      Somehow Nico managed to be annoying even when he was doing something thoughtful.

      “Everyone knows I’m gay,” August said stiffly. “I never made an official announcement but the league has known since I started refereeing games. I—I never wanted to be closeted.”

      It was why he hadn’t pursued a pro playing career.

      All he’d ever wanted was a peaceful life with a man he didn’t have to hide. He’d been sixteen when he’d made that decision and he’d never regretted it.

      His relationship with Daniel had been the final piece in that puzzle.

      And now Daniel was married to someone else and August was on the gossip blogs for hooking up with a player.

      What had his life become?

      “Auggie?”

      August blinked. “What? And I told you not to call me that.”

      “I don’t listen very well.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” August muttered.

      “Before you spaced out, I was saying that I don’t think we’re going to have any issues. Ditch the coat and we’ll be fine.”

      “There’s nothing else we can do?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “Fine.”

      The phone fell silent.

      “So, Auggie, how do you feel about phone sex?”

      “I’m hanging up now.”

      “Good idea. Sexting is much hotter. Ooh, or we could do a video call—”

      With a loud huff of annoyance, August hung up.

      Nico Arents was the most infuriating human August had ever met but they were in agreement on one thing. The peacoat had to go.

      There was no way August could get caught wearing that around the arenas. He had a perfectly serviceable gray wool coat that would work instead. At least it wouldn’t get him in trouble.

      August stalked over to the closet and pulled the blue coat off the hanger. He ground his teeth together as he folded it.

      It was too flashy anyway. He never should have bought it.

      He’d chalk it up to a stupid mistake. Like sleeping with Nico in the first place.

      August stuffed the coat into a bag, then carried it out to his car, shivering because he’d gone out in a T-shirt, cardigan, and jeans, which was not warm enough for this time of year.

      August dropped the bag in his trunk. He’d stop by the thrift store tomorrow when he ran errands.

      With a plan in place, he felt lighter as he returned to his house.

      He was never going to have to look at the coat again and he’d chalk everything connected to that night up as a learning experience.

      His life would return to normal, and as for Nico, August would only have to see him on the ice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Manning, someone’s out in the hall wanting to talk to you. You have a minute?”

      August looked up from his book and squinted in confusion at the security officer who’d stuck his head into the lounge.

      August had friends around the country but who did he know in Buffalo?

      “Sure,” he said, tucking his bookmark between the pages. “Thank you, Will.”

      When August stepped through the doors, the last person he expected to see was Nico lounging in the hallway. He was dressed casually, wearing baggy sweats and a snug black Fisher Cats T-shirt.

      He straightened from his slouch against the wall, his expression brightening. “Hey, good. You are here. I was hoping I’d catch you.”

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” August seethed.

      He grabbed Nico’s elbow and tugged him away from the door and around the corner, out of earshot of the security officer.

      August tried a couple of knobs before he found one that opened. When he flicked on the light and peered inside, there were some cleaning and other janitorial supplies. Perfect.

      He glanced up and down the hallway before grabbing Nico’s arm again.

      Nico followed August placidly but August had a feeling it was only because he let it happen.

      After the door closed firmly behind them, August turned to face Nico. “Seriously. What are you doing here?”

      Nico shrugged, jamming his hands into his pockets. “I just wanted to have a chat.”

      “What part of keeping what happened the other night a secret are you not getting?” August asked. “You are terrible at this! So much for your spy shit.”

      Nico snickered. “Me? You’re the one acting like you’re guilty as hell. If you wanted to not turn this into a big deal, you utterly failed.”

      August grumbled under his breath, annoyed.

      “We are allowed to speak, you know,” Nico said. “It’s not that weird for a player and ref to have a friendly conversation.”

      “Yes, but when there’s already speculation about you being involved with someone in the league, it’s stupid and reckless. Why on earth would you try to meet here in the arena? Are you crazy? Do you want to draw more attention to us?”

      “Yikes. Lay off the weed. You are getting paranoid as fuck.”

      August crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t smoke.”

      “Of course you don’t.” Nico raked his gaze across August, his eyes lighting up. “Oh my God, is that a sweater vest, Auggie? I figured you were the type to wear cardigans or something but shit, you took it one step further, didn’t you?”

      He sounded weirdly delighted.

      August scowled. “Why are you here? What did you want from me?”

      “I wanted to see if you’d meet me for a drink again.” Nico dropped his voice into a stage whisper. “And by meet for a drink, I mean fuck.”

      “Good lord, you really do want us to get caught.” August pinched the bridge of his nose.

      Nico’s laugh came out as a short, sharp bark. “I truly worry about your blood pressure.”

      “My blood pressure was 107 over 76 at my last physical,” August snapped.

      “Yeah, but it’s not that now.”

      “Well maybe that’s because you’re driving me insane! I thought we agreed we’d never see each other again.”

      “When did we say that?” Nico looked genuinely confused.

      “When we spoke on the phone,” August said slowly. “Four days ago.”

      “Oh, right. Right. Yeah, I remember now. Sorry, this road trip has been a little crazy.” Nico raked a hand through his hair.

      If August remembered right, the Fisher Cats had flown to New York, played a game in Manhattan, then another on Long Island, then flown to Buffalo.

      Not that August had been paying particular attention to the team or Nico lately, or anything.

      Also, not the most taxing road trip schedule August had ever seen, but he knew they could be tiring.

      Huh. Nico did look tired actually. He had circles under his eyes and his hair seemed a little limp, hanging in his eyes.

      “Well, if you remember now,” August said, “We agreed I would send my coat to the thrift store to avoid the risk of me being recognized.”

      Shit, talk about forgetting things. August hadn’t done that yet.

      He’d meant to but in the middle of running errands, he’d gotten a call from a retired linesman he knew and they’d spoken on the phone for a while.

      He’d let August know his beloved wife had passed away from cancer and August hadn’t had the heart to wrap up the conversation early when the guy needed to talk.

      So August was still driving around with the coat in his trunk. Now there was a thought, he’d driven to Buffalo so maybe he could drop it off at a donation bin here in New York if he had time.

      Even better. It would be harder to connect it to him.

      “Yeah, you’re definitely doing a service to humanity by getting rid of that ugly thing,” Nico said.

      August tilted his head, studying him. Something seemed off. There was no snap to his tone, none of the usual sparkle in his eyes.

      Maybe he’d been out late partying or something.

      Certainly none of August’s business so he bit his tongue against the urge to ask if he was okay.

      “If we’re done here …” August said, glancing at his watch. “I do need to start getting ready for the game. And, presumably, you do too.”

      “Definitely.”

      But Nico made no move to get out of the way.

      With a sigh, August stepped closer, reaching for the door handle. His forearm grazed Nico’s hip and August made the mistake of looking up.

      Nico smirked, his expression looking more like his normal infuriating self. “Any excuse to get close to me, huh, Manning?”

      August shouldered Nico out of the way. “I’ll be going now.”

      “Seriously. Want to grab a drink with me tonight?”

      August turned to look at him, hand frozen on the doorknob. “You have to be kidding me. Why on earth would we tempt fate that way?”

      Nico grinned. “Why wouldn’t we?”

      “I truly do not understand you,” August said, bewildered.

      He turned the knob, grateful the door opened easily. For one horrible moment he’d imagined he’d find himself locked in there with Nico.

      That would be just his luck.

      August dropped his voice. “To be clear, no, I don’t want to meet you for a drink. Or fuck. Have you lost all your marbles?”

      Nico shrugged. “I mean, probably. But what’s your point?”

      August sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You are the most infuriating human I’ve ever encountered.”

      “Aww. Thank you.”

      “That wasn’t a compliment.” August stuck his head into the hall and glanced back and forth to be sure the coast was clear.

      Nico stepped out too and kept pace with August, despite his attempts to shake him off.

      When they were nearly back to the officials’ locker room, Nico made the universal “call me” sign with his hand, mouthing the words as he backed away.

      He winked at August, then lengthened his stride, grinning at the security guard as he passed him. “Make sure you keep an eye on Manning tonight. He seems a little stressed and I’m worried he might stroke out. Wouldn’t want to have to call a medic or anything.”

      The security guard laughed. “Will do, Mr. Arents.”

      “Thanks, Willy.” Nico did some kind of complicated handshake with the man then walked away.

      Of course Nico knew the security guards at every arena across North America. August had an uncharitable thought that he’d probably slept with most of them.

      Will—or Willy, apparently—grinned at August. “He’s a funny one, isn’t he?”

      “He’s something all right,” August grumbled and stepped into the locker room.

      If he made it through this game without killing Nico Arents, it would be a miracle.
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        * * *

      

      Nico’s head was pounding by the time the puck dropped for the start of the game against the Buffalo Beavers.

      Lately, the lights had been bothering him. He’d switched to a tinted visor for the game tonight in the hope it would help.

      Pete had given him a concerned look when he’d requested it but Nico had assured their equipment manager he was fine.

      It wasn’t enough to help though and Nico had to grit his teeth to focus well enough to track the puck. Everything felt kinda fuzzy and indistinct around the edges, like his brain was underwater or he was slipping into sleep.

      After a couple of bad turnovers in his first shift, he hit the bench and Coach Casey leaned over. “You okay, Arents? You’re looking a little off out there.”

      “Sorry. I’ll get it together. Just a headache.”

      On the other side of Matty, Dustin shot him a concerned look, which Nico ignored. Yes, yes, he needed to talk to Dr. Strickland but he wasn’t going to do that now.

      Nico pulled himself together for the next few shifts and managed an assist but he cursed when he almost missed a line change, which led to a too many men on the ice penalty and a goal for Buffalo.

      Desperately trying to get back on track, Nico skated hard, ignoring the pounding in his temple as their opponents took possession of the puck on the blue line.

      As he pivoted to skate to the defensive zone, he collided with Buffalo’s center, Leo Hawkins.

      Nico fell to the ice on his side, winded, the pain in his shoulder only registering a few beats after. He shook his head and rolled onto his back, breathing hard. An official’s whistle blew with a short, sharp blast and the crowd erupted with mingled cheers and boos.

      A fight started behind Nico, the noise of the crowd rising as he tried to get to his feet, afraid he’d get tangled up in the mess, but his feet went out from under him.

      Nico’s head spun, everything a little wobbly as Matty slammed Hawkins against the glass, screaming something in his face.

      One of the linesmen approached. “You okay, Arents? You need the medics?”

      “No,” he groaned and the linesman helped him to his feet. “I’ll be fine.”

      The other three officials broke up the fight and after, all four of them huddled together, discussing the penalty, Dustin coming out on the ice to confer with them.

      August shook his head and made a gesture Nico couldn’t quite identify.

      Matty skated up, grabbing onto Nico’s waist so they wouldn’t drift apart. “Shit. You okay, bud? That was a hard one.”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “You sure?”

      “Oh yeah. Wasn’t that bad of a hit,” Nico assured him, rolling his shoulders. “The bruises should be interesting tomorrow though.”

      Matty grinned. “Glad to hear it.”

      He patted Nico on the butt and they stood there in silence a moment, resting on their sticks, waiting for the officials to finish conferring.

      Eventually, August assigned penalties to both teams for fighting.

      Dustin did his duty as captain and argued but they wouldn’t be swayed.

      Nico wasn’t too mad. He definitely hadn’t had his head up like he should have.

      Game play resumed, but the first period was nearly over and there were only a few seconds left on the clock by the time everyone was out of the box.

      Nico spent the intermission wolfing down a power bar and icing his shoulder to prevent any inflammation. He’d swallowed a couple of over-the-counter painkillers from the trainer and leaned against the stall, closing his eyes a moment.

      He was half-dozing when Matty nudged his thigh. “Look lively, bud. Time to get back out there.”

      Nico did it on autopilot and the second period went okay. He didn’t contribute much but he wasn’t a liability either.

      The team was up 3-2 in the final ten minutes of the third period when Nico’s vision narrowed, going gray and dim on the sides. He was on a breakaway, skating toward the offensive zone and he blinked rapidly, hoping it would clear.

      Get through the shift. Get through the shift, he chanted to himself but the gray continued to creep in. He fumbled his stick, trying to get a shot off to Dominic.

      Something slammed into him from the side, pain flaring in his shoulder and for a moment, Nico was weightless, flying through the air.

      He landed on the ice on his back, his vision and hearing going in and out.

      “What?” he mumbled before the noise rushed back in, a huge wall of sound crashing over him like a wave.

      Everything in front of his eyes went gray before he felt a tug like he was being towed under by some invisible, powerful force.

      And then he went under and the world went dark and silent.
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      Noise from the crowd filled the air as a melee broke out. There were players fighting, and the team’s trainers jumping onto the ice.

      But all August could see was Nico’s limp body.

      “No, no, no,” August muttered under his breath, throat tight as he skated toward him, the trainers beating him to it.

      It had been a monster hit from Buffalo’s Jeremiah Keller and Nico’d already had one hit earlier in the game.

      August knew all too well what that could mean. None of the concussion spotters had alerted the officials about a problem during the first hit but they could have missed something.

      A second head injury in the game could do serious damage.

      And Nico was so still …

      Oh, but he was moving now … Relief filled August for a brief moment before he realized Nico wasn’t getting up like he should.

      He was moving with erratic little jerks of his body, limbs twitching unnaturally.

      The head trainer’s arm went up, signaling they’d gone into an emergency protocol.

      August slowed to a stop, watching with dawning horror as he realized Nico was having a seizure.

      A few feet away there was a fight going on that August was dimly aware he should be breaking up, but all he could do was stare in horror.

      The EMTs and the team doctor arrived, partially blocking August’s view as they tended to Nico.

      It was enough to pull August’s attention away and he glanced around to see the fight had stopped, both teams realizing something serious was happening.

      Fisher Cats players stood near Nico’s prone body, staring worriedly at their teammate, Buffalo’s guys respectfully standing back.

      August’s throat went tight as he watched the EMTs work on Nico. He couldn’t see much of what they were doing from this angle but Nico’s legs had stopped twitching at least.

      They wrapped a c-collar around his neck and carefully slid a board under him.

      As they loaded him onto the stretcher, Nico lay very still, face white, body unmoving.

      August could see the slow rise and fall of his chest under his jersey and pads. He was alive at least. His heart and his breathing were fine.

      Unconscious then.

      August released a shaky breath, then pulled in another.

      The arena seemed unnaturally still and quiet for a few moments as the paramedics took the stretcher off the ice, heading straight down the tunnel.

      There were always ambulances parked outside the nearest exit, ready to take injured players or fans to the nearest emergency room.

      When Nico was out of sight, August turned to face his fellow officials, trying to focus on his job again. Shit, he’d dropped the ball tonight, hadn’t he?

      But everyone else looked equally rattled.

      “Fuck.” One of the linesmen let out a shaky sigh as he skated up. “That was …”

      “Yeah,” August agreed. Because he didn’t have words for it either.

      Terrifying. Absolutely terrifying. But even that didn’t seem big enough for what they’d witnessed.

      In his years as a referee, August had seen plenty of guys get injured. Broken bones. Sprains. Minor lacerations. Concussions.

      He’d never seen anything like this though.

      After reviewing the hit and holding a conference with his fellow officials about assigning penalties, they got the game going again.

      The Fisher Cats were riled up, wanting retribution for their injured teammate, and August had to break up numerous scuffles.

      A late game-tying goal brought the teams to 3-3 and a few minutes into overtime the Fisher Cats lost 4-3.

      August wasn’t surprised when Matt Carlton broke his stick in a vicious swing against the boards, shattering it into several pieces as he vented his frustration.

      August skated over to clean it up and left the ice without delivering a lecture to Carlson. Better than him knocking out Hawkins or Keller for the hits on Nico tonight.

      After hurrying through his post-game routine, August had a video meeting with the Department of Player Safety and spoke with various people from both organizations, relaying what he’d seen.

      Hoping it wasn’t too late to catch an update on Nico’s condition, August headed for the visitors’ locker room.

      A security guard stood outside. Not Will. Someone August didn’t recognize.

      “Any word on Arents?” August asked.

      The guard shook his head. “No, but a few players are still inside, including Fowler. You could probably ask him when he comes out.”

      “Okay.” August leaned against the wall to wait, then felt a strange sense of déjà vu as he thought about Nico waiting for him outside his locker room earlier tonight.

      God, August wished he’d see Nico stroll through the doors with that shit-eating grin of his.

      As frustrating as he could be, August wanted to see that a thousand times more than the images that kept replaying in his head of Nico’s body on the ice, jerking like someone had shot bolts of electricity through him.

      When the Fisher Cats captain, Dustin Fowler, stepped through the doors, his mouth was set in a tight narrow line.

      “How’s he doing?” August blurted out.

      “Oh, hey, Manning.” Fowler’s expression was drawn. “I don’t know a whole lot but they took Nico straight to Niagara Medical Center’s ER.”

      “Do they know what happened?”

      “Not really. He had a seizure. They’re assuming it was caused by him hitting his head but they’re not sure. That’s about all they know at this point, though of course a brain bleed is definitely a strong possibility.”

      “Shit,” August whispered. “I … I hope he’s okay.”

      “Thanks, man. Me too.” Fowler patted his arm. “There’s some good news though. Apparently, Nico came to in the hallway as they were wheeling him out. He was conscious and stable when he left the arena at least and we’ve had no updates to indicate he’s taken a turn for the worse since.”

      August sighed, relieved. “That is good news.”

      “Yeah, it’s definitely an encouraging sign.” But Fowler didn’t look terribly reassured.

      August wasn’t either. “When do you guys fly out?”

      “Not until the morning. In a bit I’ll head to the hospital with Kate Foster, our VP of Communications. We’ll stay there overnight or until there’s some word on his condition, then probably join the team and fly out tomorrow morning as planned. It’ll depend on Nico’s condition but that’s the plan for now.”

      “Good. I’m glad someone will be there for him.”

      “Yeah.” Fowler dragged a hand through his wet hair. “Kate notified his family. Just—just to be on the safe side. They’re in Europe so it’ll take them a while to get over here and …”

      “Well, good. I’m uh, glad he won’t be alone in a strange city.” August shook his head. “Look, I don’t want to keep you but I have a quick question, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure.”

      “Did you get a good view of that hit in the first period? DoPS has nothing on film but I can’t stop wondering if we missed something. Could Arents have been concussed during it?”

      Dustin’s brow furrowed. “I didn’t see it well but I thought he hit his shoulder, not his head. We all agreed it was a clean hit, even Nico.”

      “That’s what I thought at the time too and clearly the spotters didn’t catch anything either but now I’m wondering …”

      “Yeah.” Fowler laughed hoarsely. “Second guessing yourself is easy to do. This is going to sound weird but I think maybe something has been going on with Nico for a while though. I told the paramedics he’s been dealing with these headaches lately and …”

      August flinched. He’d noticed Nico seemed off earlier but he’d never suspected it was anything serious.

      A tall blonde woman approached, stopping a few arm lengths away. Fowler glanced over and held up a finger indicating he’d be a moment. She nodded, her expression as grim and concerned as Fowler’s.

      “That’s Kate. I should wrap this up unless you need something else, Manning.”

      “No. No. You should go. But, uh, well, if you think it’s appropriate at some point, tell Arents I hope he’s okay. He’s mouthy on the ice but …” August flailed for how to finish that thought.

      But Fowler nodded. “Yeah, you never want to see any guy injured like that.”

      “Exactly.”

      August mumbled an uncomfortable goodbye, and in a daze, walked toward the parking ramp.

      He felt … awkward.

      Like he had a big flashing neon sign over his head giving away the secret of what he and Nico had done.

      August had never snuck around with a guy or gotten involved with someone from work before.

      Not that he and Nico were involved. They’d had sex. Once. And August didn’t even like him.

      But he was genuinely worried for him and, well, how could he not be?

      Fowler was right. No one liked to see guys get injured.

      A player might feel relief if a crucial opponent was out with an injury and it gave them a better shot at a Cup win.

      Hockey was violent. Injuries were common. But they were a consequence. Not the goal.

      No guys were out there injuring other players deliberately just for the sake of hurting people.

      The worst guys in the league weren’t like that.

      Even someone like Luke Crawford—a Boston player with a reputation for being a hard hitter who didn’t care much about the consequences—wasn’t trying to permanently break his opponents.

      Crawford might not regret a hard hit, but he probably wasn’t cheering for a guy to get wheeled off in a stretcher unconscious with a potential brain bleed.

      It was perfectly normal that August was worried about Nico. Wasn’t it?

      Dazed and on autopilot, August punched the down arrow on the elevators that would take him to the level where he’d parked.

      He nodded absently at the person in the elevator beside him as he left, shivering a little when the cold air hit.

      Belatedly, he realized he’d left his coat in the dressing room and the thin fabric of his suit wasn’t enough.

      The underground level was warmer than being outside in the wind, but not by much.

      August glanced back at the elevator and groaned. The doors had shut and it would take a while to call the car back.

      August should go back to get the stupid coat but at this point he didn’t care what happened to it. Hopefully they’d donate it or something.

      Although, damn it. He was now down two winter coats and a toque. This was getting ridiculous.

      But it felt unimportant in the face of Nico’s injury.

      August trudged to his vehicle, worry still churning in his gut.

      After starting the car, he cranked up the heat and sat there a moment until he felt steady enough to drive.

      Depending on how heavy traffic was at the border crossing into Canada—and at this hour, it shouldn’t be bad—it was about an hour and a half from Buffalo, New York to Hamilton, Ontario.

      August followed the GPS from the arena onto I-190 but when he should have gone left toward the bridge that would take him into Ontario, he hesitated. Instead, he went right, following the signs toward the New York side of Niagara Falls.

      He didn’t know why, only knew that he didn’t want to sit at the border crossing or make the drive home.

      He didn’t want to sit in his house or try to sleep, wondering what was happening with Nico.

      He felt responsible somehow.

      What if he’d told someone Nico seemed off? What if he’d made a different call on the first hit?

      What if he could have done something to prevent this?

      August drove the speed limit, cars flying by as they passed, the lights of the city bright in the darkness as the highway crossed Grand Island, then off it again.

      There were signs directing August to Niagara Falls State Park.

      Those signs proudly declared it was open to viewing twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

      The lot was deserted at this hour in November.

      August parked and got out slowly. He popped the trunk and let out a strange strangled laugh as he pulled the blue peacoat out of the bag.

      His fingers shook as he did up the brass buttons, remembering Nico’s teasing laughter as he chirped him about the coat.

      August’s eyes watered.

      What if Nico wasn’t okay? What if he had more seizures? What if it was a brain bleed and he died on the operating table?

      What if it was August’s fault?

      He was the one who’d insisted that it was a clean hit but what if it hadn’t been? What if he’d missed something?

      August dug through his emergency kit, found a spare warm toque and gloves, and pulled them on.

      The slam of the trunk lid was loud in the quiet night and August followed the signs along the paved pathway to the falls.

      The roar of the water was immense, growing louder as he approached. It was strange at night with no one around.

      A little eerie.

      August had come to the Canadian side of the falls as a child with his family but he’d never been on the American side.

      August wandered for a while, following the paths that ran parallel to the river, then turned back, trying to burn off the anxious, restless energy inside him.

      Eventually, August ended up close to where he started, leaning against the railing and staring at the rushing water.

      The falls were illuminated with colored lights and although they’d go off at some point in the wee hours of the morning, they were brilliant now, bright shades that lit up the night sky, the glow of the city of Niagara, Canada, gleaming behind it.

      When the colored lights eventually began to dim and the falls went dark, August returned to his car. Even with gloves on, his fingers were half-frozen and aching.

      But August didn’t head toward the bridge to take him into Canada, just drove aimlessly through the city and when that wasn’t enough, he walked with no real purpose, the restless energy inside him forcing him to move.

      Nico was a talented hockey player. Loved by so many people. What if this was his last game? What if he …

      But August couldn’t even think that.

      The sky began to lighten on the horizon and August rubbed his tired, gritty eyes.

      He took a seat on a nearby bench, then pulled out his phone.

      Breath held, August checked social media, searching for an update on Nico’s condition.

      The Fisher Cats had released a statement about Nico’s injury. He was conscious and they were running tests. They would update when they had more information.

      August sighed and stuffed his phone back in his pocket, letting out a strangled laugh when he caught sight of the buttons on the coat again.

      He shook his head.

      That night he’d spent with Nico felt surreal now. Like something August had merely dreamed or fantasized about.

      But he remembered Nico’s mouth against his, hot and eager. His hands, sliding along August’s body.

      The sound he’d made when August pushed inside him.

      August suddenly wished they’d been face-to-face on that hotel bed and that he’d seen Nico’s lips part. Had he closed his eyes quickly or had they fluttered shut?

      August dropped his head, resting his elbows on his thighs as he wondered what to do next.

      He could text Nico but the odds of him checking his phone right now weren’t high. Besides, what if someone else had access to it? August had no idea how or even if Nico had saved his info in his phone.

      No, August couldn’t do that.

      But it didn’t feel right to drive home and wait to find out how Nico was doing via social media either.

      With a sigh, August admitted he wouldn’t feel right until he saw that Nico was okay with his own two eyes.

      Could he go to the hospital? Was that too risky?

      He glanced at his watch. The sky was light now. Visiting hours would begin soon.

      Groaning, August rose to his feet, sore and stiff after hurrying through his post-game routine then being out in the cold for hours.

      Needing to kill some time, warm up, and get some food, August returned to the car and found a 24-hour diner near the hospital.

      After August’s plate was clean and he was nursing a second cup of coffee, he checked social media again.

      The Fisher Cats had updated it recently to say that a team representative would be doing a press conference at the hospital later that morning and that the team would be flying out to Columbus for tonight’s game as planned.

      August signaled for the waitress to bring his bill.

      Well, now was as good of a time as any for him to try to see Nico.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have what?” Nico asked hoarsely, staring blankly at the woman in the white coat.

      Dustin and Kate sat nearby in his hospital room but all Nico could focus on was the neurosurgeon’s words.

      “You have what’s called an oligodendroglioma or more commonly, a glioma. It’s a tumor located here in your temporal lobe.” Dr. Douglas pointed to a white spot on the scan of his brain.

      Nico touched the spot on his right temple that had been hurting so much lately. “So I have cancer?”

      “We don’t know yet. On the scans, the tumor appears to be a Grade 2 and the lower the number, the better. Based on that and a number of other factors, like the shape, there’s a reasonable chance it’s benign. However, until we know, we have to assume it is cancerous and that means treating it aggressively.”

      Nico stared blankly, the words whirling in his head, making no sense.

      Brain tumor. Cancer. Holy shit.

      “Benign would mean it’s non-cancerous, Nico,” Kate said quietly as if she could see he was internally panicking. “Dr. Douglas is saying that there’s a good chance you don’t have cancer but that they’re going to treat it quickly in case it is.”

      “Oh.” He blinked. “Okay. I … how will you know which one it is?”

      “Once we remove the tumor, we will send it to a lab for a biopsy.”

      “Wait, remove it? You mean I need to have brain surgery?” Nico laughed weakly. “Jesus, I feel like a lot of people would say they’ve known for years that I needed to have my head fixed but …”

      In the background, Dustin huffed, somewhere between amusement and annoyance. Probably at Nico cracking jokes when he was supposed to be taking this seriously. But if he took it too seriously, he’d freak out.

      “I know brain surgery sounds scary,” Dr. Douglas said, her tone kind and reassuring. “But the good news is that this tumor is located in a very accessible part of your brain. The surgery can be quite a bit more complicated when it’s deeper in the brain or in other more delicate areas but if you have to have a glioma, this is in one of the better spots.”

      Nico swallowed hard. Still, they were going to open up his skull and do surgery on his brain. Even if it was in a better spot, that was terrifying.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “This is all a little overwhelming.”

      It had also been terrifying to wake up on a stretcher in the hallway of the arena.

      Nico had no memory of the seizure or the hit that came before it.

      Everyone kept trying to tell him that the hit had been a good thing. The scans had shown no signs of a concussion and had allowed them to find the brain tumor.

      But Nico felt very stupid for ignoring the symptoms for so long.

      “How long will I be out?” he asked.

      “The surgery itself will last—”

      “No. I mean, from hockey. How long will it take me to recover and get back on the ice?”

      She hesitated. “I can’t give you a timeline. It’s dependent on if we’re able to remove all of the tumor, if you need any additional treatment, and if it’s cancerous or not. I think right now you need to focus on getting through the surgery and we’ll be able to give you a more realistic idea.”

      “C’mon, doc. Give me something,” he pleaded. “What’s the best-case scenario?”

      He already knew what the worst was. Somehow this either killed him or made it impossible for him to play hockey.

      “Several months minimum for recovery from the procedure itself.”

      Nico winced.

      So far, he’d avoided any major injuries in his career and he’d never had to be out for more than a month or two. He was lucky.

      Or, maybe not. He’d just found out he had a fucking brain tumor. That didn’t feel very lucky.

      Dr. Douglas continued. “As I said, that is the best-case scenario and only a rough estimate. Many factors will impact it.”

      “Like what?”

      “If we are able to get all of the tumor during the surgery. If we aren’t able to get it all, we might need to follow up with radiation or chemotherapy. And of course, if the biopsy came back as cancerous, we would need to reassess our treatment plan altogether but let’s not borrow trouble there yet. The biggest factor we’ll need to consider in terms of your return to full function is if there are any deficits following the surgery.”

      “Deficits?” Nico asked hoarsely. “What? I … that doesn’t sound good.”

      “Although these scans give us a great view of what’s happening in your brain, we won’t truly know exactly what we’re dealing with until we’re in the middle of surgery. We will be very careful to remove only the affected area but that can disrupt some of your function.”

      “Like what?” he demanded.

      “Now, these are merely possibilities, I want you to remember that, but removal of tissue in that area can cause mild memory loss, language problems, difficulty recognizing faces …”

      “What about hockey?”

      She hesitated. “There will likely be some physical or occupational therapy required after. We won’t know until after you come out of surgery.”

      “No. Wait. Can I … not get the surgery? If it maybe isn’t cancer—”

      “Nico.” The doctor’s tone was kind but firm. “I know you feel okay right now but we’ve given you anticonvulsants to reduce the risk of further seizures, steroids to decrease any swelling around the tumor, and painkillers to treat your headaches. If we took you off them, your symptoms would worsen again. This isn’t something you can play through.”

      Nico swallowed hard, nodding.

      She continued. “From the way you described your recent symptoms, the tumor was starting to have a serious impact on your vision. Without surgery, it will continue to grow and your symptoms will worsen. It will compress your optic nerve and impact your eyesight and other structures in that area of the brain. Untreated for longer, it will eventually spread to critical areas that control your breathing and your other organs. That will take time but benign or not, it will eventually lead to death and not a pleasant one. If you want to continue playing hockey and go on to live a full, healthy life, this surgery is your best shot.”

      “Can I have a moment to think about it?” he croaked. This was all happening so fast.

      “Of course.” Dr. Douglas gave him an understanding smile, patted his shin, then stood to leave. “If you need a little time to absorb everything I’ve said, please take it. You’re not in immediate danger. Let the nurse know when you’re ready to discuss it more.”

      “Okay.”

      “Do you want us to leave?” Dustin asked when the doctor was gone.

      Nico shook his head. “No, you and Kate can stay.”

      Kate gave him a little smile from the other chair in the room and Nico had the weirdest urge to apologize for all of the shit he’d started since he’d known her. He felt strangely emotional, like he was full to the brim of feelings he had no idea what to do with.

      “What if I don’t want to do this?” Nico asked hoarsely.

      Dustin scooted closer to the hospital bed. “It sounds like you don’t have a choice, Nico.”

      Nico rubbed his eyes, annoyed by the way they stung. “I hate that.”

      “I know.” Dustin took his hand. “But you can’t ignore this anymore, Nico.”

      “I know.”

      “This isn’t going to be easy but you heard what the doctor said. The surgery is your best shot at getting better,” Dustin said earnestly. “And believe me when I say I never want to watch you go down on the ice and have a seizure again. I was terrified. I thought you were dying. We all did. Please don’t do that to any of us again. We need you. If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for the team.”

      By the end his voice was rough and Nico could see the redness around his eyes.

      Nico took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Yeah. Okay,” he croaked. “I’ll do the surgery.”

      The relief washing over Dustin’s face made Nico feel guilty for having worried him.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t talk to Dr. Strickland before this. I should have,” he admitted.

      “Yeah, you should have,” Dustin agreed.

      “Okay. If I’m doing this, I might as well get it over with as fast as possible, right?”

      Maybe if he’d dealt with it this summer instead of ignoring it, he’d already be back to playing. How could he have been so dumb?

      Dustin sighed heavily. “God. You have no idea how much I regret not pushing you to see Dr. Strickland before now.”

      “It’s not on you, D,” Nico protested.

      “Yeah, cut it out, Dustin,” Kate said, but her tone was gentle. “Beating yourself up isn’t helping Nico.”

      “Sorry.” Dustin grimaced.

      “Yeah, cut it out,” Nico repeated with a wan smile. “I’m sick. You have to be nice to me.”

      “He’s going to be a horrific pain in the ass during his recovery, isn’t he?” Kate asked Dustin with a little laugh.

      “Oh yeah. You better believe I’ll milk this for all it’s worth,” Nico teased.

      They all laughed but Nico got a little watery at the end and Dustin squeezed his fingers.

      “I’m sorry I scared you guys,” Nico said quietly.

      “I know.” Dustin cleared his throat. “But promise you won’t ever do that to us again?”

      “I promise.”

      “Because that was fucking awful. You scared a shitload of people. Including Charlie. He’s sent me so many worried texts. And I don’t take kindly to people stressing out my husband.”

      “Well, go call Charlie and tell him I’m okay,” Nico urged. “Tell him once this is all over, I’ll be back better than ever. And the offer to have a threesome still stands. You know, once I’m fully recovered it would be a great way to celebrate …”

      Kate covered her ears. “I did not hear that.”

      Nico managed a tired smile.

      Dustin laughed and smoothed down Nico’s hair. “Sure, I’ll tell Charlie that. But don’t hold your breath. I love you, man, but there’s a limit.”

      “Yeah, and I guess I shouldn’t damage any brain cells by holding my breath anyway. I’m already going to be losing a big chunk of them,” he joked. Because if he could make jokes, it wasn’t quite so scary.

      He’d keep telling himself that until he believed it.

      “Okay, I’ll head out now then,” Dustin said, rising to his feet. “It’ll give me time to call Charlie and get to the airport so I can make it in time for the flight out. You want me to tell the guys exactly what’s going on?”

      “Yeah, please. I’d like to tell them myself but …” He gestured around to the hospital room. He could probably do a video chat but he wasn’t sure if he could get through it without breaking down and he didn’t have it in him to deal with that right now.

      “Of course. You focus on getting well, okay?”

      “Beat Columbus for me?” Nico asked, squeezing his captain’s hand one last time.

      “Yeah. Of course we will.” Dustin leaned over and kissed Nico’s hair. “See you soon, Nico.”

      “See you soon,” he echoed, hoping that was true.

      After Dustin left the room, Kate took the seat next to his bed. “Well, I knew you were dramatic but this is a new one even for you.”

      Nico laughed. “Well, you know me, go big or go home.”

      But the laughter turned into tears he couldn’t stop anymore and he covered his face with his hands.

      “I’m scared,” he admitted as tears flowed down his face. Too many for him to wipe away.

      “Of course you are. That’s perfectly natural in a situation like this,” Kate said, her tone reassuring. She smoothed his hair off his forehead.

      “Promise me I’ll wake up after,” he begged Kate, reaching for her.

      “You’ll wake up after.” She took his damp hand, then leaned down and kissed his forehead.

      Nico desperately wished that it was his stepmom Noor instead of Kate. Kate’s touch was gentle as she kept petting his hair but it wasn’t the same.

      Noor was the one who had gotten him through all of his stupid childhood bouts of flu and chicken pox. The one who’d read to him when he got restless and fussy and soothed him with songs and simple games.

      Kate continued, her tone gentle. “But you’re tough, Nico. You can get through this.”

      He didn’t feel very tough right now. He didn’t feel like a twenty-six-year-old pro athlete. He felt like a scared kid.

      After the tears finally stopped, Kate offered him a tissue.

      Nico mopped his face and blew his nose and when he had control of himself again, she smiled gently.

      “Everyone with the organization will be rooting for you while you deal with this. Dustin will be in Columbus with the team, but I’ll stay behind with you. At least until your family gets here and you’re through surgery.”

      “Yeah, please. Do you think maybe we can put the surgery off until tomorrow though? They don’t have to do it right away, do they? I want to see my family before I let the doctors chop open my head.”

      Skylar was on her way from Toronto. Nico had tried to argue with her but she’d ignored him and assured him she could drive a couple of hours to see him.

      According to Kate, Nico’s parents—all four of them—were already on their way too but they were probably over the Atlantic right now. It was at least fourteen hours on a plane and that didn’t include security and customs. They’d probably fly private to get here faster but still, even with money, international flights took time to arrange.

      “I don’t know but that might be possible. Do you want me to see if the nurse can get Dr. Douglas back in here so we can ask her?”

      “Please.”

      When Dr. Douglas returned there was a lot of paperwork for him to look over.

      “I’m glad to hear you’re going through with the surgery, Nico,” she said with a smile after he’d signed a bunch of papers.

      “Thanks for letting me wait until tomorrow morning. I want to see my parents before I go under.”

      “Of course. Like I said, we want to move quickly. But you’re not in any immediate danger at the moment. Tomorrow will be fine.”

      Nico sighed with relief.

      “I’d like you to read through that information I gave you about what to expect and let me know if you have any questions.”

      Nico skimmed through the packet she’d handed him. He frowned when he saw they were going to have to shave a portion of his head. “Ugh. My beautiful hair. I can’t believe they’re going to shave it off.”

      Kate laughed, shaking her head fondly. “It’ll grow back.”

      Nico made a face. It would but he’d never worn it buzzed short before. Ugh.

      Good thing he was hot enough to get away with it.

      “Okay,” Nico said with a sigh. “And can I eat now? I know they didn’t want me to before but I’m starving.”

      “Yes. You’ll have to fast for about eight hours prior to surgery but we’ll make sure you get fed today.”

      “Good,” Nico said. “I feel a little weird right now.”

      The doctor gave him a concerned frown. “Can you describe how you’re feeling?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, trying to find the words to explain it. “Kinda … lightheaded or something? And my stomach feels strange.”

      “Probably hunger then. We’ll get that order for you in immediately.”

      “Thanks.”

      But the doctor paused, studying his face intently. “Let the nurse know if you feel off otherwise though. If your headache returns or you’re feeling more spacy or confused or irritable than normal. Anything that feels abnormal to you at all. It could be a warning sign of another seizure.”

      “Okay,” he promised, although he wasn’t sure if he could tell the difference. Of course he felt weird right now. He’d played a game, been up all night, and hadn’t eaten breakfast.

      Besides, he’d just been diagnosed with a fucking brain tumor. Of course he was confused and irritable.

      “The nurse will be coming through to do neurological checks every two hours but if anything changes, you let her know, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “Take care of yourself and I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He nodded and Dr. Douglas smiled, then turned to Kate. “You indicated you’d like me to speak briefly and answer a few questions at the press conference, right?”

      Nico had agreed to let Kate make an official announcement about what he was dealing with, then do an update following the surgery.

      “Yes,” Kate said, rising to her feet. “And if you have time, I have a few questions for you before we get started.”

      “I do. I have a little time available now. Want to grab a coffee and talk?”

      “Sounds perfect.” Kate turned back to Nico. “Okay, Mom and Dad are here in Buffalo so I’m going to use that as my base of operations. I’m going to meet with Dr. Douglas now, then run home for a shower and a chance to pull myself together before the press conference. Text if you need anything, Nico.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I’ll let your nurse know you need some food,” Dr. Douglas said.

      “Thanks.”

      After they left, Nico reached for his phone, then tossed it away, restless.

      God, this sucked.

      What he wouldn’t give for a little excitement right now.
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      Half an hour later, Nico’s food still hadn’t arrived and he wondered if the nurses would let him get up and walk around while he waited.

      He pressed the call button and a moment later, one of them walked in and greeted him.

      He squinted at her name badge. “Leigh.” He gave her the best smile he could manage. “Could I go for a walk? Just up and down the hall. I promise I’ll be good. I can’t lay here doing nothing.”

      “Let’s get your breakfast first,” she said firmly. “It should be here any time. Dr. Douglas said you were feeling lightheaded?”

      “A little.”

      “Then after you have breakfast, you can go for a short, supervised walk.”

      Nico wanted to remind her that he was a big boy and he’d skated through a lot worse but when he remembered what had happened last night, he sighed.

      Maybe she had a point. And Kate would kill him if he did something dumb.

      “Okay,” he agreed with a resigned flop against the pillows. “Fine.”

      Leigh gave him a little smile. “Let me go check on your breakfast. Would you like to watch some TV in the meantime?”

      “I guess,” he said reluctantly and took the remote she’d detached from the side of the bed.

      He’d always been healthy and he’d never spent any time in a hospital other than concussion tests and a quick ER trip for some stitches. He was going to be bored out of his fucking mind here. There was nothing to do.

      He was suddenly glad Sky had been pushy about coming. She’d keep him entertained.

      “Oh, Leigh?” he asked.

      “Yes?”

      “I’ll have some visitors coming in today. Can you make sure they’re all allowed in to see me? I know there are security holds in place to keep random weirdos out but I’ve got family and stuff on the way and I want to make sure they can get in to see me.”

      “Yes. Kate already spoke to us about that. It won’t be a problem. As long as they can verify the assumed name you’re listed under, we’ll allow them in, Mr. Arents.”

      He gave her a smile. “You can call me Nico.”

      Leigh was probably around his age. Young and cute and it felt very weird to have her be so formal.

      “We’ll make sure your loved ones are allowed in, Nico.” She smiled and patted his shin.

      “Okay. Thanks.” With a relieved sigh, Nico settled back against the pillows.

      “Now, while I’m in here, let’s get your vitals and do a quick neuro check.”

      “Sure.” Nico let her fuss around and take notes on her mobile computer.

      Leigh frowned after she checked his blood pressure and heart rate. “Hmm. They’re both a little elevated. Are you feeling okay?”

      He shrugged. “I guess? I mean, I’m kinda stressed about the idea of someone cutting into my brain and scooping some of it out, so …”

      She gave him an understanding smile. “Well, that’s understandable. Now, can you please give me your name?”

      “Nicolaas Arents.”

      “And where are you?”

      “Niagara Medical Center. In Buffalo, New York.”

      “What year is it?”

      “2023.”

      She asked him a few more questions, shined a flashlight in his eyes, then studied his face. “Okay, everything looks good,” she said when she was done.

      Nico scoffed. “Of course I look good.”

      Leigh chuckled. “I’m checking for facial drooping.”

      “Sure you are.”

      She shook her head, pointedly ignoring his comment. “Okay, well, you take it easy and try to relax as much as you can. After you’ve had breakfast, we’ll try to get you up for a little exercise but you’re not my only patient so it may not happen immediately. I will be back in two hours though for another neuro check.”

      “Okay.”

      He tried not to sigh too loudly. He’d do better once Skylar arrived.

      Resigning himself to watching some terrible television until what he assumed would be an equally terrible breakfast arrived, he turned on the TV.

      Leigh had just reached the door when Nico thought of something else he wanted to ask. “Leigh?”

      “Yes?”

      “I …” But the thought he’d had slipped away, leaving him floundering.

      He blinked, the world swimming in front of him again. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to focus, his gut sinking as he realized this was what they’d warned him about.

      “Nico?” she asked, concerned. Her voice sounded far away and fuzzy somehow.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said, but the words slurred and his arms and legs went stiff.

      Before he could try to call out again, everything whirled in his head and his vision went out.

      “Nico, can you hear me?”

      Dimly, somewhere in the distance, Nico heard the sound of running feet.

      “Get me fifty milligrams of Dilantin!” someone called out before Nico slipped under again, everything going dark and silent once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      August’s stomach was tight as he walked into the main entrance of Niagara Medical Center.

      He glanced around cautiously, hoping he wouldn’t run into the VP Fowler had mentioned last night. Kate something or other.

      But he didn’t see any familiar faces in the lobby as he approached the desk.

      August greeted the woman there, then quietly said, “I’m here for Nicolaas Arents,”

      She tapped away at her computer. “I’m sorry, we don’t have a patient with that name,” she said in a pleasant tone.

      “Oh, could you try it again? It’s a Dutch spelling,” August explained.

      “Sure.”

      He spelled it out for her but she shook her head. “I’m sorry. Still nothing.”

      “Oh.” He blinked, then realized they’d probably put Nico under some sort of security hold or assumed name or something. Nico had mentioned the one he used in hotels. What was that again? August wracked his brain. “Uhh. Wait, try Roger Hauer—that’s H-a-u—”

      Her expression brightened. “Yes. I see it now. Your patient is in the neurological unit. You’ll need to speak to the nurse on the floor when you arrive.” She handed over a visitor’s badge.

      Neurological unit. That didn’t sound good. And crap. This was a lot more complicated than August had expected it to be. Maybe he should just leave …

      But a flash of Nico’s pale face and still body as they wheeled him off the ice went through August’s mind and his resolve strengthened. No, he needed to see with his own eyes that Nico was okay.

      August wouldn’t feel right until he knew how Nico was doing.

      “Yes, thank you,” he said.

      Despite his better judgment, desperation urged him on as he followed the woman’s directions up to the neurological floor, then stopped at the desk, showing the woman in scrubs there his visitor’s badge, his heart pounding in his throat. “I’m here for Nico Arents. Uh, he’s listed under Roger Hauer downstairs for privacy reasons. I wasn’t sure if you needed that.”

      The nurse smiled. “Yes. We were informed he’d be expecting a few visitors. I’m afraid I can’t let you in to see him at the moment though.”

      “Is he okay?”

      She hesitated. “What is your relationship to the patient? We can’t divulge any information except to immediate family, spouses, partners … that sort of thing. If you were his fiancé or something—”

      “Yes, fiancé,” August blurted out then immediately wondered if he’d gone temporarily insane. “I’m uh, Nico’s fiancé.”

      He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out his NHL badge. “See, I’m with the league. We’re obviously keeping our relationship out of the public eye but …”

      Her face brightened. “Oh, that was you in that photo in JockGossip! I recognize your coat now that you mention it!”

      August almost cried with relief. God, what were the odds of her being a sports gossip reader?

      “Yes,” August said gratefully. “That was me.”

      “Well,” she said. “Dr. Douglas is in with him now. Why don’t I show you to the private waiting area? Once she’s done, she’ll come update you on his condition.”

      “Yes, okay,” August agreed. “Thank you.”

      Still not sure what he was doing or if he’d maybe had a temporary lapse in sanity, August followed her to a small private waiting area.

      He felt powerless to do anything else.

      When she asked if he needed anything, he shook his head. “Uh, no, I’m fine,” he assured her. “Thank you.”

      After she left, August took a seat, wondering if he’d hit his head during the game. What was he doing? Had he actually lied to a nurse and told her he was Nico’s fiancé? What on earth was he thinking?

      They’d figure the truth out eventually.

      Nico would laugh his head off at the idea of them being engaged.

      The thought of Nico’s reaction almost made August let out a hysterical little laugh too. Even in the hospital Nico made him do things he’d never have done otherwise.

      It would almost be funny if he wasn’t in the middle of this.

      Any amusement August felt dissipated when he remembered what the nurse had said.

      Should he be worried that the doctor was in with Nico right now? Was that routine or did that mean something was wrong?

      August stood and started pacing. He should leave. Hopefully if the nurse mentioned him to someone, they’d think there was a mix-up about who he was.

      August groaned. “What was I thinking?” he muttered. “Showing my badge like an idiot. It’s like I want someone to catch on.”

      He’d just convinced himself that he should go before he made a bad situation any worse when a blonde woman walked in the door.

      She smiled. “August. So good to see you. I was wondering if I was ever going to officially meet Nico’s fiancé.”

      All of the blood drained from August’s face when he realized Skylar Hanley stood in front of him.

      Oh, he’d fucked up. He’d fucked up big-time.

      “Umm,” he managed.

      The nurse from earlier stood behind Skylar, smiling at them both. “Let me know if either of you need anything.”

      “Will do,” Skylar said.

      When the nurse was gone, Skylar turned on August, her sweet smile falling away into something more assessing.

      “Did you sneak in here pretending to be Nico’s fiancé?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest. Her eyes were narrowed too but amusement lurked around the corners of her mouth like she was trying to hide a smile.

      “Uhh …”

      “Sit.” Skylar pointed at the nearby chair, her eyes dancing. “I know Nico isn’t engaged to you so explain to me how you got yourself tangled up in this situation.”

      August scrubbed a hand over his face and did as instructed. “You know who I am?”

      She scoffed and took a seat next to him, unzipping her puffy winter coat a little. “Pfft. Of course. August Manning. You’re the ref Nico hooked up with. Nice peacoat, by the way.”

      August groaned. “Thanks. And yeah. That’s me.” At this point there was no denying it.

      “Explain to me exactly how you ended up here claiming to be Nico’s betrothed.”

      August went through what he’d seen at the game and that he was worried about Nico.

      “I shouldn’t have lied,” he admitted. “I—I only wanted to know how he was doing. I needed to see for myself that he was okay. It was really awful seeing him unconscious.”

      Skylar gave him a sympathetic smile, all of the teasing in her voice gone. “I bet. The videos were bad enough.”

      “But I should go now, right?” he said. “I mean, before I make a stupid lie any worse.”

      She hesitated. “Well, why don’t you at least stick around for the update on how Nico is doing? No harm there.”

      “Do you think that’s okay? Will they give me any information?”

      “Oh sure. If I vouch for you, they will.”

      “You’re not family either.”

      “No, but I am on his emergency contact list. Everyone knows my face and that Nico and I used to date so no one questions it. Besides, I always get my way.”

      August didn’t doubt it.

      Skylar smiled. “If anyone asks why you aren’t on the list, we’ll have to say he hadn’t gotten around to updating it. Nico, always so irresponsible.”

      August raised an eyebrow.

      “Look, I love Nico but legitimately, that kind of shit is not his forte. I had to badger him to get me on the list in the first place.”

      Skylar shrugged out of her coat and August’s gaze dropped to her stomach. Holy shit. Was she pregnant?

      He couldn’t ask.

      But she must have caught his look of confusion. “Yes, I’m pregnant. I haven’t been enjoying too many cronuts and iced lattes lately. Pretty sure I won’t be able to keep this a secret for much longer but please don’t spread it around.”

      “Of course,” August assured her. “I won’t say anything.”

      Like he was going to go to the gossip blogs? Yeah right.

      “Thanks.” Skylar sighed and rubbed a hand over the swell of her stomach. “God, I’m so worried about Nics.”

      “Me too.”

      But August suddenly wondered. Who exactly was the father of Skylar Hanley’s baby? “Is Nico … uh, no, never mind.”

      Skylar gave him an amused glance. “The baby’s father? No, he’s definitely not. He wasn’t cheating on me with you or something, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “Sorry,” August gave her a sheepish look. “I really shouldn’t have—”

      “He’s still my best friend but we haven’t been together that way in a long time.”

      August nodded. He had no idea how they managed that but it was clear she truly cared about Nico, so good for them for figuring it out.

      August sure couldn’t do it.
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      A woman in a white lab coat stepped inside the waiting area. “You’re both here for Nico Arents, correct? I’m Dr. Douglas, his neurosurgeon.”

      “Yes.” Skylar reached out, gripping August’s arm. “How’s he doing?”

      “He’s stable at the moment.”

      That didn’t sound encouraging. August covered Skylar’s hand with his.

      “On the drive here, I got a text from him saying he had a brain tumor,” Skylar said.

      August blinked. What the hell?

      Skylar cleared her throat. “But he didn’t say much aside from the fact he was having surgery tomorrow.”

      Holy shit. Not a brain bleed then.

      “Yes,” the doctor confirmed. “Unfortunately, he had a second seizure a short while ago and we can’t delay any longer. When the nurse said he had visitors, I wanted to stop by and give you a quick update on what was happening but I will be heading to the OR shortly to get scrubbed in for the procedure.”

      “Can we see him before he goes in for surgery?” Skylar asked.

      “No. I’m sorry. He’s been heavily sedated already and he’s being prepped for surgery now.”

      “Shit.” Skylar’s grip tightened. “Will he be okay?”

      The doctor gave them a kind smile. “I have every reason to believe he will. The seizures are a concern of course, but they’re not uncommon with this type of tumor. We were hopeful medication would stabilize him until tomorrow but unfortunately that wasn’t possible. We’ll know more once we begin the surgery. Do you have any other questions?”

      August shook his head and Skylar said, “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Okay. Well, I’ll try to send someone out to update you partway through the surgery but it is a rather long procedure so be prepared for a wait.”

      “How long?”

      “Three to five hours is typical. But it could take a little more or less depending on the complexity of what we find.”

      Skylar nodded. “Thank you, doctor.”

      When she was gone, August released the air he’d been holding in a loud gusty breath. “Shit.”

      “Yeah. When he told me he had a brain tumor I kinda freaked but …”

      “I thought maybe he had a brain bleed or something from the hit,” August admitted. “A tumor though? I never saw that coming.”

      Skylar glanced at him and August realized they were still more or less holding hands. Huh, that might be the only time he’d ever held hands with a woman he wasn’t related to.

      He let go and she settled back in her chair.

      Skylar sighed. “He’s been feeling like shit for a while. Damn it. I should have pushed him to go to the doctor.”

      She sounded frustrated.

      “I can’t imagine anyone can get Nico to do something he doesn’t want,” August said doubtfully.

      Skylar laughed. “Very true. Stupid stubborn idiot.” But her tone was fond.

      “I don’t know why I’m here,” August admitted. “Nico and I just butt heads. We had sex once but we don’t even like each other.”

      “He is pretty good in bed,” Skylar said with a little shrug. “There’s that.”

      August laughed, surprised by her bluntness. Although maybe it wasn’t so surprising if she and Nico were friends. “I told him he wasn’t that great.”

      “I bet he hated that. Did you mean it?”

      “No,” August admitted. “He was …” He couldn’t quite put it into words. “Well, I’m here, aren’t I?”

      Skylar gave him an understanding look. “He’s one of a kind.”

      “Yeah,” August agreed. Whether or not August liked that about Nico was still up in the air but he did care how he was doing. “I really should go now though. It was stupid to come here.”

      He started to rise but Skylar clamped a hand on his arm. “Oh no. I am not sitting here for three to five hours by myself. You can keep me entertained while we wait.”

      “I don’t know,” August said reluctantly.

      “Are you gonna go home and relax or are you going to worry about Nico?” Skylar asked.

      “Worry about Nico,” he admitted.

      “Then stay. Please.” For the first time, he caught a flicker of fear in Skylar’s eyes. “I don’t want to do this alone.”

      “Aren’t his parents coming?”

      “Yeah, but it’ll be hours yet. They’re flying from Amsterdam.”

      “I don’t want to have to explain to them why I lied about their son having a fiancé.”

      Skylar laughed. “His mom said she’d text me once they landed. It’ll be fine.”

      “Oh. Okay.” August settled back.

      “So, tell me everything about you.”

      “Uhh.” August hesitated. “Are you sure? It’s probably going to be pretty boring.”

      “What else are we going to do?” she asked. “Talk about the fact that they’re going to saw into Nico’s skull?”

      August winced. “Right. So, I was born in Toronto. I have a twin brother, Julius, who is eight minutes younger than me.”

      “Identical?”

      “No. We look quite a bit alike but we’re not identical. He claims he’s the better-looking one.”

      Skylar laughed. “Show me.”

      Obediently, August pulled out his phone and brought up a picture from the hiking trip to Banff he and Julius had taken last summer.

      She studied it for a minute. “He’s not bad. You’re more interesting-looking though.”

      “Thanks?”

      “No, it’s good. You’ll age better. He’s kind of a pretty boy and that doesn’t hold up as well.”

      August laughed. “I’ll be sure to tell him Skylar Hanley said that. He’s been into you for years. It’ll crush his ego for sure, eh.”

      She grinned.

      “So why did you become a ref? Don’t most hockey guys dream of playing in the NHL instead of being a referee?”

      “They do,” he admitted. “But not everyone has the talent to make it. And some guys have barriers that’ll keep them from pursuing it. Money, usually, but for me, well, I knew I was gay.”

      “Ohhh.” Skylar’s nod was understanding.

      “Some guys are fine being closeted but I knew I couldn’t be okay with that. I wanted a husband and a family, and I couldn’t imagine trying to have that as a player. All of that sneaking and hiding isn’t ideal for creating a real life with someone, you know?”

      “I get that.”

      August shrugged. “No one cared if I was a gay referee. I mean, plenty of players and fans have hurled slurs at me but most of the time I don’t think they know I’m actually gay. It’s just the go-to insult. It’s gotten better lately but it’s not gone.”

      “That makes sense. Are you seeing anyone seriously?”

      “No. I wouldn’t cheat on someone. Not even with Nico.”

      She laughed and nudged his elbow. “You could have an open relationship.”

      “True. Not my thing though. No, I had a bad breakup last year and I hit pause on dating and such for a while,” he admitted. “The situation with Nico was a—a lapse in judgment.”

      “I’m taking a break from all that too.” Skylar rubbed her belly. “The father bailed on me and yeah, I decided this was not the time to date anyone new. I’m going to put my time and energy into me and the baby.”

      “Sure. I understand that. What an asshole though. The father of the baby, I mean.”

      “Yeah well … this is why I’m grateful I have Nico. He’s been a good friend through all of this. I wish I’d been less distracted though. Maybe I would have been able to get him to go to the doctor’s …”

      “I’ve been wondering the same. He seemed … off before the game last night. I should have said something.” August let out a heavy sigh. “But he’s an adult, right? I mean no one can force him into it.”

      “True.”

      “I guess the only positive is that at least I know I didn’t do anything wrong with the call I made on the first hit he had.” That was an enormous weight off August’s shoulders. He wasn’t responsible for Nico being hospitalized.

      “I will never understand why you guys are so willing to get pulverized that way.”

      August smiled. “I think either it’s in your blood or it’s not.”

      “Still …” She looked down at her stomach. “No hockey for you, baby. We are not letting your Uncle Nico drag you into it.”

      Chuckling, August shifted in his seat, his butt beginning to go numb. “Yeah, good luck with that. Nico seems like the kind of guy who gets what he wants eventually.”

      “Ugh. Tell me about it. Stupid charming bastard.”

      “Yeah, I’m glad I won’t be around for that argument.”

      Skylar’s eyes gleamed. “Maybe I’ll make you the baby’s godfather just so you’ll have to be there.”

      August snorted at that idea. “Sure. I’d like to see you try.”

      “There’s always blackmail. I could expose your lie about being Nico’s fiancé to the media.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” August stretched. Damn, he really was feeling tight after last night.

      Skylar grinned. They both knew that was an idle threat.

      “So what about you?” August asked, twisting to try to crack his back. “Who is Skylar Hanley?”

      She laughed. “Billionaire heiress turned influencer, of course.” There was something weird in her tone and he glanced over.

      “I bet you’re more than that.”

      “I like to think so but …”

      “Okay, so tell me this,” August said, shifting to get a better look at her face. “How did a billionaire heiress become an influencer? And what exactly do you influence?”

      Skylar laughed again. “Honestly, I was sick of all of the family stuff. The expectations I’d take over the company and all that. I don’t want to be some figurehead to a massive corporation that’s all about sucking as much profit out of the earth as they can. Obviously, I have a pretty huge social media following.”

      “Obviously.”

      She gave him a lopsided little smile. “Look, I’m a pretty, rich blonde. I don’t have to do much more than exist to get attention.”

      “True.” August had never paid close attention when Jules gushed about how amazing she was, but he did so now. She was quite lovely, with big brown eyes, a sprinkle of freckles across her upturned nose, and long wavy blonde hair.

      “I had a platform and I started to … I don’t know, talk about stuff that interested me. I discussed companies and products that were environmentally sustainable and stuff, and it kind of took off. I get behind a lot of causes and throw money at them and push for changes in legislation and it’s all good but …” She hesitated. “I always want to do more.”

      “Huh. You should talk to my brother. He’s way into that stuff.” Julius was as single-minded about environmental activism as August was about hockey.

      “Sure. After I tell him to his face he won’t hold up as well as you and break his heart.”

      August laughed.

      Skylar smothered a yawn behind her hand. “Sorry. I left Toronto pretty early this morning. It took me forever to get through at the border.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been up all night too.”

      “You really were that worried about him?”

      August nodded. Terror was the only word for it.

      They lapsed into silence for a little while before Skylar yawned again, setting August off.

      August rose to his feet, eyes watering with exhaustion. “Okay, I need to get up and move or I’m going to fall asleep here. I think I might go for a short walk. Want to join me?”

      Skylar shook her head. “The cat is probably out of the bag with this pregnancy already but I’d like to avoid as many pictures as possible. I still haven’t told my parents I’m knocked up so I’m not jazzed about fan pics going up on social media and hitting the gossip pages.”

      August grimaced. “I would imagine. I don’t know how you stand it.”

      Skylar looked up at him, her big dark eyes wide. “I never had a choice. When you’re the heir of the biggest fortune in Toronto …”

      “Right.” August nodded, grateful for his entirely boring middle-class upbringing. No one had ever paid attention to what he was doing unless he was playing hockey. “I stayed out of all that until I made the mistake of kissing Nico in an alley.”

      “Happens to the best of us,” Skylar said, her eyes sparkling now.

      “I suppose.” August shrugged out of his coat. “Now that you mention it, I think I’d better leave this stupid thing here, eh?”

      “Good idea.”

      “Do you want anything to eat or drink while I’m up wandering? There was a coffee shop in the lobby and there must be a cafeteria around here somewhere.”

      “A decaf iced latte if you can find one. Oat milk, if they have it, dairy if not.”

      “I can do that. Anything else?”

      She bit her lip. “Okay, this is weird but I’m totally craving nachos. If you can get your hands on any, I’d love you forever.”

      “Well, in that case, I guess I’ll have to find some.” August glanced at his watch. “It’s probably not lunchtime yet but I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’ll be back in a bit,” August said.

      “Thanks.” She yawned again. “Honestly, I might take a nap.”

      “Sounds good. I think the chairs over there lean back into a recliner actually.”

      August had napped in a similar one when his grandfather had been in the hospital last year.

      “Okay, perfect.” Skylar stood and stretched her arms toward the ceiling. “This baby is starting to make sitting in one position very uncomfortable.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      August walked toward the door but Skylar stopped him. “Wait, give me your phone number. I’ll text if there are any updates.”

      “Good idea.”

      Amusement washed over August as he rattled off his phone number and she texted him a random emoji so he had her number. He saved it, deciding his life truly had veered sideways into a strange dimension.

      Julius would be wildly envious of him for getting her digits, but of course, this whole situation was a secret August would take to his grave.

      Once August was sure Nico was okay, his life would return to normal.

      Thank God.
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        * * *

      

      Nachos were not easy to find.

      August finally had to order some to be delivered to the hospital. It was a little much, maybe, but Skylar had been genuinely nice and easy to talk to and August was feeling guilty as hell about the little—or make that big—lie he’d told about being Nico’s fiancé.

      Nachos and drinks acquired, he stepped into the elevator to go up to the neurology floor. But between the bag of food and the decaf iced latte he carried, his hands were full.

      He glanced over at the middle-aged man next to him. “Could you hit the button for five, please?”

      “Sure.” The man did so, then looked him up and down. “Hey, you’re August Manning, right?”

      August blinked, already regretting that he’d drawn the guy’s attention to him. “Uhh. Yes?”

      He got recognized occasionally but not the way players did. Of course, there was also a strange little subset of the population that came to games dressed in black-and-white-striped shirts to cheer on referees and linesmen.

      Hockey fans were weird.

      August’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he swore silently, with his hands full, he couldn’t answer it.

      “Big hockey fan,” the guy continued. “I was at the game last night. How’s Arents doing?”

      August’s phone buzzed again. Shit, was there an update on Nico?

      “Umm …” August was at a loss for how to answer that without flat-out lying or giving too much away. “Honestly, I have no idea. I’m here for a friend. I think there was talk of a press conference at some point but you’d have to check the team’s social media for that.”

      “Oh, okay.” The guy looked bummed August couldn’t give him any inside info.

      Thankfully, the doors opened on the fifth floor and August stepped out. “Take care.”

      He sighed with relief when the elevators shut behind him, smiled at the woman at the desk, then walked to the waiting room.

      “Hey, Skylar, I got your nachos,” he said as he stepped inside, belatedly realizing she might still be sleeping.

      But no, she was definitely awake.

      She stood talking to a group of four people. A sick, sinking feeling appeared in the pit of August’s stomach as they all turned to face him.

      Skylar glanced over, smiling tightly. “August. You must not have gotten my text letting you know Nico’s parents are here.”

      For one wild moment, August wondered if he could make a run for it. That wouldn’t be weird at all, right?

      “Yes, we were through customs much quicker than anticipated,” the man said with a small sigh. “Sorry we didn’t text you, Sky. We were all so worried about Nico we forgot.”

      A beautiful statuesque blonde woman smiled at him. “Oh, you must be Nico’s fiancé. I’m Isa Gerritsen. Nico’s mother.”

      Shit. August was so screwed.

      “Uhh,” August managed.

      She kept talking. “You know, it’s funny, when the nurse said his fiancé was in the waiting room, I assumed it was Sky.”

      Behind her, Skylar laughed uneasily. “No, not me.”

      “And when I realized she was pregnant, I thought …”

      Skylar grimaced at August behind everyone’s back.

      Isa seemed to realize what she’d said because she shook her head and gave August a warm smile. “Oh, but of course, we’re delighted to meet you, August. We know we’ll love anyone Nico loves.”

      “Uhh.” August cleared his throat, determined to finally fess up about it. “Well, you see, I’m …”

      Skylar made a slashing motion against her throat. Clearly telling him to cut it out.

      He stared at her, trying to convey How fucking long are we going to keep this ruse up? through his gaze.

      But she made the play along face.

      August hesitated. Skylar had seemed kind and he had no reason not to trust her, so he cleared his throat again and gave Nico’s mom what he hoped was a sincere smile. “I’m August Manning.”

      That much was true at least.

      Isa’s smile was brilliant. “Lovely to meet you, August. Let me introduce you to everyone. This is my former husband, Pieter Arents. He’s Nico’s father.”

      He was very tan with sandy blond hair and a short beard. Good-looking, although Nico didn’t resemble him much. He looked more like his mother.

      Isa continued. “This is my wife, Anika Kulper.”

      Anika was also a blue-eyed, pink-cheeked blonde, though she looked younger than Isa. Less intimidating. Her smile was soft as she shook August’s hand. “Lovely to meet you,” she murmured.

      “And this is Pieter’s wife, Noor Arents.” Noor was a striking woman with dark hair, dark eyes, and warm brown skin.

      “Nice to meet you, August.”

      He murmured his agreement, hoping he’d remember all of the names.

      Isa smiled. “Pieter and I divorced when Nico was very young so Anika and Noor helped raise him too. Nico always had an abundance of love.”

      Nico had three mothers and one father. Huh. Yeah. Somehow, that totally fit.

      Isa laughed softly. “But surely Nico’s mentioned all that to you.”

      August let out a non-committal little noise of agreement. “He is definitely lucky to have such a big loving family.”

      Isa patted his arm as if delighted by his response. “Please, won’t you come in? It looks like you were about to eat lunch. I’m sorry if we interrupted.”

      August belatedly realized he was still clutching the sweating drink in one hand and a bag of food in the other. “Oh, yes. I brought food for Skylar and figured I might as well get something for myself. If I’d known you were here, I’d have picked up something for all of you. I’m so sorry.”

      Or, more likely, made a run for it. But she didn’t need to know that.

      Isa brushed off his apology. “Oh, we’re fine. We ate on the flight over. Or, well, we tried.” A shadow of worry crossed her face.

      August felt a twinge of sympathy. He’d been sick with worry over Nico; he couldn’t imagine how his family felt.

      “You found nachos?” Skylar asked hopefully.

      “Yes. I did.” More or less. Procured them for her anyway.

      Jesus, August was turning into a person who never told the full truth.

      He’d blame Nico but, well, he wasn’t exactly here to defend himself so that didn’t seem fair.

      And August planned to get the hell out of this situation as quickly as possible.

      August dug through the bag, found the container with her nachos, then handed it over along with the coffee.

      “And your decaf iced latte with oat milk. Although the ice is mostly melted at this point. Sorry.”

      “Don’t care. It’s coffee. Even if it doesn’t have caffeine, it’ll get me through. Thank you. You’re the best, Auggie.” Skylar kissed his cheek, then sat down and took a big slurp from the straw.

      He blinked, frozen in place by the nickname. “How did you know Nico calls me that?”

      “Oh, I didn’t. I don’t think he’s mentioned it. It just seemed to fit. Then again, I call him Nics and he calls me Sky, so …”

      “It’s a thing in our family,” Isa said with a small laugh as she took a seat, crossing her long legs. Everything about her looked expensive. Elegant. “We rarely go by our given names and growing up Nico was absolutely insistent that he did not want to be called Nicolaas.”

      “I will admit,” August said grimly, “I wouldn’t choose Auggie for myself. Nico, uh, gave the nickname to me and frankly, I’d just as soon return it.”

      Isa chuckled. “Fair enough but I must admit, I find it sweet.”

      The name was something August had hoped would disappear along with any ties to Nico or his friends and family after this was all done.

      But for now, it appeared he was stuck with it.

      Of course, if these people found out he’d been lying about his engagement to Nico, they’d stop being so nice to him.

      August was grateful when they began speaking quietly to each other, leaving him and Skylar to eat in peace.

      He’d finished his chicken tacos and was packing away the trash when an unfamiliar man in a white coat walked in. “I’m here for Nico Arents’ family?”

      Isa stood. “That’s us.”

      “I’m Dr. Fuller. I’m the surgical resident and have been assisting with Nico’s procedure. We’re about halfway through the surgery and it’s going well. The margins of the tumor are clear, which means removing it cleanly will be much simpler. Everything is going exactly as we hoped so sit tight for a while longer. Once we’ve closed him up and he’s back in his room, you’ll be allowed in to see him.”

      Isa smiled. “Thank you, doctor.”

      Dr. Fuller left with a murmured goodbye and everyone in the room seemed to let out a collective breath.

      “Well, that’s good news,” Skylar said.

      Isa sighed softly. “Yes. It is. I just wish we could have seen him before the procedure. Two seizures and the second bad enough they had to rush him in for emergency surgery. That part worries me.”

      “It does me too,” Pieter murmured.

      Noor reached up and brushed Pieter’s hair off his forehead, murmuring something to him, and Anika squeezed Isa’s hand.

      It was nice that Nico had so many people in his life who loved him. It made a lot more sense that Nico and Skylar had remained friends when he had a family like this.

      All August could hope was that they wouldn’t all kill him when they learned the truth about who he really was.
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        * * *

      

      Waiting for a patient to come out of surgery was surprisingly boring.

      August kept nodding off and Skylar had slumped over, her head resting against his upper arm until he finally gave in and arranged their bodies so she was tucked under his arm and he was slouched low enough her cheek could rest on his shoulder.

      She’d muttered a sleepy thank you, then dozed off.

      August thought bemusedly that his brother would appreciate this far more than he ever would.

      Her charms were definitely lost on him in a way that they wouldn’t be on Julius.

      They all straightened when the door opened but it wasn’t a doctor who strode in this time.

      It was the blonde woman who worked with the Fisher Cats team.

      “Kate!” Skylar said, straightening.

      “Any word on Nico?” she asked, looking around the room with a concerned frown. “Is he out of surgery yet?”

      “No.” Skylar gave her a sympathetic look. “We haven’t heard anything since that last update I texted you about.”

      August shot Skylar a look. She’d texted the team’s VP and hadn’t mentioned that to him?

      Jesus, was she trying to get him in trouble?

      At this point, August had more or less given up on fighting any of it. He was in so deep he was never getting out.

      He only hoped he’d still have a career at the end of all of this.

      Kate shot August a curious glance as if trying to place him. He gave her a weak smile, hoping he didn’t look as guilty as he felt.

      He was in such deep shit.

      But rather than confront him, Kate immediately went over to Nico’s parents. They rose to their feet, hugging her and greeting her warmly.

      August belatedly realized they’d probably met previously, maybe at games or the mothers’ or fathers’ trips where family traveled with the team to a game.

      But Kate paused when she got to August, her gaze curious and assessing. “You look familiar. Remind me of how I know you.”

      August tried not to glance at the incriminating blue peacoat on the chair nearby. “I, uh …”

      “Oh.” Isa looked surprised. “You hadn’t heard either?”

      “Heard what?” Kate asked, her gaze still searching August’s face.

      “Nico and August are engaged. Isn’t that lovely? I had no idea he was seeing anyone seriously but it’s such good news in the midst of all of this.”

      Kate made a small choking noise. “It’s certainly quite a surprise to me. I had no idea Nico was that serious about anyone.”

      August shot her a tense smile.

      Oh yeah, he was dead. So dead. So dead they’d never find his body. Maybe if he was lucky, he’d incinerate into a pile of guilty ash and float away.

      And Nico. Good God. The minute he felt better, he would laugh himself sick over what a mess August had made of his life.

      Well, at least August would be dead by that point. Was it possible to die of shame? He felt like he was on the verge of it right now.

      Kate snapped her fingers. “August Manning. Referee. Number Forty-Nine.”

      August flinched. Oh shit.

      “That’s me,” he said weakly.

      “Well, what a surprise. I had no idea I’d be meeting Nico’s fiancé today. We’ll have to have a nice long talk about that later,” Kate said, her voice filled with cheer but her gaze saying something else entirely.

      When the door opened again, August fully expected to see the Commissioner of the NHL or the Director of Officiating for the NHL walk in but no, it was only the doctor.

      The original one, Dr. Douglas. Ugh. There were too many people for August to keep track of when he was running on no sleep.

      No wonder he wasn’t thinking clearly.

      “Well, I have great news for you,” Dr. Douglas said with a tired smile. “Nico is out of surgery and doing well. No unexpected complications. I feel confident we were able to remove the tumor cleanly and based on its appearance, we’re hopeful it’s benign. We won’t know for sure until the biopsy is back—which will take a couple of hours—but I believe you have every reason to be optimistic about his prognosis.”

      There were some murmurs of relief, including a few in what August assumed was Dutch, before Pieter said, “Will he be able to play hockey again?”

      Isa made a noise of disbelief. “He’s alive, Piet, that’s all that matters!”

      “Nico would want to know,” he protested.

      Isa sighed. “I suppose that matters more to the two of you than I will ever understand.”

      Dr. Douglas smiled. “We won’t know until he’s awake. As I cautioned Nico before the surgery, there may be a few deficits he’ll need to spend some time recovering from but he’s young and healthy. I have seen people come back from worse to flourish. I have every reason to believe he can do the same.”

      There were a few more murmurs of relief and Skylar reached out to squeeze August’s hand. Kate tracked their interaction, her gaze curious.

      But despite the fear over this stupid ruse about being Nico’s fiancé, August was glad he’d stayed. Whatever the consequences, he was glad to hear Nico would be okay.

      “Now, I do want to warn you of a few things,” Dr. Douglas continued. “He will be very groggy when he comes out of the anesthetic. His brain has been through quite a bit of trauma lately. Between the seizures and the surgery, he may have some temporary amnesia. He may struggle to recognize you at first. Please don’t be alarmed. His long-term memory won’t have been impacted but the more recent past may be very foggy to him. Some of that memory will return but some of it may not. Just be patient with him.”

      “Oh.” Isa pressed her hand to her chest. “Thank you for the warning.”

      The doctor’s smile was kind. “I need to head out now unless you have any more questions.”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Once Nico is a little more alert, he’ll be brought up to the floor here and you’ll be able to go in to see him.”

      “Thank you, doctor. That’s great news.”

      Dr. Douglas excused herself and they all took their seats again.

      It was about an hour before a nurse popped her head in. “Nico is back in his room. Would you like to go in and see him? I’m afraid it’ll only be two people at a time so you’ll need to decide who goes in first.”

      Isa glanced over at August, her expression conflicted. “I know you’re his fiancé but—”

      “Go, go,” August urged. “You and Pieter should see him first.”

      August would never be able to live with himself if he went in before Nico’s parents.

      Isa and Pieter followed the nurse out of the room and when they were gone, Kate gave the other two women a smile.

      “I hate to ask this of you, but would you mind giving August and Skylar and me a moment alone? There’s something private I need to discuss with them.”

      “Oh. Yes. No problem,” Noor said. “Anika and I will pop in to see Nico, then go find some coffee. It was a very long night and we found it impossible to sleep on the plane when we were so worried.”

      “There’s a lovely coffee shop in the lobby,” Kate said with a bright smile. “Just follow the signs to the ground floor.”

      With a murmur of thanks, Anika and Noor left. The moment the door closed, Kate turned on him.

      “Manning, please explain this to me. You and Nico are engaged?” she asked. “When I asked Nico who he was with in the photo, he failed to mention that little detail.”

      August laughed weakly. “I’m sure he was trying to protect me.”

      “You are a referee. Your relationship is an enormous conflict of interest.”

      “I—I know. I know this isn’t great,” he said weakly.

      “We’ll have to inform the league, of course.”

      August recoiled.

      “Especially because they are going to be reviewing those hits from last night’s game very thoroughly. You should have disclosed this relationship already. People will be questioning every game you’ve refereed with him in it.” She rubbed her head.

      “It’s … recent,” August said, grasping at straws. “We, uh, it’s only been the games so far this season?”

      “You should. Have. Disclosed,” she said between gritted teeth.

      He grimaced. “I know.”

      “And it sounds like you wouldn’t have if this situation with Nico hadn’t happened! I understand wanting some privacy but this is incredibly dangerous for both of your careers! Yours more than Nico’s.” She shook her head. “Honestly, I had no idea Nico would ever consider getting married. I think that’s the most shocking part about it all.”

      “Well …”

      Skylar slipped her arm through August’s. “You know Nico, always surprising us with his wild decisions! You’re lucky these two didn’t fly off to Vegas and get married without telling you.”

      Kate closed her eyes and breathed deeply, as if she was trying to calm herself. “I guess I should count myself lucky. We’ve already had one surprise wedding this season and I’d rather skip another.”

      August winced. “I shouldn’t have come to the hospital. I just … I was very worried about Nico. I needed to see for myself he was okay.”

      Kate softened. “Of course. I understand. This was a horrific thing to see happen to someone you care about.”

      “I was so close when it happened too,” August said, his throat thickening as the memories rushed back in. “And I couldn’t do anything.”

      A flicker of something crossed Kate’s face before August could identify it. “That must have been awful.”

      He nodded.

      Kate leveled him with a look. “Obviously, Nico will need a little time to recover but once he is feeling up to it, the three of us will need to sit down and discuss this, Manning.”

      “Uh, August, please. And yes, I understand.”

      Somehow, August would have to extricate himself from this whole lie he’d dug himself into. God, what had he been thinking?

      Kate’s shrewd gaze landed on his coat. “Is that the peacoat mentioned in the gossip column?”

      “Yes. I’d, uh, planned to drop it off at the thrift store but I ran out of the arena last night with no coat and I needed something.”

      “I will take it and get rid of it now,” she said firmly. “I’ll be happy to buy you a replacement but there are reporters camped out here hoping to get info. We can’t risk them seeing you in it and putting the pieces together until we decide how we’re going to handle this.”

      “Right. Of course. That’s smart.” He handed it over.

      Kate shook her head as she draped it over her arm, hiding the buttons. “Good God. This has the potential to blow up in our faces. Do you know the kind of disciplinary action that might be taken after a conflict of interest like this?”

      To be honest, August had been trying to avoid thinking too much about any details.

      “You’ll both be suspended while this is being investigated. Every call of yours in a game where Toronto played will come into question.”

      August winced. “You think they’ll suspend me?”

      “Pending investigation, yes.”

      “Fuck.”

      Kate narrowed her eyes. “You’re telling me you’re only thinking about this now?”

      “I …”

      “I expect Nico to be reckless but you have a reputation for being very rigid with the rules, Manning. I have no idea what you were thinking.” She shook her head. “We will be talking more; you can count on that.”

      “I have no idea what I was thinking either.” August slumped back in his chair and Skylar shot him a guilty look.

      I’m sorry, she mouthed.

      But he couldn’t blame her.

      This was his punishment for lying in the first place. Once he started down that road, this outcome became inevitable.

      He was the one who had gotten himself in this situation to begin with.

      And he was the one who would face the consequences.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nico swam into consciousness slowly, blinking his eyes and trying to focus. He was so tired.

      “You have some more people waiting to see you,” the nurse said. “Can I let them in?”

      “Yeah, okay,” he croaked. His throat felt raw.

      He closed his eyes for a moment and when he blinked them open again, a blonde woman and a dark-haired man stood over him.

      Not strangers like all of the people in scrubs when he’d first woken up.

      Not his parents. He’d seen them already. And his stepmoms. These people were younger and wearing regular clothes.

      They looked familiar but when he tried to grasp who they were, the thought slipped away like trying to grab something underwater. The harder he tried, the further it was pushed away.

      “Hey, Nico.” The guy’s voice sounded rough. “Do you know who I am?”

      Nico licked his lips, his mouth dry. “Should I?”

      “No. It’s okay if you don’t.” His eyes were a little wet.

      Nico reached out, touching his face. “You look like someone I want to remember.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. You’re … you look like someone I’d like to kiss.”

      “You just had brain surgery and you’re hitting on people already. Only you, Nico.” The woman spoke and Nico turned his head to look at her.

      “Don’t worry. I think you’re pretty too.”

      She laughed, tears flowing down her face. “Thanks, Nics.”

      “Sky?” he asked, something about the nickname she’d used jogging his memory and making a couple of things fall into place.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” She wiped her face.

      “Why’re you crying? You shouldn’t do that. Makes your makeup all messy. You don’t like that.”

      She sniffled. “I was so scared. I thought I might lose you.”

      He studied her. He could remember what her mouth felt like when he kissed it. Could remember her in his bed, naked and tan. But it felt … not quite right. “Are we …?”

      “Best friends,” she said firmly. “We used to be together but it’s been a long time since it was like that with us.”

      He looked down, seeing the swell of her stomach and knowing it felt familiar too. “You’re having a baby.”

      “Yeah. And you’re going to be Uncle Nico.”

      He nodded. That sounded right. “Yeah. Uncle Nico. I like that.”

      Nico turned and looked at the guy. “Recognize you. Can’t think of your name,” he managed.

      The guy smiled and ohh, he was even prettier now. Nico liked it when he smiled.

      He let out a soft little laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Nico blinked. “Did I say that aloud?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “Who are you?” Nico groped for his hand. “I should know you. My head …”

      “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t push it,” the guy said, gently touching his hand. “You’ll remember eventually. You don’t have to force it.”

      “They cut my head open. Surprised they found anything inside.” Nico laughed but when he reached up and touched his head, he frowned when he found short hair instead of the length he expected.

      “They cut my hair,” he said mournfully. “Oh no. I’m not pretty anymore.”

      Skylar laughed wetly. “You’re still pretty, Nics.”

      Nico turned to the guy. “Do you think I’m pretty?”

      “You’re not bad.”

      “Oh no. That means it’s terrible.” Nico didn’t like that at all.

      “No.” The guy touched his head, his fingers barely skimming over the shorn hair. “I was just teasing, I promise. You look good like this.”

      “Yeah? Even with a hole in my head?”

      Skylar laughed. “Not a hole, Nico. They stapled it up and there’s a bandage. It’s all neat and clean.”

      “Oh.” Nico explored until he felt the edge of the tape. “Okay.”

      He looked at the guy again. “I know you,” he insisted, touching the bandage again as if it would somehow make his brain work better.

      The guy reached out and took Nico’s hand, gently pulling it away from his head. “Yeah. It’s me, Nico. Your favorite referee.” His voice was very soft.

      That triggered something in Nico’s mind. “Auggie?” he managed and relief washed over the man’s face.

      “You know I hate that nickname,” August said, but his voice was soft and so were his fingertips on the back of Nico’s hand.

      “I know.” Nico could remember that much. “But I like calling you that.”

      “Yeah, you’re pretty good at driving me crazy.”

      “It’s fun.”

      “For one of us.” August was smiling so wide, his eyes warm and light.

      “You like it. You like me,” Nico said with a laugh. “You pretend you don’t but you do, August.”

      “You’re growing on me,” he said drily.

      “Are we …” Nico studied him. “I remember kissing you. A hotel. You have a great dick.”

      Skylar let out a choked laugh. “Nics …”

      “What? He does.” Nico protested.

      “Yes, probably, but not everyone wants to hear about it,” Skylar said.

      “They should.”

      Nico couldn’t look away from August.

      His face was very red but his eyes were so light, crinkling around the corners despite the stern set of his mouth.

      Nico reached out and touched August’s face. “Hey, you look good when you do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Smile.”

      “So you tell me.”

      “You should know,” Nico insisted.

      August squeezed his hand. “I’m relieved you’re okay. You had everyone worried.”

      Nico sighed. “I like your smile so much. I think I like you.” But pieces of another memory surfaced and the happy, floaty feeling Nico had faded. “Hey! You didn’t call me.”

      Nico frowned, trying to put together the pieces of something he’d remembered. There were weird fuzzy spots like some of the stuff in his brain was staticky like an old TV.

      “I did call you,” August said. He was still stroking Nico’s head and it felt really nice. Nico leaned into the touch, closing his eyes with the pleasure of it. “We talked on the phone.”

      “But I gave you my number and I thought you weren’t gonna call me back.” Nico pouted.

      “I thought I might not. But I did.”

      “And you came to the hospital anyway.”

      “I did. I was worried about you.”

      “Yeah?” Nico smiled. “I like that.”

      “Well, don’t scare us again, okay?” August said.

      “Was it bad?”

      “Worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” August said firmly. “And I never want to see it again.”

      “Okay. I’ll be good.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “No, I’ll be sooo good for you, Auggie.” Nico licked his dry, cracked lips. He needed a toothbrush because he wanted to kiss August’s face and he couldn’t when his mouth tasted terrible. “C’mere.”

      Nico fumbled, trying to reach for the front of August’s shirt but he couldn’t quite get all his muscles moving right.

      August captured his hand and held it tight. “I’m here.”

      “No. Closer. Need to …” But a yawn cut off his words.

      “Maybe you should rest for a bit,” August said. He stroked the back of his fingers across Nico’s cheek and Nico leaned into it.

      “I’m tired,” Nico admitted. “Will you stay with me? Be here when I wake up?”

      “Yeah.” August kept sliding his fingers across his cheek, soft and gentle. “I’ll be here.”

      Feeling safe, Nico let himself slip back into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      August and Skylar stayed in Nico’s room for an hour or so, but the nurse asked them to leave while she tended to Nico’s needs and put him through some neurological tests.

      The waiting area was empty when they stepped inside.

      Isa and Pieter had gone downstairs to meet with Anika and Noor and discuss what they were doing next.

      “Well, it’s good to know removing a chunk of his brain didn’t change who Nico is. He’s still a flirty bastard,” Skylar said with a relieved sigh.

      August laughed shakily. “Yeah.”

      Kate had gone off to prepare for another press conference to update the public on Nico’s successful surgery, and it was just August and Skylar at the moment.

      Skylar shot him a speculative glance. “I noticed you were quite the doting fiancé in there.”

      August looked away. “Nico was confused … I didn’t want to …”

      August didn’t know what had come over him. He’d just been relieved to see Nico awake and talking and alive.

      “Mmhmm. Sure.” She shot him a skeptical look.

      “What was I supposed to do?” he protested. “And you’re the one who got me into this.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, don’t blame me. You’d already told the nurse you were his fiancé by the time I got here.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the one who convinced me to stay and then let the doctor think that’s who I was and didn’t warn me when Nico’s parents showed up. And then acted like I should play along when I was going to admit the truth!”

      Okay, maybe he did blame her. Yeah, he’d started this car rolling downhill but he’d been prepared to leap out half a dozen times.

      Skylar had locked the door and hit the gas pedal.

      “Damn it. I was hoping you’d forget that part.” She grinned. “I’m just saying, maybe you didn’t need too many nudges to pretend.”

      “I …” Okay, August didn’t know how to justify the way he’d acted in Nico’s hospital room. Only Nico had seemed very … vulnerable and sweet and August had … responded. He let out a heavy sigh. “Maybe I didn’t.”

      Relief had replaced all the anger he’d felt toward Nico previously.

      Looking at Nico’s bandaged head and the confused but trusting expression in his wide blue eyes had brought up tender feelings.

      August could still feel the velvet prickle of Nico’s freshly shorn hair against his fingertips and the way he leaned into his touch.

      August had wanted to protect him. He hadn’t been able to protect Nico on the ice but he could do this now. Make him feel safe after coming out of what had to be an utterly terrifying experience.

      “I don’t know.” August sighed. “This has been a weird twenty-four hours. I’m probably going to lose my job over this shit but …”

      “No.” Skylar gave him a worried look. “You think so?”

      “You heard what Kate said earlier.”

      “Shit. Maybe I can fix this. Tell Kate you guys aren’t engaged and—”

      “Does it matter?” August said. “Nico and I … we did sleep together and after this, I’m not exactly impartial. They don’t care how serious our relationship is, just that I can make calls without bias and I’m not sure I could do that anymore.”

      “I feel like I fucked this up for you.” Skylar looked troubled. “I never meant to.”

      “I know you didn’t. If anyone fucked up, it’s me,” August said. “I had plenty of opportunities to walk away and I chose not to. Maybe I’m not cut out to be a ref at this level.”

      “No, August,” Skylar protested but the door opened and Nico’s parents walked in. All four of them.

      Jesus, Nico would come with a built-in entourage, August thought uncharitably.

      “Isa, don’t be stubborn. You need rest,” Anika insisted. “You’ve seen Nico is okay. Just come with me to the hotel. We’ll freshen up, get some dinner, then sleep. We’ll be back first thing in the morning.”

      “I don’t know,” Isa said with a frown. “I hate the idea of leaving him all alone here.”

      “He won’t be alone,” Anika protested. “He’ll have the nurses and—”

      “Yes, but that’s not family.”

      “Isa, I know you want to be there for our son but you need a good night’s sleep,” she insisted. “You’re coming to the hotel. No arguments.”

      Isa turned to look at Pieter. “What do you think?”

      He hesitated. “I want to stay but Anika has a point.”

      “She does,” Noor said quietly. “I love Nico too but he’s in good hands. We’ve been awake for thirty-some hours. The best thing we can do for Nico tonight is get some rest and be fresh tomorrow. The nurse said he’ll need extra sleep anyway. He won’t even realize we’re not there.”

      Isa sighed. “But what if he wakes up in the middle of the night and needs us? I know he’s a grown man but I spent most of his life away from him when he was a child. I want to be there if he needs me now.”

      Her face wobbled and Anika pulled her close, whispering something too quietly for August to hear.

      “I’ll stay,” August blurted out. Surely a fiancé would stay with the man he loved. That was normal right?

      Oh good God. He was supposed to be pretending he loved Nico Arents.

      The mind boggled.

      “Oh, would you?” Her face filled with hope. “It would be such a relief knowing you were here with him. It would put my mind at ease.”

      “Yeah, of course,” August said. “I’m happy to stay. It’ll be a relief for me too. Please, get some rest.”

      Isa stepped forward and kissed his cheek. “Oh, I’m so glad you two are engaged. Nico always says I’m too nosy about his personal life. And really, I have no problem with him having fun at this age but I so want him to be happy.”

      “He seems pretty happy to me,” August said. “I mean, even before we met …”

      And there was the hole he kept digging himself deeper into.

      “Yes, but think how much happier he must be now he’s found you. I think we all have that person we’re meant to find. Pieter and I were together to create Nico but Anika was who I was meant to love.” She gestured to her wife. “It all worked out like it was supposed to.”

      August had no idea what to say in response but thankfully, Skylar saved him.

      “I think that’s beautiful, Isa. Now, you go get some rest and we’ll see you in the morning.”

      Isa turned to study her. “And what about you? How much sleep have you gotten?”

      Skylar winced. “Not a lot.”

      “And you’re pregnant. No. You’re coming with us to the hotel and we’ll bring you back in the morning.”

      Skylar shot August a look but he shrugged. She’d be way more comfortable at a hotel and there was no reason for all of them to be at the hospital.

      As long as the nurses didn’t kick him out, he’d stay. He’d manage some catnaps in the waiting area if it came to that.

      August followed them down to the lobby and said goodbye to them by the door, then went in search of dinner for himself.

      It was hard to believe it was already late evening but time here seemed strange and not quite real. Or maybe that was the lack of sleep talking.

      At this point he felt like he could nod off standing up.

      The cafeteria food was as mediocre as he’d expected but he ate anyway, and when he returned to Nico’s floor, the woman at the desk was packing up.

      “Oh, I thought you’d headed to the hotel with the rest of Nico’s family,” she said as she put a water bottle in her bag.

      “No, I’d like to stay with him overnight if that’s okay.”

      “It’s typically allowed on this floor but you’ll have to check with his night nurse. Let me speak to her. They already finished report but she’ll be busy with night meds and such for a while. I’ll have her come find you in the waiting area when she’s done.”

      August nodded. He didn’t know exactly what that all meant but he’d do whatever they told him to.

      “Thank you,” he said and she smiled at him.

      “You’re welcome. And I want you to know, I think you and Nico are sweet together. I always thought he was a total … well, you know.” Her cheeks turned a little pink. “But it’s sweet to see he has someone who loves him so much.”

      August managed a weak smile in response.

      What in the hell was he supposed to say to that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nico swam in and out of sleep a dozen times throughout the night but to his relief, August was always there.

      He’d stretched out on a chair that reclined onto a bed and a nurse had given him a blanket and a pillow.

      Every time Nico awoke, restless and afraid, he only had to turn his head to look at August, sleeping on his side, his hands tucked under his pillow, to make the fear abate.

      Everything felt better when he was close.

      Once when Nico awoke, tangled in the sheets, he opened his eyes to see August standing next to the bed, gently shushing him and straightening the covers. “Hey, it’s okay.”

      “Auggie?” he muttered.

      “Yeah, I’m here. I said I would be.”

      “Yeah.” Nico sighed. “Wish you were closer.”

      “Hey, I don’t know what you’re saying now,” August said gently. “I think you’re speaking Dutch, maybe.”

      Nico tried again but August kept shaking his head so Nico closed his eyes and slept again.

      The nurse woke him several times too and Nico grumbled about it, annoyed because he was so very tired but August stood on the other side of the bed, stroking his hand until he settled and let her fuss over him.

      When she was gone and the sky through the window was beginning to grow light, Nico tugged at August.

      He was too weak to move him but August bent forward. “Hey, what’s wrong? What do you need?”

      His voice was sleep-raspy and Nico liked it. “Want you close,” he said fretfully. “Makes me feel better.”

      “It’s a hospital bed. I can’t climb in with you,” August said quietly.

      “Yes, you can.” With great effort, Nico scooted over and sleepily patted the bed next to him.

      “God, you’re a pain,” August grumbled, but he sounded almost fond and Nico smiled when he squeezed in beside him.

      Nico let out a sigh of contentment when he felt August’s body pressed to his. “That’s better,” he said, relieved.

      August grumbled a little as he tried to arrange their limbs but eventually, he found a position that worked, one arm sliding carefully under Nico’s pillow, his other settling on Nico’s stomach.

      Nico sighed, the tension draining from his body. He liked the warmth of August’s chest and the weight of his palm.

      Nico fell asleep to August’s deep, even breathing and when he awoke, it was brighter out and there was a different nurse in the room, doing something with the IV.

      “Mr. Manning,” she whispered. “You aren’t supposed to be in bed with the patient.”

      “I know.” August rasped. “But he was sleeping restlessly and talking in Dutch half the time and …”

      “Well, that’s not unusual,” she said with a small smile. “Sometimes after trauma, the brain gets a little mixed up about which language is which. Sometimes people can speak a language they’ve never spoken before.”

      “Already speak English, Dutch, bit of Arabic, and li’l French,” Nico mumbled, finally getting his eyes all of the way open. “Don’t need any more.”

      She chuckled. “How are you feeling this morning, Nico?”

      “Like I got no sleep,” he muttered grumpily.

      “Well, you get some more rest then. We’ll get you up in a bit for breakfast and some assessments to make sure everything is in working order but you can sleep until then.”

      “You want me to move?” August asked. But he hadn’t lifted his arm from where it rested across Nico’s stomach, his body warm and comforting where they were pressed together.

      “No. You might as well stay at this point if the patient wants you there,” she said.

      “Want him here,” Nico said petulantly.

      “Well, Nico, it’s a good thing you have such a devoted fiancé then,” she said with a laugh as she draped a blanket over them both. “You’re going to be quite a handful during your recovery I’ll bet.”

      Nico squinted. Fiancé? Huh. That sounded … weird.

      As she turned and walked away, August lowered his head onto the pillow beside Nico’s with a sigh.

      Nico stared at the ceiling. He could only sleep on his back in this stupid bed with his stupid head wound and the IV and it sucked.

      But even when he closed his eyes, the word fiancé swam around and around his poor battered brain.

      He wasn’t engaged, was he?

      He didn’t remember that. Of course he didn’t remember a lot of things. Everything still felt fuzzy and like he had to squint and focus hard to get his thoughts to behave.

      Nico yawned and turned his head to look at August.

      Oww. That hurt. He hadn’t been able to feel much of anything yesterday except a sore throat but damn, his scalp was starting to hurt now.

      He thought about calling the nurse back in but he couldn’t reach the call button very well and it looked like August had already fallen deeply asleep again.

      He looked tired. His lashes were dark against his cheeks and his brow was a little furrowed. Nico wanted to smooth the lines away but he didn’t want to wake him.

      Nico knew who August was … remembered bits and pieces of what they’d said or done together. But there were strange gaps. And he couldn’t remember anything about being engaged.

      Didn’t sound like him.

      He didn’t mind the idea of getting married someday but he always figured he’d do it when he was older. Maybe after he was done playing or something. When he was finally ready to settle down.

      But … but he did like having August here.

      Nico thought of the nickname that made August grumble and the concern in August’s dark eyes. It seemed like he cared about Nico.

      So maybe they were engaged? Maybe it was recent and Nico needed to wait for that part of his memory to come back.

      With a mental shrug, Nico yawned again and felt the reflexive tightening of August’s arm around his waist.

      Safe. Protective. Everything would be fine with August watching over him.

      Nico closed his eyes and slept again.
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        * * *

      

      “Aww, look at them. They’re so sweet,” Isa whispered.

      August went still. He’d half-woken when the door opened, but there was no way he was going back to sleep after that comment.

      “It’s a relief to know our boy is in good hands,” Pieter said quietly.

      Unfortunately, August couldn’t lie here pretending he was asleep until they went away so he shifted a little, stretching.

      Every single inch of him was tired and achy.

      And grimy. He’d picked up a few basic toiletries in the hotel gift shop last night and the nurse had loaned him some disposable scrubs to sleep in, but he desperately needed a shower and clean clothes to change into after.

      Nico made a grumbly noise as August tried to pull away. “Where you goin’, Auggie?”

      “I need to get up,” August said, working himself free of Nico’s weak grip.

      August’s face felt uncomfortably warm by the time he was standing upright. He smoothed the scrubs down, not quite meeting anyone’s eye.

      “Good morning,” he mumbled.

      Isa hugged him. “Oh, thank you for staying with Nico last night. Knowing our boy was taken care of gave me the peace of mind to sleep.”

      August shot her an awkward smile. “Glad I could help.”

      Everyone greeted Nico and he got hugs and kisses on the cheek from all of them.

      Nico’s smile went especially soft when Noor brushed her fingertips across the unbandaged side of his head.

      “Missed you, Omm.” Nico smiled sleepily at his stepmother.

      Noor murmured something in another language—the Arabic Nico had mentioned earlier, perhaps?—before she pressed her lips to his forehead and switched to English. “How are you feeling, sweet boy?”

      “Tired.”

      “I know. You will for a while. You sleep all you want and you’ll feel better.”

      Feeling like he was intruding on a very private family moment, August stepped out of the room and walked quickly to the family lounge.

      To his surprise, Isa and Anika followed.

      Tears slipped down Isa’s cheeks and Anika pulled her close, murmuring quietly to her and rubbing her back. “I know it’s hard to see Nico that way but he’s recovering well and he’s strong. He’s a fighter, Isa.”

      Now August really felt like he was intruding. But he was afraid he’d make this more awkward if he tried to leave.

      “Of course.” Isa wiped her eyes. “But it’s not that. I’m … I’m jealous. I’m so grateful to Noor for being there for him when he was growing up and you know I’m glad they’re close. But I sometimes think about how much I missed when I let him stay with her and Pieter. Nico was so small. He was only six, Ani. How could I leave my baby behind?”

      August looked at the ceiling. He would very much like to be anywhere but here.

      Anika murmured, “You had your work at the gallery and your visa …”

      “I know, I know. I just wonder if I should have fought Pieter harder to keep Nico with me in Amsterdam.”

      “But look how well he’s done at his hockey. He loves it. He’s where he was meant to be.”

      Isa sighed. “I tell myself it worked out for the best but …”

      The door opened and Noor and Pieter came in. “Isa, are you all right?” he asked.

      She wiped her eyes again and smiled. “Yes, yes, I’ll be fine.”

      “How did Nico do last night?” Noor asked, glancing over at August.

      “He woke up a lot. He was speaking Dutch at one point, I think, but the nurse said that was normal. He was a little agitated but he calmed down once I crawled in bed with him.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad he has you,” Noor said. “We just love Nico so much and if anything happened to our boy …”

      August could practically hear the way they all capitalized Our Boy, like it was some kind of title.

      No wonder Nico’s an egomaniac, August thought, feeling uncharitable again.

      He retracted that thought immediately.

      Nico wasn’t that bad. And it was good that so many people loved him.

      Even August had gotten a little weak yesterday when faced with Nico’s post-surgical befuddlement.

      The question was, how long would it take for Nico to remember he definitely did not have a fiancé?

      God, this was about to blow up in August’s face, wasn’t it?

      “How did you sleep?” Anika asked, giving him a concerned frown.

      August rubbed a hand over his face, his stubble thick after two days of growth. “Uh, as well as can be expected, I guess. I might need to run out and get a shower and change of clothes at some point this morning though.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Noor said with a smile. “We picked up some necessities for you.”

      “I guessed at your sizes but hopefully the clothes will fit.” Pieter held out a bag.

      “Oh. Uhh, thank you,” August managed. “That was thoughtful of you. I could use a shower first though.”

      “We spoke to the nurse. She said you’re welcome to use the one in Nico’s room.” Isa beamed.

      Damn it, August had hoped to find a nearby hotel so he could shower and have a few moments alone to figure out a plan of how he was going to get himself out of this.

      But there was no getting out of here, was there? Not even for an hour or two like he’d hoped.

      August was going to have to keep playing the dutiful fiancé until further notice.

      “Well, thank you,” he managed. “That’s very kind. I appreciate it.”

      “Nonsense, it’s the least we could do,” Isa assured him.

      “Is Skylar coming today?” August asked.

      Isa nodded. “Yes, the poor thing was exhausted so I urged her to get some more rest. She’ll join us a bit later.”

      “Oh okay. Good. I’m glad she’s getting some sleep.”

      “In the meantime, what would you like for breakfast?” Anika asked.

      “Uhh, anything’s fine, really,” he said, figuring it was pointless to argue. “I don’t have any allergies or dietary restrictions.”

      “Coffee? Tea?”

      “Coffee, please. Milk, no sugar.”

      “Well, off you go,” Isa instructed, making a shooing motion. “Breakfast will be here by the time you’re done showering.”

      Still half-asleep and vaguely confused, August let himself be herded into Nico’s room again. He slept deeply, his face turned away from August.

      The white bandage stretched in a U shape along the right side of his head and was held in place with tape. The sun coming in the window highlighted the bruising on his skull along the edges.

      Another strange flicker of fear, like the one August had felt as he looked at Nico seizing on the ice, washed over him.

      Nico could have died.

      As hard as Keller’s hit had been, as difficult as it had been to watch that seizure happen, it was for the best, wasn’t it?

      It had allowed the doctors to find the tumor growing inside of Nico’s brain and get it out.

      Nico wasn’t completely out of the woods yet but he’d made it through the surgery safely. That was something.

      Nico stirred and August ducked into the bathroom, feeling foolish for standing there and staring.

      God, he was starting to act like he cared about Nico.

      Which was absurd of course.

      Except … August dropped the bag on the bathroom tile and sagged against the door. He did care.

      Not in the way a fiancé would. Not in the way he would have if it had been Daniel in that bed—

      August froze, heart pounding. He hadn’t thought about Daniel once since Nico was injured.

      Fuck.

      August wanted to chalk it all up to adrenaline and lack of sleep and everything else he’d been dealing with. But the truth was, he’d thought of nothing and no one but Nico in the past few days.

      Not even himself.

      He’d probably torpedoed his career for some guy he barely knew because he was worried about him.

      August swallowed hard, flipping on the water in the shower to heat, then methodically stripped off the scrubs and let them fall to the floor. In the bag, he found a small toiletry kit filled with luxury grooming products.

      Overkill, but a nice gesture.

      But he had no complaints when he stepped under the hot water and scrubbed off. The scents of the body wash and shampoo were nice and it felt incredible to wash away the grime.

      After August was clean, he stood in the shower for a while and let the water beat down on his tight back and shoulders.

      He sighed, the tension slowly fading from his body until he felt almost human again.

      Wrapped in a towel, he shaved in front of the sink, scraping his heavy stubble away with a razor.

      He inspected his face after, admitting maybe it was worth buying more of the undoubtedly pricy blades because it was the best shave he’d had outside of a barber’s shop.

      The clothes fit well enough, the trousers a little long in the leg and a little loose around the waist but comfortable.

      They were made of a pale gray wool and beautifully soft.

      So was the sweater. It was cashmere—apparently the Arents-Gerritsen-Kulper family did nothing halfway. August was less sure about the half-zip style or the pinkish-salmon shade but he was clean and looked respectable now, so he was grateful.

      Nico was still sleeping peacefully and Isa was in the room, doing something on her phone. Skylar had arrived as well and a food tray had been delivered for Nico’s breakfast.

      Along with enough bouquets and balloons to fill a flower shop.

      August smiled at Skylar. “Morning. How’d you sleep?”

      “Pretty well. It felt good to shower and rest. You?”

      “I could do with more sleep but the shower was nice,” he said.

      Skylar looked him over. “Salmon suits you.”

      He rolled his eyes at her, hoping Isa wouldn’t see.

      Isa looked him up and down. “You do look nice in that color,” she said quietly. “I am glad the clothes fit.”

      “Uh, thank you. It was very kind of you to think of me.”

      Her smile was warm. “You’ve done so much to care for Nico. This is the least we can do. Let us know if you need anything else. Anything at all, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      August nodded but a wave of guilt went through him.

      These were nice people. They loved their son. And August was lying to them.

      He looked over at Nico, another wash of guilt coming over him.

      Lying to Nico too. Though August hadn’t directly told Nico he was his fiancé, he hadn’t corrected the nurse when she’d referred to him that way either.

      August had to come clean. He had to.

      “Isa, I …” His voice cracked and he couldn’t continue. He was a coward.

      She took his hand, “I know. It’s hard to see him lying so still and quiet. He’s … vibrant, isn’t he?”

      August nodded because that was one word for Nico. August had used less charitable ones previously but it was accurate.

      Nico was vibrant and energetic and charming and yes, probably a bit spoiled.

      But there was a sweetness to the family’s interactions August would never have expected. A sweetness to Nico he wouldn’t have expected.

      And having met the whole family, so much of who Nico was suddenly made a lot of sense.

      Nico stirred, his eyes blinking open. He smiled at August.

      “Aww. You showered without me, Auggie.” Nico pouted.

      “I don’t think the nurses will allow you to shower yet,” August said with a smile. “You need to keep the wound dry for a while.”

      “Does that mean you’ll give me sponge baths?” Nico looked at him hopefully.

      August nearly fired back with a snarky retort before he bit his tongue, remembering his audience.

      “I think we’ll leave that to the nurses for now,” he said with a little laugh, keeping it playful. “Just to be safe.”

      Thankfully, before Nico could argue, a nurse stepped in.

      She lifted the lid off the food tray.

      “Okay, I am going to need a little time alone with my patient. He needs to eat his breakfast, then we’ll get him cleaned up a little for the physical and occupational therapists who will be coming in for his assessments. Why don’t you give us a few hours, please?”

      That was clearly an order and not a request so August dutifully got up.

      “Kiss?” Nico said, catching August’s hand, though his grip wasn’t very strong.

      “Uhh.” August cleared his throat.

      Shit, this was about to get a lot more complicated. He hadn’t thought about Nico and his family expecting more physical affection between them.

      August bent down, pressing a kiss to Nico’s cheek and letting it linger before he pulled away.

      “See you soon, uh …”

      Shit, he should have thought up a nickname or something. Some term of endearment. He’d never been the type to call a guy babe or baby.

      August glanced around the room frantically, looking for something to spark an idea.

      A bright sunflower bouquet on the nightstand caught his attention. Flower? No. Dear God no. He couldn’t call him that.

      August’s gaze landed on the food tray beside the bed. No, he definitely couldn’t call him oatmeal either. Juice? Absolutely not.

      Muffin? Yes. That would do.

      “Muffin!” he said a little louder than intended. “See you soon, muffin. Hope the assessments go well.”

      From across the room, Skylar shot him an amused glance and he glared back, before he glanced over at Nico.

      Nico squinted, clearly confused. “See you, Auggie.”

      With a relieved sigh, August escaped the room, Skylar beside him, Isa moving a little more slowly as she said goodbye to her son.

      “Muffin?” Skylar asked under her breath.

      “Shut up,” August grumbled. “I got desperate.”

      She grinned, “Auggie and muffin. I like it.”

      August sighed.

      How in the hell had he gotten himself into this predicament? And how was he ever going to dig himself out?
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      Nico was tired as he picked at his dinner that evening.

      His brain hurt and so did the rest of him.

      “I know,” Leigh said soothingly as she put info into her little wheeled computer. “You’ve been through a lot.”

      And Nico apparently had less of a filter than usual. Whoops. He needed to stop saying the quiet parts aloud.

      “When am I going to stop feeling so tired?” Nico asked as he pushed away his food tray. It tasted terrible and he wasn’t that hungry.

      Just tired and weak. His hand was shaky and it was hard to grip things well. He’d mostly eaten whatever he could manage without a fork or spoon. He’d glared at Leigh when she’d suggested someone else could help him.

      “All done with your meal?”

      “Yeah, not that hungry. Just exhausted.”

      Leigh helped him settle back against the pillows and he wiggled to get comfortable.

      It had been a very boring day so far.

      Leigh had given him a wipe down earlier. It felt nice to be clean-ish again and she had been very efficient.

      In the past, if Nico had imagined a pretty nurse giving him a sponge bath, it would have sounded a lot sexier.

      It definitely would have been better if he’d had August’s hands all over him instead. That sounded a lot nicer, but he couldn’t remember them ever doing that before.

      If they were engaged, surely they’d showered together.

      Why couldn’t Nico remember anything but making out in an alley and sex in a hotel room? The memories he had were scorching hot but it didn’t even seem like he and August liked each other much.

      Weird.

      After Nico’s so-called bath, people had come into his room to test him on a bunch of stuff.

      He’d tried to watch their expressions to see if he was doing okay but it was difficult when he had to focus all of his attention to do everything they said.

      Everything took so much effort. His scalp hurt more and his head still ached and all he wanted to do was sleep.

      When he’d asked Leigh about his head, she’d said the pain was normal and that he’d have headaches for a while.

      She said she’d give him something for it though. He couldn’t remember if she’d done that yet or not.

      “Nico?” Leigh asked now and he realized he’d kind of been … drifting. He did that a lot, his mind wandering off without him.

      “Yeah?” He blinked at her. His head felt very heavy.

      “I said it’s going to take you weeks before you’re back to your usual energy levels. You’ve been through a lot. And that doesn’t include the two very hard hits you took in that game. It’s all catching up to you now. Your body needs time to rest.”

      Nico sighed. He felt heavy all over, his eyes drifting shut even though he was trying to keep them open. “Okay,” he mumbled. “Where’s Auggie?”

      “Your fiancé?”

      “Yeah.” That word still sounded funny. Nico smiled though he was too tired to laugh about anything right now.

      “I think he’s with the rest of your family. They were going to go find something to do for a few hours but they should be back soon.”

      “Oh. That’sss nice,” he slurred.

      “Do you want him to come in when he gets back?”

      “Yeah. Need Auggie,” he managed, and then he was out.
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        * * *

      

      In deference to Nico’s privacy and Skylar’s attempt to hide her pregnancy, August had joined Nico’s family at the hotel where they were all staying.

      Rather than eat in a public space, they’d ordered room service and had it brought up to the expansive suite.

      They’d spent the meal talking about the plan for Nico’s post-surgical recovery.

      August kept trying to figure out a way out of taking part but of course, they expected that as Nico’s fiancé, he’d be involved.

      Dr. Douglas had come in to talk to them earlier today with updates on Nico’s condition.

      To everyone’s relief, the tumor results had come back benign. Nico didn’t have cancer, so he could focus on his recovery from surgery.

      However, the assessments from the physical and occupational therapists had revealed Nico had some deficits.

      August had gotten a little lost when they started talking about which hemispheres of the brain controlled what, but the short version was that although the right side of Nico’s head had been operated on, he had some physical and visual weakness on his left side.

      Since Nico was left-handed, this was going to make his life more difficult.

      He still had some amnesia caused by the seizures and swelling from the surgery and general trauma his brain had been through.

      Pieter had been concerned about what that all meant for Nico’s hockey.

      When Pieter had asked about it, Isa had sighed and shared a look with Skylar but August understood.

      To an NHL player, nothing was more important than playing hockey.

      Although the neurologist couldn’t answer their sports medicine questions, she’d indicated that rehabilitation could help with Nico’s deficits.

      “The brain is elastic,” she’d explained. “It can create new pathways but it needs time and adequate rest. This is not something you can find a shortcut through.”

      Assuming everything went well for the next few days, Nico would be released soon, so their focus turned to how to get Nico home and what they’d do about his appointments.

      Along with a sports medicine specialist, there would be a new neurologist in Toronto for Nico to see. Plus physical and occupational therapy.

      All four of Nico’s parents had either taken a leave of absence or worked in fields they could do remotely, so they were planning to stay in Canada for a month while Nico recovered.

      The logistics of it all gave August a headache and the Arents-Gerritsen-Kulper family was rather exhausting to deal with.

      Isa and Pieter had strong opinions about everything, which often clashed. Anika and Noor were a little gentler about it and they worked hard to keep the peace, but they could only do so much.

      Skylar kept trying to advocate for Nico and August finally jumped in, backing her up because he agreed Nico should have some say about it all.

      Now, as they rode the elevator up to the neuro floor, August let their chatter wash over him, tired and wondering what the hell he was doing here.

      “Where do you live, August?” Isa asked.

      “Hmm? Oh, I live in Hamilton. It’s about an hour from Toronto,” he said, straightening out of his tired slump.

      “Well, you’ll stay in Toronto with Nico while he’s recovering, I assume?”

      August opened his mouth to protest but nothing came out. Shit. Shit. Shit. He desperately needed to come clean. Fuck, how was he going to handle this?

      He shot a panicked look at Skylar. “Umm.”

      The elevator dinged and when the doors slid open, he found himself face-to-face with Kate Foster.

      She smiled tightly. She was well-dressed and tired-looking, with a severe expression.

      “Manning, I’ve been looking for you. We need to talk.”

      August flinched and stepped out of the elevator. “Uhh, sure. What’s going on?”

      “Not here.” She glanced around. “We’ll discuss it in the conference room I’ve been using as my HQ.”

      “Oh.” Isa gave them a curious look. “We’ll go check in on Nico. If he’s resting, we’ll be in the lounge.”

      All of Nico’s family disappeared down the hall but Skylar didn’t move. “I should be there for this.”

      Kate lifted an eyebrow. “I fail to see why. This discussion is about Nico and August’s relationship.”

      She crossed her arms. “And Nico’s not recovered enough to fully take part in a discussion yet. I’ll go in his place.”

      Kate huffed but jerked her head. “Fine. Come along.”

      She led them to a small conference room and closed the door. “Have either of you checked social media lately?” she asked the moment it was shut.

      “No,” August said, dread growing with every tense moment that ticked by. “I’m not on a lot to begin with and I’ve been a little busy the past few days. Why?”

      “Because we have a problem.”

      Kate pulled out her phone, tapped something into it, then turned it so August could see a JockGossip article displayed.

      Numbly, August took the phone from her and Skylar slid close, peering at the screen. August held the device out so they could both read at the same time, his stomach sinking with every word.

      
        
        Fisher Cats Defenseman Rushed to Hospital After In-Game Fall—Mystery Beau Revealed?

      

        

      
        Nico Arents is conscious and in stable condition following a seizure that occurred during the recent game against Buffalo.

      

        

      
        Updates indicate that while still hospitalized, he’s hopeful for a quick return to the ice.

      

        

      
        The incident raises serious questions after referee August Manning was spotted in the same hospital shortly after Arents was admitted.

      

        

      
        Recent rumors have swirled around Arents’ involvement with someone within the league. Could Manning be the mystery man?

      

        

      
        A credible source claims the two are engaged. “He has been so doting! He’s barely left Nico’s side.”

      

        

      
        Tongues are wagging as their off-ice involvement throws Manning’s on-ice impartiality into question.

      

        

      
        How will the league react? Thus far, they have declined to comment but given the new Code of Conduct, there will be some tough questions to answer for these men to keep their romance and their careers.

      

      

      “Oh no,” Skylar whispered. “Oh shit.”

      August couldn’t even manage that much. He blindly thrust the phone away from him, grateful when someone took it.

      He staggered back, the backs of his knees bumping against the chair behind him and collapsed onto it.

      He couldn’t seem to pull in any air and he heard a strange wheezing noise before he realized it was coming from him.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” August put his head between his knees. This was his entire career. His reputation.

      Nico was fine and he was fucked.

      Someone sat beside him, rubbing his back. “Hey, you’re okay. Try to slow your breathing if you can. I think you’re having a panic attack.” Skylar’s tone was soothing.

      August swallowed hard but he did as she instructed.

      When he finally lifted his head, still feeling shaky, both Kate and Skylar had worried looks on their faces.

      “I’m sorry,” Kate said softly. “I shouldn’t have been quite so abrupt with you. I’m just very concerned about this situation. Let’s discuss how we want to handle this.”

      Kate and Skylar took chairs so the three of them formed a small triangle at one end of the table. Kate set a bottle of water in front of August, then looked him in the eye. “I want you to be honest with me, August. Are you and Nico actually engaged?”

      “No.” August squeezed his eyes shut. “We’re definitely not. I …”

      “It’s partly my fault, Kate,” Skylar said. “I—”

      Kate held up a hand. “Let’s start at the beginning. August, tell me exactly what’s happened between you and Nico and how this lie began.”

      August reached for the water bottle, still feeling shaky. “Nico and I ran into each other on the sidewalk in Evanston after the jersey retirement ceremony …”

      By the time he was finished, he was a little hoarse. “And I didn’t know how to get myself out of this situation,” he admitted. “I wanted to but …”

      “That part’s kinda my fault,” Skylar said. “I … I don’t know. It sort of snowballed and got out of control. I asked August to wait with me during Nico’s surgery because I didn’t want to be alone but Isa was supposed to text me when they landed. Instead she just showed up. The nurse mentioned the fiancé to her and then I was trying to explain that no, Nico and I weren’t engaged. And then Nico’s parents sounded so relieved when they found out Nico had a fiancé after all and August showed back up and it … got even more complicated. Ugh. I’m sorry. I fucked up too so please don’t blame this all on August.”

      Kate sighed. “You did make this a great deal more complicated, Skylar. But at least all of the pieces make sense now. I knew something felt off. This didn’t fit with anything I know about Nico and …”

      “Yeah, I know it’s ludicrous to think we’d end up together,” August said. “Believe me. I’m aware we’d make no sense as a couple.”

      “No, that wasn’t it. I know Nico was protective of you when the first article came out but the way he worded it didn’t mesh with the idea of you two being secretly engaged at all. When I saw the second one, my gut told me there was something hinky going on.”

      “Yeah. Your gut was right.” August sighed. “I feel terrible I lied to anyone. That isn’t me and I truly regret it. Nico’s family is very nice and I’ve let them down.”

      Not to mention Nico.

      Kate nodded. “Explaining the truth won’t be pleasant, but I’m sure they’ll understand you were concerned about Nico and how the lie snowballed from there. But we have bigger issues at the moment.”

      “Like my career being completely torpedoed?” he asked gloomily.

      “I have thoughts on how we could manage this.”

      August laughed hollowly. “Manage this? What is there to manage?”

      “The public is aware you were at the hospital with Nico and his family. Even if you explained you weren’t his fiancé, the damage is done. The information has been picked up by major sports networks because it directly impacts actual game play.”

      “Fuck.”

      Kate continued. “The league will be investigating this. You have an intimate relationship with a player. And fiancé or not, that will be their primary concern.”

      “Right. So I’m fucked.”

      She let out a little humming noise. “Not necessarily. An engagement is something that can be sold.”

      August blinked. “I … what are you suggesting?”

      “You stay engaged to Nico.”

      “We were never actually engaged!” he argued.

      “Well, yes. Fine. You need to appear to stay engaged to Nico. You lean into the love story and sell it.”

      “What? But … that’s … that’s completely insane,” August protested.

      Skylar gave him a thoughtful look. “No, she’s right, Auggie. The public goes crazy for stories like this. Sell them a romance and they’ll forgive anything.”

      “I don’t know,” he said doubtfully. “And why would the league care about what the public thinks about our relationship?”

      “No, think about it. Nico and I talked about this last year. When everyone was outraged about Gabriel Theriault dating his coach—”

      “Assistant coach,” Kate corrected.

      “Fine, assistant coach, but my point still stands. How did they win them over? They sold the romance,” Skylar said triumphantly. “It’s always about the optics, baby. The league cares about that as much as anything because it impacts revenue.”

      She and Kate shared a look.

      “Yeah, but—but Theriault and Tate were actually in love,” August sputtered. “Are actually in love.”

      “True.” Kate shot him a glance. “I assume that’s not the case with you and Nico?”

      August laughed incredulously. “Uhh, hardly. Like I said, we had sex. Once.”

      “Well, the public doesn’t need to know the details and obviously you cared enough about him to show up at the hospital.”

      “I was concerned about him!” August protested. “I was worried my call on the first hit had somehow led to this. I thought I’d missed something. And like Skylar said, it all snowballed from there.”

      “Fine. So maybe you and Nico aren’t in love or anything close to it, but—”

      “Two weeks ago I couldn’t stand the guy!”

      “And now?”

      August hesitated. “He … I care about his well-being. I like his family and Skylar. But that doesn’t mean it makes any kind of sense to pretend to be in love with him going forward. Who is going to believe it?”

      “We’ll make them believe.” Kate looked him in the eye. “Do you trust me?”

      August sighed. “I’m sure you’re very good at what you do, but I … this is so not me. I don’t live a life where I’m under the public’s scrutiny like this. I’m not Nico or Skylar. Even if I agreed to it, I’d have no idea how to sell it.”

      “I can help you with that.” Kate leaned forward. “Look at it this way, Manning. You’re suspended either way. You can spend that time alone panicking about your future or you can use that time to do something to save it.”

      “Well, when you put it that way,” he said drily. He didn’t have any other choice, did he?

      But Kate ignored his sarcasm. “Look, you and Nico have … a connection of some type. It may not be romantic but there is clearly some chemistry there.”

      Grudgingly, August nodded.

      “And you showed up at the hospital because you were worried about him. I can think of far worse starting points.”

      “I suppose.”

      “I suggest you move into Nico’s place for a little while. Help him with his recovery. It’s not the worst duty in the world, right?”

      August wasn’t so sure.

      “When the league questions you about it, you can honestly say you care about him.”

      “Sure, but they’re going to ask for details. When we started seeing each other. When we got engaged … no. This is crazy. I can’t do this.”

      “August, I have a shitload of reporters waiting for confirmation and the head office and people from the league screaming at me for answers. If I thought there was any other way around this, I assure you, I’d suggest it. While I’ll never agree to anything that could harm the organization or Nico, I wouldn’t throw you to the wolves either.”

      “I understand and appreciate that. But I’m not making any decisions until Nico and I can discuss the situation,” August insisted. “His career will be impacted too.”

      “Not nearly as much as yours,” Kate said, her tone blunt.

      “I know.”

      “Then think carefully about this, August. Your future is on the line and it’s up to you how you want to deal with it. There are easier paths for me to take here. I can finesse this so Nico walks away from it with no real damage. I’ll help you too if you want it, but it’s no skin off my nose if you choose not to.”

      Skylar tugged at his sleeve and he turned to look at her. “And this is a way you could help Nico too. You’ve seen his family. They’re … a lot.”

      He grimaced, nodding.

      “Isa and Pieter both want you to come stay with Nico. If you do, you can help run interference for him.”

      “What about you? You know them all better than I do,” he protested.

      “I do but I have my own shit to deal with. It’s only a matter of time before my pregnancy blows up. When it does, I’m going to be dealing with my own family bullshit. I would love to help Nico but I can’t do it right now. Not with the baby coming.” She sighed and smoothed her hand over her stomach. “Besides, Nico and I would murder each other in about three days. There was this one time we went on vacation in St. Tropez and we argued so much we both almost got arrested. If Nico hadn’t spoken a little French, we’d have both been in jail. Trust me, no one wants us living together. Besides, how bad would that look?”

      August had to concede her point.

      If he and Nico were supposed to be engaged, Nico living with his pregnant ex-girlfriend would raise some eyebrows.

      “Fine. That’s fair. I don’t know anything about taking care of someone recovering from brain surgery though,” he said, although he knew it was a weak argument.

      “I imagine very few families do,” Kate pointed out. “Surely the doctor can give you information.”

      “Besides,” Skylar said, giving him an earnest look. “You heard Isa and Pieter. They’re going to make sure he gets the best medical care he can. All you’d have to do is drive Nico around to appointments and be sure he doesn’t accidentally hurt himself while he does his rehab.”

      “Or try to push himself too hard,” Kate added. “Because we all know that’s going to happen.”

      August sighed. He wished he could say their arguments weren’t compelling. He just had one big sticking point.

      “I agree with you on that. But I don’t feel good about lying to Nico’s face about who I am to him. He’s vulnerable right now. I don’t like the idea of telling him he’s forgetting something that never existed. That feels like I’m manipulating him or gaslighting him or something and I don’t like it.”

      “I understand that,” Kate said. “But I’m not sure two days out from brain surgery is the right time to drop the truth on him. He’s been through a lot.”

      “He has.” August hesitated. “And I certainly don’t want to do anything that will make this situation worse for him. I just feel like … if this was something Nico and I cooked up together and agreed on, fine. I’d be okay with that. I feel shitty about making him an accomplice when he can’t decide if he wants to be or not!”

      August swallowed. That had come out a little more heated than he’d intended.

      Kate’s eyes widened. “I think you misunderstood what I was saying. I’m not asking you to lie to Nico about it,” she explained. “If he asks, of course you should tell him the truth.”

      “Okay …” August said slowly. That put his mind at ease.

      “And it’s your decision about when you tell him if he doesn’t ask,” Kate continued.

      “But?” August asked, because there was clearly one there.

      “But consider not volunteering that information until Nico is ready. You can be the judge of when the right moment is.”

      August nodded. “Yeah, okay. That makes sense to me.”

      “All I’m suggesting is that we buy ourselves a little time with the public by continuing this charade until we can all sit down and decide how to handle the situation.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” August hesitated, still mulling it over. “I … I don’t love it but I guess I could live with it.”

      Kate nodded like that was settled. “When is your next game?”

      August straightened, aghast to realize the thought hadn’t crossed his mind once. What day was it anyway? He glanced at his watch. “Uhh, the day after tomorrow.”

      “Do you expect to officiate it?”

      “Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it. I’ve been so wrapped up in this situation and I’m kind of losing track of the days. They sort of bleed into one another.”

      “Well, it’s time you think about it,” Kate said. “I do not see any way they’ll allow you to work that game but I have a suggestion for how you can lay some groundwork for your future now. Call and request a leave of absence during Nico’s hospital stay.”

      “That’ll definitely trigger an investigation.”

      “It’s already going to happen, August. There’s no getting around that.”

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Right. Okay.”

      “Make the call,” she urged. “Unless you’re planning to walk out the door and try to bluff your way through this, you need to look like a fiancé now. It will look better when the inevitable suspension happens.”

      “Shit.” August rubbed his forehead.

      “Play the doting fiancé card. It’ll work. You can talk to Nico about the situation as soon as he’s up for it but for your own sake, you need to get on top of this before it’s completely out of your control.”

      He swallowed hard, nodding. He couldn’t keep putting this off and hoping it would go away. “You’re right.”

      “I usually am.” She smiled, although there was something in her expression that made August decide he never wanted to be on her bad side.

      “And you really do feel like this is the best way to handle this?” he asked.

      “I do,” she said firmly. “I think it’s the best thing for the team, for Nico, and for you.”

      “Okay.” August pulled in a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll go along with the fake engagement for now and once Nico knows, we’ll figure out a plan together for what we want to do.”

      “Perfect. In the meantime, no one from the Fisher Cats will confirm or deny anything.”

      He frowned. “Aren’t you going to need to make a public statement to the press? They must be hounding you about this.”

      “There’s a reason the phrase ‘no comment’ was invented,” she said with a wry little grin. “We’ll simply limit questions to Nico’s health and well-being. We’ll tell the media our focus is on that and any questions regarding your relationship will be addressed at an appropriate time.”

      “If you think that’ll work …”

      “It will,” Kate said. “I’ll make it work. And honestly, it’s up to you. Your career is on the line here, August. Nico will get a slap on the wrist at most. And realistically, he probably won’t get anything unless they decide to make an example of him because of the new Code of Conduct. It doesn’t matter how a player feels about an official. It’s the official who needs to remain impartial.”

      And August nodded because she was right.

      It was his career in jeopardy and he had no one to blame but himself for that.
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      Five days after Nico’s surgery, he was finally allowed to go home.

      He sat in a wheelchair in the elevator on the way down to the lobby, still tired and frustrated by the restrictions. He’d been ready to go home for the past couple of days and waiting was killing him.

      He was desperately looking forward to sleeping in his own bed and not having everyone fussing all the time.

      Of course, his parents were staying with him for a while so the fussing wasn’t going to end completely. But at least he wouldn’t have a nurse waking him up in the middle of the night anymore.

      Everyone kept talking about how much he needed to rest but how was he supposed to do that when they interrupted his sleep constantly?

      Nico was grateful for August though.

      He was quiet and steady. Yesterday he’d managed to politely herd Nico’s family out of the room to give Nico a break when they started arguing about if he needed an in-home nurse or not.

      Nico still had no memory of being engaged to him but this morning when Nico had tried to apologize, August had frowned, glancing over at the nurse who was answering some questions Nico’s parents had about the discharge instructions.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he’d said. “We can talk about it more later when you’re feeling up to it.”

      But Nico felt bad. How could he forget his fiancé?

      Did that make him an asshole? Well, he was definitely an asshole but he didn’t usually forget people.

      Nico slouched in the chair as he was wheeled through the lobby. Everyone had circled around to hide him from view but the last thing Nico wanted was for the public to see him like this.

      Eventually, he was going to rock the short hair look but for now he’d put a toque on to cover the bandage. He still looked rough and he knew it.

      No need to have photo proof. He had a reputation to maintain.

      In front of the hospital, there was a roomy SUV and his father hurried to open the door for him.

      A middle-aged woman wearing a pleasant smile and scrubs sat inside. Presumably, the private nurse his mom had hired. Nico had assured her it was totally unnecessary, but she’d insisted on it and he’d finally given up on arguing, too tired to care.

      At least she’d stopped pushing the idea of him having a round-the-clock live-in nurse.

      Nico got out of his wheelchair with a groan, shocked by how sore he was. He hadn’t done anything in days. Why did he hurt so much?

      Several people held out their arms for him to take but he brushed them off.

      “I can walk,” he said testily. “Stop it.”

      Yeah, this was going to get really old, really fast.

      He held out a hand instead. “Come sit next to me, Auggie. I plan to nap on you.”

      August gave him a faint smile. “I think you’ll have to make do with a pillow. You’re going to travel with your parents and the nurse. I have to drive home separately.”

      Nico frowned. “But …”

      “I’ll be in Toronto by this evening, I promise,” he said. “But my car is here in Buffalo.”

      “Can’t I ride with you?”

      “No. You’ll be much more comfortable in the SUV, I promise. Besides, I need to stop by my place for some clothes and stuff.”

      “Okay.” Great, Nico was going to be trapped in a vehicle with his parents and a nurse. Ugh. Hopefully it wouldn’t take long at the border. With a bunch of different citizenships, it was going to get interesting. “Wait,” he said, frowning. “What about my passport?”

      Kate stepped forward and held it out. “Here. I found it in your suitcase.”

      “Hope you enjoyed what else was in there.” Nico winked as he took the passport from her. He didn’t take his whole collection with him or anything but he usually packed lube, condoms, and a vibrating butt plug.

      She gave him a dour look. “I’m a mother. I’m very good at selective seeing. All I noticed were clothes and toiletries.”

      Nico grinned. “Good to know.”
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        * * *

      

      August braced himself when Nico stepped close, settling a hand on August’s waist. “So I’ll see you at my place soon, Auggie?”

      “Yeah, I need enough time to pack and to feed my fish.”

      “Huh,” Nico said thoughtfully. “I had no idea you had a fish.”

      Isa raised an eyebrow, clearly surprised.

      August had to scramble to come up with a plausible answer. “Well, you never came to my place in Hamilton to meet Marty.”

      Nico smirked. “You named your fish Marty?”

      “It’s after Martin Foster,” he said defensively. “He’s—”

      Kate let out a surprised bark of a laugh, cutting off his words. “You named your fish after my father?”

      August blinked as her words processed. Oh shit, hopefully she wouldn’t take it as an insult. “Kate Foster. Wow. I should have put it together but I had no idea you were related to him.”

      She gave him a little grin. “Have been my whole life.”

      “Huh.” August shook his head. “Wild. I swear it’s a compliment though. He was one of my favorite players growing up. It’s why I picked the number forty-nine.”

      Her gaze warmed. “Well, if I’d known you were such a fan of his, I could have introduced you. He lives here in Buffalo, you know.”

      “Huh. No, I didn’t realize that either.”

      “Some fan you are,” Nico teased.

      August sputtered but when he saw Nico’s grin waver and droop a little, he didn’t push back.

      Nico was tired. There were still dark circles under his eyes and he leaned a little more heavily against August.

      “Hey, you should get going. You need to get home and rest,” August urged.

      “Yeah, okay,” Nico agreed, leaning in and wrapping his arms around August’s waist. “Bye, Auggie. See you in a bit.”

      “I’ll see you soon, uh, muffin,” August managed, giving him an awkward hug back.

      Nico paused, shooting him a weird look, and behind him Skylar coughed into her ever-present decaf iced latte with oat milk.

      When August gently kissed Nico’s cheek, Nico turned his head, capturing August’s lips.

      He froze but Nico’s mouth was soft against his, palm warm as he cupped it around the back of August’s neck, coaxing him to respond.

      August did for a brief moment before he remembered they were in a public place.

      He felt a little flushed as he pulled away.

      Nico smiled and stepped back, putting some space between their bodies.

      With the toque on, and the scars and shorn hair hidden, he looked more like his old self, his eyes brighter than they’d been since before his injury.

      A palpable wave of relief washed through August at the reminder Nico would be okay. It would be slow going for a while, but he’d heal.

      “See you soon, Auggie.” Nico winked and turned away. “Don’t take too long. I’m looking forward to sleeping in a real bed with you tonight, fiancé.”

      August froze, a frisson of worry shivering across his skin as he wondered if Nico had started to remember more about their relationship. Was he being flirty Nico like usual or had he figured out August had been lying?

      A little numb, August helped Nico into the SUV and robotically said goodbye to everyone else. He’d see them all soon enough, he supposed.

      Twenty minutes later, August was on the road, his car pointed toward the Canadian border.

      There, the line of cars waiting to get through was long and moving slowly. He was grateful for the NEXUS card that allowed him to skip those lines. He waved his card at the card reader and a border patrol officer’s disembodied voice came through the speaker, telling him he was allowed to proceed into Canada.

      He’d applied for the expedited border clearance several years ago and it was the smartest decision he’d ever made. He’d had to go through a whole application and interview process, but it had saved him so much time getting through the border and checking in for flights since.

      Now, he had roughly an hour drive to Hamilton and he clicked on the radio to keep himself awake, rather than be lulled to sleep by the monotony of the road.

      The radio was already tuned to his favorite sports station and for a while, he listened to the guys discuss last night’s game between Montreal and Edmonton.

      Even hockey failed to keep his mind from wandering, despite the large quantity of coffee he’d downed this morning.

      But his eyes flew wide open when he heard his name. “Neither Augustus Manning, the Fisher Cats team, or one of Nico Arents’ representatives have officially confirmed the relationship—”

      Heart pounding as adrenaline flooded his body, August stabbed at the button to turn off the audio. Nope, he wasn’t listening to that.

      He was wide awake now though.

      He felt vaguely sick as he navigated the familiar route along the QEW, his mind whirling with what his future held. He was glad his body had muscle memory of the drive so he didn’t have to pay much attention to his GPS.

      Kate talked about this fake engagement being better for his career but August found it impossible to believe he could survive this with his career intact.

      As a child, he’d dreamed of playing in the Stanley Cup Final. Once he’d made the choice to become a referee, he’d shifted to the idea of officiating it. It was the ultimate dream for someone in his position.

      And now, he’d likely lost that too.

      August could rationalize it all he wanted but he’d made a stupid choice in Evanston when he’d first kissed Nico.

      He’d thrown his future away in the blink of an eye. And for what?
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        * * *

      

      “You should rest,” Isa urged as Nico paced in front of the window. “You’ve been through a lot.”

      “I don’t want to rest, Mom,” Nico said, aware he sounded like a petulant child but unable to stop himself. “That’s all I’ve been doing lately.”

      He was tired but there was a jittery restlessness inside him that had been growing since he woke up after his surgery.

      He wasn’t used to being cooped up like this.

      In the hospital, he’d roamed the halls of the neurology unit as much as he was allowed but he’d felt tethered to his room and there was always someone hovering, watching his every move.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t much better here with all four of his parents shooting him worried glances and telling him to rest.

      But at least now he could get up and move without an IV pole.

      His family was amazing and he loved them, but a part of him was already dreading the idea of them staying here for weeks, fussing over him.

      They’d nearly driven him crazy on the drive from Buffalo to Toronto, talking his ear off about his recovery and what he needed to do for it.

      There had been a nurse to check his blood pressure and run through the neurology tests too. If Nico was never again asked what his name was and to repeat the date and where he was, it would be too soon.

      He tolerated it because he knew it was important. They were checking to make sure he didn’t have bleeding or an infection or a clot.

      But knowing it and dealing with it were very, very different things.

      “Nico …” his mom said and he sighed.

      “I’m sorry, okay. I just suck at sitting here and doing nothing.”

      “Well, what about some of the rehabilitation exercises? We got safety pins and rice for you to practice picking up to improve your dexterity and hand strength. Oh, or these puzzles.” She pointed at a stack. “You could start one of these.”

      “Not right now. I … I’m going to use the bathroom.”

      “Do you need help?”

      Nico gave her a horrified look. “What? No. I’m not a child.”

      “I know you’re not,” she said soothingly. “But there’s a risk of you falling—”

      “No. I’ve got this.” He brushed past her and went into his bedroom. He winced when the door slammed behind him. He hadn’t meant to shut it so hard.

      He was so frustrated. Everything sucked right now.

      In the bathroom, he flipped on the light and grimaced at the sight of his reflection in the mirror.

      Nico had taken how many selfies standing right here? Snaps in a low-slung towel with his abs on display. Naked in a foggy mirror.

      Naked, except for a strategically placed item obscuring what he needed to hide on social media.

      He’d liked taking the pictures. Liked posting them. Liked the comments he got on them.

      And now he could barely stand to look at himself in a mirror.

      His eyes were still bruised and puffy, dark shadows making him look as exhausted as he felt.

      Nico slipped the toque off his head, scowling at the shorn hair and the bruising around the bandages. With his stubble grown out he looked tough but not in a good way.

      He looked like the kind of guy you didn’t want to meet in a dark alley.

      Nothing about him felt fun or light now.

      As Nico stared at his reflection, he wondered if he’d ever be the same.

      The sound of voices in the hallway outside his bedroom made him straighten and he felt the oddest sense of relief when he heard August’s low tones, familiar now.

      Nico slipped his toque on again and turned, cursing when he stumbled a little. Shit. His mom was right. His balance still wasn’t good.

      They’d assured him it would get better, but how could he skate when the world was a little wobbly and his left hand couldn’t grip anything the way it used to?

      Nico righted himself and yanked open the door, glad to see August’s face.

      “Auggie!” Nico said, relieved. “God, I thought you’d never get here.”

      “Sorry.” August frowned. “I had to speak to my neighbor about checking up on Marty while I’m gone. Is everything okay?”

      Nico shrugged. “Just glad to see you.”

      Something passed over August’s face and it almost looked like guilt.

      Why would he feel guilty? As impatient as Nico was for a break from his parents, it wasn’t that late. August had made good time getting to Toronto.

      “Uh, glad to see you too,” August said. He leaned in, brushing his lips across Nico’s cheek. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a big baby,” Isa said in an affectionate tone. “He’s terrible at sitting still and he’s already going stir-crazy.”

      Nico grumbled, annoyed because she wasn’t wrong and he hated that.

      “C’mon, you can put your stuff in my room,” he said, tugging on August’s bag.

      He balked. “Shouldn’t I stay in the guest room?”

      Nico raised an eyebrow. “Well, I have a three-bedroom place and both guest rooms are already taken. Unless you want to bunk down with Mom and Anika or Dad and Noor, you’re out of luck. Besides, we’re engaged. They don’t care if we share a bed.”

      “Right. Of course not. I just … didn’t want to risk hurting you in your sleep. That’s all.”

      “Nah. You won’t hurt me, Auggie.”

      Nico wasn’t sure of very many things at the moment but he felt sure of that.

      August seemed strangely tense as he followed Nico into the bedroom and dropped his suitcase on the bed.

      Nico flopped down beside it, wincing when it made his head throb. “Make yourself at home.”

      August unzipped his bag, then glanced over. “Where do you want me to put stuff?”

      Nico shrugged. “Wherever. You probably have a drawer here or something already. I don’t remember where it is though.”

      “Uh, no.” August cleared his throat. “You never gave me one.”

      Strange. There were a lot of things that weren’t quite adding up but he was too tired to try to solve the mystery now.

      “Well, pick a drawer and shove my stuff into another one.” Nico flapped a hand dismissively. “I don’t care.”

      August raised an eyebrow but he investigated a few of the dresser drawers before he found one he apparently liked, then moved the messy tangle of its content to the drawer below it.

      Nico wasn’t surprised when August opened his suitcase to reveal neatly folded stacks of clothing arranged like file folders in packing cubes.

      “God, you’re neurotic. Not that I expected anything else but it’s still funny to see.” Nico yawned. “Why does it feel weird to have you here in my condo though?”

      August froze. “Well, I’ve never been here.”

      Nico propped himself on one elbow and squinted at August. “We’re engaged and I’ve never been to your place and you’ve never been to mine? That’s fucking weird, right?”

      “Well, uh …” A deep flush covered the back of August’s neck. “We were concerned about getting caught.”

      “So we … what? Hooked up somewhere else? Do we have a secret apartment somewhere?” Nico had a weird, vague memory about teasing August about spy shit. Maybe that was what they’d been talking about.

      “No. Just uh, a hotel room when we’re on the road.” August closed the drawer. He picked a toiletry kit up and carried it into the bathroom.

      He set a few things on the nightstand, then carefully put the empty bag in the walk-in closet, his shoulders tense, his jaw tight.

      “Why so secretive anyway?” Nico asked, yawning again. He kicked off the shoes his parents had made him wear—“it’s good for your balance,” he’d been told—and shifted onto the bed so his head was nearer the pillow.

      Now that Auggie was here, he could take a nap.

      “Well, our careers for one,” August said, staring down at him.

      “Right. Yeah, I guess that probably won’t go over well. What were we going to do when we got married though?” Nico wiggled his sweats over his ass and kicked them off the bed.

      August scooped the pants up, folding them and setting them on the nearby dresser.

      “I don’t know.” His voice was tight.

      “You don’t know?” Nico squinted. He sat up and pulled off his shirt. He threw it right at August who caught it and smoothed the fabric out, folding it too. “Huh. You seem like the kind of guy who’d have a plan about everything.”

      “Nothing about being with you was planned.”

      Nico snorted but the amusement faded quickly as another yawn took over. “I wish I could remember you better. Everything feels kinda funny. I remember a few things, like the fact that we didn’t like each other much at first. But I don’t remember the rest. Just a lot of us arguing and fucking in a hotel, then … nothing before the hospital.”

      “Well.” August took a deep breath. “Nico, I—”

      “Come to bed, Auggie,” Nico begged. “I’m tired and I couldn’t nap without you in the car.”

      August hesitated but he stripped off his sweater and jeans, crawling in beside Nico in his boxer briefs and tee.

      Nico flipped onto his left side, settling his head on August’s shoulder. He sighed with contentment when August curved an arm around him, the weight and warmth settling something restless inside Nico’s body.

      “Missed this,” he mumbled.

      “We slept in the same hospital bed last night,” August said, his voice a low rumble beneath Nico. But he ran his hand up and down Nico’s back, making the last of the tension bleed from Nico’s body.

      “Don’ care, you make me feel ssafe,” Nico slurred, his eyelids growing heavy.

      Under him, August froze, his hand on Nico’s ribs. “Nico, we really need to talk about something.”

      “Later,” Nico muttered. “Shh. Sleep now. Brain hurts.”

      August chuckled, pressing his lips carefully to Nico’s head. “Yeah, okay. You can sleep now.”
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      The sky outside Nico’s bedroom windows was dark by the time August cracked his eyes open. A glance at his watch told him he’d slept for several hours.

      He hadn’t expected to sleep at all, not with the guilt churning within him. But shortly after Nico went boneless against him, his breath evening out into a slow, steady rhythm, August had been lulled into dreamland too.

      Now, August was still slightly groggy but mostly grateful he’d gotten a nap in.

      Clearly, they’d both needed sleep.

      It felt good to have a clearer head. But that clarity reminded him they needed to talk.

      August had to admit to Nico they weren’t engaged. He’d come so close earlier but hesitated when he saw Nico was exhausted.

      He’d tried in the hospital too but there was always someone around. One of Nico’s parents, a nurse, the neurologist, a physical or occupational therapist … they never had any time alone.

      But they were alone now, Nico seemed mentally clear, and it wasn’t right to make Nico question his own memory, especially when there were legitimate things he’d forgotten.

      August couldn’t wait a second longer to come clean.

      So he grasped Nico’s arm and gently shook. “Nico,” he whispered urgently.

      But he slept on, mouth a little slack, long blond lashes thick against his cheeks, stubble coming in darker than his golden blond hair.

      With a sigh, August settled back against the pillow and flexed his hand. It had gone totally numb from Nico cutting off all of the circulation. But every time he tried to move, Nico made a little noise like August was doing something terrible to him.

      Despite the enormous mattress, Nico was plastered to August’s body as closely as if they were still sharing a narrow hospital bed.

      And August didn’t have the heart to wake him, not when he was sleeping so deeply. Not when August knew what he’d been through. What he’d be going through for the foreseeable future.

      August didn’t want to worry about Nico.

      He wanted to be angry and resentful that the career he’d worked so hard for was probably circling the toilet right now. Instead, he was watching Nico sleep, worrying about if he was getting enough rest.

      A treacherous fondness had crept in during the long hours he’d spent by Nico’s bedside.

      A need to take care of Nico that outweighed August’s desire to protect himself and his own career.

      Referees didn’t have big-name agents. They didn’t have entire franchises behind them.

      They didn’t have someone like Kate Foster.

      August had to be his own advocate.

      And yet … here he was. With a sleeping Nico Arents in his arms and a big question mark about what his own future held.

      And no ability to change either.

      He wanted to but he didn’t seem to be able to bring himself to do what needed to be done.

      A quiet rap on the door startled August but Nico continued to sleep, not stirring, his breath steady and even.

      “Just a minute,” August said hoarsely.

      He slid out of Nico’s grasp, ignoring his sleepy whine and grabby hands, then hastily tugged on jeans.

      When August opened the door, Noor smiled warmly. “Dinner is ready if either of you are hungry.”

      August glanced back at the bed where Nico had tugged a pillow to his chest. “Nico’s asleep and I hate to wake him.”

      She nodded. “Let him rest. He’ll wake if he gets hungry enough. You should join us though.”

      A little reluctantly, August nodded and slipped from the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

      Nico’s family was assembled around a long dining room table filled with food. Everything looked and smelled delicious but his stomach tightened with apprehension as he took a seat.

      He wished Skylar was here to run interference.

      She’d been a huge help earlier. Before they’d gone their separate ways in Buffalo, she’d slipped August a spare key to Nico’s apartment and called ahead to speak to the concierge who manned the door of the swanky building.

      August had no idea what she’d said but he’d been greeted by name when he arrived, granted access to the parking area, then let up to Nico’s place without any hesitation.

      August could do with her quick thinking now in case he stumbled across some question he had no idea how to answer.

      What if he had to add more lies on top of the ones he’d already told?

      What if they kept compounding until he had no idea how to get out from under the weight of them all?

      But thankfully, dinner passed pleasantly enough and without any major hiccups.

      Nico’s parents asked August about his family and how he’d come to be a referee. He told them about his twin brother, Julius, and why being gay had made him choose officiating rather than becoming a player, grateful for the chance to tell the truth.

      After the food had been eaten, everyone lingered around the cleared table, discussing Nico’s recovery once again.

      Laptops and pads of paper and pens came out, and August suddenly felt like he was in the middle of a board meeting he was woefully unprepared for.

      “August, you’ll be driving Nico to physical therapy and occupational therapy appointments, yes?” Isa asked, her fingers flying over her keyboard as she typed something in.

      “Uhh, sure,” August said. “If that’s what we all agree is best. I mean, we’ll have to check with Nico when he’s awake, of course.”

      “Of course.” Isa didn’t look up from her phone. “He was very stubborn about not wanting in-home care.”

      “Well, I can understand why,” August said. “If he’s already going to be stuck at home, at least going out to therapy appointments will be a change of pace.”

      “I suppose,” she said with a sigh. “I just worry about him.”

      “Perhaps Nico should get a pet.” Pieter looked up from his laptop screen. “They say animals are very good for recovery.”

      “Oh, what a sweet idea,” Isa said with a smile. “I think Nico would like that.”

      Pieter made a note on a pad of paper. “I could pick up a puppy tomorrow.”

      “Uhh, don’t you think you should ask Nico first?” August protested before he could stop himself.

      “Well, yes, I suppose …” Isa frowned.

      “I was thinking it would be a surprise gift,” Pieter said, brow furrowing.

      “Owning a pet will be rather difficult once Nico’s recovered, right?” August prompted. Surely Pieter of all people would understand. Of course, maybe he’d always had a girlfriend or a wife there to take care of things at home. Or maybe they were all people who didn’t think much about the consequences. “He’ll be gone a lot once he’s playing again.”

      Of course, that was assuming Nico did play again, but they were all hoping for the best and they might as well operate like it would happen.

      “I suppose. Perhaps a cat rather than a dog then.” Pieter returned his attention to his laptop. “They’re a bit more independent. I’ll look into that now.”

      Anika rose to her feet. “I’m going to take care of the dishes. August, would you like to help me?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said, following her across the open condo to the kitchen. After loading most of the dishes into the dishwasher and turning it on to run, August filled the sink with hot soapy water to finish the rest.

      He’d just started scrubbing when Anika caught his eye and gave him a sympathetic look. “They mean well.” Her voice was pitched low but August still glanced around.

      Pieter, Isa, and Noor had moved to the living room area, out of earshot.

      “I know,” he replied automatically.

      “I love Isa very much and I’m fond of Piet but … they can become a little single-minded once they set their sights on something.”

      August nodded. “I can certainly understand. I can be like that too.”

      He’d been like that about becoming a referee.

      “But it’s quite another to be on the receiving end, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” August rested his hip against the counter, hands still in the hot soapy water. “And I don’t want to overstep or cause problems but …”

      “But you want to look out for Nico’s best interest.”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “It’s good he has you.”

      A little stab of guilt went through August. “Ahh …”

      “No, I mean it. I adore Nico like he’s my own. Truly. Nico was a wonderful boy growing up and he’s becoming a wonderful man. But he’s been blessed by life and given absolutely everything he’s ever wanted and he doesn’t have a lot of experience with adversity.”

      “Well …”

      Anika rubbed the dish towel across the platter. “I didn’t come from this world and I suspect you didn’t either.”

      “The world of private jets and penthouse condos?” August gestured to the space around them.

      “Yes.” Her expression was placid.

      “No, I didn’t. My family never struggled but we were … very ordinary, I suppose.” August looked away, returning his attention to scrubbing the stubborn bit of food clinging to a skillet. “My parents sacrificed some vacations to make sure my brother and I had hockey—though Julius didn’t stick with it very long—but we were neither rich nor poor.”

      “Nico has never known anything but an easy life,” Anika said. “He’ll struggle with this.”

      August nodded. “I remember there was a lot of talk about his playing leading up to his draft year. He was a good prospect and everyone was shocked when he was skipped over entirely. Rumor had it teams had concerns about his willingness to put in the work and …”

      Anika nodded. “That’s true. As I said, I love Nico very much but he had a stubborn streak at that age. Hockey came easily to him. He was so talented but … a little bit spoiled. A little unaware of how things that came easily to him didn’t come so easily to others. Not being picked in the draft was a slap in the face. I think it was the first time he realized he was going to have to work at something.”

      “Clearly he did that to get where he is now,” August said.

      “He did. And we’re all very proud of him. Pieter was devastated when he wasn’t drafted. Knowing he’d let his father down might have been the hardest part for Nico.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Pieter handled it well though. He told Nico it was his choice. He could quit if he wanted and pursue something else. Or, if he wanted to play at the NHL level, he could go another route to get there. And Nico did.”

      August nodded.

      “Nico played well in the OHL that first season and impressed them at the Fisher Cats training camp the following summer, but it took another season before he signed with them.” She paused. “I’m not saying Nico didn’t work to get where he is with the Fisher Cats. He did. But he still relied heavily on good genes, talent, and luck. There are people out there with far more drive and patience. I don’t want to force Nico to be anyone he isn’t but … I worry about his recovery now. That he’ll get too impatient. That he’ll have trouble pushing through when it isn’t happening immediately.”

      “If he had talent, drive, and patience he’d probably be unstoppable.”

      “Probably.” Anika gave him a faint smile. “But would he be Nico then?”

      “I don’t know,” August admitted.

      “And yet, he’ll have to work very hard now to get back to where he was before this tumor.”

      “Yes.”

      “It will be difficult for him. This isn’t something he can charm and steamroll into happening. Talent and luck are great but they won’t carry him far enough now. He’ll need your support.”

      August shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know if I’ll be able to do much.”

      “If you can help Nico when the going gets rough in his recovery and run interference with Isa and Piet, that will be more than enough.”

      Only that, August thought, half-despairing.

      Anika gave him a sympathetic look. “I know. They’re no small thing.”

      “They’re not,” he admitted. “But I’ll do my best.”

      He’d never been someone who shied away from hard work and he was generally a patient person.

      Perhaps he could be a big help to Nico.

      And yet, there was this looming pressure of what August’s future held hanging over him.

      “Has Kate told you anything about what’s going on? That the public knows about our, uh, relationship?”

      The word ‘relationship’ stuck in August’s mouth, the lie feeling both easier and harder to let drop from his lips with practice.

      Anika shook her head. “No. Though we’ve read the articles.”

      August winced. “My career is … well, the league won’t be pleased about Nico and I being involved.”

      “I’d imagine not.”

      “I don’t know how to do this,” August admitted. “How to be there for Nico and do what I need to do for my career—”

      “Auggie?” Nico rasped. He stood at the end of the row of cabinets, rubbing at his eyes. He was shirtless, his sweats hanging low on his hips in a way that made it difficult for August to tear his gaze from. “Where’d you go? I woke up and you were gone.”

      “Just helping clean up after dinner.”

      Nico yawned. “It’s that late already? Is that why I’m hungry?”

      “Probably.”

      “Would you like me to fix you a plate?” Anika asked.

      “Please.” Nico drifted over and latched onto August, pressing his cheek against the top of August’s shoulder. They were close enough in height it had to be an awkward position to stay in for long but he seemed content to hang off August while he resumed washing dishes.

      “How’d you sleep?” August finally asked as Anika pulled leftovers out of the refrigerator.

      “Okay, I guess.” Nico lifted his head and yawned again. Loudly. Right in August’s ear, making him wince. “I feel like I could sleep a million more hours. Why am I so fucking tired all the time?”

      “Because that’s what happens when your body needs to heal,” Anika said kindly. “There’s nothing wrong with rest.”

      “I’m not good at it.” Nico was definitely whining now.

      “Well, you’re going to have to be,” she said.

      Nico made a grumpy noise, then pressed his cheek to the back of August’s neck, his arms tightening briefly around August’s waist. “Mmm. You smell good, Auggie.”

      When Nico teased at the waistline of his jeans, his breath hot against August’s skin, August jerked in surprise, a little bit of water splashing out of the sink.

      “What are you doing there?” August asked warily.

      “Nothing.” It sounded like Nico was smiling. “Just wanted to be close to my fiancé.”

      August stared down at his hands beneath the soapy surface of the water, guilt chewing up his insides. “Well, uh, about that. Could we talk a little tonight?” he asked quietly.

      “Sure.” Nico straightened. “What’s up?”

      “Not … not right now.” August shook the water from his hands. “Later, okay?”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      The microwave beeped and a moment later, Anika held out a plate. “Here, be careful, it’s going to be hot.”

      Nico let out an annoyed grumble, but he peeled away from August and wandered to the counter carrying the plate.

      It wobbled a little in his hand, then slipped from his fingers, crashing to the floor, splattering food and shards of ceramic everywhere.

      “Fuck!” Nico swore.

      When he shifted like he was going to move, August barked, “Stay there! You have bare feet and I don’t want you to cut yourself. We’ll get this cleaned up but don’t move.”

      He hastily dried his hands.

      “I didn’t mean to drop it,” Nico said testily, scowling over his shoulder.

      “Of course not,” Anika said, her tone gentle. “It was my fault. I should have realized your hand isn’t quite ready to hold something that heavy.”

      “I …” Nico clenched his eyes shut. “I just hate not being able to do shit.”

      “I know, sweetheart.” She carefully picked her way toward him. “But in the meantime, let us help you.”

      And then Isa and Piet and Noor were there, talking over each other, asking if Nico was okay. August could see the frustration growing on Nico’s face and he raised his voice. “Can someone show me where the broom and dustpan are?”

      “I have no idea.” Isa gave him a funny look. “Surely you know your way around this place better than we do, August.”

      “I … uh.” August rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I think I did some redecorating recently,” Nico said with a shrug. “Rearranged stuff.”

      August squinted at him. Was … was Nico covering for him? Did he know the truth?

      But this wasn’t the time or place to ask, so August went in search of cleaning supplies and finally found a utility closet.

      Once the floor was clean and it was safe for Nico to walk around with bare feet, Isa made a clucking sound. “You should be wearing shoes, sweetheart. It’s much better for your balance and—”

      “I know, Mom. I didn’t think about it when I came out of my room. Can you stop with the lectures?”

      “Your mother’s just trying to help,” Noor said.

      Nico clutched his head. “I know. God, I know. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be a dick. I’m just tired all of the time, my head hurts, and I can’t do anything. I need some fucking peace and quiet for twenty minutes, okay?”

      He turned and walked away, the slam of his bedroom door loud enough that it reverberated around the condo, echoing in the silence.

      “Are we pushing too hard?” Isa asked.

      “Maybe a little,” Anika said. “He’s very frustrated. He doesn’t mean to take it out on you but he’s going through a lot.”

      Pieter hummed quietly. “The doctor said the surgery could make his emotions more volatile for a while.”

      “I know. He’s … not himself,” Isa said. “And I hate seeing him struggle.”

      “We all do,” Noor said. “But perhaps he needs some space for a while.”

      “What do you think, August?”

      He blinked. “Uhh. About Nico’s frustration right now?”

      “Yes. You have as much of a say in all of this as we do.”

      A part of him wanted to say that he absolutely did not but he was supposed to be running interference. Maybe it didn’t matter that he wasn’t in love with Nico like everyone thought.

      August didn’t have to actually be engaged to Nico to see the Arents-Gerritsen-Kulper family’s approach wasn’t helping the situation.

      And August had common sense, didn’t he? He could imagine how he’d feel in Nico’s shoes and apply that to the situation.

      If he worked from that premise, it was fairly obvious they were only stressing Nico out.

      “I think,” August said slowly, “Nico doesn’t feel like himself right now. And his life is out of his control. Which must be very difficult. He knows you love him but he’s been living on his own for a long time, right? He isn’t used to being told what to do and that’s frustrating for him. For all of you, really.”

      “You’re right, you’re right,” Isa said with a little sigh.

      “We need to let him make his own decisions. Yes, for the first few days, he was pretty out of it. But he’s clearer now. Why don’t you give him some space tonight, let him get some more rest?”

      “But he needs to eat,” Isa protested.

      “He should eat, yes, but it’s his decision. I’ll go in and ask if he’d like me to fix him a plate.”

      “I’m being overbearing, aren’t I?” Isa said with a sigh.

      Anika rubbed her back. “You’re used to being in charge at the gallery. But this isn’t work and August makes some very good points, my love.”

      “I don’t want our boy’s life to be any harder than it has to be.”

      August bit his tongue to keep himself from reminding her that, at the moment, all of their hovering and pushing was the thing making Nico’s life harder than necessary.

      But Isa must have caught something of his thoughts on his face because she held up her hands. “I know, I know, my bossiness is only making it worse for him. I’ll try to be less pushy.”

      “I will too,” Pieter said with a sigh. “No pets unless Nico wants one.”

      “And I’ll go check on Nico and see if he’d still like to eat,” August said, and fled the kitchen.
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      When August knocked quietly on the bedroom door, there was no answer. He cracked it open to find Nico slumped on the bed. He looked away from the TV on the dresser and his scowl softened. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “It’s me. Can I come in?”

      “Sure.” Nico sighed and patted the bed beside him. “You’re always welcome. I just didn’t feel like dealing with my family right now. They’re a lot.”

      “I have noticed that,” August said.

      Nico cracked a smile. “So what’s up?”

      “Would you like me to bring some dinner in?”

      “I guess.”

      “If you’re not hungry, you don’t have to eat.”

      “No, I’m hungry. I just … I feel like a baby not being able to use my fork well. It’s better in the morning but by this time of day it’s like my hand gives up.” He sat up, holding his left hand out, and August could see the tremble in his fingers. “It’s hard to grip the fork.”

      “Well, have you considered other options?” August asked.

      “Like what? I’m not fucking letting my mother feed me.”

      August chuckled and took a seat on the corner of the bed. “Wasn’t suggesting that. Maybe you could use a spoon if that’s easier. Or use your fingers and scoop it into your mouth. No one is going to judge you.”

      “Not even you?”

      August frowned. “No. Why would I?”

      “I don’t know.” Nico looked away. “You seem like you have your shit together and I know this wasn’t what you signed up for when we got engaged.”

      Nico glanced back at him. “God, why can’t I remember? And why don’t I have a ring? You should have bought me a ring, Auggie.”

      By the end, his frustration had bled into teasing and he smiled at August.

      “Let me get you some food,” August said, because he didn’t know how to answer any of Nico’s questions. “And we can talk more after.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Nico slumped back. “Thanks.”

      August chose foods Nico could eat by hand and rather than use the flat plates with no rim, he selected a deep bowl.

      Nico gave him a small smile as August set the dish on the bed beside him. “Thanks, Auggie.”

      “Sure. Would you like me to leave while you eat?”

      “Nah, it’s okay. You can stay.” He shifted until he was propped against the headboard, then crossed his legs. He pulled a pillow onto his lap, then carefully set the bowl on it with his right hand. “Just don’t make fun of me when I make a mess.”

      “I won’t,” August promised.

      He went in the bathroom and got a few damp paper towels, just in case.

      “How mad are they?” Nico asked when he returned.

      “Not mad,” August said. “Worried.”

      “I was an asshole, wasn’t I?”

      “I mean, maybe it wasn’t your finest hour,” August admitted. “But I don’t think you were an asshole. They understand. I reminded them that a lot of what’s going on feels out of your control and they could help you if they let you make your own decisions about your recovery.”

      Nico paused, food halfway to his mouth. “God, I could kiss you right now, Auggie.”

      August laughed. “Not necessary. It was just common sense.”

      Nico hummed, then shoved some more food in his mouth. Eating with his fingers was a little messy but hey, he was getting the nourishment he needed and he seemed a lot less frustrated.

      After he was done and he’d wiped off his fingers, he settled back with a sigh. “Thanks. I needed food, I guess.”

      “No problem.” August stood, reaching for the bowl. “I’ll take care of this.”

      “Thank you.”

      He was halfway across the room before Nico said, “Hey, Auggie?”

      He froze and looked over his shoulder to see Nico flexing his hand, staring down at it. He was trembling heavily now, clearly fatigued.

      “How am I going to hold a stick like this?”

      He looked up at August and his eyes were filled with fear so piercing it made August’s heart ache.

      “You’re going to work with the therapist,” August said firmly. “And you’ll practice a lot. It’ll be slow and tedious and really fucking frustrating. But you’ll get there. Day by day.”

      “I’m bad at that,” Nico said. The raw vulnerability in his voice made August want to reach out and cup Nico’s face, run a reassuring thumb across his cheek.

      “Maybe,” August said, stepping closer, though he kept his arm by his side. “But how bad do you want to be back?”

      “So fucking bad,” Nico rasped.

      “Then you’ll do it,” August assured him. “Even when it gets hard. And hey, you’re not doing it alone.”

      Nico let out a shuddering breath and reached out to take August’s free hand. “Thanks, Auggie. I needed to hear that. I don’t know what I’d do without you right now.”

      August had meant that Nico had his family and Skylar, but the earnest sincerity in Nico’s eyes and voice was too much.

      He’d feel like a jerk telling Nico he hadn’t meant to include himself.

      So he nodded and squeezed Nico’s hand. “I’m glad it helps.”
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      It was still dark when Nico awoke.

      August was asleep beside him, the TV on and some preview for a movie Nico had never heard of playing on a loop.

      After Nico had eaten, they’d picked out a movie to watch.

      Nico was pretty sure he’d fallen asleep in the first ten minutes but August had clearly also crashed before it was over.

      Now, Nico fumbled in the covers for the remote and turned the TV off.

      The room went dark and silent except for August’s slow, steady breaths.

      The curtains were open and Nico could see the lights of the city, pinpricks of brightness in the dark night.

      He wanted to get up and close the drapes but August slept on his side, arm thrown across Nico’s waist, pinning him down.

      It wasn’t new for Nico to fall asleep with someone.

      When he and Sky had been dating, they’d spent months bouncing back and forth between each other’s beds. Sometimes they still crashed in the same bed, except they had a lot more clothes on than they used to.

      But Nico had shared a bed with other hookups too.

      He’d never understood the people who didn’t kiss or wouldn’t spend the night with someone after sex.

      Maybe it kept them from developing feelings but Nico had never been like that.

      He’d never been afraid of falling in love; it just hadn’t happened often.

      He’d loved Skylar. Still loved her in a fierce sort of way, even though they had no future. Even though they were a disaster together.

      And he’d seen flickers of potential with other people, chased those flickers for a while, thriving on the fun and excitement until they faded.

      But he was engaged now.

      What had he seen in August that had made him want to tie his life to someone else’s when he’d absolutely never wanted that with anyone else before?

      Based on what Nico did remember of the way things started between them, he would’ve thought it would be a heated clash that quickly burned out.

      But August was here, warm and solid.

      When everything felt like it was crumbling around him, August felt so steady. So unshakeable.

      Nico had lived his whole life pursuing one fun thing after another. He’d never minded the way he’d bounced in and out of the Fisher Cats lineup for a while, loving that no two days were ever the same.

      He’d loved that he had to learn how to play with new guys on the fly, slot himself into lineups and learn his new D-partners.

      He’d loved being in new cities and meeting new people. He’d loved the travel and the parade of lovers in and out of his bed.

      But right now, nothing felt better than to lie here with August’s arm pinning him to the bed.

      Even if none of his memories added up, this felt right.

      Nico shifted, sliding closer. August groaned, burying his face against Nico’s neck. “Why are you awake?”

      “I dunno,” Nico admitted. “Maybe I took too long of a nap earlier.”

      “Ugh.” August rolled onto his back.

      Nico followed, shifting to lie on his left side. He settled a hand on August’s stomach. He’d taken his shirt off and his bare skin was warm and soft. “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay.” August let out a sleepy sigh. “We crashed pretty early anyway.”

      “Yeah.” Nico laughed softly. “I don’t even remember the movie we were watching.”

      “Me either.”

      Nico trailed his fingers down August’s stomach, exploring the ridges of his abdominal muscles until he hit the waistband of his underwear. He worked his way up, smoothing over August’s pecs, then up to his shoulders.

      “God, you have a great body.” Nico licked his lips. For the first time since his surgery, he felt a flicker of real desire go through him.

      When he skimmed his fingertips across August’s collarbone, he shivered.

      August drew in a breath, loud in the quiet room. “Thanks. I, uh, work out a lot. Unlike you, I skate a full sixty minutes a game.”

      Nico laughed. “True. I guess you do have to work pretty hard to keep up with us, don’t you?”

      August chuckled.

      “You can use the fitness center, pool, and sauna here in the building while you’re staying here,” Nico offered. “I’ll make sure you get a key card and access.”

      “Thanks, that would be nice.”

      It felt pretty small to Nico, compared to what August was doing for him.

      They were both silent a moment as Nico continued to explore, working his way down again, enjoying the way August’s muscles tensed and relaxed under his touch.

      “Have I thanked you for being here?” Nico whispered, toying with the waistband of his boxer briefs.

      “Maybe not in so many words but yes.” August’s voice seemed a little deeper now. Rougher.

      “Would you let me thank you now? Like this?” Nico reached down and cupped August’s cock, soft under the stretchy fabric.

      “Nico.” August gripped his wrist gently but he didn’t pull his hand away. “I … no.”

      “Why not?”

      “It wouldn’t be right. You just got out of the hospital and …”

      “Hey, you’re not hard,” Nico said, rubbing his thumb across the head of his dick. “Why aren’t you hard?”

      “Ahh, well …” August went tense under him. “I haven’t had a full night’s sleep in days. I’m too tired to get it up at the moment, I think.”

      Nico hesitated. “I know I don’t look like I used to.”

      August shook his head, scrubbing his hands across his face. “It’s not you, I promise. My head’s not in the right place for sex right now.”

      “Sure.” Nico pulled away, rolling onto his back, and shoving down his shorts, kicking them off the edge of the bed. “Whatever. I’ll get myself off then.”

      But when he reached down, he realized his dick was limp too. “What the fuck?”

      He spat into his palm and stroked a few times, his cock giving a little jerk. Well, at least the fucking thing wasn’t completely dead.

      Still, he’d never had that happen before. It felt strange. His mind wanted sex but his body definitely wasn’t cooperating. It made him feel weird and too naked so he slid under the covers, covering up his limp, pathetic dick.

      “Hey, give yourself a break. You’ve been through a lot,” August said quietly. “Besides, the medication can mess with you.”

      Nico turned to look at him. “You don’t think I’m permanently broken?”

      “No.” August reached out and stroked his flank. “I think your body is exhausted and can’t quite summon up the extra energy. Give it time.”

      “Ugh. Fine.” Nico let out an annoyed sigh. “What fucking good is it having a fiancé if I can’t fucking fuck him though?”

      “Well, I like to think I bring more to the table than that,” August said, his tone very dry.

      “No, I didn’t mean it like that. You’ve been great,” Nico admitted. “I know you were at the hospital for days straight and that means a lot. I’m just frustrated by all this shit.”

      “I know. Just believe me when I say I want you but this isn’t the time.”

      Nico wasn’t so sure.

      Right. Like anyone would be able to get it up if they were thinking about the long scar they’d stapled together to hold his brain inside his skull. He looked like Frankenstein’s monster.

      “Nico,” August admonished.

      And Nico realized he’d said that aloud. Goddamn it. He needed to have his brain-to-mouth filter reinstalled or something.

      August continued. “You aren’t a monster. You’ve been through a lot in the past week though and if you’d stop making my lack of desire for sex all about you right now, you’d realize I went through a lot too. Seeing you on the ice seizing, watching you get wheeled off and wondering if you were going to die from a brain bleed or something …” August’s voice hitched. “It was awful. And I thought I’d caused it somehow. That I’d missed something on that first hit.”

      “I don’t remember much of the game,” Nico admitted. “It’s blurry. Some flashes here and there but nothing solid.”

      “Well, I’m not likely to forget it. It scared me. A lot. I’ve woken up several times since then, dreaming about it.” He shuddered.

      Nico turned his head, squinting to see August in the darkness. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “I know.” But there was something haunted in August’s voice.

      Nico hadn’t considered what it would be like for him. He vaguely remembered Dustin coming into his hospital room at one point and talking about how worried the team was. But he hadn’t thought about how August would feel.

      If they were engaged, surely August loved him, even though he hadn’t said it aloud.

      “I didn’t mean to make it about me,” Nico said in a small voice.

      “I know.” August slid closer and pressed his lips to Nico’s head. “Just … let’s give it some time, okay? We’ve both been through a lot.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Nico shifted until he was in a more comfortable position. “Thanks, Auggie. Don’t know what I’d do without you here to talk some sense into me.”

      “Well, I’m here now.”
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      August closed his eyes and leaned against the heated leather headrest of Nico’s very nice Porsche hybrid.

      August was waiting in the parking lot outside the rehab center. He’d driven Nico to the door but he’d insisted on going in by himself. He wasn’t having dizzy spells and he was an adult so August hadn’t argued.

      His parents would have, which was undoubtedly why Nico was so strongly in favor of August shuttling him to and from appointments.

      Now, August had time to kill and many, many phone calls he desperately needed to make.

      Nico hadn’t felt up to being on his phone so August was dealing with the brunt of the texts from Skylar and Nico’s team. There was a group chat he’d been added to that was constantly pinging with messages, pictures, videos, and memes.

      Most were for Nico.

      August had resigned himself to the role of Nico’s social secretary for the time being, but Matty had also started sending ref jokes his way and Skylar kept confiding stuff about her family to him.

      August appreciated the overtures of friendship but it hadn’t left him with much time for dealing with his own family, like Jules, who had been blowing up his phone since Nico’s accident, demanding explanations about what the fuck was going on.

      August winced. Yeah, it was time to face the music.

      He took a deep breath and hit the call button.

      When the call connected, the first words out of Jules’ mouth were, “Holy fucking shit. You’re fucking engaged to Nico Arents?” The disbelief in Julius’ voice was palpable even through the phone. “How could I not know?”

      “Well, whatever bullshit you like to believe about twins, we don’t actually share a mystical mental connection.” August rolled his eyes.

      “Only because you refuse to accept it.”

      August grumbled, annoyed. “That doesn’t exist. There is no way you could possibly know things unless I tell you about them.”

      “Ugh, you’re so closed-minded. Seriously though. What is going on with you, man? Why haven’t you been answering your phone? It’s been forever since we last talked and you were freaking all of us out. Mom and Dad kept calling and texting and then this gossip shit came out and you still weren’t answering and …”

      August rubbed his head. “I didn’t mean to worry everyone. I’ve been a little wrapped up in this Nico stuff.”

      “Wait, dude, start at the beginning because I am totally lost right now.”

      “I fucked up,” August admitted with a sigh. He leaned his head against the seat rest. “That night in Evanston.”

      “Huh. So you really were caught getting a blowjob from Nico Arents in an alley?”

      “Ugh,” August groaned. “No! It wasn’t a blowjob! It was a kiss and he dropped his phone.”

      Julius snickered. “Suuure.”

      “Do you think I would, in a million years, have sex with someone in a public place?” August asked, incredulous.

      “Well no, but I had no idea you’d make out with Nico Arents in an alley either. Damn, bro, who would have thought you could get a guy like that, eh?” Julius sounded impressed.

      August let out an annoyed huff. “Despite what you think, I am not completely lacking in that department. I was with Daniel for almost a year.”

      “Sure, but Daniel was … I dunno.”

      “There was nothing wrong with Daniel,” August protested, surprised that talking about him didn’t sting the way it had a few weeks ago. It was more of a dull ache now.

      “That’s debatable. And either way, he wasn’t Nico Arents, that’s for damn sure.”

      “This is all highly irrelevant.”

      “No, not really. It’s prime making fun of you shit, which you know I’ll never pass up on.”

      “Anyyyway,” August said, his annoyance growing by the second. “Yes, Nico and I hooked up that night.”

      “In the alley?”

      “No! Of course not. We went to a hotel. Look, it was a stupid decision. I shouldn’t have done it but my head wasn’t in a good place because of Daniel’s wedding and I … Nico was offering and it just … happened.”

      “Dude, nothing has ever just happened to you in your life.”

      “Well, apparently sometimes things do.”

      They had been happening with annoying regularity now that Nico was in his life.

      “So you hooked up with him and then what?” Julius prompted.

      “And then I fucking watched him have a seizure on the goddamn ice and I thought it was my fucking fault.”

      Julius drew in a sharp breath. “Shit. That’s scary.”

      “It was.” August rubbed a hand over the steering wheel. “And I panicked and showed up at the hospital and I couldn’t get in to see him if I wasn’t family and … it was a horrible avalanche of bad decisions after.”

      He went on to explain the entire situation. When he was done, Julius was silent.

      A rarity for him and August was about to tease him about that when he finally spoke.

      “So you had sex with Nico Arents, pretended to be his fiancé, and now your entire career is fucked?”

      “More or less.” August sighed.

      “Wow. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “I didn’t want to have it in me.”

      “Well, apparently you did.” Julius cackled. “You had something in you anyway.”

      August sputtered. “I didn’t … not that there’s anything wrong with it but it was Nico who …”

      Julius cackled. “Okay, waaaaay too much info, bro.”

      “That’s usually my line to you, eh,” he managed over his laughter, relieved because Jules always knew how to lighten the mood.

      August’s future was a terrifying prospect but the jokes helped push away the bleak feelings threatening to creep in.

      “Ha. True. Anyway, what happens now? You’re throwing in the towel on your officiating career to be Nico Arents’ sugar baby?”

      “What? Dear God, no. Of course not!” August shook his head at that mental image. “The team’s VP of PR of Communications or whatever, Kate, came up with a plan for us. I don’t know if it’s a good plan, but it’s a plan.”

      August outlined what she’d suggested and once again, Julius was silent a moment. “And you trust her?” he asked, his tone filled with skepticism.

      August hesitated. “Mostly. I mean, she definitely seems sincere. She admitted Nico and the team come first to her, which is to be expected. But that’s the thing, this is better for the team, for Nico, and for me.”

      “Is it though? Pretending to be engaged to him is better than … cutting your losses and fessing up that you fucked up?”

      August grimaced. “I don’t know. She and Skylar seem convinced that spinning this into a love story will get us more sympathy. But I have to talk to Nico about it, which means fessing up to the truth.”

      “Well, no one knows more about PR than Skylar Hanley. She totally grew up in the public eye.” Julius drew in a sharp breath. “Oh, hey, wait. Does this mean you can introduce me to her? Oh, never mind, I take back my earlier suggestion. You should definitely stay fake engaged to Nico if it means I get to meet his gorgeous ex.”

      “You’re a horrible brother, you know that?”

      “Duh. And seriously, what are the odds of you introducing me to her?”

      August hummed. “Well, we did get pretty close while Nico was in the hospital. But I’m not sure you deserve her,” he teased.

      “Forget being a horrible brother, you’re a horrible human being,” Julius said, laughing. “I am deeply in love with Skylar Hanley and you’re thwarting our future happiness. I don’t know why everyone says you’re the nice twin. There’s something deeply wrong with you.”

      “We share DNA, remember?” August said drily.

      Julius sniffed. “And yet, I am much more handsome.”

      “Yeah, well, Skylar said I’d age better,” he retorted.

      But rather than the stinging blow to Julius’ ego August had been expecting, he let out a pleased squeak at the words. “Oh my God, she knows who I am and what I look like?”

      “You are pathetic. Utterly pathetic.”

      “At least I’m not about to get suspended from the league, eh.”

      August sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Shit. Sorry. I shouldn’t have joked about that.”

      “It’s true though.” August slumped against the seat again. “I’m so fucked.”

      “At least it’s by Nico Arents. He seems like he’d be good in bed,” Julius mused.

      “We’re not … we’re pretending,” he protested.

      “Aww. So he’s kind of a dud in the sack? Damn, that sucks.”

      “No! How did you get that from what I said? He was great. I mean … Jesus Christ, can I go back in time a few weeks and redo all of this?” August said with a scowl as he beat his head against the seat. “I never should have gotten myself into this situation in the first place.”

      “Well, I don’t know, I think it might be good for you. I never pegged you as the Go Big or Go Home kinda guy but I kinda like it on you.”

      “I’m not.” August considered the first part of what Julius had said. Good for him? Ha! Yeah right.

      “Well, too bad. You’re here now so snap out of your mope and figure your shit out,” Julius said firmly.

      An unexpected lump appeared in August’s throat. Sometimes, talking to his brother about anything serious was an exercise in futility but other times, he really knew how to pull his weight.

      “You’re right,” August admitted. “If you can set your thoughts of meeting Skylar aside for a minute, what the hell should I do?”

      “Talk to Nico.” Julius sounded very serious now. “You’re right, it’s not fair to keep secrets from him. Fess up about the fake fiancé shit and come up with a plan together.”

      “I don’t know how I feel about you being the cool, calm, logical one at the moment,” August admitted.

      “Well, it had to happen sometime,” Julius said cheerfully. “Besides, clearly your judgment is impaired by Nico Arents’ dick.”

      August ignored that. “Seriously though, I can’t believe this is my life now. I have a meeting with the NHLOA rep tomorrow to discuss the situation. Pretty sure it’s all a formality because we all know I’m going to get suspended but I guess there’s always a chance someone will take pity on me.”

      “Shit, that sucks.”

      “Tell me about it.” His phone buzzed in the dash-mounted cradle. “Hey, I’ve gotta go. Nico is done with his PT appointment and I need to pick him up. Ignoring about half the shit you said, I appreciated this. Thanks for listening. It was helpful to talk it out.”

      “Sure, happy to help.”

      “Don’t tell Mom and Dad anything yet, eh? Just … tell them I’m okay and I’ll call them to explain everything as soon as I have the chance.”

      “August …”

      “I know.” He winced. “I … I’ve gotta get this situation straightened out before I make it any more complicated than it already is.”

      “Good luck.” His tone was dubious.

      “Thanks, Jules.” August sighed. “I think I’m going to need it.”
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        * * *

      

      When Nico woke up from his post-physical therapy nap, he was alone in his bedroom. After much whining and wheedling on Nico’s part, August had joined him in bed.

      Nico had fallen asleep with his head on August’s chest, while August read a book on his tablet but he was gone now. Rude.

      Nico stretched and sat up, wincing when his head throbbed. God, was he really going to have to deal with these headaches for months?

      The doctor had warned him it would take time for them to go away but he’d thought maybe she was exaggerating.

      Nope, not so much.

      He dragged himself out of bed, put on his shoes so he didn’t get yelled at, and slumped his way into the main living space.

      He shouldn’t be this tired. All he’d done at rehab today was a bunch of stupid hand exercises.

      Nico found his mom sitting at the dining room table immersed in work on her laptop, and August was seated on the couch, watching a hockey game. Everyone else appeared to be gone.

      Nico squinted at the screen. Florida was playing Washington and they were ahead by two points in the first period.

      Nico took a seat next to August, stretching out on his side and putting his head in August’s lap. Nico still couldn’t sleep on his right side—where the incision was—but he could be on his left now. Much better.

      August shot a confused look down at him, which he ignored in favor of wiggling to get more comfortable.

      His mom pulled her earbuds out. “How do you feel, sweetheart?”

      Nico shrugged. “Tired. Head hurts. Want to play hockey.”

      “Aww. I’m sorry. I’m sure that’s frustrating.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you need some pain meds?”

      “I guess.” It wasn’t the worst headache he’d had, more of a dull, throbbing ache with some weird zingy nerve feelings for funsies. But if he didn’t get ahead of it, it could turn into something worse.

      “If you get up, I can get your medication,” August said, lightly pushing at Nico’s back.

      But he shook his head. “Nope. Want you to pet my head. Makes me feel better.”

      Isa laughed. “I’ll grab the medicine. You take care of Nico, August.”

      “Pet your head, eh?” August asked, his tone dubious.

      “Yeah, do that thing you do. Where you kind of … pet me.” Nico burrowed against August’s lap. His thighs were kind of like solid slabs of wood, but it was still nice. “You did it in the hospital a lot.”

      “Huh. Okay.”

      Nico shivered when August’s fingertips grazed his skull. His scalp felt very sensitive now that his hair was only a few millimeters long.

      “Like this?” August murmured.

      “Yep.” Nico relaxed. “Just like that.”

      “You two are very sweet,” Isa said with a smile as she brought over some over-the-counter painkillers and a glass of water. “How long have you been engaged?”

      “Dunno,” Nico said, sitting up when she held them out to him. “I can’t remember it at all. Auggie, you tell her.”

      He popped the pills in his mouth and washed them down but when he glanced over at August, expecting him to answer, he looked frozen. His mouth was half-open and he looked very uncomfortable.

      “Hey, did we break you or something?” Nico teased. “C’mon, tell the engagement story, Auggie. I want to hear it. Maybe it’ll trigger some memories for me.”

      “Uh …” August cleared his throat. “Well—”

      The door opening made them all pause and the sound of familiar voices filtering in made Nico sit up. Dad, Noor, and Anika were back.

      “We have returned with dinner!” Pieter said triumphantly, holding up several bags. “We got your favorite, Nico, sushi.”

      “Yum,” he said, stomach rumbling at the idea. “Thanks.”

      “Omega-3s are good for brain health. You should go easy on the soy sauce though. It’s inflammatory and you want to keep swelling down,” Isa reminded him.

      Nico made a face. It felt like everything he did now was for his stupid brain. But whatever, he wouldn’t look a gift tuna in the mouth.

      He rose to his feet, walking toward the kitchen, August on his heels. “Hey, did you get me spicy tuna?”

      “Son, I introduced you to spicy tuna rolls. What do you think?” Pieter grinned.

      Nico grinned back. “What about you, Auggie?”

      “I don’t like sushi. Well, not the raw stuff, anyway.”

      “Sashimi,” Nico corrected absently.

      Pieter smiled. “We got pork dumplings, eel rolls, cooked shrimp, and a really nice pickled radish roll for August.”

      “Did you get it from that place we like?” Nico asked, although his brain was working overtime trying to make sense of what August had said.

      What the fuck? How did I not know my fiancé dislikes raw fish? Why am I marrying someone who doesn’t like raw fish? Hell, why am I marrying anyone at all?

      None of this made any fucking sense.

      “Are you talking about the restaurant La Bouche recommended?” Pieter asked as he spread out the containers on the counter.

      “Yes.” Nico leaned against the nearby wall.

      “Then yes, that’s where we went. I wanted to hire the chef to come to us but apparently, he’s booked for the next three months for private events.”

      “I told you he would be,” Isa said. “He’s in high demand.”

      Pieter grumbled, frowning. “With what I was willing to pay, he should have done it anyway.”

      Nico turned to August and rolled his eyes.

      August didn’t respond though, too busy staring down at the floor.

      Nico frowned.

      Something was definitely weird. The strange feeling that had been nagging at him since he woke up in the hospital with a fiancé he didn’t remember, strengthened.

      Memories kept trickling back in, moments from the weeks leading up to his last game. He remembered dragging August into a closet at the arena in Buffalo and arguing.

      He could remember the red and white team colors on the walls and Willy, the funny security guard Nico always joked around with when they played there.

      It had to be in Buffalo. Nico was sure of that.

      So maybe it was from a different night? Maybe last season?

      Wait, how long had he and August been together anyway?

      Last season, the Cats hadn’t played Buffalo since before the bye week break.

      Nico remembered sleeping with Sky last winter, then both of them admitting it was a bad idea to muddy their friendship with sex. He was pretty sure they’d stuck to that too.

      So he and August probably got together sometime after.

      Of course, maybe August was into open relationships? No. He didn’t seem like the type. Maybe they’d both slept with Sky or something? But that definitely didn’t feel right either and Nico had no memory of that.

      Nico frowned. It bothered him that he had no idea what August’s sexuality was. Was he bi? Pan? Gay? It seemed like something Nico should know.

      “Hey, Auggie,” he said, shifting closer and sliding a hand into August’s back pocket. “Were we sleeping together last season?”

      He looked over, blinking. “What? No.”

      “Huh.” Nico chewed on those words for a moment. “How many times have the Fisher Cats played Buffalo this season so far?”

      “Once.” August frowned. “The game where you got injured. Why?”

      Admittedly, Nico had never been very good at math but things definitely weren’t adding up now.

      Why did Nico remember August hissing, “Well maybe that’s because you’re driving me insane! I thought we agreed we’d never see each other again,” at him in a utility closet in Buffalo?

      That sure didn’t sound like a happily engaged couple.

      If they weren’t sleeping together last season and this was the first game they’d played in Buffalo this season, the argument had to have happened at the most recent game.

      But … but it was only early December now.

      If they’d been caught kissing in Evanston in November and slept together for the first time that night … that only left a few weeks for them to have gotten engaged before Nico’s little trip to the hospital to have his brain scooped out of his head.

      Sure, Dustin and Charlie had gotten married in Vegas last summer on a whim but that totally made sense for them.

      For him and August? No. That was weird as hell.

      Nico was in no hurry to settle down and August seemed like the kinda guy who planned out what underwear he was going to wear for the next year.

      He wasn’t the type to impulsively propose. Or say yes to a proposal.

      Which begged the question, who the hell had done the proposing? And why didn’t either of them have rings?

      Why could Nico remember everything except this engagement?

      “Nico?”

      He snapped out of his daze to see his mother frowning at him. “What’s going on? Why are you asking August all these questions?”

      “Oh, things are coming back in bits,” he explained with a shrug. “I wanted to make sure I got it all straight in my head.”

      “Oh.” Her expression brightened, concern smoothing away. “Well, that’s great news then. I am glad to hear your memories are returning. Isn’t that wonderful, Anika?”

      “It is.”

      Noor smiled too. “I’m delighted to hear it too. Now, shall we all sit down and enjoy our dinner? Isa, you’ll have to clear away your laptop.”

      “Yes, yes, sorry,” she said. “I’ll do that now.”

      “Well, I kinda want to sit on the couch and watch the game,” Nico said.

      Pieter frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? The doctor said to limit your screen time.”

      He nodded. “Screens were bugging me for a while but I think I can handle it now.”

      Which reminded him, he should probably boot up his phone again.

      His head had hurt way too much for him to squint at the tiny images while he was in the hospital and he hadn’t felt like dealing with the avalanche of messages he probably had waiting for him, but he couldn’t put it off forever.

      “I’d like to watch the game too.” Pieter loaded up his plate with sushi.

      “Honestly, I wouldn’t mind watching it either,” August said. “If that’s okay with you.”

      Isa threw up her hands. “Fine, watch the game. We’ll break out the wine and have a girls’ dinner, if that sounds good to you, Anika and Noor?”

      Taking advantage of his parents’ distraction, Nico grabbed the front of August’s cardigan sweater with his right hand, the one he still had some strength in. “Auggie, I need to talk to you about something. C’mere.”

      He hauled a sputtering August with him into his bedroom.

      “What the fuck?” Nico whispered urgently when they were alone. “We aren’t engaged, are we?”

      About a thousand emotions crossed August’s face before he slumped back against the door. “No.”

      Nico laughed. Loudly. “How in the hell did that happen then?”

      August groaned, leaning his head back against the door and tipping his chin up, exposing his throat. Nico had the nearly overwhelming urge to bite his Adam’s apple but restrained himself.

      This wasn’t the time. He wanted answers more than he wanted sex.

      Which … hey, that might be the first time in his life that had happened.

      August let out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry. I massively fucked up. I was worried about you after that hit and I showed up at the hospital feeling completely frantic. I lied to a nurse about who I was and then Skylar arrived and it all went to hell after that.”

      Nico snorted. It all made sense now. “I should have known Sky was at the bottom of this.”

      August tilted his head and looked him in the eye. “No, this is on me. I am sorry for being dishonest with you.”

      Nico studied his face. “Why wasn’t I in on this shit from the beginning?”

      August winced. “Well, it got very … complicated. You were in surgery at the time and your parents were so happy about the engagement and I didn’t want to let them down and …”

      Laughing, Nico pressed closer, sliding his arms around August’s waist and pulling their bodies tightly together. “Honestly, if you met my parents for the first time and a fake engagement is all you agreed to, that’s honestly pretty impressive.”

      “I suppose.” August grimaced.

      “So that all happened during my surgery, right?”

      “Yes. And then after you were … a little out of it.”

      “Yeah, so they tell me. Skylar gave me shit about hitting on you the second I woke up.”

      “It was somewhat reassuring knowing that you hadn’t changed.” August gave him a half-hearted smile.

      “Honestly, it’s just as well you didn’t tell me right away, I’d totally have blown your story to smithereens with the way I couldn’t stop blurting stuff out. I was starting to think they’d forgotten to reinstall my brain-to-mouth filter.”

      August chuckled, but he quickly grew serious again. “But once you were a little more alert and not blurting everything out, I should have told you.”

      Nico hesitated, studying August’s face. “You tried a bunch of times,” he said slowly. “Didn’t you?”

      “I … yeah. I did. It’s hard to get any privacy in the hospital. But I could have insisted.”

      Nico waved that off. “It’s been what? A little over a week since the surgery?”

      August nodded.

      “And I’ve barely been awake for more than a few hours at a time since, right?”

      “Yeah, but I could have done better. I’m sorry. I should have told you—”

      Nico wasn’t surprised August was so tightly wound about this but his overreaction was funny. “No, stop apologizing. I’m not mad. I was just curious.”

      “Nico, there’s more to it. Someone leaked the engagement to the public. Kate knows the truth and she bought us some time but … we’re going to have to figure out how to deal with that. And soon.”

      “Huh. Okay.” Nico studied August’s face. His handsome, handsome face. “Well, I guess as far as fake fiancés go, you’re not half-bad.”

      “Thanks?” August shook his head. “But seriously. We need to figure this out—”

      “You can tell me later, okay? I’m hungry and I want dinner first.”

      “Are you sure, because—”

      “I’m sure. And don’t stress so much. I find this whole situation hilarious.” He smiled at August, trying to reassure him.

      “Wait. You’re really not upset?” August studied his face intently.

      “Hell no. This is funny as shit. I’m a little disappointed I wasn’t in on it earlier because I could have had sooo much fun playing this up in the hospital.”

      August blinked. “I thought you’d be angry.”

      “Nope.” Nico gave him a wicked grin and reached down to squeeze his ass. “But now that I’m in on this, you better watch out, Auggie. Things are going to get verrry interesting …”
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      August was in hell.

      He’d genuinely thought Nico would be angry with him about the lie but no, instead, he seemed amused by it.

      And an amused Nico Arents was an absolute menace.

      After they took their seats on the couch with their plates of sushi, Nico scooted close, pressing himself right up against August’s side.

      He frowned at his food. “Hmm. I don’t think I can manage chopsticks.”

      “Well, you can use your hand,” August suggested.

      “What a good idea.” Nico lifted a piece of sushi to his mouth and chewed, then exaggeratedly licked his fingers in a way that made August think of Nico’s mouth on his dick. “Mmm, yummy.”

      “Glad you’re enjoying it,” August said tightly.

      Oh no. I have a feeling I know where this is going.

      “Not as yummy as you though,” Nico said with a little flutter of his lashes. “God, I feel so lucky to have you around, Auggie.”

      August coughed quietly. “Uh, glad to hear it.”

      For a few minutes, August thought that might be the worst of it for a while, but after a few bites, Nico set down his plate with a frown.

      “My hand hurts.” He batted his lashes harder this time. “You should feed me.”

      August shot him an unamused glance but well, he probably deserved this after what he’d done.

      With a sigh, he picked up his chopsticks and lifted a piece of Nico’s sashimi to his mouth. “Here.” He thrust the food toward Nico’s lips but he shook his head.

      “I think it would be easier if you used your fingers too. Besides, won’t it be so much more romantic?”

      August gritted his teeth. Yes, he totally deserved to have Nico fucking with him this way.

      He gently placed the piece of sushi between Nico’s lips and he took it slowly, his gaze never leaving August’s. He let his teeth graze against the pads of August’s fingers and let go with a slow, wet pop.

      He chewed slowly too, licking his lips after in an exaggerated way. “Mmm, yummy. It tastes so much better from your fingers.”

      August looked away, catching an amused glance from Anika, torn between horrified embarrassment, arousal, and annoyance.

      On the one hand, August was relieved Nico knew and wasn’t pissed. On the other, this was definitely the worst punishment August could imagine.

      “More please,” Nico said. “I’m starving tonight, Auggie.”

      Nico repeated his performance with every piece of sushi and by the time they were done, August’s dick was beginning to respond.

      It was ridiculous. He shouldn’t have been turned on by it. And yet, the flick of Nico’s tongue and the eye contact still stirred something in August, still made him hot under the collar.

      Still made him remember Nico’s mouth on his cock.

      Somehow, August made it through Nico’s near-pornographic sushi eating and was grateful when he was finally able to focus on the TV during the second intermission.

      But Nico wrapped himself around August and stroked his thigh, whispering words in his ear that made August clench his teeth.

      “Good stick-handling skills, hmm?” Nico teased when the announcer used the phrase. “I’d like to show you my stick-handling skills, Auggie.”

      Pieter was only a few meters away in an armchair and August prayed he couldn’t hear what Nico whispered to him. Hopefully the volume of the game and the laughter from the dining room table covered it.

      “Knock it off,” August gritted out. “I thought you were okay with this … situation.”

      Nico slid a hand up the back of August’s neck, making him shudder. He played with his hair, lightly scratching the blunt tips of his fingers against August’s scalp.

      “Oh, I am okay with it. And really, I’m just helping out. Making our relationship look more believable, fiancé.” Nico pulled back far enough to smile at him before he leaned in again. There was an evil glint in his eye that made August wonder what else he was planning. “Besides, I said it would be fun for me. Not easy for you.”

      August stifled a groan and debated if he should grab a pillow to cover his lap now or wait until it became urgent.

      They only made it a few more minutes before there was another innuendo from the commentator. “It looks like he slid right into the guy’s crease there, Steve.”

      Nico gave August a filthy look from under his lashes. “Mmm, I’d like to slide into your crease right now, Auggie.”

      “I told you to cut it out,” August whispered furiously.

      “But how can I when I have such a sexy fiancé?” Nico gave him a sultry look. “I can’t help myself.”

      “Oh! Look at that. He shoved that one right through the five-hole!” the other announcer crowed.

      August closed his eyes and prayed for strength as Nico sidled closer, caressing his leg. “Reminds me of the night in Evanston.”

      How had August never realized how many dirty things NHL announcers said? Or how dangerous they’d be in the mind of someone like Nico?

      “You are a menace,” August hissed, crossing his legs so the tent in his trousers was a little less apparent.

      But Nico gave him a smug smile, nuzzling closer and speaking directly in his ear. “You brought this on yourself, Auggie. If you want a fake fiancé, you’re going to get one.”

      It went on for the rest of the game. The innuendos slowed a little, although by that point, August was too befuddled by arousal to know if it was the announcers being less suggestive or Nico not being quite as quick with the responses.

      When the game horn sounded, Florida had lost badly in a huge upset and August sighed with relief. Hopefully the post-game commentary wouldn’t be quite so bad.

      During a commercial break, Nico yawned widely and August realized how heavily he leaned against him. Not like he was trying to get closer but like he was exhausted.

      Huh, Nico missed that last comment about “banging it on home” too.

      “Hey, you want to head to bed?” August asked, not even thinking.

      “Auggie!” Nico said loudly, wide-eyed. “I know hockey gets you going but I’m just not up for that level of physical activity yet.”

      Pieter let out an amused little cough from the nearby chair.

      August gritted his teeth. “I meant to sleep.”

      “Nah, it’s still early.” Nico shifted, sliding sideways on the couch until he had his head on August’s thigh again. “I just wanna lie here while you pet me.”

      August squirmed. Was the lie he’d told so bad he deserved this level of torment?

      He was beginning to have doubts.

      Still, he stared blindly at the post-game show as he stroked Nico’s head, the velvet prickle of his shorn hair tickling August’s fingers. The words of the commentators washed over him without registering.

      At one point, Nico sighed softly and August glanced down to see he’d fallen asleep.

      Nico’s incision looked better now. It stretched in a U-shape along the top of the right side of his skull. The staples had come out and the bruising had begun to fade.

      August was careful to focus on the back and top left of his head when he was petting Nico. Although the chance of infection was small now, August was still careful to avoid touching the wound directly because he hadn’t washed his hands recently.

      August shook his head ruefully. He knew far more about post-operative care of a craniotomy than he wanted to, that was for damn sure.

      He sighed quietly. On the one hand, he wanted to throttle Nico for being such a tease earlier.

      On the other, Nico looked so soft like this when he was asleep. It stirred up tender feelings in August he didn’t want to examine too closely.

      It made him want to reach out and trace the lines of his face, feel the soft stubble on his cheeks and explore the sharp line of his jaw.

      “Is everything okay, August?” Pieter asked quietly. “Was something going on earlier between the two of you?”

      “Hmm?” August glanced up.

      “When Nico dragged you away. Was he upset about something?”

      “No. Just a misunderstanding we had to clear up,” August explained. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Good. He seemed more like his normal self this evening but …”

      “No, it’s fine.” August gave in to the urge to brush his finger along Nico’s jaw, telling himself it was only for Pieter’s benefit. “We’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey. C’mon, time for bed.”

      Nico blinked his eyes open to see August staring down at him, his hand wrapped around Nico’s bicep.

      “Was sleepin’ fine here,” he said, burrowing his head into August’s lap again. He was warm and he smelled good and those tree trunk thighs had been a surprisingly nice pillow.

      He’d slept hard and he was pretty sure he had August’s touch on his head to thank for it.

      “I know, but I’m going numb sitting here like this.” August gently shook him again, jostling his shoulder.

      Nico groaned and sat upright. God, he felt like he did nothing but sleep anymore. He was turning into a cat.

      His parents had apparently all gone to bed already because the condo was dark and quiet except for the TV playing softly in the background.

      “Yeah, okay, let’s go to bed, fiancé,” Nico said, standing and stretching.

      “I hate you a little bit,” August muttered.

      “Do you?” Nico teased, waggling his eyebrows. “Because rushing to the hospital seems like a pretty grand gesture to me, Auggie. I think maybe you like me more than you let on.”

      “I like you less and less with every second that passes.”

      “Hmm. You have a funny way of showing it.” He stepped forward, caressing August’s chest.

      August grumbled, then turned off the TV and followed Nico into the bedroom.

      “I have to say, Auggie,” Nico said as he stripped off his shirt, tossing it on the floor. “I never thought you had it in you to fake an engagement with a guy.”

      “Do you think I did?”

      “I don’t know. How many opportunities have you had over the years?” Nico asked, grinning at him.

      “None, until you,” August said shortly. He scooped the shirt up.

      Nico let his sweatpants fall to the floor too. “Aww, you make me feel so special.”

      August closed his eyes and Nico felt a little jolt of pleasure go through him at the deep breath August took.

      He was so tightly wound sometimes and maybe it made Nico an asshole but he enjoyed watching August struggle to keep a lid on his temper when Nico poked at him. Besides, he’d noticed all the squirming August had done on the couch earlier.

      August might say he found Nico annoying, but he still wanted him. The sexual tension between them was as thick as it had been in the hotel room in Evanston.

      This was definitely the most fun Nico’d had since his surgery.

      Why not keep poking the bear and see if the tension built into a hot spark that ended with them both naked in bed?

      “So tell me the full story.” Nico climbed into bed in his underwear. He stayed on top of the covers, lounging against the pillows, hoping it would give August ideas. “How exactly did this all go down?”

      August sighed and dropped into a chair by the window. He looked down at the clothes still clutched in his hand, his breath hitching a little.

      “I meant what I said earlier. I was terrified. Terrified I’d missed something on the first hit. Terrified you were dying of a brain bleed I could have prevented.” He glanced up, gaze stricken. “I drove around all night then walked by the falls. I couldn’t leave Buffalo until I saw for myself you were okay.”

      “Turns out, I wasn’t.” Nico tapped his skull, near the incision, trying not to wince as that sent a weird zing of discomfort through him. Sometimes it felt like his nerves were doing a rhumba. Sometimes it felt like they were on fire.

      Fun.

      August’s gentle petting made that go away and Nico was going to enjoy it for as long as he could.

      “No.” August looked up again. “But I had no idea until I got to the hospital. All I could think about was seeing you and proving to myself you were okay. I gave them your fake name and they let me up on the neuro floor but when they said they couldn’t give me any updates on how you were doing unless I was related to you I—I panicked and blurted out we were engaged and the nurse, or whoever she was, was a JockGossip reader so she didn’t ask for any more confirmation.”

      August kept going like he was on a roll now, speaking so quickly Nico couldn’t get a word in edgewise. Nico had to hold back his laughter, digging his short nails into his palm to keep from cackling because it was a total comedy of errors, one stupid thing after another that had snowballed into this weird situation they were in now.

      “Oh my God, Auggie. What a mess you got yourself into.” Nico’s stomach ached from the force of his held-in laughter.

      August groaned. “And I’m going to be suspended. Tomorrow, I have a Zoom meeting with the NHLOA rep. The league is going to do an investigation and I’ll lose my career and you’re laughing at me.”

      Nico sobered and sat up straight. “Wait, what?”

      “Like I said, someone leaked it all,” August said, his expression growing miserable. “It’s all over the news. Kate hasn’t made an official statement but she wants us to go along with this fake engagement as a way to sell it to the NHLOA and the league. I don’t know what to do. I’ve been trying to work up the courage to tell you what a mess this is but I didn’t have the balls.”

      He let out a heavy sigh and Nico frowned. “Hmm. Explain more of that.”

      When August was done, Nico shook his head. “Wow, this is even messier than I realized.”

      “Tell me about it.” August tipped his head back with a sigh. “Every day I wake up and wonder what the hell I’m doing.”

      “Aww, don’t stress. Seriously. We’ll figure it out.” Nico grinned as he got up off the bed, fighting an unexpected wave of vertigo. He was getting incredibly tired of that. Besides, everyone kept telling him he needed to find a new hobby during his recovery. Pretending to have a fiancé sounded highly entertaining. “C’mon, this will be fun. I love messing with the gossip sites.”

      “It’s not your career on the line,” August groused. “Or at least not to the same degree mine is.”

      Nico softened, walking toward August. “I know. Might as well make the most of it though, right?”

      “Huh?”

      Nico plucked the clothes from August’s hand and tossed them onto the nearby dresser. They skidded across it, knocking something to the floor.

      But rather than check on whatever it was, he straddled August’s strong thighs. “I’m just saying, we’re in this together now, right?”

      “Uhh, I guess?” August’s hands fluttered in the air like he didn’t know where to put them. “I know you said you’re not mad but I do want to apologize again.”

      “Well, stop it,” Nico said. “You don’t need to beat yourself up over this. If I thought you’d done it for the … notoriety or something, yeah, I’d be pissed. But you were worried about me and I can’t be mad at that.”

      August shuddered. “The last thing I want is notoriety.”

      “I know that. So I also know this came from a good place. I’m just sorry it got out of control and is fucking up your career.”

      “Ugh. It really is.”

      “So, Kate’s plan to save your career is to sell the engagement, yeah?”

      August nodded. “Yes.”

      “Which means it’s the best option for the team and for you, right?”

      “So she says.”

      “She knows her shit,” Nico assured August. “So believe me when I say I’m on board. If this is good for the team and for you, I’m in. No question. Team first and you’re part of my team now, Auggie.”

      August let out a sigh and Nico felt him soften a little. “So we’re going ahead with this fake engagement?” August looked him in the eye for the first time.

      “Well, the way I see it, Kate’s plan is the only real option we have, right?”

      “I suppose.” August settled his hands on Nico’s low back, his palms warm against Nico’s bare skin.

      “And she and Skylar are totally fucking right about you being good at running interference with my family.”

      “It’s helping?”

      “God, yes. They’d be a billion times worse if you weren’t here.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “So if you’re going to be staying here and we’re going to pretend to be in lurrrve …” Nico slid a little closer to August, wrapping his hands around his neck.

      August snorted.

      “I figure we should also make the most of it, right?” Nico leaned in, pressing their lips together but August drew back sharply.

      “I … what?”

      “Sex, Auggie. I’m talking about sex.”

      “Are you sure that’s such a good idea? I don’t know.”

      “Last night you told me you wanted me!”

      “I do!” August said. He closed his eyes. “Obviously I’m attracted to you—”

      “It’s because I’m so hot, isn’t it?”

      August glared. “What happened to the guy who was all worried about his looks last night?”

      Nico hid a wince. Oh he was still in there for sure, but something about August’s confession got Nico going.

      “He’s not invited to the party tonight,” Nico said dismissively. “Your grand gesture got me fired up and I want to fuck.”

      “I keep telling you, it wasn’t a grand gesture!”

      “Wasn’t it though?” Nico studied his face. Despite August’s denials, the mad rush to the hospital and lie to the hospital staff had to mean something, right? It was kind of … touching August cared so much. Especially when he pretended to be all blustery and serious and annoyed by stuff all the time. Nico could tell there was a gooey core inside August beginning to leak out of his hard chocolate shell. “It sure seems like it was. I think you really like me, Auggie.”

      “You’re the single-most infuriating human I have ever met.” August’s scowl was ferocious.

      “And yet, you’re fake engaged to me.” Nico shook his head, smiling. “I think you’re into that shit.”

      “I’m ignoring that.”

      “Good. Let’s focus on what’s important here. Sex.”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea. Honestly, I figured I could sleep on the floor now or whatever.”

      Nico stared at him. “You have to be joking.”

      “Well, the situation is … complicated now, right? I’m not who you thought I was and—”

      “Oh for God’s sake,” Nico snapped. August’s uptightness was charming—up to a point. “You’re being ridiculous. Is this why you didn’t want to fuck last night?”

      August grimaced. “Well, it was a big part of it. I really was exhausted but I couldn’t in good conscience have sex with someone I was lying to.”

      “Well, now I know.” Nico got off his lap and shoved his underwear off, letting them pool around his ankles. “And I’m still down to bang. Are you?”

      August’s gaze never wavered from his face. “Well, uh …”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake.” Nico let out an annoyed huff. “If you won’t have sex with me, I’m going to go jerk off in the shower.”

      At least his dick was working better now. He’d started to get hard earlier when August was petting his head.

      Being hard was the best feeling in the world. And being horny made him feel like himself again.

      August stood. “You shouldn’t shower yet. The contractors are coming tomorrow to install the grab bar. We wanted it installed before you were released from the hospital but there was a delay and it isn’t ready.”

      Nico groaned, tipping his head back. “I can’t wait any longer. I feel gross. Sponge baths aren’t cutting it and you wouldn’t even help me with those.”

      “Well, now you know why!”

      “So you will help me now that I know we’re not engaged?” Nico walked toward the bathroom, throwing a grin over his shoulder. “Fuck yes. I changed my mind. I’m going to lie in the tub like a sultan and let you bathe me.”

      “I did not agree to this!” August reminded him, but he was right on Nico’s heels.

      “Fine. You can shower with me instead,” he said magnanimously. “Be my big strong man in case I get lightheaded again.”

      “You seem fine to me.” August’s tone was skeptical, but there was a light in his eyes like he was beginning to enjoy this.

      “I got dizzy when I got off the bed,” Nico said truthfully. “What if I fell and hit my head again? We wouldn’t want that, would we, Auggie? People would think you were a terrible fiancé.”

      “I lied last night. You are a monster. But it’s what’s on the inside, not the outside,” August said. His eyes were beginning to crinkle at the corners like he was secretly amused. He reached into the shower and flipped it on.

      Nico grinned and stepped inside, crooking a finger. “C’mon, fiancé. Let’s get naked and soapy together.”

      August muttered something under his breath Nico couldn’t hear, but he stripped off his clothes and didn’t protest when Nico pulled him inside.

      Nico reached for the body wash, lathering it into a white foam on an exfoliating cloth and rubbing it over his chest. “Mmm, this feels so good. Auggie, I think you need to get my back for me. I can’t quite reach.”

      August raised an eyebrow but he took the cloth from his hand and dragged it across Nico’s shoulders. “Here?”

      “Lower.” Nico licked his lips.

      August moved to his mid-back. “Here?” August’s voice had dipped a little lower too.

      “No, definitely lower.”

      “Why are you like this?” August said gruffly, but he obediently moved to Nico’s low back. “I know very well you can reach these spots.”

      Nico felt a pleasurable tingle go through him at August’s touch and when he was done, Nico turned in his arms, pressing the fronts of their bodies together from chest to thigh.

      The cloth dropped to the floor with a wet splat.

      August was backed against the glass shower wall, gaze wary. “I have reservations about this, Nico.”

      “Gah. Why are you all stiff now?” Nico shot him a sly grin. “I mean, stiff can be good if we’re talking about dicks but you’re acting all uptight and shit. I liked the other Auggie better.”

      “I’m the same person.”

      “You were a lot sweeter to me when you thought I didn’t know the truth.”

      “You knowing changes the situation!”

      “Does it have to?”

      “Yes!” August sighed heavily, but a little of the wariness on his face disappeared and he wrapped his arms around Nico’s body. “I don’t know.”

      “Look, if we’re going with the story we’re engaged, we might as well be having sex,” Nico pointed out. “Sure, the relationship is fake but the sex part can be real. Unless you’re worried you’ll accidentally fall in love with me.”

      August snorted. “Not likely.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Quite.” His tone was dry. “You’re not at all my type and you’re much too annoying.”

      “But I am your type in the sack, right?”

      August shrugged. “Not really, but …”

      “Ouch.” Nico slid away.

      “No.” August gently grabbed his arm. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant you’re nothing at all like the guys I usually have sex with. But at the risk of stroking your already overly inflated ego, I’m attracted to you. When we hooked up in Evanston, that was … well, I wasn’t in a good place that night but I have to admit we had good chemistry.”

      “Wait, why weren’t you in a good place?”

      August licked his lips. “Uhh, well, I was a mess because that night, my ex-boyfriend—the man I thought I was going to marry—married someone else.”

      Nico stared, mouth half-open. He had no idea what to say to that. Oh, that comment on the ice about August’s ex-boyfriend suddenly made a lot of sense now. So did the one he’d flung at Nico on the street about not having anyone to go home to anymore.

      Oh no. Nico felt a pang in his chest. Poor Auggie. That must have hurt like hell.

      “I’m sorry,” Nico managed. He reached out to touch August’s cheek.

      August shrugged, looking away for a moment. “It sucked. But sex with you was—was what I needed then. It got me through a rough night and we had a good time and whatever mess we’re in now, I don’t regret that we hooked up then.”

      “Well that’s good. I like when people have a positive customer experience.”

      August cracked a smile. “Four and a half stars.”

      Nico narrowed his eyes. “What’ll it take to get five?”

      “Honestly, my head being in a better place.”

      “You’re still missing your ex?”

      August slipped past him, reaching for a bottle of shampoo. “Not—not the way I was then.”

      “Well that’s good, right?” Nico shifted to look at August again.

      “Yeah.” August’s shoulders flexed as he scrubbed his scalp. “It is. But my job is on the verge of being destroyed and we’re about to lie to the entire world and tell them we’re engaged. It’s a lot, Nico. My life is usually very orderly and predictable.”

      “But do you like that?” Nico reached out and trailed his fingertips down August’s back. God, he had a spectacular body.

      August froze. “I … I don’t know. I would have sworn I did but now I’m not entirely sure.”

      “Maybe orderly and predictable wasn’t working for you,” Nico said. “I’m not saying blowing up your career was a good way to get your kicks but maybe this situation doesn’t have to be all bad.”

      August turned to face him. A trickle of soapy water meandered across his forehead, moving toward his eye. Nico reached out and wiped it off.

      August chuckled and tipped his head back, letting the spray of the showerhead wash the suds away. “So, what? You think sex is going to solve all my issues?”

      “Nope.” Nico shrugged. “Even I know it doesn’t do that. But it’s a fun way to spend your time. And it can be a great distraction when life is shit.”

      “Shouldn’t a person worry more about changing their life than distracting themselves from it?”

      “Sure,” Nico said slowly. “But sometimes you can’t. Like I can’t change that they scooped out part of my brain with a melon baller.”

      “That’s not what they did!” August said, but he grinned as he slicked his hair off his face, stepping back so Nico could get to the water.

      Someday I’m going to remodel this bathroom and get a dual-headed shower, Nico thought absently.

      “Wait, Nico,” August said when he ducked his head. “I know the doctor said you can get your incision wet but should you—”

      “Oww!” Nico yelped when the water hit his incision directly, his feet sliding out from under him when he tried to dodge the needle-sharp stream.

      “Hey, careful.” August grasped his upper arms, steadying him before he took a tumble and smacked his head open on the tiles. “Or you’re going to give yourself a concussion on top of it all.”

      “Shit. Thanks.” Nico grimaced. “Guess I won’t do that again.”

      “Seriously. Are you okay?” August gave him a concerned look. “That’s what I was trying to warn you against.”

      “Yeah. I should have listened. The scar is more sensitive than I realized. The water made the nerves go ‘zing!’.” He wrinkled his nose. “Terrible feeling but the doc said it’s normal for the nerves to do weird things as they regrow, and it’s fine now.”

      “Okay.” August squeezed his biceps before he let go. “Anyway, they didn’t scoop your brain out with a melon baller.”

      “Well that’s what it felt like.” Nico scowled. “But my point was, I can’t do anything to change it. I can waste my fucking time regretting that I didn’t go to the doctor sooner or I can move on. Guess which one is going to do me more good?”

      “You’re not one for ruminating on the past, huh?”

      “Well, it seems pointless to worry about shit I can’t change.”

      “Surprisingly wise and introspective of you.”

      “I’m more than a pretty face, incredible defenseman, killer DJ, and great lay.” Nico smirked.

      “So modest.”

      “I’m just saying, I can bitch and moan about all of the shit that’s happened lately or I can keep moving forward. You can’t change the fact that your job’s on the line. But you can do whatever you can to salvage it. Look, Kate’s smart as fuck. If she says this is what we should do, we should do it.”

      “I get that. And I’m on board with Kate’s plan because you’re absolutely right about her. Plus, I’m all out of other options. But what we tell the public doesn’t have to impact what we do in private.”

      August wanted him, he could see it. Why was he playing hard to get? “We’re both going to have to deal with a lot of crap for a while, right? Why not have sex and enjoy ourselves while we do that?”

      “What if it complicates things?”

      Oh good God, August was so far up his own ass about this he was twisting himself into pretzels of worry. The guy needed to loosen and up and damn it, Nico was just the man for the job.

      And what better way to loosen up than to fuck? It had always worked for him.

      Nico scoffed, blowing off his protests. “You already promised me you aren’t going to fall in love with me, so we’re good.”

      “Yeah, well, I am sure you can have sex with anyone you want. Why me?”

      “A: you’re hot, you have a nice dick, your thighs and ass are incredible, and we’re sharing a bed every night so you’ve got that going for you.” Nico shrugged. “And B: even for me, it’s probably going to look a little weird if I’m getting it elsewhere. You know the gossips love me. I’m not willing to bet I could keep it under wraps no matter how hard I tried. And absolutely no one is going to believe you’re in an open relationship.”

      “True. But are you capable of monogamy?” August’s look was skeptical.

      “Hey, fuck you,” Nico said, poking him in the chest. “Sure, I like to screw around but when Sky and I were together-together I managed fine. I can commit to someone if that’s what they want. Personally, I’m not hung up on it either way. I don’t see any point in limiting myself when I’m single or with someone who’s cool with it being a little more open, but I can follow through when I promise they’re my one and only.”

      August looked surprised, then a little embarrassed. “Okay, fair. Sorry.”

      “Whatever.” Nico shrugged. “I’m just saying, don’t assume you know what I’m like.”

      “I won’t.”

      Nico grinned. “And hey, what if I told you you’re the last person I had sex with?”

      August froze. “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Don’t let it go to your head too much though. I’ve been feeling like shit and I did have a brain tumor at the time. Sex was a weirdly low priority during all that.”

      August laughed, like Nico had hoped he would. “There’s that.”

      “I’m just saying … we could make this whole fake engagement a lot more pleasant.” He reached out and trailed his wet hand down August’s chest, enjoying the flex of his muscles. “For both of us.”

      August sucked in a breath.

      “You know, it usually doesn’t take this much effort to get someone to have sex with me,” Nico admitted in a dry tone. “Either I really am hideous looking now or all of my appeal was in my hair.”

      August let out a surprised laugh but quickly sobered. “You’re not hideous, Nico. How many times do I have to tell you?”

      “Dunno. Definitely some more.” Until I believe it, he thought. He definitely wasn’t admitting that shit aloud.

      Maybe some of what he thought showed through on his face though because August reached out and cupped his cheek. “Nico … being attracted to you isn’t the problem at all. Of course I want you.”

      “So my appeal wasn’t in my hair?”

      August smiled. “No. You look a little tougher now but you’re still hot.”

      “Show me.” Nico licked his lips, challenging August with his gaze. “I’m not sure I believe you.”

      “Okay.” August rubbed his thumb across Nico’s cheekbone. “But we’re doing it in a bed, not a shower. There’s no way in hell I’m willing to risk you slipping and falling and giving yourself another head injury.”

      “Aww.” Nico pressed close, reaching behind August to turn off the water. “You’re such a good fake fiancé, Auggie. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
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      If August believed in hell, he’d surely be going to it.

      Nico’d had brain surgery a little over a week ago.

      But it was very hard to remember as Nico towed August toward the bed, his perfect ass wiggling in invitation with every step he took.

      August had to get control of this situation before Nico convinced him to do something stupid. Again.

      “Okay, lie down and get comfortable. I’ll suck you off. You won’t even have to move,” August commanded.

      Nico eyeballed him. “Auggie, you need to work on your dirty talk. You know that doesn’t sound very sexy, right?”

      “Well, I want to be careful,” August protested. “I don’t want you hurting yourself.”

      “There’s such a thing as too careful.”

      “Not with you,” August blurted out and immediately regretted it.

      Nico shot him a skeptical glance. “Watch out, I think your fiancé is showing.”

      August felt a little flushed. “I only meant—look, it was fucking terrible to watch you have a seizure and not being able to do anything. I … it makes me want to—I just want to be sure that never happens again.”

      Nico’s expression went a little softer. “You really are kind of sweet.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” August warned him. “Now are you going to behave or not?”

      To his surprise, Nico obediently sprawled out into a starfish position on his back, head propped on a pillow and one arm flung dramatically up against the headboard. “Have your way with me, Auggie!”

      “Good lord, I can’t believe I’m choosing to have sex with you again,” August said with a sigh as he settled between Nico’s long legs. “Sometimes I’m convinced I took a puck to the head in Buffalo and dreamed all of this or something. I’m probably in a coma in some hospital right now.”

      “If you were, I’d go there and sit by your side and hold your hand.”

      “Yeah right.”

      “Hey, you did it for me.”

      “I suppose I did.” August sighed again. “Now shut up and let me suck you off.”

      “Well, when you sweet talk me like that …” Nico grabbed August’s hair and guided him closer.

      “Hey! Hands off. I’m doing the work.”

      “Ugh, fine. I’ll be a pillow princess for you.” With another dramatic sigh, Nico let go and propped his head on his arms like he was trying to get a better view.

      August reached out, taking Nico’s cock in his hand. He wasn’t hard yet but he wasn’t completely soft either.

      August gave him a few experimental strokes and Nico shuddered.

      “Mmm, good start.”

      August ignored that comment in favor of licking Nico’s balls.

      Nico’s surprised gasp melted into a moan.

      August smiled and did it again.

      This was … almost fun. August was so used to their push and pull and the hate sex they’d had in Evanston.

      But he’d missed out by not watching any of Nico’s expressions or exploring his dick or really enjoying their time together.

      Maybe Nico had a point that this was a way to make their time together better. If August was going to fuck his career up, he might as well look back on this time with some degree of fondness.

      Saying he’d had great sex with Nico Arents didn’t have quite the same cachet as refereeing a Stanley Cup Championship, but it might be the best he managed.

      “Hey, pro tip, dude,” Nico said, nudging his side with his toes. “More sucking, less thinking.”

      Nico always has to ruin it, doesn’t he?

      “You’re insufferable,” August said aloud.

      “And yet, you’re engaged to me. Speaking of which, where the hell is my ring, Auggie? I am most disappointed in you for not buying me something nice—”

      Nico’s words ended in a choked moan as August took him in his mouth.

      Well at least I know how to shut him up now. And then August forced himself to stop thinking because he had a dick in his mouth and he wanted to enjoy it.

      So he bobbed over Nico’s cock, using his hand to steady the base, but after a little while it became clear Nico wasn’t getting fully hard.

      “Fuck,” Nico said, clearly frustrated. He shoved at August’s head, pushing him off. “What’s wrong with me?”

      “Hey,” August said, frowning. “It’s no big deal.”

      “My dick still isn’t working right.”

      “So?”

      “So … I’m … broken.”

      “No,” August said, sitting back on his haunches. “Your body is acting perfectly normal considering the circumstances. You had surgery to remove a brain tumor and are on a lot of meds. It would almost be a shock if everything was working normally. It’s probably temporary.”

      Before Daniel, August had dated a guy with erectile dysfunction. They hadn’t worked out but that wasn’t why. However, it had given him some experience with this.

      August doubted this would be a permanent condition for Nico but he didn’t want to promise him anything that might not be true.

      “What if it isn’t temporary?” Nico asked.

      “Then you can talk to the doctor. Either way, there are options.”

      Nico eyed him warily. “Like what?”

      August shrugged. “Cock rings. Pumps. Pills.”

      “I’m twenty-six. I should only be using Viagra recreationally.”

      “Nico,” August said, half-exasperated, half-understanding. It was a very personal thing for a guy to deal with, especially with someone they weren’t in a relationship with. And considering Nico’s general bravado and reputation for being wild in bed, this probably hit him in a very vulnerable spot. “It’s no big deal. We can still have fun.”

      “You mean it?”

      “I mean it,” August said firmly.

      “I mean, I do have cock rings and stuff …” Nico rolled over and rummaged through a drawer in the nightstand.

      “Give me some lube. I think some prostate stimulation is all I’ll need to make you come. You don’t have to be hard to ejaculate.”

      “Again with the lame dirty talk, dude. You sound super clinical right now.” Nico sat up, rolling his eyes. “Whatever. This is my favorite.”

      August ignored the comment as he caught the bottle, then studied it closely. It was good quality stuff and half-empty. Oil-based, so totally useless with toys or condoms, but perfect for what August had in mind.

      “Looks good.”

      Nico settled into position again, gesturing grandly. “Then get to work.”

      August rolled his eyes. But rather than get between Nico’s legs again, he settled on the bed beside him. Nico was clearly up in his head about his ability to perform—something August would never have imagined was possible—and he needed to relax.

      August coaxed him onto his left side and slid closer. “Kiss me,” he said.

      Nico quirked an eyebrow, clearly surprised, but he leaned in. “Yeah, okay.”

      It was odd kissing Nico without the bright flare of anger beneath. Other than the brief kiss outside of the hospital, which had been mostly for show, snarky frustration was all they’d ever had.

      But Nico was a good kisser. Even if he was still worried about what was happening below the belt, he put all of himself into the kiss, curling a hand around August’s neck and draping his leg over August’s thigh.

      And his tongue … Mmm. He kissed playfully, like he was darting in to tease August, then retreating, making August chase him.

      When August took control, Nico let out a happy little groan and rubbed his hips against August’s, pressing their cocks together.

      August reached for the lube, fumbling around in the sheets for a moment before he snagged it.

      He kept kissing Nico while he spread some on his fingers, enjoying the thickness of it, the way it clung to his skin.

      Yeah, that would feel nice.

      “Move your knee a little higher,” August coaxed against Nico’s mouth and Nico hitched his leg up, his knee pressing against August’s ribs.

      August slipped his fingers between Nico’s cheeks, blindly searching for his hole. Nico shifted a little and they both gasped.

      August kissed him again as he circled Nico’s entrance, teasing a little.

      “In me, Auggie,” Nico begged, and August smiled and pressed their lips together.

      August paused for a moment, making Nico whimper with frustration, then slid a finger inside. His body was so warm and August was hit by a memory of Nico, slick and tight around his cock.

      “Fuck,” Nico arched into the sensation. “Mmm, yes. Love how thick your fingers are.”

      August smiled and kissed him again.

      Nico quickly got into the gentle thrusting and soon August was teasing him with two fingers. When he tapped the pads of them against Nico’s prostate, Nico moaned. “Oh, fuck.”

      But when Nico tried to reach between their bodies to jerk himself off, August stopped him. “No. Let me work you up this way,” he said, looking into Nico’s eyes. “And then you can come in my mouth.”

      Nico groaned. “Why are you torturing me?”

      Because patience during sex can be good, August thought. But he smiled at Nico and said, “It’ll be worth it in the end.”

      With a resigned sigh, Nico closed his eyes and August gave in to the urge to kiss him again.

      He had a great mouth. Those pouty lips felt so good against August’s and for a while they made out while August fingered him, enjoying Nico’s increasingly desperate groans.

      But after a while, Nico tore his mouth away, his finger tangled in August’s hair. “Fuck, I’m … gah, getting close.”

      “A little more,” August coaxed.

      August worked him harder, enjoying Nico’s reactions as he twisted his fingers, corkscrewing them in and out, savoring Nico’s almost silent gasps.

      His chest was flushed, the redness creeping up his neck and into his cheeks.

      He threw his head back, exposing the long line of his neck, and August kissed him there, his own desire rising with every little hitch of Nico’s hips and every tiny whimper that escaped his lips.

      August sucked at his slightly salty skin, enjoying the way it made Nico shudder against him.

      But as tempted as August was to keep going, this was supposed to be easy and gentle for Nico, so August coaxed him onto his back and shifted so he could take Nico’s cock in his mouth.

      Nico was still only half-hard, his cock a little spongy on August’s tongue, but he was slick with pre-cum and he let out a desperate shout when August pressed against his prostate, tapping and stroking with the pads of his fingers.

      Nico jerked, his cum filling August’s mouth in a rush of slightly bitter fluid August hastily swallowed down.

      August glanced up the length of Nico’s body to see his chest heaving with ragged breaths, his throat marked with redness from August’s mouth, his lips a little swollen from their making out.

      Easing up on the pressure against the sensitive gland, August swallowed the rest of Nico’s release. There was a lot—probably because it had been at least a week since the last time he came. August let Nico’s cock slide from his mouth with a lingering swipe of his tongue to clean him up.

      Nico was totally soft now, though his cock gave a jerk as August gently slid his fingers free from the cling of his body.

      “Holy shit, Auggie.” Nico gasped and flopped against the bed. “I think I like being a pillow princess.”

      August laughed and reached for a tissue on the nightstand to wipe off his fingers. The lube clung to it and he frowned. He was going to need to scrub it off with soap. “Glad you enjoyed it.”

      Nico looked him over. “Shit, you’re still hard. C’mon, let me do you.”

      “No, it’s okay. I don’t want you to strain yourself.”

      A flicker of worry went through August. Hopefully Nico hadn’t already overdone it.

      Nico grumbled. “At least jerk off on me or something then.”

      August couldn’t resist. “Okay, give me the lube.”

      Nico tossed him the bottle and August slicked himself.

      As he stroked, he felt like he was putting on a show for Nico. Which, if the look in Nico’s eyes was any indication, he was definitely enjoying.

      When August’s abs tightened and he was right at the edge, Nico reached out, grabbing at his leg.

      “Mmm, fuck. C’mere. Come in my mouth,” Nico coaxed, opening his mouth, and sticking out his tongue.

      August weighed his options for a split second before he realized he was already walking on his knees toward Nico, unable to resist the temptation.

      August braced himself on the headboard and stroked, hand flying over his shaft. It only took a few jerks of his cock before he shot into Nico’s mouth.

      It felt obscene to watch his cum land on Nico’s pink tongue, the heated look in Nico’s eyes making everything more intense. August panted, shuddering his way through his release, coming until it felt like he’d never stop.

      The final spurt missed, hitting Nico’s chin instead. He grinned and swiped at it with a finger, feeding it to himself.

      “Messy, messy, Auggie,” Nico said with a wink as he released his finger with a wet pop painfully reminiscent of his earlier sushi-eating display.

      August managed a low groan. Maybe. It might have been a whimper. His head was still spinning so it was hard to tell.

      Nico crooked a finger. “Come a little closer. I wanna clean you up.” He looked good, his eyes bright and his smile big. Maybe they hadn’t overdone it.

      August shifted, making a desperate noise and clutching at the headboard when Nico licked at the tip. “Shit that’s … uuhhh, fuck that’s good.”

      He was almost painfully sensitive now but Nico was gentle with him, his movements slow and careful, barely sucking. Mostly holding August in his warm mouth and rubbing his thighs.

      When August tried to pull away, Nico clamped a hand on his hips and held him in place. His gaze was challenging, like he was daring August to deny him.

      So August stilled, allowing Nico to gently suck him, barely moving his head, just swirling his tongue around August’s cock and sending little sparkles of pleasure from August’s groin into the rest of his body.

      August’s thighs quivered when Nico finally let him go with one slow, final suck. “Shit,” he said, winded. “That …”

      “Aww, I don’t even have to blow you to blow your mind,” Nico said smugly.

      Laughing, August fumbled for the pillow next to him. “God, if you don’t stick a cork in it, I’ll smother you.”

      “You won’t. You’re already too invested in my health and happiness.”

      August groaned and debated smothering himself with a pillow instead. “I don’t know what I did to deserve this shit.” But he couldn’t stop smiling.

      “You got engaged to me while I was unconscious,” Nico said smugly.

      “Right, that.” August heaved himself upright. Damn it, he needed to go clean up and all he wanted to do was collapse onto the bed beside Nico. “I keep trying to forget.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll keep reminding you.”

      August was still smiling as he walked into the bathroom.

      After he was clean and he’d brushed his teeth, he returned to the bedroom. The lamp beside the bed was still on and Nico was sprawled out, taking up most of the space.

      “Hey, I brought you a damp cloth,” August whispered.

      Nico murmured sleepily and shifted to give August better access.

      Not what August had intended but Nico was clearly milking this situation for all it was worth.

      It felt strangely intimate to clean Nico but August did it, not willing to let him wake up sticky and uncomfortable.

      After the cloth had been taken care of, August turned out the light and crawled in beside Nico.

      He rolled onto his side and snuggled close, burying his face against August’s upper arm. “Sanks, Auggie.” The words were so slurred it was hard to understand.

      August hesitated, then gave in to the urge to kiss Nico’s temple, far enough away from the incision he was sure it wouldn’t hurt him.

      Nico made a contented noise and August closed his eyes, shockingly content himself.

      It had been a good day. August felt lighter now that Nico knew everything.

      He’d had a nice dinner, watched some hockey, and had great sex. Maybe Nico’d had a point about sex making the situation more bearable.

      August stretched a little and let out his own satisfied sigh, tightening his grip on Nico’s waist.

      Even the worry about the NHLOA meeting looming over August wasn’t enough to keep him awake for long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nico awoke in the middle of the night, his stomach lurching, his head pounding.

      He staggered to the bathroom in the dark and knelt by the toilet, fumbling to get the lid up in time before his stomach turned inside out.

      A short while later, when his throat ached and his stomach had settled into an uneasy quiver, he heard the soft pad of feet behind him.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” August asked. He crouched down and rubbed Nico’s back.

      “Head,” he managed and threw up again.

      August’s touch was gentle as he slid his hand up Nico’s neck, gently rubbing the base of his skull.

      “You want anything?” he asked. “What can I do to help?”

      “Just let me die,” Nico muttered. “Please, let me die, Auggie.”

      August laughed softly but he didn’t leave Nico to die.

      Instead, he gently coaxed Nico into a standing position. “Up, up. I know you can do it.”

      Thankfully, either the contents of Nico’s stomach had finally decided to stay where they belonged or he had nothing left to throw up. Probably the second one.

      “C’mon.” August’s hands were warm against Nico’s clammy skin. “Can you handle a shower?”

      “Quick?” Nico asked, squinting at him.

      “Yeah, just enough to rinse you off. You’ll feel better.”

      “K.”

      He felt limp with exhaustion, although he tried not to sag against August too heavily as he helped him over to the shower. The light was still off and everything they did was by the light pollution of the city streaming in.

      August let the water run a moment, rubbing Nico’s back while he rested his head against August’s broad shoulder.

      The shower was the perfect temperature, not too hot, not too cool, and Nico felt a little better as he washed the sweat from his skin. He allowed August to rinse him off, then gargled with a little water to wash away the taste of sick in his mouth.

      After, August toweled him dry, handed him some mouthwash, then helped him to bed.

      Nico slid between the sheets, shaking with tiredness.

      August disappeared but before Nico could ask where he was going, he was back. He placed something by the bed.

      “Here’s a trash can. You can throw up in it if you need to.”

      Nico squinted in the dark bedroom and managed a half-assed thumbs-up.

      August laughed softly. “Anything else you need?”

      “Water?”

      “How about something with electrolytes? That might go down easier. I’ll get your meds too.”

      “K. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll be back soon.” August ran a hand along Nico’s back.

      “K.”

      Nico burrowed against his pillow, then stole the one August had been sleeping on. He pulled it to his chest and breathed deep. Just the smell of it made some of the awfulness fade.

      The fabric smelled like August.

      Nico wasn’t sure what the scent was but it was nice. It reminded him of the days in the hospital when all he’d wanted was for August to be close.

      Despite the pounding in Nico’s head, he realized how weird it was that he still wanted that.

      At the time, he’d thought August was his fiancé and found comfort in clinging to that while everything in his life was terrifying.

      But now Nico knew they’d only had one night in Evanston. They weren’t together for real.

      Yet August was here anyway, blowing up his life and his career, helping Nico through this god-awful recovery.

      Nico’s eyes burned as he thought about the way August had made him feel last night, the way he’d made Nico’s prickling humiliation over his soft dick into something hot and perfect.

      It was embarrassing to be so needy, so messy.

      But August was here, calm and steady. Making all of it feel much less overwhelming.

      “Should do somethin’ nice for him,” Nico muttered, but his words were interrupted by a big yawn.

      In the morning, he’d text Sky and come up with something.
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        * * *

      

      “Everything okay?”

      August reached for a sports drink, then looked over at Isa who stood outside of the closed guest room door. “Nico’s not feeling great. His head hurts and he threw up a lot. He doesn’t feel feverish though so I don’t think it’s anything serious.”

      Isa frowned and tightened the sash on her white silk robe as she walked toward the kitchen. Her face was in shadow, only illuminated by the under-cabinet lighting. Still beautiful, though she looked tired. “Anything I can do?”

      “Not that I can think of. I got Nico into the shower long enough to rinse off and there’s a garbage can by the bed in case he gets sick again. I figured this and some meds would help.” August held up the bottle.

      “Good idea.”

      Isa surveyed the small cluster of medications on the counter, then picked one out. She studied it for a moment before she handed it over. “This is the one he needs. He takes two.”

      August nodded. “Sorry if we woke you.”

      “I’m a chronic insomniac so I was already lying there awake. I’m glad Nico didn’t inherit that from me.”

      “Is everything okay?” Noor padded softly into the kitchen. “I heard voices.”

      Isa explained the situation and Noor gave a little nod. “I’ll fix him some ginger tea then. I had a feeling he might need it so I bought some the other day. It helped with the nausea when he got sick as a kid, then during his concussion in the OHL.”

      She flicked on the electric kettle, then opened a cupboard and pulled down a tin.

      “You’re sure it won’t interfere with the meds?” Isa asked. She pulled out a mug and handed it to Noor.

      “No, it’s safe. I already checked.”

      “Okay.” Isa frowned. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do, August?”

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “But I’ll certainly let you know if there is.”

      He hesitated as a thought occurred to him. “Well, there’s one thing, but it’s not for Nico.”

      She regarded him steadily. “Sure, anything you need, August.”

      “I have a Zoom meeting in the morning with the rep for the governing body for NHL officials. They’ll represent me in my investigation. Chances are I’ll be suspended during that investigation but I’ll know more after I talk to them.”

      Isa’s frown deepened. “Suspended because of your relationship with Nico?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure I realized the severity of this for you.”

      “It is,” August admitted. “I need to be impartial and … well, clearly I’m not.”

      She nodded. “I’m very sorry. Did you want us to vouch for your character at the meeting? We’d be happy to.”

      “Oh, no.” August was surprised but touched by the offer. “That’s nice of you but it won’t be necessary. I was wondering if I could have the condo to myself for a few hours. Well, Nico will be here but …”

      “Of course. We’ll give you whatever privacy you need.”

      Noor nodded her agreement. “Yes, absolutely. I’ll let Pieter know the plan.”

      “Thank you. The meeting is at nine.”

      “We’ll be out by 8:30,” Isa promised.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      It felt rude to ask Nico’s parents to leave his condo but August couldn’t bear the thought of having other people around when he was told he was suspended.

      It wasn’t going to be pretty.

      After the tea was done steeping, Noor handed him the steaming mug, then patted his shoulder. “Now, go take care of Nico so you both can get some sleep.”

      “I will. Thanks.”

      When August stepped into the bedroom, Nico rolled onto his back.

      “Who’re you talking to, Auggie?” he asked sleepily.

      August almost said ‘your mom’ but that sounded like a bad retort and Nico had several moms. “Isa and Noor,” he corrected. “Noor made you some ginger tea.”

      “Mmm. It helps.”

      “So she said. Need help sitting up?” August took a seat on the edge of the mattress and placed the mug on the nightstand. He pulled the medicine and sports drink out of the pockets of his sweats.

      Well, Nico’s sweats. He’d hastily grabbed whatever clothing he could get his hands on first.

      “No. I’ve got it.” Nico dragged himself upright, leaning against the headboard with a sigh. “God, this sucks.”

      “I know.” August handed over the cold drink. “Take your meds and hopefully they’ll kick in soon.”

      August twisted the cap off the container, then tapped two pills into Nico’s palm.

      He swallowed them with some of the electrolyte drink, then set it aside. He reached for the mug, cradling it to his chest. “Thanks for all this.”

      “Of course. I hope it helps.”

      Nico sipped his tea slowly. “How’d you know not to turn on the lights?”

      August gave him a small smile. “Hey, I played hockey too. I know what a concussion feels like. I figured this was similar enough.”

      “Pretty much,” Nico said with a sigh. “God, I don’t know why this headache hit so hard tonight.”

      “Maybe you overdid it a little yesterday,” August suggested. “You had PT, you were out in the bright sun—”

      “I wore sunglasses!” he protested.

      “I know, but you also watched the game and we had sex.”

      “Ugh, you better not cut me off,” Nico muttered sulkily. “Or I’m getting a new fake fiancé.”

      August laughed. “I don’t think that’ll work. And I’ll do or not do whatever I think is right.”

      Nico made a face. “I promise, it wasn’t the sex.”

      “I’m just saying maybe we should take everything a little easier for a few days,” August suggested.

      Nico huffed. “Why am I attracted to someone as boring as you?”

      “Because you know you need someone to keep you out of trouble.”

      Nico gave him a little smile. “I guess there’s that.”
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        * * *

      

      Nico was clearly exhausted and still hurting when he awoke but he was stubbornly insistent on being there as moral support during the Zoom meeting.

      “You risked your entire career to be there for me,” he said, his voice a little muffled as he tugged a hoodie over his head. “I can be here for you now.”

      August paused in buttoning his own shirt, staring at Nico across the bed.

      “What?” Nico said, freezing. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      August swallowed, a little choked up from the emotion going through him. “I—I didn’t expect you to.”

      Nico frowned and walked over. “Do you think I’m that … self-absorbed or whatever?”

      “Self-absorbed? No. You’re a good friend to Skylar and you care about your parents and your team.” August hesitated. “I guess I had the impression there were a select few people who—who that loyalty extended to, maybe. I didn’t think that I was one of them.”

      Nico seemed to consider the idea. “I guess that’s true. I have a lot of friends, I know a lot of people, but I only have a small inner circle of people I trust.”

      “And I’m one of the inner circle?” August pressed.

      Nico reached out and did up another button on August’s shirt. “Yeah, Auggie, you’ve become that. Turns out that happens when someone helps you get through the worst time in your life. I meant it yesterday when I said we’re a team now.”

      Blinking, August nodded, too overcome to say anything but, “I’d be glad to have you on the call with me.”

      Nico stepped back and shoved his hands in his sweats’ pocket, then hesitated. “Hey, uh, I had an idea.”

      August lifted an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      “You could, uh, wear my ring.”

      August looked down as Nico held his right hand out. A narrow silver-toned band ringed in what August presumed were diamonds rested in his palm.

      “Nico …”

      He shrugged. “Look, I have a bunch of jewelry but this is the simplest ring I own because it’s the one I bought with my first hockey paycheck. I know this isn’t the style you’d normally wear but … I thought it might make this whole arrangement look more legit.”

      “Nico … I … don’t even know what to say.”

      He closed his fingers around the ring and dropped his hand, looking away. “It’s stupid, I know.”

      “It’s not stupid,” August said, catching Nico’s fist and lifting it. He gently pried his fingers open to reveal the ring again. “It’s a good idea.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” August said, overwhelmed by the gesture. “Thank you.”

      “Well, take it.” Nico thrust his hand out. “See if it fits. I usually wear it on my thumb so I thought it might be big enough to go on your ring finger.”

      “Good thought,” August said. But for some reason he couldn’t quite bring himself to grab it.

      He had a sudden feeling of déjà vu as he remembered picking out Daniel’s engagement ring. It had been simpler, something August had been sure he’d love. But the one Kent Parsons had given him was flashier.

      It made August wonder if he’d known Daniel at all.

      And yet, even Nico knew this blingy band wasn’t August’s style. But it was hugely sentimental to Nico, so it meant more that he’d offered it.

      He glanced up, looking Nico in the eye. “I …”

      Nico rolled his eyes. “You really gonna make me do it? Okay.”

      August stared blankly as Nico dropped to one knee and held out the ring. “Augustus Ward Manning, will you do me the great honor of marrying me and promising to annoy the shit out of each other for the rest of our lives?”

      Letting out a startled laugh, August stared down at him. “Nico …”

      He grinned back. “C’mon, Auggie, don’t leave me hanging.”

      “I … yes?” August said because he wasn’t sure what else to say.

      This was fake. It was so fake and they were only doing it because they had to and Nico truly would annoy the shit out of him if they spent their lives together.

      And yet …

      This meant more to August than he could put into words.

      Something about this moment felt oddly weighty, but the feeling inside him was buoyant.

      August shouldn’t be happy right now, he shouldn’t feel anything but fear for his future and annoyance at Nico for this ridiculous show he was putting on, but despite that, August’s mouth lifted in a smile.

      Maybe it was seeing Nico’s eyes look so bright or maybe it was the knowledge August wasn’t dealing with the fallout from his exploding career alone.

      Whatever it was, it made August say, “Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you, Nico.” And he was laughing a little and he didn’t know why.

      “Give me your hand.” Nico’s eyes sparkled, his smile playful.

      Smiling back, August held his left hand out, his heart clenching oddly as Nico slid the ring onto his finger. It was a little snug but it fit.

      Nico held on to his fingers still and August didn’t pull away.

      He stared down at their clasped hands and the ring on his finger for a moment. The band looked so unfamiliar there, so … flashy and not him.

      And yet, it anchored him somehow. Made this whole out of control free-fall he’d been in since Nico fell to the ice—no, maybe the one August had been in since they came face-to-face on that Evanston street—feel like it was slowing.

      August wasn’t alone. He wasn’t doing this alone.

      He wasn’t facing an uncertain future without any support.

      Maybe the promise didn’t mean forever. Maybe this wasn’t love.

      Maybe this ring didn’t symbolize what people assumed it did.

      But it meant something to August. It meant everything to him.

      “Thank you,” he said, a little choked up. “This is …”

      But there were no words for how he felt, only gratitude in his heart as he pulled Nico to his feet and kissed him.

      He tried to convey everything he felt but couldn’t put into words until Nico went soft and pliant against him, reaching up to touch his face.

      When Nico finally pulled away, his eyes were glowing.

      Despite the pallor of his face and his shorn head and the pinkish-red scar across his scalp, he looked alive and August was once again grateful Nico had survived this.

      He thought how close Nico had come to losing everything, even his life, and he held him a little tighter.

      They were both facing uncertain futures and August was suddenly and fiercely glad that he and Nico were doing it together.
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      As August took a seat at the dining room table in front of Nico’s laptop and the meeting window loaded, fear tangled in his stomach until it felt like a Gordian knot.

      “You’ve got this,” Nico said, patting his thigh. He sat to August’s left. He had a ring-shaped light set up behind the laptop—apparently, he used it for “content creation”—a phrase guaranteed to make August roll his eyes.

      He’d always thought anyone who took social media seriously needed their … well, their head examined.

      Jules had insisted it was a lot more complicated than August realized and Skylar had definitely shown him there was more to the people who did that for a career than August could have imagined.

      This morning, Nico had pointed out that good lighting would highlight his scar and remind the person August was meeting with what they’d both gone through. He also suggested August flash the ring on his finger as much as possible by touching his face.

      So maybe August was wrong.

      Certainly Nico was far better at this than he would be and right now, August needed all of the help he could get.

      When the video connected, a middle-aged man in a black polo appeared on the screen. He wore a little Hockey Is For Everyone button.

      He gave them a small smile. “Hi, August. I’m Jon Reid. I’m your NHLOA rep.”

      “Hi,” August croaked. He cleared his throat. “Nice to meet you.”

      Jon glanced over at Nico with one eyebrow lifted and August shook his head to clear it. “I hope you don’t mind if he sits in but this is, uh, Nico Arents. My—my fiancé.”

      Nico had been so right, August realized.

      With the ring on his finger and the actual proposal done, it didn’t feel like a lie for August to say anymore.

      It wasn’t real in the sense they were going to wind up married at the end of this, but Nico had proposed and August had said yes and the truth of that made it real enough August didn’t feel twisted up inside by calling him his fiancé.

      Jon smiled and made a note on the pad of paper in front of him. “It’s very nice to meet you, Nico. I’m sorry to hear about your brain tumor. That’s a hell of a thing to go through.”

      Nico gave him a tired smile. “Yeah, it’s not the most fun I’ve ever had, that’s for sure.”

      “Well, I wish you the best on your recovery.”

      “Thanks.” Nico leaned in, letting his shoulder press against August’s. “I’m lucky to have August here. I don’t know what I would have done without him. He’s been my rock.”

      They made small talk for a little while longer before Jon cleared his throat. “August, I’m not going to lie. This is a very tough situation for you. The league is, frankly, pissed about this. Anything that brings the impartiality of officials into question is something they’re very adamant about avoiding. They will come down on you and they will come down hard.”

      August swallowed and reached up to scratch his face. “I know.”

      “I’m not saying this because I want to scare you but I want you to realize the gravity of the situation.”

      August nodded. “I’m aware.”

      “I want to do the best job I can advocating for you but I’m going to need some information from both of you.”

      “Sure. Whatever you need,” Nico said easily.

      “Were you involved during the previous season?”

      “No,” August said firmly. That was the one thing he could say that was not a lie in any way, shape, or form. “Absolutely not.”

      “So this happened in the off-season,” Jon prompted. “How did you meet?”

      August froze. Shit, shit, shit. He and Nico had talked about this. What was he supposed to say again?

      Nico chimed in. “Well, August lives in Hamilton, Ontario, but he’s in Toronto a lot. We happened to bump into each other one night when we were both out,” Nico said with a shrug. “It wasn’t planned at all. We struck up a conversation and well … we connected.”

      August was suddenly, desperately grateful Nico was here because there was no way he could manage a response right now. It was true that August spent a fair amount of time in Toronto. And it was true they’d bumped into each other unexpectedly.

      They just hadn’t bumped into each other unexpectedly in Toronto.

      August was no good at lying and damn, Nico was so much better at skirting around the truth with carefully worded statements than he was. Under most circumstances, that wouldn’t have been a selling point but right now, August wanted to kiss Nico in thanks.

      Jon made a note. “And you kept in contact after?”

      “We did,” Nico said with a smile. “August left me voicemails and texts and we talked on the phone.”

      All strictly true as well, August thought, impressed.

      “And you started a relationship?”

      “We tried to resist it,” August blurted out. “I … the last thing I wanted was to start anything with Nico but …”

      Jon nodded. “Sometimes life takes us by surprise.”

      August let out a strangled little laugh and adjusted his shirt collar. “That’s putting it mildly.”

      “I think a lot of people can understand how this might have gone from friendship to being a romantic relationship but why didn’t you notify the league about it once it did?”

      “Well, I …” August floundered but, thankfully, Jon continued speaking.

      “Look, we can all admit it’s a new situation for the league to deal with. To my knowledge we’ve never had a ref and player involved previously, although I suppose we’ll never know. There could have been a couple of guys in the closet …”

      “Right,” August said. “Well, we—”

      “Jon,” Nico said, leaning forward and cutting in again. “I’m going to be honest here. At first, we were only hooking up. We didn’t want to have any feelings for each other and we tried to deny them, and August figured he could compartmentalize those feelings when he officiated games I played.”

      August nodded.

      Jon gave them an understanding smile. “Guys, I get that. But you have to admit, when you got engaged, you should have disclosed your relationship. There might have been a way around this if you’d contacted us. We could have spoken with the league about assigning August to games where the Fisher Cats aren’t playing. There would have been some outrage over impartiality anyway, but that would have at least headed it off at the pass. As it is, many fans are frothing at the mouth now.”

      August sighed, closing his eyes. Maybe … maybe he should come clean. Maybe this whole fake engagement was stupid.

      “Jon, I …” August’s voice cracked. “There’s something you should know about our engagement.”

      Nico leaned closer, grabbing August’s thigh, and digging in hard enough to hurt. August stifled a wince.

      “Auggie, you know you get a little emotional about this so let me talk, baby.” There was a faint warning note in Nico’s voice as he leaned in toward the camera. “What we’re trying to say is that what you suggested wouldn’t have been possible because August and I didn’t get engaged until after I was in the hospital.”

      August barely managed to keep his jaw from landing on the floor. What the fuck? What are you doing, Nico?

      But Nico smiled at the screen. “When August saw me fall to the ice and begin seizing, he was terrified for me and concerned his actions had led to my injury. He blamed himself. He rushed to the hospital to be by my side as soon as he could. But when he found out only family could get updates on the patient’s condition, he panicked. He blurted out we were engaged but it was a lie.”

      August pulled in a sharp breath but he managed not to whip his head around and stare at Nico in horror.

      What is happening? Is this some sort of plan to torpedo my career?

      August gritted his teeth and stared into the screen, feeling his future slipping away from him.

      “But…” Nico turned and looked at August, smiling, completely at ease. “After, we ended up making it official. C’mon, Auggie, hold up your hand and show the man your engagement ring.”

      Oh. The pieces clicked into place. Oh! Nico Arents, you are a goddamn genius. August would never admit that aloud but Nico had really done it. He’d told Jon the truth about what had happened between them, yet spun it to make everything sound much more romantic than it was. He’d insinuated the proposal had taken place at Nico’s bedside while he was recovering from surgery.

      A desperate declaration between two people in love.

      Damn, he was good.

      August could kiss him. Maybe he should kiss him.

      August held up his hand to show off the ring as he turned his head, pressing his lips to Nico’s cheek.

      “Everything Nico said is true,” August said, the tension bleeding away, leaving profound relief. “Thinking I had caused Nico’s accident … it was devastating. I was terrified he wouldn’t make it. Terrified I was at fault. I had to see with my own eyes he was safe and healthy. Nico’s family was still on their way from Europe and I—I had to be there with him. I blurted out I was his fiancé in a moment of panic and I felt so remorseful after, but being able to be by his side was such a relief.”

      Jon nodded, his gaze warm, his smile understanding. “Well, I think anyone would panic if the person they loved was in that position.”

      Nico pressed closer. “Auggie barely left my side. He was there watching over me day and night. I’m such a lucky man to be engaged to someone like him.”

      He gave August a soulful look.

      Okay, you might be overselling it, Nico, August thought with an internal grin, but he was giddy they’d pulled this off.

      Nico had pulled this off.

      “Congratulations to both of you,” Jon said. He neatened a stack of papers. “I am happy for you. But unfortunately, it still raises questions about August’s impartiality.”

      “What about the idea of having him ref games I don’t play?” Nico said. “I mean, it’s not like he’s biased about everyone. Just me. And really, who can blame him?”

      Jon grinned at Nico’s quip but quickly sobered. “The league has to do their due diligence. They’re going to want to review every game you’ve refereed with Nico in it.”

      “Even if we weren’t involved until this season?”

      “I don’t know. The ones from last season might only be reviewed as a formality but the league may want to cover their bases just to say they didn’t miss anything.”

      August sighed. “And what does that mean for me in terms of my career? What happens during the investigation?”

      “I can’t say for certain yet, but suspension pending investigation is almost guaranteed.”

      August nodded, his throat thickening. “How long do you think the investigation will take?”

      “A week or two, I’d expect. You’ll likely be called in to at least one meeting.” Jon glanced over at Nico. “Have you spoken with your NHLPA rep yet, Nico?”

      “No.” He grimaced. “I’ve been a little busy.”

      “Obviously I can’t say anything in an official capacity but I’d recommend you contact your agent and speak to Kate Foster. The two of you can get the ball rolling on an official press release.”

      Nico gave a short nod. He was looking tired, leaning a little more heavily on August.

      August didn’t think it was feigned.

      They talked for a few more minutes but when Jon excused himself, August spoke up. “One moment, before you go. I know you can’t promise anything but I’d like your unofficial thoughts. What are the odds I have any career left after this?” August asked around the lump in his throat.

      “Not great.” Jon sighed. “It’s possible you’ll be banned from officiating at this level.”

      August’s heart thumped with fear. “Permanently?”

      “I hope not. I will certainly do my best to talk them down to something more reasonable. Maybe a year or two.”

      “A year or two?” Nico said. “That’s fucking nuts. He didn’t do—”

      “I did though,” August said, looking over at Nico. “Jon’s right. I wasn’t impartial. In the end, all of the stuff that happened to you wasn’t my fault but the truth is, if you hadn’t had the seizure, at some point I might have made a bad call. I might have overreacted to someone going after you or pulled back on a call I should have made against you.”

      Nico scoffed. “Auggie, you’d probably come down twice as hard on me to be sure you weren’t doing that.”

      Jon chuckled.

      “Probably,” August admitted. “But either way, that’s not me being impartial either. If you were playing in a game tomorrow, there’s no way I would trust myself to make the right call.”

      Nico’s brow furrowed. “Okay, fine. That doesn’t mean you can never make the right call again though if it’s a team I’m not on.”

      “I know. But fans, players … they don’t trust me anymore.”

      “Exactly,” Jon said, and August blinked because for a moment he’d almost forgotten he was there. “It’s the appearance of this that matters. Yes, most people can understand a couple of guys falling in love. They’ll forgive that. That’s not the issue. The trust in August’s ability to make calls has been damaged though.”

      “My reputation is everything,” August said. “And with that gone …”

      Nico gave him a stricken look. “Auggie, I never meant—”

      “I know.” August reached out and cupped Nico’s cheek, realizing he wasn’t as terrified as he once would have been. Years ago, he’d given up a shot at an NHL career and found a new path. He’d lost his fiancé and survived it. He’d deal with losing his officiating career. “Neither of us meant for this to happen. But it did. And I have to learn to accept that the future I thought I would have is going to look very different from what I expected.”
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      They’d been at it for hours and Nico was exhausted.

      God, and to think he used to play a full game, party until the sun rose, then make it to the rink in time for practice.

      Right now he could barely keep his eyes open and all he’d been doing was sitting at the dining room table having a strategy meeting with August, his agents, and his parents.

      It had been a week since August’s NHLOA meeting. He’d officially been suspended pending investigation.

      August had taken the news grimly and without much emotion.

      He’d gone off alone for a few hours then returned acting normal. Nico had tried to prod him into talking about it but he’d shrugged and said, “I knew this was coming.”

      And sure, they both had, but that didn’t mean it was easy for him. But getting August to open up when he didn’t want to was impossible.

      He was frustratingly good at changing the subject and turning it around to how Nico was feeling.

      Nico’d had a follow-up appointment with a new neurologist here in Toronto but the doc hadn’t told him much. Nico’s scar was healing well, there was no sign of infection, blah, blah.

      All great stuff but he wanted to know about playing.

      Nico had been dutifully going to rehab. Along with the fiddly little hand exercises they had him doing to increase his grip strength and dexterity, he was doing something called neuro-optometric rehabilitation.

      It was as boring as it sounded but it was supposed to strengthen the connection between his brain and his eye muscles. So far it hadn’t done shit but all of the people Nico was working with assured him it would take time.

      He was so fucking sick of hearing that.

      The team’s press release had gone out as well, causing another uproar. There were JockGossip articles flying and meetings Nico had to attend.

      Although the one good thing about having had a brain tumor was that if you told people you weren’t feeling up to something, they bent over backwards to help you get out of it.

      Nico suspected August was beginning to catch on though.

      Nico was also suspended pending investigation, which was stupid because it wasn’t like he was playing now anyway.

      But the league had to cover their asses and all that.

      Nico was more or less ignoring his phone except to text Kate, Sky, and his teammates who’d just gotten back from a Western Conference road trip.

      Nico was legitimately too tired to deal with the rest of it and he still couldn’t be on a tiny screen much without getting a headache.

      He was thinking of feigning a fake one now though.

      Today, at the meeting, there had been a lot of raised voices and a lot of words thrown around and now everyone was back where they’d started. It was all about Nico’s brand and how it needed to pivot and Nico just … didn’t fucking care.

      He was tired of it all and desperately wanted an Undo button so he could go back to the beginning of the previous summer and march up to the team doc and tell him something was wrong with his head.

      But he hadn’t and now he was living this nightmare, and he was so fucking over the whole thing it wasn’t even funny.

      “Okay, we’re done,” August said, rising to his feet and interrupting the babble of noise. “Nico is tired and he needs to rest.”

      Somehow, that firm but polite tone shut everyone up.

      In no time at all, Nico’s American and European agents excused themselves, signed out of the Zoom chat, and his parents went off to their respective rooms.

      Nico glanced over at August. God, how was he so good at people wrangling?

      “Auggie, I think I love you,” Nico said with a grateful sigh as he staggered over to the couch and dropped onto it, landing on his stomach.

      August smirked, clearly not taking him seriously. “For what?”

      “For managing this shit.” Nico vaguely waved the arm that hung off the couch. “I was just about at my breaking point and … poof, they were all gone.”

      “I could tell you were flagging.” August took a seat in his usual spot at one end of the couch and patted his own thigh. “C’mon, time for a nap. If we’re going to Fowler’s house tonight, you need to rest.”

      “What’re you going to do?” Nico asked around a jaw-cracking yawn. He settled into his favorite position, resting his head on August’s lap.

      “Read.” He held up his phone. “Don’t worry. I can keep myself occupied. I’ve gotten pretty good at it lately.”

      “‘k. Pet my head?”

      August huffed but a moment later, Nico felt the blunt pressure that sent pleasurable tingles through him.

      Before Nico could blink, he was gently being shaken. “Hey, Nico, c’mon. Time to get up.”

      “Hmm?” He cracked one eye open.

      “If we’re going to Fowler’s, you need to get up.”

      “I just laid down,” he said, yawning as he straightened. He squinted at the wide windows. No, it was dark outside now. “Shit, how long was that nap?”

      He didn’t even remember falling asleep.

      August glanced at his smart watch. “Couple of hours.”

      “I feel like I’m turning into Rip Van Winkle,” Nico groused. “Sleeping my life away.”

      But he rose to his feet and stretched.

      August snorted. “I’m surprised you know who Rip Van Winkle is.”

      “I can read, you know,” Nico protested.

      “Yes, but do you? For fun I mean.”

      He shrugged. “I mean … not really. But I did go to school. They made us read the classics there and I remember some stuff.”

      August’s glance was skeptical but all he said was, “C’mon, we can discuss literature in the car. Go get ready.”

      Nico grumbled his way to the bedroom but twenty minutes later he came out in a sheer black and white shirt, unbuttoned halfway to his navel, black trousers, and a pair of leather ankle boots.

      August wore his usual wool trousers, button-down shirt, and cardigan—a look so painfully dorky Nico found it hot.

      August raised an eyebrow. “No more sweats?”

      “Nope. I was getting sick of them.” Nico pulled a toque on. “Nothing I can do about the hair, unfortunately.”

      “Do I want to know how long it takes you to get ready when your hair has grown out?”

      “Nope. But stick with me and you’ll find out.” Nico smacked August’s ass.

      Jesus, that is hard enough to bounce quarters off.

      Once August let him be a little more active in the bedroom, Nico was totally getting his face all up in there.

      Nico’s dick was still being frustrating but showing a few more signs of life so he was hopeful it might start behaving normally. Someday.

      August laughed and opened the door of the entryway closet, shrugging on a coat. “Well, the press release is out and we’re both being investigated so I guess we’re stuck together a while longer.”

      “Guess so.”

      Nico smiled and tweaked August’s jacket. “It was nice of Kate to return your peacoat. Did you know I’ve fantasized about you fucking me wearing nothing else?”

      “You would.” August fastened a brassy button. “Kate said she was going to destroy it but …”

      “I guess she realized it was going to come in handy,” Nico said with a smile.

      “I suppose. Although I can’t imagine we’ll have anyone photographing us on the way to Fowler’s house.”

      “No, probably not,” Nico agreed. He pulled on a silver puffer jacket. “But it’s worth being thorough in case we run into fans somewhere. It’ll drive the point home that you were the guy in those pictures on JockGossip. And seriously, you don’t know how many times I’ve been at a gas station or whatever and had someone come up wanting autographs.”

      They were silent as they left the condo and got in the elevator.

      “How do you stand it?” August asked as they reached the underground parking level. He hit the automatic start on Nico’s spare car fob.

      Well, it was his now.

      Nico wasn’t driving anywhere until he got the all-clear from the doc. And with some of his vision still missing, that could take a while.

      “Stand what?”

      “That level of scrutiny. I mean, in the past few years I’ve had some fans scream at me about shitty calls but …”

      Nico shrugged. “Well, it wouldn’t be so bad outside of Toronto. And it’s not like we’re movie stars or something. Even in Toronto, not everyone watches hockey. Honestly, if I didn’t have such a social media presence, it wouldn’t happen as much to me either.”

      August had seemed shocked when Nico had been approached as they grabbed lunch out after his rehab appointment the other day.

      “Do you do the social media thing for your endorsement deals or …”

      “I mean, that’s some of it,” Nico admitted as they headed toward his Porsche. “I have some pretty sweet deals. But it blew up when Sky and I were dating.”

      “Sure, makes sense.”

      “I mean, she’s a million times more well known than I am. But I find it fun. You can connect with a lot of people.”

      August stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Not the way I’d want to go about it but …”

      Laughing, Nico hooked his hand through August’s bent arm. “Yeah, but we know you’re boring and stodgy, Auggie.”

      “And yet, you keep me around.”

      “Well, you’re pretty decent in bed and you keep my parents from driving me up the damn wall. Hey, speaking of, where did everyone go? The condo was weirdly quiet when I woke up. Did you scare them into hiding?”

      August opened the passenger-side door, holding it open for Nico.

      Nico raised an eyebrow at August in question at the gesture. August was either feeling very chivalrous or was playing the fiancé thing up. But he shut the door without acknowledging Nico’s unspoken question.

      After he slid into the driver’s seat, all August said was, “Your parents are out having dinner. I convinced them they needed a night out and since we were going to be out as well, they went along with it. I’m not sure if it was the four of them together or in twos though. I can barely keep track of who is doing what together.”

      “Yeah, it’s weird seeing my mom and Omm getting along so well. Not that they’ve ever disliked each other but I think my mom was jealous of how close I was to Noor.”

      “Why do you call Noor Omm anyway? Is that Dutch?” August asked as he drove straight out of the parking spot. Because of course he was the kind of guy who backed into them.

      Nico shook his head. August Manning really was a ridiculous human being.

      “It’s Arabic for mom. She was born in Morocco but moved to the Netherlands when she was young. She works as a translator now, you know.”

      “Oh right, I think that came up when you were in the hospital. I don’t know. That time is kind of a strange fog now. You speak a little Arabic, right?”

      “Ehh. I learned a little bit growing up,” Nico said. “It was fun. It was like Noor and I had a secret language.”

      August smiled. “So you call her Omm.”

      “Yes. Isa is always Mom, Noor is Omm, and Anika is just Anika. And I love them all and they’re all my moms but …”

      “In different ways?”

      “Yeah. It’s hard to explain.”

      August shrugged and pulled out onto the street, making a careful left and using his turn signal. “It’s good to have a lot of people who care about you, whatever you call them.”

      “Yes,” Nico agreed. He sighed, leaning his head against the seat rest. “But they still drive me nuts sometimes.”

      “I know. My family drives me nuts sometimes too.”

      Nico lifted his head. “Why don’t you talk about them?”

      “Well, you haven’t asked.” August’s tone was teasing.

      Nico smiled. “I guess I should. Tell me about them.”

      “That was an order, not asking, but my parents are both university professors.”

      Nico laughed. “God, that fits.”

      Weird, uptight, sweater-vest-and-cardigan-wearing Auggie definitely came from that sort of family.

      August chuckled. “I guess.”

      “What do they teach?” Nico glanced over, staring at August’s profile as he kept his eyes on the road, his hands firmly on ten and two.

      “My dad’s focus is Greek literature and my mom’s is Roman history.”

      “The name Augustus makes a lot of sense now. And shut up. Yes, I recognize the name of a Roman emperor, thank you.”

      August laughed. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “I could hear you thinking it,” Nico teased.

      August did have the kind of profile for an ancient coin and features that would seem at home carved into a marble statue.

      Stern and thoughtful.

      “My brother is named Julius.”

      Nico lifted an eyebrow. “As in Caesar?”

      “That’s the one.”

      Nico winced. “You poor children.”

      August chuckled. “There’s a reason we usually go by August and Jules.”

      “Oh yes, that’ll keep the kids from picking on you,” Nico retorted.

      August ignored him. “We’re twins. Born eight minutes apart. I’m the eldest. No other siblings.”

      “So is your whole family freaking out about our engagement?”

      “I told Jules the truth. I hope you don’t mind. He’s my best friend and …”

      “Nah, I get it. Sky knows all our shit too, and I’m sure you trust him the way I trust her.”

      Not that Nico had heard much from Sky lately beyond her checking in to make sure he was okay. Her pregnancy had exploded into the public eye and she was dealing with the expected shitstorm from her family.

      “Yes, I trust Jules,” August said firmly. “He would never leak anything.”

      “And your parents?”

      “My parents …” August sighed. “I called them to tell them about the suspension. They’re not in the country at the moment. They’re both on sabbatical doing research for some book they’re collaborating on so I haven’t seen them in a few months.”

      “Did you tell them the truth, or no?”

      “No. I considered it but I think it was easier for them to swallow the suspension this way.”

      “So are they big hockey fans?”

      “Oh God, no. Neither of them cares about hockey in the least. But Jules and I went through a phase where we were obsessed with it and they did everything they could to support it. Took us to practices and games. Cheered for us too, but it was very much not their thing.”

      “What about now? Is Jules still playing?”

      “He outgrew it quickly. I kept up with it.”

      “You must miss it.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Me too.” Nico sighed and glanced out the window. They were getting close to Dustin and Charlie’s place.

      “This is going to be weird tonight,” Nico admitted. He dragged his suddenly damp palms across his trousers.

      “What’s that? Seeing your team?”

      “Yeah, I mean, I know it’s only been a few weeks but it feels like forever. Usually we’re all up in each other’s business all the time during the season, but lately I feel like I’ve been living this weird secret life with you.”

      “Imagine how strange it’ll be for me,” August said with a small laugh. “I’m not used to socializing with players.”

      “Sorry. You didn’t have to—you could drop me off tonight if you want. And I told you I could have taken an Uber there or whatever.”

      “No, I should meet them. You’re not telling them the engagement is fake, so of course they want to scope me out.”

      “Yeah. I just don’t think it’s fair to make them lie for me, you know?”

      “I understand.”

      “I feel guilty though.”

      “Hey, I know.” August reached out and squeezed his knee. “And I appreciate you doing this for me.”

      Nico shrugged off the praise. It felt like August had done way more for him than the other way around. “You’re keeping my family in line; I’m selling the romance. It’s all good.”
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      Nico was mobbed the second he stepped inside Dustin and Charlie’s house.

      Matty was the first one to get to him. Nico had never figured out how anyone that big moved so fast on or off the ice but the second Nico stepped in the door, he was engulfed in a big, careful hug.

      “Shit, Nico, it’s good to see you,” Matty said gruffly, his voice thick with emotion. He held on tightly and Nico tried not to squirm.

      Dude, he and Matty were cuddle buddies when they drank but right now Matty was hugging him like he was his favorite childhood stuffed bear or something.

      When Nico finally extricated himself from Matty’s grip, he was surprised to see his face was wet.

      “Aww, no, don’t cry, Matty,” Nico said, alarmed. “I’m fine.”

      Matty wiped at his cheeks, dragging the back of his forearm across his face. “Holy shit you had us scared, dude. We thought you were going to die.”

      Nico tried to respond but Dustin was right there, wrapping him up in a hug too. “Jesus, Nico, I was so worried about you.” Dustin’s hug was bone-crushing. “Matty’s right. It was terrifying.”

      “Dude, let me go,” Nico squeaked when Dustin squeezed so tight he could hardly breathe. “It’s a little much.”

      “Sorry.” Dustin immediately backed off. “Did I hurt you?”

      “What?” Nico laughed. “No. I just couldn’t breathe, man. It’s like you missed me or something.”

      “Dude, we all did,” Jonah Brewer said seriously. His hug was a little less intense but still tight.

      Nico was passed over to Colton and Dom and Jordan, who all hugged him like they hadn’t seen him in years.

      “Surprised you didn’t invite the whole team,” Nico joked, but their responses made him realize how worried they’d been for him. How much they cared. “And the WAGs and kids.”

      “We didn’t want to overwhelm you,” Charlie said with a smile. “And we’re SAPs now, thank you. Spouses and Partners is what we decided to go with.”

      “Charlie!” Nico grinned and squeezed him tight, then gave him a quick up and down. “Looking good.”

      He had on a silky pink top and high-waisted trousers along with mile-high heels and lipstick to match the shirt.

      Charlie did a little twirl, then swatted Nico on the arm, his eyes twinkling. “Are you supposed to be flirting like that when you have a fiancé?”

      Nico grinned. “If you think this is flirting, baby, I have been gone too long.”

      Charlie grinned back before his expression grew serious. “I am so glad you’re okay. Dustin was worried sick about you.”

      “Funny. He said you were the one worried about me.” But Nico was touched.

      Charlie’s smile deepened. “Maybe it was both of us.”

      “Speaking of fiancés …” Nico held out his hand. “C’mere, Auggie.”

      August, who had been hanging back in the corner, stepped forward. His ring glinted a little as he rubbed his cheek. “Uh, hey, guys.”

      Everyone echoed their hellos.

      Nico smiled. “Let me introduce you to everyone, Auggie. I know you know the guys on-ice and they’ve been blowing up your phone with messages for me since the surgery, but let’s make it official.”

      Nico gestured to the tall dark-haired man and the smaller blond guy to his left. “My captain, Dustin Fowler, and his husband, Charlie Monaghan. Charlie’s a former figure skater and currently an incredible interior decorator.”

      August nodded. “Great to meet you both.”

      “Oh no, it’s our pleasure,” Charlie said as he leaned in. August looked slightly startled but hugged him and Dustin.

      When they were done, Nico pointed at the younger black man next to them. “Jordan Stokes. One of our wingers. He and his girlfriend, Natasha, sent the sunflower bouquet you liked so much.”

      “All Tasha’s idea,” Jordan said with a laugh. “I’m lucky to have her.”

      “Oh, buddy, we know it,” Nico teased.

      Natasha reminded him a little of Skylar, whip-smart and a drop-dead gorgeous blonde.

      Jordan grinned.

      Nico gestured to the massive bearded guy straight ahead. “Matt Carlson. One of our alternate captains, brute force on the ice, teddy bear off it.”

      “Yeah, August and I are buds already. I’ve been texting him all kinds of stuff,” Matty said happily.

      August chuckled. “I’m enjoying all of the ref jokes. Thanks.”

      Matty beamed. “I’ll keep ‘em coming.”

      Nico gestured to the handsome Korean guy next to Matty. “Jonah Brewer. Part of our D-corps.”

      “Yeah, and playing twice as many minutes now with you gone, Nico,” he teased. “You’re gonna have me wrecked by the end of this season.”

      But his smile was friendly as he held a hand out for August to shake.

      “Colton Yates,” Nico said, gesturing to the younger freckle-faced guy next to Jonah. “Our second line center phenom who has been tearing it up since his rookie season last year.”

      “Hey,” August said, shaking his hand too. “You and your girlfriend have the cute dog, right? I remember you sending some pictures.”

      “Yeah, that’s us,” Yates said with a smile. “Birdie says hi, by the way, Nico.”

      Nico smiled. Birdie was a sweetheart. A little too bubbly for Nico’s taste but a great girl and perfect for Yates. “Thanks, tell her ‘hi’ back.”

      “And finally,” Nico said, gesturing to the remaining guy to his right. “Our first line center, alternate captain, and certified Old Man of the team.”

      “Oh fuck off,” Dominic said playfully. “I’m not that fucking old.”

      “Mmhmm, you keep telling yourself that,” Nico teased. “Guys, this is my fiancé, August Manning. You probably don’t like him much on ice but try to be polite. He’s been pretty great during my recovery.”

      Dominic’s eyebrows lifted. “Holy shit. You two really are engaged then, huh? I thought you were going to tell us this was a joke.”

      Nico gave them a sheepish grin. “Well, you know me, gotta do the last thing people expect!”

      “No, but seriously.” Dustin frowned. “How did you two get together?”

      Charlie made a tsking noise. “Let them come inside and sit down. You’re all being very rude.”

      Suitably chastened, everyone followed Charlie out of the entryway.

      Nico paused, whistling when he got to the kitchen. “Damn, Charlie, you did do a lot of work in here.”

      Nico’d seen some of Charlie’s interior design work on his Instagram, but the full reveal of Dustin’s house hadn’t been posted yet.

      It had been ugly as shit before but everything from the sleek wood cabinets to the simple gold hardware suited Dustin and Charlie much better now.

      Charlie smiled. “Oh, I just came up with the concept. The construction crew did the real work.”

      “He’s too modest,” Dustin said, staring adoringly at Charlie. “I’m in awe of how talented he is.”

      Charlie gave Dustin a little smile.

      “It’s beautiful,” August murmured, looking around. “You do incredible work.”

      Charlie shot him an appreciative glance. “Why thank you, August.”

      Nico smiled, unsurprised by Charlie’s reaction to August. Yeah, he was hot.

      Once they were all seated in the living room, Dustin asked everyone what they’d like to drink.

      Nico declined the beer. “I’m not supposed to,” he said with a resigned sigh. “No alcohol, no caffeine, not much sugar, salt, or processed foods. It’s all very boring.”

      “Well, if you need nourishing, not-boring recipes, let me know,” Charlie said with a smile. “They’re my specialty.”

      “I might take you up on that. My parents are driving me nuts with it.”

      “So, how are you feeling?” Dustin asked, leaning forward.

      “Still getting headaches,” he admitted. “My grip strength is shit and I have no peripheral vision in one eye.”

      Dustin winced. “Must be frustrating.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “But Nico’s been working hard.” August patted his thigh. They were pressed right up against each other—mostly due to the general size of the people sharing the sofa with them—but Nico didn’t mind.

      It surprised him every time how much he liked having a physical reminder of August being close.

      The conversation continued, the guys discussing how Nico was feeling until the annoyance grew like an itch beneath his skin. He usually liked attention, but shit like this was awful.

      It was fun when people talked about his skating or his DJing or his model work, but this was depressing.

      “How much does rehab suck?” Dominic asked.

      “So much,” Nico moaned. “I have to do all this stupid shit like training my eyeballs to work with my brain again. Basically, I can’t do anything strenuous. Can’t even work out. All I can do is go for gentle walks.”

      “But look on the bright side, except for the time right around the second hit and the two seizures you had, your memory is back. And you got good news at the doctor visit yesterday,” August said.

      “True.” Nico dragged his toque off and there was a hiss of indrawn breaths. “Scar is gnarly but healing really well.”

      “Shit,” Colton whispered. “That’s badass.”

      “I know, right?” Nico said, but only because he didn’t want to admit how much he hated it. “Miss my hair but whatever. It’ll grow back. At least there’s no infection and I didn’t have a stroke or anything.”

      Dustin grimaced.

      August nudged Nico’s side with his elbow. “You also got cleared for gentle swimming.”

      “That’s not swimming,” Nico protested. “I’m allowed to float in a pool with supervision. But no laps. No getting my heart rate up.”

      “Well, no one wants you having another seizure and drowning,” August said.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Nico muttered. Okay, maybe he had a point. Still, it sucked.

      “You can use our pool any time,” Dustin offered. “As long as you check in with Charlie or me first.”

      Nico stifled a chuckle. Dustin’s indoor pool was amazing but they’d all heard Matty and Colton’s story about walking in on the two of them having sex on the couch. The one they were currently sitting on.

      He was totally going to have to tell August that story on the drive home.

      “Thanks. I’ve got the one in my building though, remember? Auggie watches me like I’m a two-year-old who doesn’t know how to swim. I’m surprised he doesn’t make me wear water wings and a life jacket.” Nico nudged August in the ribs.

      He shot Nico a vaguely annoyed look but there was no heat to it.

      Charlie grinned. “Nah, we’ll get you a totally fabulous unicorn floatie at least.”

      Nico laughed. “Sounds good.”

      Matty looked at Nico and August. “So, guys, I have to say, I did not see this engagement thing coming. What the fuck?”

      Everyone laughed, even Nico, who smiled and shook his head. Leave it to Matty to lay it out there.

      Although maybe not everyone was amused by the comment. August had gone tense beside him.

      “Seriously,” Dustin said, a furrow creasing his brow. “That night in Evanston when you were snarking at each other, I had no idea you were involved, much less this serious.”

      “We kept it under wraps the best we could,” Nico said, laying a hand on August’s thigh. “Until this one about lost his mind after the Buffalo game.”

      Dustin paled. “God, August, you should have told me you were involved with Nico when we talked outside the locker room. I knew you were concerned about him but I thought … I had no idea …”

      “Well,” Nico said because August tended to get tripped up when he was forced to lie. Even though Nico had made sure he didn’t have to do much lying at all. “It was a little complicated right then.”

      He went through everything he’d told the NHLOA rep, the team listening intently.

      “Aww, that’s so romantic!” Charlie said, pressing a hand to his chest. His wedding ring sparkled in the lamplight. Jesus, that was a big rock. August should feel glad his ring only had a bunch of tiny inset diamonds in the band. “August risked everything to be by your side. And a bedside proposal …”

      Funny, everyone leapt to that assumption when Nico nudged them in that direction. And well, it had happened beside a bed. Just not the one in the hospital.

      “Yeah, my Auggie is pretty romantic.” Nico winked.

      August cracked a smile but he still looked a little tense.

      They talked a little more about what was happening with August’s suspension before the conversation came around to Nico’s return to play.

      “So what kind of timeline are you looking at?” Matty asked. “For coming back.”

      “I’m aiming for after bye week,” Nico admitted. Still a few months off. Two and a half, anyway. He just had to get his grip strength and his vision fixed.

      Easy, right?

      “I don’t know, Nico,” Dustin said slowly. “Everything I read made it sound a lot longer. The team is prepared to have you out through the end of the season.”

      “No, I read stuff too,” Nico protested. He shot a smile at August, thinking about their earlier conversation. “But that was all talking about coming back to contact sports after cancer treatment and shit. This was nothing like that. Easy in, easy out,” he joked.

      “Nico …” Dustin’s tone was warning.

      Nico held up his hands. “Dude, I’m not … I’m just saying, it’s not like I’m dealing with chemotherapy and radiation and all that.”

      Dustin frowned. “I get that. But what I read about craniotomies—”

      “Yeah, I read it too,” he said shortly. “But that was talking about after a TBI. I didn’t have a traumatic brain injury either. Just a little benign brain tumor. No biggie.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up too much,” Dustin said warningly and to Nico’s annoyance, August nodded like he agreed. “We want you back but not if you’re going to put yourself at risk by doing it too soon.”

      “Oh come on,” Nico scoffed. “That’s what we do. We play hockey. Of course there’s risk. Every game is a risk. I land on a skate blade wrong and—” He made a slashing motion across his throat and everyone in the room grimaced.

      They all knew the risks. Nico didn’t know why his teammates were being so precious about the idea of what had happened to him.

      “We’re just saying,” Dustin said in a careful tone. “We miss you out there but the last thing we want is to lose you permanently. If you being a little slower to return means that you come back for good, it’s worth it.”

      “Yeah, and how have the games been going since Felix and I’ve been out?” Nico protested.

      Everyone winced. The team was on a losing streak and everyone knew it.

      Following a bad breakup last summer, Felix had kinda fallen apart. At the beginning of the season, he’d been picked up by the police for driving while intoxicated.

      Thankfully, he’d only hit a parked car and no one had been injured, but he’d admitted he had a drinking problem and was getting some help from the NHLPA player assistance program.

      “It’s not the best start to our season,” Dustin said, his tone very clearly meant to be soothing but it only annoyed Nico more.

      August settled a hand on his neck and rubbed. A tiny bit of the frustration ebbed from Nico and he cleared his throat. “How is Felix?”

      Jonah sighed, running a hand through his glossy black hair. “Hanging in there. I haven’t been able to see him much while he’s in rehab. He was only supposed to do thirty days but I guess he realized there was more stuff to work on than he thought and it sounds like the ninety-day program is pretty intense.”

      Huh. It had to be more than the shit with his ex he was dealing with, right? But Nico wasn’t about to pry.

      Felix would tell them when he got back. Although clearly that wasn’t going to be in the immediate future either.

      The team was down two D-men and the call-ups were doing their best, but Makarov was still getting hammered in goal every game.

      The room fell silent.

      “Hey, Nico, want to help me get some more drinks?” Charlie asked, rising to his feet, his voice bright.

      “Uhh, I’d love to but my hand …” He held it up, trying to clench his fist and only getting a weak squeeze. “I’d probably drop stuff.”

      But Charlie merely smiled. “It’s okay. I have a cute vintage little bar cart that’ll do the trick. I mostly want some charming company.”

      “That I can handle,” Nico said as he stood. He slung an arm over Charlie’s shoulder. “Any excuse to get me alone, huh, baby?”

      Charlie giggled. “You know it. I’m leaving Dustin for you, Nico. Sorry, Dustin and August, I’m stealing him and we’re running off together.”

      Dustin scoffed like he clearly didn’t believe that for a moment and Nico glanced over to see August’s reaction. He was grinning, the wide grin Nico didn’t see very often.

      “You can have him,” August said, staring straight at Nico. “He’s a pain in the ass anyway.”

      In the background, a couple of guys laughed but Nico kept staring at August, taking in how different he looked when he smiled like this.

      Without thinking, Nico let his arm fall from Charlie’s shoulder as he reached out and touched August’s face. “You’d miss me if I wasn’t around,” he said confidently.

      And it wasn’t a show for the guys at all.

      Nico believed that. He might annoy the shit out of August but it was perfectly mutual.

      They both enjoyed the way they teased and tormented each other.

      Nico’s life would be frustrating and boring without August to poke at. Without August, this recovery would be unbearable. And August would be spending his time fretting about his future instead.

      This was better for both of them.

      “Nico?” Charlie said lightly.

      “Coming,” Nico said as he turned away. Before he could follow Charlie, August grabbed his hand.

      Nico glanced back and his expression was suddenly serious now. Intent. “I would miss you,” he said and Nico stared, open-mouthed, because he hadn’t expected August to admit it.

      Hadn’t expected the intensity in his gaze or his voice, like his words meant more than he was actually saying.

      Especially not in front of Nico’s team.

      “I mean, I have to do something to keep me occupied while I’m suspended,” August added, the teasing light returning to his eyes.

      Nico laughed and leaned down to kiss him. Lightly at first, then with a little tongue.

      In the background, Colton groaned. “Nooo, there’s another annoying couple we have to watch suck face. I thought Charlie and Dustin were bad enough. What did I do to deserve this?”

      Nico straightened, licking his lips. “For a guy in a happy relationship, you’re awfully judge-y about PDA there, Yaterator.”

      “Birdie and I are just more mature than the rest of you and outgrew that phase,” he said in a lofty tone.

      Nico scoffed. “Sure. You keep telling yourself that.”

      He followed Charlie into the new kitchen, looking around the redesigned space. The layout was the same but everything else had been updated. “This really is gorgeous.”

      Charlie beamed. “Thank you! We’re both delighted with the way it turned out. I am planning to do the big reveal on social media soon. I had it all set to go and then someone had to go get a brain tumor.”

      Charlie’s teasing made Nico laugh. It was nice that at least someone around here was still giving him shit.

      “Well, you know me,” Nico joked. “Gotta go for maximum drama.”

      “I think most of us would have preferred another sex tape leak,” Charlie joked.

      “Definitely,” Nico agreed. “Much more fun for all parties involved.”

      “Maybe not Yates,” Charlie said thoughtfully.

      “Yeah, maybe not him.” Nico smirked. “So is this why you wanted to get me alone?” he asked with a teasing grin, leaning against the counter. “To flirt and talk about sex tapes? I know you want me but Dustin and August are right out there. They’ll definitely notice if we start going at it on your gorgeous granite counters.”

      Charlie grinned and winked. “You found me out. I can no longer resist you.”

      Nico snorted. Yeah right. But he had missed the joking flirty banter with his captain’s husband. It made him feel so normal.

      Charlie quickly sobered though. “Seriously though, you doing okay? You hide it well but you seem frustrated.”

      Nico sighed. “Everything is … kind of tedious and boring right now.”

      “Well, I definitely get why you’re frustrated you can’t push through this recovery,” Charlie said. “I tried to do that when I was in rehab for my eating disorder.”

      Nico blinked. Following the weird bullshit Charlie’s mom had pulled at the charity player auction earlier this season, Nico had more or less figured out Charlie was a recovering anorexic.

      It was the first time he’d ever heard Charlie speak so openly about it though.

      “Yeah?” Nico replied, wanting to hear more but unsure of what else to say. If Charlie wanted to pretend like this was the kind of conversation they had all the time, Nico would roll with it but he didn’t want to be pushy about it either.

      “Yeah.” Charlie turned away, reaching in the refrigerator for a pitcher of something. “I wanted the cheat codes to get well.”

      Nico laughed. God, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d played video games with Charlie and the boys on the team. He missed that too. “Sure, I get that.”

      “I wanted to know how to get through the recovery as fast as possible so I could get back to normal immediately.”

      Nico swallowed, his amusement fading as the words hit close to home.

      “But the truth is, you’re never going to get back to the life you had before. There’s no cheat code. You’re not going to be able to power through this. You’re not going to be able to do anything but live in it.”

      “I hate that,” Nico admitted.

      “I know.” Charlie shot him a sympathetic look over his shoulder. “Believe me. But I think you and I are more alike than anyone would think.”

      “Well, there’s our stunning good looks and magnetic personalities,” Nico said with a wink.

      Charlie grinned. “True.”

      “But that’s not what you meant, is it?”

      “No. You can’t will your body to be healthy.”

      Nico swallowed past the lump in his throat, thinking about the other night when August had been so kind about whatever the fuck Nico’s dick was doing right now.

      “I’ve noticed.”

      “Yeah, you’ve been frustrated by it too, I bet,” Charlie said, turning to face him. “But have you accepted it?”

      That lump thickened and Nico shook his head.

      “Well, you need to.” Charlie crossed his arms, one hip cocked, his head tilted like he was defying Nico to tell him no. “Because you won’t get through this unless you do.”

      “Ugh.” Nico slumped against the counter. “Whyyy?”

      He was whining and he knew it but damn it, this was the kind of shit he hated.

      This … having to look too closely at things.

      Life was so much easier when he could focus on the fun stuff and not dig too deep into anything.

      Charlie shrugged. “Life’s a bitch, I guess.”

      Nico let out a surprised laugh. “There’s that.”

      Though until now, his life had been pretty damn good. Pretty damn easy too. He wasn’t ashamed to admit it.

      “I remember how weak I was after I was hospitalized for my eating disorder. How tired I was through the whole recovery. It was like all of my energy was going into existing.”

      “I’m not used to that.”

      “Neither was I. I was used to pushing and pushing but this was my body’s sign I needed to listen to it. I needed to accept it as it was. We’re not wired to do that as competitive athletes. We skate on sprains and in pain and we push through, but sometimes our bodies cannot be pushed any further. And they won’t heal until we learn to listen to them.”

      “I feel like I do nothing but sleep,” Nico admitted.

      “So sleep,” Charlie said simply. “Give your body rest and hydration and nourishment and let it do its job. Your job right now is to let your body do what it does best. It’s designed to heal. It knows what to do if you let it.”

      “But it’s hard,” Nico said with a frustrated sigh.

      Charlie nodded. “Oh I know. I hated every second of it until I learned to accept it. But take it from someone who’s been there. The longer you fight off acceptance, the longer it’ll take you to get back to where you want to be.”

      Nico scowled. “I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t have to. And no one else will be as blunt with you, but I will. You’re going to have to dig deep and find a part of yourself you never knew existed. That maybe didn’t exist until now. And it’s going to suck.” Charlie paused. “Dustin got where he is through hard work. Day in, day out hard work, right?”

      Nico nodded, though he wondered where Charlie was going with this. “August is like that too. And God, Matty. He’s been a grinder his whole career.”

      “Exactly. But I think you and I are different. I’m not saying we haven’t worked hard. We didn’t end up elite-level athletes without hard work. But I think we got lucky enough to have something rarer. Natural born talent is different from acquired skill. And I’d apologize for being so egotistical but I think we both know I’d be lying.”

      Nico laughed.

      He did appreciate Charlie not trying to be falsely modest.

      After Dustin and Charlie’s whirlwind marriage in Vegas, Nico had watched some of Charlie’s Olympic figure skating performances.

      He was extraordinary.

      The technical skill of his performances was there of course, but it was more than that.

      Charlie was electric. In the simplest of costumes he dazzled. He lit up a ten-thousand-seat stadium with the force of his personality. It absolutely was more than finely honed skill; it was the charisma Charlie had on and off ice.

      Nico had that too.

      And maybe it was egotistical of him to recognize that about himself, but what was the point in pretending it didn’t exist?

      It was why Nico was featured in social media content and highlight reels.

      Nico wasn’t big and mean like Matty but he had his own distinctive skating style. He was fast and fluid and easy to pick out on the ice. He could get a shot off from the point or the blue line and yeah, he’d practiced a lot.

      But he knew on a good night he lit up the ice in a way Matty never would. Nico loved Matty, and so did the rest of the team.

      But Nico was the defenseman analysts talked about. The one fans followed. While Nico was lighting it up with the Black Bears, there were guys on his team who’d trained twice as hard and had never once gotten the call up.

      And how was Nico supposed to be okay with not having that anymore?

      “Nico?” Charlie prompted, and he realized he’d been lost in thought.

      “Sorry. Just thinking about what you said. And yeah, you’re right. I just don’t know how to be patient when I don’t feel like myself right now.”

      Charlie hummed like he was considering Nico’s words. “I get that. I felt that way too for a long while. But I found a new version of myself. Just remember, I’m not my skating, Nico, and neither are you.”

      “No, I’m an international model and DJ as well,” he joked.

      “Sure, but look deeper,” Charlie urged. “If you lost those too, who are you?”

      But Nico had lost them. He might get them back someday, the same way he’d hopefully get his skating back.

      But he couldn’t model with this scar and he couldn’t imagine being in a club with the music thumping in the background.

      It made his head ache to think about.

      Charlie was right. His life was never going to be the same.

      “I don’t know who I am.” Nico whispered. He’d gone through his life without really thinking about it at all.

      “You don’t know what the team was like when you went down on the ice,” Charlie said gravely. “You didn’t see what it did to Dustin and Matty and Dom and all of them. But I saw it. And it left scars on them. Certainly not the same ones you have from the experience, but scars, nonetheless.

      “So if they get overprotective of you, that’s why. Put yourself in their shoes and remember for a while they thought they might have lost you for good. We might have lost you for good. Your recovery will be hard. It’ll be slow and frustrating. But it’s better than not being alive. And staying alive is all any of us want from you.”
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      Nico had been oddly quiet since they spent the evening with his team. He didn’t seem upset or in pain, just thoughtful, so August left him to it.

      Nico had been poking at August to talk about how he felt about his own suspension. But what could August say?

      It felt as terrible as he’d expected but August had known it was coming. On some level, he’d probably known it since he saw the first JockGossip article about his alleyway kiss with Nico.

      And while August had spent most of his life with a careful plan for his future, he didn’t have one anymore.

      But what had all that planning gotten him anyway?

      A fiancé who left him for someone less rigid and a career that might be over at the age of twenty-five.

      So, August decided maybe he should take a page from Nico’s book and enjoy life for a while. What more could he lose?

      Something else had changed in Nico lately.

      He’d buckled down when it came to his rehab exercises. He’d even started the jigsaw puzzles Isa and Pieter had bought for him. Initially, he’d scoffed at the idea of them being good for his finger dexterity and brain recovery but now, he applied himself.

      He often did them while they watched hockey games and August found himself missing the weight of Nico’s head on his thigh and the soft texture of his hair under his fingers.

      Following his rehab appointment this morning, he’d slid into the Porsche and had been talking nonstop. They were halfway home and August wondered if he’d taken a single breath between sentences.

      Well, halfway to Nico’s condo, anyway.

      Though considering how much time August had spent there in the past few weeks, it was as familiar as his own house.

      Yesterday, August had made a quick trip to his place in Hamilton to grab some belongings, throw some food to the stray cats who roamed the neighborhood, and check on Marty.

      August had worried Marty would be lethargic or something, being so lonely, but the fish had been fine.

      Maybe August had been overly optimistic in thinking the fish cared one way or another about him being around. August supposed as long as he was getting fed and his tank was clean, Marty didn’t care who was on the other side of the glass.

      The companionship was all one-sided, apparently.

      The thought had made August feel rather glum but when he’d returned to Toronto last night and been greeted by Nico’s enthusiastic kiss, he decided having a fiancé, however fake, was a definite upgrade from a fish.

      Nico poked at his thigh. “Hey, are you listening, Auggie? I have good news.”

      August briefly took his gaze off the road ahead. “Sorry. You said your peripheral vision has improved ten percent.”

      “Yeah, and my grip strength is up too.”

      August glanced over at Nico. He had a black toque on, and in this light, his eyes looked especially blue.

      He looked happy. Happier than August had seen him in a while, and August wanted to keep that going, make it last.

      “Hey, do you want to go do something fun?” August asked, feeling impulsive. “To celebrate the good news.”

      Nico raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Uhh …” August racked his brain.

      What did Nico enjoy?

      Hockey, of course, but that might be a little fraught at the moment. He was a DJ so he must enjoy music. Going out to a club was certainly something he’d enjoyed in the past—August had seen proof on his social media—but he probably wasn’t feeling up to it either.

      Even on good days, Nico was often in bed by ten or eleven p.m. and loud noises and bright lights still made his headaches worse.

      So that was definitely out. August would have to keep thinking.

      “Let’s grab lunch,” he said.

      “Oh, sure.” Nico shrugged. “Sounds good.”

      He still looked happy but August wondered if he’d been hoping for more.

      August would have to come up with something during lunch.

      Music … it had to be the key. Not a concert though …

      “What about the place we had lunch last week?” he suggested.

      “Sure, the food there was good.” Nico smiled. “Maybe we could walk around for a while after too or something. It’s nice out.”

      The sun was out today, shining off the few centimeters of snow that had fallen overnight.

      “Hey, put your sunglasses on,” August reminded him. “So you don’t end up with a headache.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Nico said, but he was still grinning as he shoved them on his face.

      They drove for a few minutes, the car silent except for Nico humming along with the radio to some song August didn’t recognize.

      An idea hit August and he nearly stomped on the brake. Perfect. They were heading in the wrong direction though.

      “Wait, no, forget what I said earlier. Change of plans.”

      He craned his neck to be sure the traffic was clear, then crossed three lanes with a screech, slipping into the left-hand turn lane.

      “Auggie!” Nico said, laughing and holding on to the grab bar. “What has gotten into you?”

      “I have an idea.” August took the corner faster than usual, tires slipping on the wet pavement.

      “Where are you taking me and why are you driving like this?”

      “Just … you’ll see when we get there.”

      Nico eyed him skeptically but he was silent for the rest of the drive as August navigated Toronto’s traffic, heading toward Old Toronto and the Kensington Market area.

      After August found a parking spot, Nico looked around with a curious glance. “What are we doing here? I mean, I like this neighborhood but it doesn’t seem like your kind of place.”

      August grinned. “You don’t think so?”

      “I don’t know. Seems kinda … boho for you.”

      “I have depth,” August protested. “Before I got into hockey, our family traveled a lot in the summer and I guess this reminds me of that.”

      Nico smiled. “Just surprised me is all.”

      Hopefully, a good surprise, August thought as he got out of the Porsche. “Well, if you’re familiar with the area, do you have a favorite restaurant you want to eat at?”

      “Yes.” Nico grabbed his hand. “C’mon.”

      Amused, August let Nico tow him along the snowy street. He was surprised when they stopped in front of a German restaurant.

      Nico must have been able to read it on his face because he shrugged and said, “I’m in the mood for doner kebab. It’s Turkish but you can find it everywhere in Europe and it’s the closest I can get to what the Dutch call a shoarma.”

      “I’ve seen it on menus but don’t think I’ve ever had it,” August admitted as Nico pulled him inside the small place.

      “Whaaat? No, we need to fix that,” Nico said as he got in line behind some college students.

      When one of them stepped back, Nico did too. He bumped against August’s chest and August automatically braced himself, wrapping his arms around Nico’s waist and hooking his chin on Nico’s shoulder so he could look over the menu board.

      “So what’s good here?”

      The air was filled with the scent of meat and garlic, and there were murals on the wall, a counter to order at, and a few open tables where they could sit in the bright and cozy space.

      “Everything’s good,” Nico said with a happy sigh. “Hey, do you trust me to order for you?”

      August shrugged. “Sure.”

      Five minutes later, they were seated at a small table with their food in front of them. Nico snapped a picture of it, then reached for his food with a happy noise.

      “The doner kebab looks great,” August said, studying his meal. There was a big square piece of bread stuffed with seasoned lamb, lettuce, tomato, onion, cucumber, and feta along with what looked like fries. There were two different sauces drizzled over it, one white, one red.

      Nico beamed, a little of the white sauce already smeared at the corner of his mouth. August would never admit aloud what it looked like to him.

      “What are the sauces?”

      “Garlic mayo and hot sauce. You’re gonna love it,” Nico said happily. “I got us both the classic sandwich version. It’s pretty similar to the shoarma we have in Amsterdam. They have these places that stay open super late and I used to grab one after a night out and …”

      He sighed, sounding nostalgic and August could picture it.

      Nico out with his friends, all flushed and sweaty from a night of dancing, eyes bright, smile wide, everyone who passed by turning back to give him a second look, their gaze lingering …

      August swallowed hard as it hit him why he’d been so irritated by Nico when they interacted at first.

      He’d been envious.

      Nico was magnetic.

      August was generally regarded as a nice guy. People liked him once they got to know him. But it took time. They had to warm up to him.

      He had to prove himself.

      Nico drew them in.

      His looks certainly didn’t hurt, but it was more than that. He possessed a certain unquantifiable charisma August would never have.

      Talent August would never have.

      If August had gone the route Nico had and become a player, he’d have had to put in twice the work to get half as much attention. He’d have been a solid teammate and put up the points but he’d never have drawn attention the way Nico did.

      Hard work could get you to a place where you could put that charisma to good use, but a person was either born with it or not.

      But August wasn’t envious anymore. Not just because Nico was in a place no one would envy because of the brain tumor.

      But because he knew Nico now.

      Because he’d seen that under the smile and the charm was someone vulnerable and sweet. Someone far more complex than August had initially thought.

      “Hey, you can order something else if you want.” Nico settled a warm hand on August’s, who shook off his thoughts and glanced up at him.

      “Sorry. No, this looks amazing. I just got lost in my head for a moment.”

      “Anything you want to talk about?” The sincere concern in Nico’s eyes made August flip his hand over and squeeze Nico’s.

      “No. But thanks.”

      August picked his sandwich up and took a careful bite.

      When his eyes widened, Nico’s hopeful grin did too. “So good, right?”

      “Mmhmm,” August said around a mouthful. It reminded him of gyros, which he loved.

      He’d been to Greece with his parents once and he’d fallen in love with the food. And a very hot Greek tour guide but that was a different story.

      Julius still teased him about it.

      They both ate rather quickly and by the time August sat back in the chair, he was both full and content, all earlier thoughts forgotten. “That was great. Thank you for suggesting this.”

      Nico beamed. “This was fun. Definitely a good celebration, Auggie.”

      “Glad you enjoyed it.”

      They sat around talking about random stuff for a little while.

      Nico posted on social media and August did some poking around on his phone, looking for ideas for their next stop on the celebration tour.

      When he landed on the perfect place, August rose to his feet. “C’mon, I have something else I want to do today.”

      “Yeah?” Nico stood and reached for his coat. “What’s that?”

      “You’ll see. It’s a surprise.”

      Nico kept shooting him curious glances as they walked down the street.

      “What?” August finally asked, beginning to feel self-conscious. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “I just … I’ve never seen you so … spontaneous.”

      August smiled. “I was … well, you looked happy and I didn’t want that to end. You’ve been through a lot lately.”

      Nico stopped and turned to face him. “Aww, Auggie.”

      He grabbed the back of August’s head and pulled him in for a kiss. He didn’t linger but August still felt dazed as he pulled away.

      “C’mon. We’re almost there.”

      As they reached their destination, Nico’s eyes went wide at the sight of the old home painted yellow and turned into a storefront. “You brought me to a record shop?”

      “Yeah. Are you into that? I thought you might be. I know you DJ and that’s probably all digital but I remembered you have a vintage record collection in the living room and …”

      “So into it.” Nico cackled and reached for his hand. “You are going to regret this so hard when you have to pull me out of here in two hours though.”

      “Two hours?” August echoed as he allowed himself to be towed up the steps and into the cramped building full to the brim with old vinyl and memorabilia covering every inch of the walls.

      Nico was lost to him the moment they were inside.

      He wandered the place, wide-eyed, murmuring under his breath and collecting records like he’d never get another chance to buy one again.

      Every time the stack grew too much for him to manage, he absently handed them over to August, who carried them to the checkout counter.

      After the third time, August apologized to the older man working the register who grinned and said, “Don’t be sorry. He’s my best customer. I love it when he comes in.”

      The man jerked his head to a signed photo of Nico in his Fisher Cats gear on the wall behind him that August hadn’t noticed, mixed in with photos of musicians and actors and various other local celebrities.

      It wasn’t quite two hours later when they walked down those same steps but it was close, and while August didn’t entirely regret his choice to bring Nico there, he probably wouldn’t be repeating it today or tomorrow.

      The building had gone on forever, with bins and bins of records on multiple floors and stuffed into what had clearly been an attic at one point.

      Nico had bought so many records he’d arranged to have most of them delivered to his place. He only carried a bag with a handful of precious ones he wanted to take home immediately.

      But it was all worth it when they reached the sidewalk and Nico bumped shoulders with him, smiling broadly. “Great date idea, Auggie.”

      He turned and walked away, heading in the direction they’d come from.

      August stared after him for a moment before he scrambled to follow.

      “Yeah?” he asked when he fell into step beside Nico. They were fake engaged. There was a ring on August’s finger to prove it, but beyond that … “Are we dating?”

      “Well, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. We should have some stuff on social media. We got away with it all because I was in the hospital but we probably should post more stuff now, right? Kate did mention that the last time we talked.”

      “Oh, right,” August said, clearing his throat. That made more sense. For a moment he’d thought … but no, that was crazy. “I suppose so. Yes. Good idea.”

      “So was lunch and shopping for records your only plan for the day?” Nico asked with an easy smile, like he had no idea how much he’d sent August spinning sideways in confusion. “Not that I’m complaining. I went to two of my favorite places in the city and I had a great time. How’d you guess?”

      “Well, you picked out the restaurant,” August pointed out. “And the record store was mostly luck. But I know you love music. Clubbing seemed out of the question and so did concerts. Because of your head, I mean. I was trying to think of something you could do right now.”

      Nico nodded but he shot August a skeptical look. “You were really going to take me clubbing otherwise? If I felt up to it and all.”

      August shrugged. “It wouldn’t be my thing, but sure. If you wanted.”

      Was he a good dancer? Absolutely not. But he’d manage. He’d do almost anything to put that light in Nico’s eyes.

      Nico’s lips twitched. “Do you have special clubbing sweater vests or something?”

      August shot him an exasperated look. “No. But I do have clothes I could wear.”

      Maybe. August wasn’t entirely sure but he’d figure something out if it ever came to it. A plain black T-shirt would suffice, right?

      Nico grinned. “Someday I would like to see that. Maybe we can go for my birthday.”

      “When is that?”

      “March 27th. I’m hoping Sky has her baby on my birthday. But she refuses to have an Aries.”

      “You believe in astrology?” August said dubiously.

      “I mean, I don’t believe in all of it but Aries are bold, energetic, charismatic, fun, passionate, and competitive. Sound familiar?” Nico grinned.

      “I notice those are all positive traits.” August’s tone was dry.

      “We’re also impatient, reckless, headstrong, irresponsible, and self-involved.”

      “Well that part sounds familiar, eh.”

      Nico laughed. “Let me guess, you’re a Capricorn?”

      “I …” August sighed. He blamed Julius for why he even knew that. “Yes.”

      “Ha! I could totally tell. Practical, driven, disciplined, loyal, helpful, sincere …”

      “And the negatives?”

      “Stuffy, demanding, stern, stubborn …”

      August huffed. Nico wasn’t wrong but that didn’t mean he needed to admit it.

      Nico’s grin widened, like he knew what August was thinking. “What date were you born on?”

      “January 19th.”

      Nico nudged him with his elbow. “We’ll have to do something fun then.”

      “Your idea of fun or my idea of fun?” August asked dubiously.

      “I was hoping for both.” Nico shrugged. “I mean, I thought we both were having a good time today.”

      “We were. I mean, I am.” August had even enjoyed watching Nico shop for records for hours on end. He’d looked so happy.

      “Good. Thanks for being patient with me in the shop. Skylar gives up after fifteen minutes.”

      August laughed. “You were having a good time. It was nice to see you smile so much. I know things have been hard lately.”

      Nico leaned in, pressing a kiss to August’s jaw, like he was saying thank you without words.

      They resumed walking, moving slowly, like they were both reluctant to put an end to the day.

      When they passed a bakery wafting out the most delicious butter and sugar smells, August paused, catching the sleeve of Nico’s jacket. “We should get cake to celebrate your progress in rehab.”

      Nico looked surprised. “I’m not supposed to be having cake.”

      August shrugged. “We’ll split a cupcake then. Not too much, just something to mark the occasion.”

      Nico turned and studied his face. “You’re weirdly into this. You don’t strike me as the type to get … sentimental about these things.”

      August shrugged. “Jules always likes to celebrate the small wins so I got in the habit of doing that too.”

      “I think I’d like to meet Jules someday.”

      “Well, if you ever feel like hanging out with him, let me know,” August said with a chuckle. “He’s dying for an introduction to Skylar. He’s had a crush on her for years.”

      “Really? That’s hilarious. Although he’s not the first person I’ve had try to get in with Sky through me. You don’t want to know what kind of comments she gets on social media.”

      August grimaced. “I can imagine.”

      “I’d trust your brother not to be a total creep though.”

      August grinned. “I mean, Jules and I are pretty different but he’s a decent guy. Definitely not the type to leave creepy comments.”

      “See, I trust that if you say he’s a good dude, he is.”

      “Does that mean you think I’m a good dude?”

      August slid his arms around Nico’s waist, pulling him close. The bag of records thumped gently against August’s butt as Nico mirrored the gesture.

      Smiling, Nico pressed another kiss to August’s jaw. “You’re okay, Auggie. You’re kinda growing on me, I think.”

      “Good to know.”

      Nico’s expression turned serious. “Honestly, today has been great. You have no idea how much I needed this.”

      August studied his face. “Needed what, exactly?”

      “I—I get stagnant feeling, sometimes. Like every day is exactly the same and I have to go do something to make that go away.”

      August nodded. “I don’t get that way myself but Jules does. I’m pretty good at recognizing the signs.”

      Nico sighed. “Can you believe I stayed in Toronto last summer instead of going to Amsterdam? That should have been my first clue something was wrong with me.”

      “Do you miss it a lot?”

      “Mmm, I usually get my fill in the off-season but yeah, it’s been a long time. I’m definitely missing it now.”

      “Do you think you’ll move to Europe someday?”

      Nico shrugged. “I don’t know. Hadn’t really considered it. Long-term planning isn’t my thing, Auggie.”

      “Shocking,” August said drily. “I’d never have expected that.”

      “I think probably not though. I love visiting Amsterdam but Toronto feels like home. I guess it would depend on if I got traded before then or something.”

      “Yeah, there’s always that,” August said, understanding completely.

      Nico slid away. “So, you were saying something about cake?”

      “Yeah. Let’s get you a celebration cupcake for all your hard work lately.”
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      Nico opened his condo door and came face-to-face with four extremely upset people.

      “Where on earth were you?” Isa demanded the moment he and August stepped inside.

      Nico raised an eyebrow. “Uhh, out with August. Why?”

      “You had us worried sick,” Pieter said, frowning. “When you didn’t come home right after PT and hours passed and you didn’t answer your phone, we thought something had happened to you.”

      “Oh. We just went into Old Toronto. We grabbed lunch and Auggie took me to my favorite record shop. I don’t think I get good service in there.”

      And he hadn’t checked his phone after. He’d been too busy looking at his new records and talking to August about them. He could see now he had a ton of missed calls and texts.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to worry you,” he added, feeling a touch guilty.

      “Worry us!” Isa put her hands on her hips. “We were about to start calling the hospitals. Thank goodness Anika had the sense to check your social media! She saw the post about your lunch.”

      “Calling hospitals? Overreaction, much? We’ve only been gone for—” Nico winced when he glanced at his phone again and saw the time. “Well, okay, that was longer than I realized but still. Like I said, we went out for doner kebab and August took me to the record store. Oh, here’s some cupcakes, by the way. Enjoy.”

      He thrust the box at his mother. He and August had split one at the bakery and brought the rest home for his family.

      Pieter frowned. “Cupcakes? And doner kebab for lunch? Nico, that’s not—”

      “Yeah, I know,” Nico said with a roll of his eyes. “It might cause inflammation. But Auggie wanted to celebrate that I had a good day at rehab and so did I.”

      “If you keep that up, you’ll set all your progress back,” Pieter chided.

      Nico groaned. “It will not. God, why are you turning this into such a big deal? August and I know how to handle this. We would have come right home if I’d been feeling off at all. But I didn’t. I feel great right now, in fact.”

      “Going out without telling us was incredibly irresponsible,” Isa said with a frown.

      “I’ve been living alone by myself since I was twenty,” he protested. “Hell, I went off to boarding school at fourteen and I was taking international flights on my own way before that.”

      “Yes, but there were adults looking after you.”

      Nico stared. “And what in the hell do you think I am now? For God sakes, I’m twenty-six!”

      “No, Nico, we know that. It’s just—”

      “And August was with me all day if you need a real adult to look after me,” he said snidely.

      “Nico!” Pieter chastised.

      “What, Dad?” he asked. “I am sorry I worried you guys. I didn’t mean to. But what the fuck? This is ridiculous. I wasn’t alone and I wasn’t doing anything reckless. I felt good today and I wanted to celebrate. August and I had a nice time in Old Toronto. I’m allowed to have an afternoon out with my—my fiancé.”

      Weird, he’d almost called August his boyfriend.

      He glanced over at August who stood nearby with an uncomfortable look on his face. “Since I’m apparently only allowed to go to rehab and take naps like an eighty-year-old, I’m going to go to my room.” He held out a hand. “Come with me, Auggie?”

      “Uh, sure,” August said.

      “Nico …” Isa said.

      “If you’re that fucking worried about my recovery, you should be glad I’m going to get some rest,” he flung over his shoulder. “We’ll be in my room.”

      Nico winced when the door shut behind him harder than he’d intended. “Whoops,” he muttered.

      August carefully set the bag of records on the floor while Nico shrugged out of his coat, tossing it on the chair.

      With an annoyed sigh, he dropped onto the bed on his stomach, frustration still coursing through him. So much for the nice relaxing day.

      Nico heard a few rustling noises—probably August taking care of his coat or something—before the mattress dipped.

      August settled a hand on his back. “Do you actually want a nap or …?”

      “No.” Nico rolled over, staring up at the ceiling. “I could tell the conversation was going nowhere fast. And I know, I shouldn’t have gotten so upset.”

      “They were genuinely worried about you.”

      “I know.” Nico groaned. “I know that and I know why. I just … ugh.”

      “You’re frustrated they’re not treating you like the adult you are.”

      “Exactly.” He rolled his head to the side to look at August. “And today was so good. It was the first day I’ve felt almost normal, you know?”

      “I get that.”

      “Not even since the surgery but last summer when I started noticing symptoms.”

      Surprise flickered across August’s face but he didn’t say anything.

      “And to come home and be reminded I’m still recovering is really fucking hard. I didn’t want to be slapped in the face that I’m nowhere near where I want to be, you know?”

      “I get that too.” August brushed his thumb across Nico’s cheek.

      He shivered at the feeling.

      “And I’ll apologize to my family once I’ve cooled down.”

      “Good.”

      “But for now, I just want to be grumpy.”

      August chuckled. “Well, go right ahead.”

      But Nico could already feel the annoyance leaching out of him. “I’m not very good at staying mad though. I’m usually over it pretty fast.”

      “You get frustrated quickly but it fades equally fast.”

      Although that wasn’t a question, Nico nodded. “Yes.”

      “I noticed that on the ice.”

      “Yeah?” Nico looked him in the eye, smiling a little. “So you noticed me, huh?”

      “Yeah, you were a pain in my ass.”

      Nico grinned. “I told you I could be a pain in your ass if you wanted.”

      “I do remember that.”

      “Is that something you’d be into?” Nico asked curiously.

      “You topping me? Sure. But I’d rather not until you get cleared for more exertion.”

      Nico let out a huff but he nodded. “Yeah, okay. I guess you can force me to be a little more responsible.”

      August laughed. “I don’t think anyone has ever forced you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      Nico considered the idea. “You might be right.”

      “But I think you do a lot of things you don’t actually want to do for people you—well, I was going to say care about. But I suppose I don’t really qualify.”

      Nico blinked. “Of course I care about you. I mean, no, this engagement isn’t quite what everyone thinks it is but I care about you. I like you, Auggie. How many times do I have to tell you I’m glad you’re here? You’re team, remember?”

      August nodded. “True. You have told me that.”

      “And I had a great day today,” Nico said, smiling more. “So I was thinking maybe we could put the unpleasant welcome home aside and wrap up the day with something fun.” Nico smirked and wrapped his leg around August’s hip. “What do you say, fiancé?”

      August slid a hand up his back. “I’d say yes, but on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We do it my way. I’m in charge.”

      Nico faked a gasp. “Auggie, I never knew you were into BDSM. I should have known. It’s always the quiet ones … I did go to a sex dungeon in Amsterdam once …”

      “Of course you did,” August muttered.

      “Meh. Not my thing. Too many rules.”

      “Shocker.” August looked him in the eye. “Can you be serious for once?”

      “I can try,” Nico said. Which was really the best anyone was going to get from him.

      “I mean it. We did a lot today. I just want to make sure you don’t wake up in the middle of the night puking your guts out because you overdid it again.”

      Nico sighed but August had a point. That had not been a fun night for anyone. “I’ll be good.”

      “And do what I suggest?”

      “I’ll give it some serious thought at least.” Nico gave him a cheeky grin.

      “Nico.”

      He widened his eyes. “I’ll be so good, Auggie. I promise.”

      “Okay, so you’re going to drink a bunch of water now. And then we’re going to take a nice relaxing bath. And I’m going to give you a massage after.”

      “Then you’ll fuck me?” Nico offered hopefully.

      August leveled him with a look. “If you’re still feeling up to it.”

      “Okay, okay.” Nico laughed. “I’ll behave.”

      August pulled away, getting off the bed. He reached for the water bottle on the nightstand. “Drink.”

      Nico saluted. “Yes, sir!”

      August rolled his eyes and turned away.

      A few minutes later, Nico could hear the noisy rush of water through the open door as August filled the tub.

      Once Nico had finished drinking, he stood and stripped out of his clothes. When he sauntered into the bathroom, August looked up.

      The heat in his eyes filled something in Nico’s chest, made him feel desirable in a way he hadn’t since the surgery. He was vain, he could admit that. But he liked the way he looked and that it got a reaction from people. He liked getting that reaction from August.

      He liked feeling like himself again.

      “I am fully hydrated,” he said with a smirk. “What now?”

      “Well, in a week once this giant pool is full … we can get in.” August gestured toward the large soaking tub. He reached for the top button of his cardigan.

      Nico grinned. “Decadent, huh?”

      “Quite.”

      “Oh, hey, I’ve got bath bombs too.” Nico turned and rummaged in the nearby linen closet.

      “What on earth is a bath bomb?”

      “Things that go fizz when you put them in the bath. They smell nice and they make your skin all soft.” He held out two. “Take your pick. Unicorn poop or a peach?”

      August raised an eyebrow, down to his underwear now. And damn that was a good look on him. “On principle, I’m going to have to choose peach. I do not want to bathe in unicorn poop.”

      Nico shrugged. “It’s just fruity and colorful. Like me.”

      August snorted and turned away to place his neatly folded underwear on the bathroom counter. “I’ll still go with peach.”

      “Your loss. Though I do like the peach too.” He set the bath bomb on the edge of the tub and smacked August’s ass. “This peach anyway.”

      August shook his head. “You are a ridiculous human being.”

      Nico grinned. “I am. But I’m not the one pretending to be engaged to me so maybe you need to consider which one of us is actually the ridiculous one.”

      “You may have a point there, eh.” August reached for the faucet, stretching out long and lean, the toned slope of his back curving to become a firm, round ass.

      “Gah. Please tell me I can eat you out some time,” Nico said longingly. He needed his face right there. “Your ass is begging for it.”

      “Sure. Just not today.”

      “I can agree to that.” Nico liked having things to look forward to.

      August stepped carefully into the bath and held out a hand. “No slipping.”

      “I don’t know, I thought it might be fun to crack my skull open,” Nico joked but he took August’s hand and allowed him to guide him into the tub.

      When they were both situated with Nico seated between August’s spread thighs, Nico rested his back against August’s chest and sighed contentedly.

      “Okay, this was a good idea.”

      “I’m pretty good at taking care of you.”

      “Yeah, you are, Auggie.” Nico reached for the bath bomb. He dropped it in, enjoying the fizz and swirl of bubbles and scent.

      “Oh, that is kinda nice,” August said in his ear, rubbing his hands along Nico’s thighs. “And this tub … I’ve never had one big enough for two.”

      “It was a selling point when I bought the place,” Nico said, closing his eyes and letting his head fall against August’s shoulder.

      “Mine’s a lot more humble. The house is nice enough, someone remodeled it before I bought the place, but it’s a little less luxurious.”

      “I’d like to see it someday,” Nico said. “Meet Marty.”

      August’s chest rumbled with a laugh. “God, I felt like such an idiot when Kate learned what I’d named my fish.”

      “She thought it was great.”

      “Mmm.” August sounded skeptical.

      “No, really.” Nico felt sleepy. Not in a tired way but he could feel the tension draining from his body, his breathing syncing to August’s, slow and deep behind him. “Ever met him?”

      “Martin Foster? No. I’ve only seen old footage of his playing.”

      “He’s a nice guy.”

      “You’ve met him?”

      The awe in August’s voice made Nico smile.

      “Yup. A handful of times. He pops into the practice rink occasionally when he and his wife are visiting Kate. He’s been known to strap on some skates even. I think he used to play in the alumni charity games but that was a while ago.”

      “God, I’d love to see that.”

      “Well, I’ll let you know if he’s around at some point.”

      “Thanks.”

      Nico smiled. “Hey, on Friday we need to go to the arena for the holiday skate. It’s for the team and families and staff and all that.”

      “You want me there?”

      “Well, it would look weird if my fiancé didn’t show up,” Nico pointed out. “Besides. I’m going to need moral support. I’m not allowed on the ice. Even if I wear a helmet.”

      “Well, yeah,” August said. “You slip and fall and …”

      Nico grimaced at the mental image of his skull caving in like a squashed melon. He got it, but he still hated it. “I miss it though.”

      “I know.” August sighed. “God, I think this is the longest I’ve ever gone without skating either.”

      “Hey, you can still skate,” Nico said, craning his neck to look at him. “Just because I can’t doesn’t mean you can’t.”

      “Right, but I’m supposed to be moral support.”

      “Ehh, I’ll cheer you on from the bench. I’m sure you’ll enjoy the scrimmages that break out. Hey, what position do you play?”

      August laughed and slid his hands up and down Nico’s arms. “I feel like we did this backwards. Got engaged, then got to know each other.”

      “I think that’s what happens when you blurt it out about a guy you’ve only fucked once.”

      “Right, there’s that.” August was silent for a moment. “I’m a centerman.”

      “Huh.” For some reason, Nico would have pegged him as a stay-at-home defenseman. Solidly guarding the net and netminder.

      Or maybe a goalie. They were always deeply weird and neurotic.

      “That was the other thing,” August continued. “When I realized I was gay and decided the NHL wasn’t an option for me, my on-ice position was a factor too. At least then, everyone always talked about how defense was easier to break into than offense. I knew I’d be competing with more people for a highly sought after position. It added more pressure to stay in the closet and I didn’t want that.”

      “It sucks you felt like you had to choose.”

      “I’m glad kids know they have more options now,” August said, wrapping his arms more tightly around Nico’s chest.

      Nico smiled and bent his head, kissing August’s forearm. “Me too. We owe a lot to La Bouche.”

      “We do.”

      “And no, I’ve never had sex with him. Or Dustin.”

      “I didn’t ask!”

      “I know, but everyone else does.” Nico grumbled. “Hey, now that there are a decent number of out guys in the league, do you regret the choice you made?”

      August’s sigh was heavy. “I don’t know. Maybe a little. There’s a part of me that says ‘see, you could have had it all’ but the other part is a lot more realistic. I couldn’t manage a relationship when I wasn’t playing. And my officiating career looks like it’ll be short-lived. Mostly I wonder if it makes any sense to try to plan at all. It never seems like my plans work out, so … what’s the point of making them?”

      “Aww, you’re beginning to embrace the Nico Arents Life Philosophy.”

      August laughed softly.

      Nico reached out, using his toes to turn on the hot water again. The tub was starting to cool already. He grimaced at the sight of his scuffed toenail polish. “Ugh, I need a pedicure. It’s been too long since Sky and I went.”

      “Are you just into the colors or …”

      Nico shrugged. “I mean, Sky and I started going together because it’s relaxing and it feels nice to have someone pamper you. They always buffed my fingers and toes or gave me a clear coat or whatever. One time I asked why I didn’t get pretty colors too and they told me to pick whatever I wanted. I’m not into it for my nails so much but I like it on my toes. It’s fun. Makes me smile when I peel off my sweaty socks at the end of a game.”

      “Makes sense.” August shifted like he was trying to get comfortable and Nico sat upright until he settled into position.

      “I’m not like Charlie,” Nico said slowly. “But I do get annoyed that men aren’t supposed to like or wear certain things.”

      “Sure. I get that.” August slid his hands up and down Nico’s arms, the slow gliding movement sending pleasurable tingles through Nico’s body.

      “And I think I’ve cultivated an image where people shrug and go ‘yeah, that’s just Nico.’” He used his toes to turn the water off again. “So it works for me.”

      “I can definitely see that.” It sounded like August was smiling.

      “Have you ever wanted to go wild that way?”

      “Mmm, no. Not that I can think of,” August said.

      Nico laughed and patted August’s thigh. “You are predictable.”

      August let out a derisive noise. “Nico, everything I have done since we first hooked up has been the opposite of predictable.”

      “Do you hate it?”

      August fell silent. “I hate that my career is on the chopping block,” he said eventually. “I don’t hate the rest of it.”

      Nodding, Nico turned his head and kissed August’s cheek. His stubble had grown out, tickling against Nico’s lips.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t apologize.” August’s tone was firm. “Don’t. I made my choices. I live with the consequences.”

      But Nico felt a tiny stab of guilt. The problem was, August was living with Nico’s consequences too.

      “Stop it,” August murmured in his ear a few minutes later. “I can hear you mentally squirming and feeling guilty.”

      Nico laughed. “That isn’t possible.”

      “And yet …”

      “I just …”

      “Please don’t,” August said. “I don’t want to think about it today and I don’t want you to either. I want to enjoy this, okay?”

      “Shockingly hedonistic of you,” Nico teased. “But I’m in.”

      A laugh rumbled August’s chest again. “Thought you would be.”

      Nico drifted for a bit, content to rest against August’s firm chest.

      “Water’s starting to get cold,” August finally murmured in his ear. “We should get out.”

      Nico sat up with a sigh. “Okay.”

      He let August slip out of the tub first, then help him out, careful as always.

      “What do you say I give you a massage now?”

      “Well, I suppose.” Nico released a put-upon sigh as he toweled the water off. “If you insist.”

      Ten minutes later, Nico was facedown on the sheets with August straddling his upper thighs, his hands gliding slickly along Nico’s back.

      Nico moaned, low and long, into the pillow. “Oh my God. You have magic hands.”

      He got massages regularly from the team trainers which were purely functional but this … naked, slippery, sexy massage was so much better.

      August’s hands were strong and it was clear he knew what he was doing. “Oh you’ve been holding out on me, Auggie,” he muttered into the pillow.

      August chuckled. “Glad you enjoy it. How are you feeling?”

      “So good.”

      “No headache?”

      Nico assessed himself from head to toe. “Nope. I feel great. I think I’ll sleep hard tonight but I don’t think I overdid it.”

      “Perfect.”

      August found a tight spot on Nico’s neck and rubbed until it loosened, spreading liquid heat down Nico’s spine.

      Nico didn’t fall asleep exactly, but he did drift for a while, enjoying August’s touch. He moved lower and lower, his strong hands kneading Nico’s ass.

      Nico gasped and arched into the touch.

      When August stopped, Nico made a noise of discontent but he leaned down, speaking in Nico’s ear.

      “You want this?” August whispered, gently squeezing his ass cheek. “You want me to fuck you?”

      “Please.” Nico arched his back. “I need you.”

      August sat up, moving away, but only long enough to part his thighs and settle between them. He used his thumbs to part Nico’s cheeks. “Can I?”

      “You can do anything you want to me,” Nico muttered, arching his back more, shoving his ass toward August’s face.

      August laughed and coaxed him to lift his hips, sliding a pillow beneath them. And then his mouth was there, his tongue teasing between Nico’s cheeks.

      “Ohhh.” Nico let out a shaky breath, body humming with pleasure.

      It was far from the first time someone had done this to him but this was August doing it, which somehow made it infinitely hotter and dirtier feeling.

      Buttoned-up August was licking his ass.

      Nico shivered at that reminder but he moaned and fisted the sheets when August circled his rim with the tip of his tongue.

      “Yes,” Nico muttered. “Oh, please don’t stop. That’s so good.”

      August didn’t. He lapped and circled and teased until Nico thought he was losing his mind.

      And then he kept going. Swirls and licks of his tongue and a slick hand on Nico’s balls until Nico was so turned on he thought he might come without any assistance.

      When he couldn’t take any more, he turned his head. “Fuck me, August. Please,” he begged.

      Nico hated to feel August pull away but he nearly wept with relief when a few moments later, he heard the crinkle of foil and August pressed two slick fingers inside him. He didn’t linger though and Nico released a shaky sigh of pleasure when August knelt over his thighs and he felt the blunt pressure of August’s dick at his entrance.

      It was a slow slide in. Then an even slower glide out.

      Nico whimpered, overwhelmed.

      His cock wasn’t fully hard but harder than it had been in a while. What did it matter though when August’s strong thighs were on either side of his, his body stretched out over Nico’s?

      August pinned Nico to the bed, knees bracketing his thighs, and Nico maybe could have thrown him off if he wanted but why would he when August was fucking him like this, deep and slow and perfect. He wanted it to go on forever.

      Nico sighed shakily and August brushed the tip of his nose against the back of Nico’s neck. “Good?”

      “So good.” Nico rocked his hips as much as he was able but August pressed him more firmly into the mattress. “Don’t stop.”

      “Remember who’s in charge right now,” August murmured in Nico’s ear.

      Nico shuddered. Not usually his kink but it was hot like this, August in control, taking care of him. It felt indulgent to lie there and let August work on top of him, sweat building between their bodies, August’s warm breath against the nape of his neck.

      Nico wanted more. Harder, faster, something … but when he tried to thrust back, August grabbed his hands, pressing them into the sheets, their fingers threaded together.

      “No, Nico. You’ll take it the way I tell you to.”

      And that was hot too. Nico cried out, shuddering, right on the edge. But it wasn’t quite enough and Nico panted softly, squirming under August.

      August’s breathing was ragged, the gusts of air escaping his lips coming hot and fast against Nico’s neck as he glided in and out, slick and hot and hard, filling Nico up just right.

      August brushed his lips against Nico’s skin and Nico tilted his head, giving him better access. He licked at the spot, making Nico groan.

      When he grazed his teeth along the length of Nico’s neck, he whimpered, tightening around August’s dick.

      August bit down, sucking a little and Nico cried out as his balls pulled up, right on the edge. But he couldn’t quite get there and he almost sobbed with frustration as August kept going.

      August pulled away, his hair brushing against the back of Nico’s neck, his thrusts going erratic. “Nico, I …”

      “Come on,” Nico encouraged, rocking his hips as much as he was able, his focus turning from his own orgasm to August’s. “Wanna make you come.”

      “Close,” August said between gritted teeth. “So fucking close. I …”

      Nico clenched around him, doing everything he could to make it good for August.

      August’s whole body went rigid, shuddering against Nico’s ass, hips jerking. The long, low groan he released against Nico’s shoulder was one of the hottest things Nico had ever heard.

      “You feel so good,” August panted when he finally stilled. “God, my head is spinning.”

      Nico smiled because he loved that, loved that he undid August so thoroughly.

      August let go of his hands and slipped away. Nico whined at the feeling of August’s cock sliding out but he had no complaints at all when August coaxed him onto his back.

      Nico blinked, staring dazedly down the length of his body when August took him in his mouth. Nico was so close and he still wasn’t fully hard but what did he care with August’s mouth on him and the slick press of his fingers, nudging inside him?

      He reached up, cradling August’s head, not to guide him, just because he needed to touch August.

      August looked up, his dark eyes intently studying Nico’s face as he sucked his cock. Nico shuddered beneath him.

      He closed his eyes, dragging his hand through August’s hair. August twisted his fingers and stroked them across the spot that made Nico’s body sing.

      Nico barely had time to let out a garbled warning before he was coming in August’s mouth. He came with a long sigh, shuddering through the waves of pleasure before he melted against the sheets.

      “Don’t swallow,” he begged, and he tugged at August, pulling him up until their mouths were inches apart. August raised an eyebrow and Nico kissed him, coaxing him to open. Cum spilled from his lips into Nico’s mouth.

      Nico shuddered and pushed his tongue into August’s mouth, searching for more.

      August relaxed, going heavy against him and they rolled to their sides, kissing deeply.

      “Nico …” August murmured eventually and Nico wound his arms around August’s neck and hung on.

      Nico’s head still swam with the pleasure of it all but nothing hurt. He felt so good it was like his entire body hummed with contentment.

      Eventually, the kiss slowed and August pulled back. His expression looked almost surprised or conflicted as he gently touched Nico’s face.

      “Was that okay?” Nico whispered, suddenly worried he’d pushed too hard. He should have asked first. Not everyone was into cum swapping, but it had felt so right in the moment he’d just gone with it.

      “Yeah. No, that was hot.” August’s face had smoothed out, returning to its normal relaxed state of stern watchfulness and his eyes were warm.

      They were a pretty color. He had heavy brows and hooded eyes which almost overshadowed the color at times but they were actually a dusty olive on the outside with a starburst of rusty brown around the pupil.

      “How do you feel?” August asked, and for a moment Nico got lost in watching his mouth move.

      He reached out and touched his fingertips to August’s lips. “Perfect,” he whispered.

      And Nico wondered if being with anyone else had ever felt so right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, August woke up to Nico’s wicked smile and bright eyes. “I have an idea,” he declared.

      “Morning to you too,” August said roughly, only half-awake. “I’m glad you’re feeling good.”

      “Don’t you want to know what my idea is?”

      August rubbed at his eyes. “Honestly, I’m not sure I do.”

      “I want to record a video of us in bed.”

      August squinted. “I’m not making a sex tape with you, Nico. I know that’s your thing but …”

      “It’s not my thing either. Sky and I were drunk and a little high and being dumb one time. Sucks that our phones got hacked though. But I’m not talking about a sex tape. More of a … ‘aren’t we adorable together’ video?”

      “Uhh, depends. What did you have in mind?”

      “I thought we’d do a little update on how I’m feeling. Thank my fans for their support and well-wishes, that sort of thing.”

      “And this requires us to be in bed?” Frankly, August was skeptical.

      “It wouldn’t have to but it does sort of push the engagement narrative. C’mon, it’ll be fun.”

      August sighed. “I really do question your definition of fun, Nico.”

      “And I question your ability to have fun,” Nico teased. “Work with me here, Auggie.”

      “The things I do for you,” August grumbled. “But okay. Tell me what I need to do.”

      A full hour and nearly all of August’s patience later, they finished recording and editing.

      “This better be worth it,” he warned as Nico uploaded it. “I felt ridiculous.”

      “It will be. I know my shit,” Nico said confidently.

      August was glad to see Nico had gone without a toque in the video. His hair was beginning to grow, not enough to cover the healing incision yet, not even a full centimeter long, but it softened the scarred area and made it less noticeable.

      August reached out to brush his fingertips across the area but pulled away before he could complete the gesture.

      “What?” Nico said, sounding oddly self-conscious.

      August explained what he’d been thinking and Nico shrugged. “I’ve been feeling better about it, I guess. Besides, it would look funny to wear a hat in bed and I’m not sure even I can pull off those old-timey nightcap thingies with the pompoms on the end.”

      August laughed and stretched, pleased to see Nico’s spark returning. Despite yesterday’s activity, he’d slept well and there were no signs of a headache.

      That was encouraging.

      Nico rolled onto his stomach and batted his lashes. “So, I know you said no to the sex tape but I’m so horny, Auggie, and I have an idea.”

      August shot him a look. “What’s that?”

      “I’ll give you two guesses and they’re both blowjobs.”

      August laughed and propped his head on his hands. “I think that sounds doable.”
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        * * *

      

      !!!!!

      The following day as August waited for Nico to get out of his PT appointment, he squinted at the cryptic text from his brother. A bunch of exclamation marks was not enough to clue him in to what Jules was talking about.

      August sent back ????? in response.

      You and Nico! he got back.

      That still wasn’t helping. August hit dial.

      “What about me and Nico?” August asked when the call connected.

      “I am at work right now. You know that, right?” Julius let out an aggravated sigh.

      “Then why on earth did you text me?”

      “Because I thought you’d text me back like a normal person.”

      “Just tell me what the text meant.”

      “I told you, you and Nico.”

      “But what does that mean?”

      “I saw your Instagram posts. They were linked on JockGossip. Oh my God, is it getting serious between you two?”

      “We’re already fake engaged,” August said drily. “I’m not sure how much more serious it can get. And why are you reading that trash site?”

      “Cause you don’t tell me anything. And we need to talk about the video Nico posted.”

      “Oh.” August rolled his eyes. “Yeah, Nico thought it would be good to do.”

      “So you’re casually having sex with a man you’re fake engaged to.”

      “Uhh …” August’s brain went on the fritz. “Wait, what video did he upload?”

      Had Nico somehow … accidentally recorded and uploaded a video of the incredibly hot morning blowjobs yesterday? He wouldn’t have done it on purpose, but was it possible to inadvertently do if they’d rolled over onto the phone or something?

      Jules snorted. “It wasn’t a sex video, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “Shit.” A wave of relief washed over August. “You had me going for a minute.”

      “No, eww. I don’t want to see your ‘o’ face. Though don’t you remember, he had that sex tape scandal a few years ago? Him and Skylar on some balcony or something. I don’t remember. I avoided it because it was a totally gross invasion of their privacy to hack their phones and leak it. I know they tried to get it taken down but I bet you can find it if you google it hard enough.”

      “Yeah, no, I’m good there,” August said firmly. He had no issues with Nico having slept with anyone in the past but he didn’t need to watch it.

      Besides, straight porn had never done anything for him and Jules was absolutely right about the invasion of privacy.

      “So what video do you mean?” August prompted when Jules didn’t say anything.

      “The one of the two of you in bed. You’re both shirtless and all sexed up and Nico is talking about how amazing you are.”

      “Oh yeah, that one.” August groaned, although he wanted to argue the sex hadn’t happened until after. “I still can’t believe I agreed to it.”

      “I mean, if you want it to look like the two of you are totally into each other, it worked. Who knew you were that good of an actor?”

      The passenger door opened.

      “Well, you know, a good orgasm helps me forget how annoying he is.” He winked at Nico.

      Nico grinned back. “Who are you talking to, Auggie? And who’s annoying?”

      “You,” August said, lowering the phone and pressing it against his chest. “And I’m talking to my brother.”

      “Oh, is that the infamous Jules?” Nico waggled his fingers. “I want to say hi.”

      “I am going to regret this, aren’t I?” August grumbled, but he handed over the phone.

      “Hi, Jules! Nico Arents here.”

      Nico fell silent for a moment before he laughed. “Right? So uptight. But he’s been great.”

      Nico listened, intently, nodding more and August was afraid to consider what Julius could be saying. “Yeah, tell me about it. Dunno, Auggie’s growing on me or something.”

      Nico’s eyes sparkled as he glanced over at August.

      Laughing again, Nico hummed. “So you want an intro to Skylar, huh? I don’t know. She’s kinda my best friend. How do I know you won’t be a dick to her?”

      Nico grinned even wider at August, clearly having way too much fun with this.

      “Really? Environmentalism? That’s why you’re into her?” Nico snorted. “Fine. Yeah, I’ll hook you up sometime, dude. Sky’ll be into that shit.”

      They went on for a few moments before Nico said goodbye, ended the call, and handed August’s phone back.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Good convo with my brother?”

      “Yeah, not bad,” Nico said. “He seems fun. Oh, were you done talking to him?”

      “I guess so,” August said drily.

      “Sorry.”

      August waved it off. “So did I hear you offer to set Jules and Skylar up?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I wasn’t necessarily going to plan a double date with them or anything but I thought maybe we could have them both over sometime or something just to hang. He said he wants to talk environmental policy with her. The strange part is, I think he actually meant it.”

      “That’s definitely Jules.”

      “What a weird pair you are,” Nico said, but he sounded almost fond. “And what the hell were your parents feeding you?”

      “Pretty sure it’s embedded in the DNA.” If Nico was amused by how passionate he and Jules were about their respective interests, he’d lose it if he ever met their parents.

      Nico wiggled gleefully in his seat. “I am so looking forward to this. Sky won’t know what hit her.”

      “Good thing one of us is.” August shook his head. “So, how was PT?”

      “Great. I saw another little improvement in my dexterity.”

      “That’s amazing! I’d suggest we celebrate but that didn’t go over well last time.”

      Nico made a face. “Right? Well, let’s go home then. We’ll tell my parents we’re going to take a nap but get freaky instead.”

      August chuckled. “Why do I feel like we’re sixteen?”

      “Cause that’s the way they’re treating me,” Nico said. “I love them but oh my God am I ready for them to go home.”

      “I know.” August put the car in gear. “Hey, are we definitely going to the team skate tomorrow? I got a text from Kate asking us to confirm. She said you’re ignoring her.”

      “Ugh, I guess. I’m not super excited about it.”

      “Hey, I get it,” August said softly. “I feel a little weird about it too. I may have already reffed my last NHL game and …”

      Hanging out with the team was going to leave him feeling weird.

      Nico reached out, tangling their fingers together. He squeezed and August was grateful for the silent gesture of support. “I’m sorry you got all mixed up in this.”

      August tried to shake the glum feeling off. “No, it’s not your fault. This is where we both are in life. We just have to decide what we want to do tomorrow. Kate said it’s up to you. I know the team would like to see you and I am sure a lot of the support staff would too, but it’s your choice.”

      Nico poked out his lower lip. “It’s gonna suck.”

      “Yeah, probably,” August agreed. “But it won’t be long. Then we can go do something fun after.” He winced. “We’ll let your parents know ahead of time so they don’t worry.”

      “Okay.” Nico sighed.

      “Wait, no,” August said with a grimace. “I need to go home after. I need to deal with a few things there before this weather hits. I might even stay in Hamilton overnight to make sure we don’t lose power or something.”

      “Nooo,” Nico protested. “But what will I do without my Auggie body pillow? Did you know I used to wake up like six times a night? I have never slept so good in my life as I do now.”

      So much for Isa thinking her insomnia wasn’t inherited, August thought. Aloud, he said, “That’s probably because of your body’s general need for sleep right now. Not me.”

      “Nope, it’s you, Auggie. I’m sorry but you’re going to have to get used to the idea.”

      “Hmm,” August said skeptically. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re stuck with me,” Nico said cheerfully. “The sooner you resign yourself to that the better.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, did you see? We made it onto JockGossip again,” Nico said the following afternoon, on their way to the practice arena for the family holiday skate.

      “Oh good. We’re up to what? Three, four articles now?”

      This was on top of the one Jules had mentioned, unfortunately.

      “No, way more than that. There was another whole one on your relationship with Daniel and how he left you at the altar for that actor dude.”

      “He didn’t leave me at the altar,” August protested. “He broke up with me before I could propose. You would think they could at least get that right.”

      “I’m not sure accuracy of reporting is exactly what they’re concerned with.”

      August let out a pained groan. “Just what I always wanted. Internet notoriety.”

      “Want me to read the stuff about us to you?”

      August sighed. “Sure, why not? Might as well know what they have to say.”

      

      
        
        Arents and Manning Spotted on Charming Date in Kensington Market

      

        

      
        Despite the recent uproar over the Fisher Cat defenseman and referee’s relationship, it appears Arents and Manning are still very much in love.

      

        

      
        They were spotted out and about in Old Toronto on Wednesday afternoon.

      

        

      
        Arents shared some of their date on social media, including a lunch of doner kebab, browsing a record store, and later, sharing a chocolate cupcake.

      

        

      
        An eagle-eyed fan even snapped several shots of a stolen kiss they shared on the sidewalk.

      

        

      
        The following day, Arents also shared a video of them in bed. No, not that kind of video.

      

        

      
        This featured Arents and Manning discussing Nico’s recovery and Nico thanking Manning for all he’s done to support him.

      

        

      
        One fan said, “I think they’re sweet. I mean, I get why they’re kind of in trouble for the relationship, but they’re so cute together!”

      

        

      
        But with word of Manning’s suspension due any day and Arents’ disciplinary hearing looming over them as well, we have to wonder if flaunting their relationship this way is helping or hurting their cause.

      

      

      

      “Ugh,” August said with a sigh when he’d finished. “I hadn’t considered that it would look like we were flaunting our relationship.”

      “Okay, isn’t that the point? Aren’t we supposed to be?”

      “Yeah. But what if it’s making the situation worse?”

      “Kate would not steer us wrong,” Nico said. “And she’s the one who sent me a link to the article with a thumbs-up.”

      “I guess we’ll have to trust her,” August said with a sigh. And he did trust Kate. He just didn’t trust that there was any way through this situation without him losing his job.

      “Honestly, JockGossip is just trying to stir up controversy to get clicks. Don’t worry about it.”

      “If you say that’s true, I believe you as well.” Nico knew that world far better than August did.

      Nico shot him a smile. “Pics of us are cute though. You’ll have to check them out. We look adorable, Auggie. And the kiss on the street … super hot. You look like you’re about to devour me.”

      August swallowed past the thickness in his throat. He’d never been one for celebrity gossip anyway but he hated it even more now. It felt so invasive. He hadn’t noticed people taking their picture.

      “Still weirds me out,” he admitted. “Being photographed and talked about.”

      “I get that.” Nico reached out and squeezed his thigh. “And it is weird. I’m just used to it. Everything Sky and I did was major news and, well, they still pay a lot of attention to me. I’m sorry I brought this on you though.”

      August shrugged. “It isn’t your fault. I don’t blame you.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just feel like you’ve dealt with so much shit because of me. Between my parents and the press, and your job and everything …”

      “I like your parents,” August said. “They’re … maybe a little much sometimes but they care about you and I can’t blame them for that. Everyone should be lucky enough to have four people who only want the best for them.”

      August’s own parents were a lot more hands-off at this point in his life but he knew they’d be a hell of a lot more involved if he’d had brain surgery. Maybe less meddlesome than Nico’s parents, but they’d worry about him too and want to do everything they could to make his life easier.

      “Jules would make a total pain in the ass of himself if I was in your shoes,” August said.

      “I’m just ready for them to go home,” Nico said with a sigh. “And I feel like an ungrateful asshole. It’s been great seeing them. I appreciate everything they’ve done but I am so ready to be on my own again. Well, you can stay. But I’d rather we didn’t have house guests. Sounds like they’re staying until around the new year though. I feel like I’m going to be stuck with them foreverrr.”

      August laughed. New Year’s was only two weeks away. “It is amazing they’ve been able to take more than a month away from work.”

      Nico shrugged. “Well, my mom, Isa, she runs a gallery. She works crazy hours usually but she can do a lot of the management virtually and she has good assistants on the ground in Amsterdam. Plus she, like, never sleeps so the time difference is no issue. Anika is the creative director for an art publisher, and my father is a business analyst for a big sports company, so they’re both taking a leave of absence. And Noor can do her translation work from anywhere.”

      “It’s great,” August said. Although he already knew all that. He’d spent a lot of time in the hospital with Nico’s family while he was recovering. “They’re all incredibly lucky.”

      “Yeah, runs in the family,” Nico said. “We always seem to land on our feet no matter what life throws at us.”

      “Any chance I could borrow some luck?” August asked.

      “Well, you are marrying into the family,” Nico said teasingly. “So I think that’s fair.”

      A jolt went through August at those words and they both fell silent.

      A few minutes later, August pulled into the players’ parking area of the rink, waving Nico’s badge to get through the gate.

      They were greeted by a security guard at the door, whose face lit up when he saw Nico. “Oh, it’s great to have you back, we were all worried about you, Mr. Arents.”

      “Aww, thanks, man.” Nico gave the guy a hug. “And how many times do I have to tell you to call me Nico?”

      They spoke for a few minutes before Nico excused himself. He was quiet as they walked down the hall of the practice rink, but August knew he was disappointed because he wasn’t going to be allowed on the ice today, even for a casual family skate.

      Nico knew it was too soon but he didn’t want to accept it.

      August could understand Nico’s frustration but even the thought of Nico skating made August’s chest tighten with fear.

      But August wouldn’t push. Nico would get there in his own time and August would do what he could to help when he did.

      As they wove through the halls of the facility, August took everything in, noting the way everything was all done up in the green, black, and white of the team colors. It was an impressive space, with multiple rinks, and the team’s AHL affiliate, the Toronto Black Bears, also practiced there.

      When August and Nico turned the corner, a loud, booming voice filled the air.

      “Guys!” Matt Carlson waved excitedly. “You made it.”

      “Did you think we wouldn’t?” Nico sounded amused.

      “No. Just glad to see you.” Nico was engulfed in another big hug from his teammate.

      Matt Carlson was entirely different off the ice than on it. He had a big, deep voice but the softness of his tone was such a contrast with his ferociousness on ice.

      They’d gotten into it during games a few times, and early in August’s career, he’d called a game misconduct on Carlson, throwing him out during the third period. His answering glare had been thunderous and the words coming from his mouth would have made a seasoned official quake in his skates.

      Though, to Carlson’s credit, he hadn’t used a single homophobic slur. The same couldn’t be said about everyone in the league.

      Carlson greeted August like a long-lost friend. “Hey, good to see you again, buddy.” August was quickly engulfed in a hug too and he awkwardly patted the big man’s back.

      Carlson slapped August on the shoulder as he pulled away and August had to brace himself or be bowled over by the force of it.

      “Good to see you too, Matt,” August managed.

      “Oh, it’s Matty.” He beamed. “You should call me Matty. All my friends do. Hope you don’t mind; I’m going to borrow your fiancé for a bit.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Matty draped an arm over Nico’s shoulder, leading him down the hall. Nico looked back, shooting a long-suffering look at August who smiled back.

      Nico clearly didn’t understand why his team and his family were all fussing over him so much. And August could understand his frustration but he also wanted to shake Nico because he hadn’t seen the footage from the Buffalo game.

      Or at least August assumed as much. Nico had certainly never mentioned it or seemed interested in seeking it out.

      August wished he’d stop seeing it on replay in his head but he couldn’t. And he suspected Matty and Dustin and Isa and Pieter and all of the rest of the people who cared about Nico were in the same boat.

      There was a reason everyone felt so overprotective.

      August followed Matty and Nico, hoping he’d see someone he recognized soon. He was only a few steps down the hall when Kate appeared in a doorway.

      “Glad you could make it today, August,” Kate said with a smile as she fell into step beside him. “We’re all so grateful for what you’ve done for Nico.”

      August shrugged. “I’m glad I’ve been able to help.”

      “How are you holding up?” She slowed to a stop, her gaze searching.

      “I’m okay. Just trying to take it one day at a time.”

      “I thought the date you and Nico had the other day was a nice touch. I always forget how good at PR Nico is when he puts his mind to it.”

      “And when he doesn’t?” August asked.

      Kate smiled grimly. “He makes my life a living hell. But that is not something we need to think about today. Today is about the team and the holidays. Follow me and I’ll show you around.”

      “Thanks,” August said. “Nico got kidnapped by Matty and I worried I might get lost. This place is huge.”

      “It’s quite the setup,” Kate replied with a smile. “A big change from when I was a kid tagging along in my dad’s footsteps, that’s for sure.”

      “I still feel like an idiot for not knowing the connection between you and Martin Foster.”

      “It’s fine, August. I told him about the fish and he was flattered. Although he said he hoped the fish didn’t spend as much time in net as he did.”

      August laughed at the quip. “No, the fish has a roomy tank and, thankfully, my neighbor takes good care of him. Although I’ll be heading home tonight to check on my place. With the storm that’s supposed to come in overnight, I figured I should make sure everything was squared away.”

      “It’s supposed to be quite a lot of snow,” Kate agreed. “Shame it’s hitting this close to the holidays.”

      “As if flights aren’t always crazy enough, right?”

      “Exactly. I doubt I’ll make it to Buffalo to see my parents. Do you celebrate Christmas with yours?”

      “Usually it’s my twin brother and my parents and I. They’re out of the country so it’ll just be Jules and I this year, I guess. I haven’t thought much about it.” August laughed ruefully. “I haven’t even bought him a gift and I’m usually done shopping by December 1st.”

      “I’m sure he’ll understand, given the circumstances.”

      “Well, he’ll harass me mercilessly about it but yes, he’ll understand.”

      Kate laughed. “My sister and I are like that too.”

      “Thanks for the reminder to talk to Jules about the holidays though,” August said. “I’d nearly forgotten.”

      “Glad I could help.” Kate pointed toward a set of open double doors. “Come on, you can drop your skates in the locker room before we join the party in the lounge.”

      The lounge was filled with festive decorations, long tables were laden with an impressive array of food and drinks, and there was a backdrop and camera set up for photos with Santa.

      Kids of all ages ran around, shrieking with joy, and adults stood in small clusters, talking and laughing.

      “This is amazing,” August said, impressed.

      Kate smiled. “We try. Now, I’m afraid I have to excuse myself. My husband is wrangling the toddler and another one of my children looks like he’s going to try to pull the tablecloth off the table to get to the cookies. I don’t see that ending well.”

      August laughed and gestured for her to go. “Go rescue the cookies. I’m good.”

      For a moment, August surveyed the room, watching Nico laughing with his teammates and enjoying the happy expression on his face. He’d worried about how today would feel for Nico but it seemed to be going well so far.

      “Hello, handsome.” Charlie sidled up.

      “Hey, Charlie.” August hadn’t spent much time talking to him at his home the other night but Nico spoke highly of him. “You look festive.”

      Charlie did a showy spin that made August smile. He was dressed in leather leggings and a red sweater that dipped low in the back, revealing a bit of red lace. His heels and lips were equally red.

      “As the captain’s husband, I’m the official welcoming committee,” Charlie said with a bright smile back. “Would you like a drink?”

      “I wouldn’t turn it down,” August admitted. He felt a little out of place here.

      “Boozy or non-boozy?”

      August considered the options. It was after noon and he wouldn’t get behind the wheel for a while. “Boozy but not too strong. I plan to skate later.”

      “Hmm.” Charlie tucked his arm through August’s. “I think that’s doable. May I interest you in a cranberry vodka, light on the vodka?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      “Then follow me.”

      Charlie led him over to the simple bar area.

      “The team goes all out, huh?” August said as they waited for the bartender to mix the drink.

      Charlie smiled. “Yeah, it sure seems like it. I know Dustin’s really been looking forward to today.”

      “This seems like a great organization,” August said thoughtfully as they walked away from the bar.

      “It is.” Charlie beamed up at him. “Welcome to the SAPs, by the way.”

      August blinked, drink halfway to his lips. “The whats?” He thought he’d heard Charlie say something about that the other night but he had no idea what it meant.

      “S-A-P-s. Spouses and partners. It’s our new inclusive term to replace WAGs. Much more suitable for guys like us.”

      “Oh.” It had never occurred to August that people viewed him that way. He was—at least on the surface—the partner and future spouse of a player.

      Good lord, if August’s fifteen-year-old self could see the way hockey had changed in the past decade, maybe he would have made a completely different decision about his future.

      August and Charlie made small talk for a while longer before Nico slid close and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Hey, sorry, Auggie. Didn’t mean to ditch you. It took forever to get away.”

      “No, you’re fine. I was talking to Charlie.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Nico,” Charlie said with a wink. “I am taking excellent care of your man.”

      Nico grinned. “Sounds hot. I’d watch that.”

      The two of them bantered a bit before Charlie excused himself. “Whoops, sorry. It looks like Dustin needs me for something. Have fun! Let me know if you need anything, August.”

      He was gone before August could reply and Nico peered down at his glass. “Hey, is that a real drink?”

      “It has alcohol in it, yeah,” August said. “Why?”

      “Damn it. I’m thirsty and I was going to steal a sip. Never mind, I’ll go get something that’ll be good for me.” Nico rolled his eyes. “Be right back.”

      “Was it something I said?” August muttered to himself as he took a drink. Everyone had ditched him.

      He turned to go in search of someone to talk to when he came face-to-face with the team’s general manager.

      “August Manning?” he said, holding out a hand. “Patrick Fleming. You can call me Pat.”

      “Uh, great to meet you, Pat,” August said, shaking. Well, this was … awkward.

      “How’s Nico holding up?”

      “As well as can be expected,” August said slowly, not quite sure where this conversation was going. “He’s eager to get back though.”

      Pat grimaced. “We’d love to have him in the lineup but that’s a long way out, no?”

      “He’ll know more once he has his next follow-up with the surgeon,” August said. “But I’d imagine so.”

      “The team’s in rough shape this season,” Pat said with a sigh. “With Hale still out and Nico gone, our defense is like swiss cheese.”

      August nodded.

      The Fisher Cats were on a five-game losing streak and were rapidly sinking to the bottom of the division. The only team doing worse was the Evanston River Otters. No surprise, since their entire top line had retired at the end of last season. They had some great players and a few new off-season acquisitions who were attempting to hold the team together—Shane Hurst was making some noise as their new second line center—but it was going to be a long slog of a season for them.

      And no one expected them to have any shot at the Cup for a while. Rebuilds sucked.

      “I can’t imagine it’s easy having guys like Hale and Nico out,” August said aloud.

      “No. It’s good to see Nico here today though. It’ll help morale.”

      August nodded.

      “So this isn’t anything official,” Pat said. “But we were thinking about maybe offering Nico a spot in the head office until he’s ready to get on the ice.”

      “Huh,” August said, considering the idea. “What kind of position?”

      “Maybe in marketing or PR. He’s good with that sort of thing, you know. Kate suggested it and I’ve learned to do what she says. She hasn’t steered me wrong yet. She thought it would be good for Nico and the team. So he’ll be around them more.”

      “He might like that,” August said, although he wasn’t entirely sure. Nico would certainly like being with the team more and having something to do. But was he ready to admit he had a much longer road to recovery ahead of him than he thought?

      “Maybe don’t say anything to him yet until we see how things go with the surgeon and we have a better idea of his return to ice,” Pat suggested.

      August nodded, because that was probably best. Although if Nico asked what they’d talked about, there was no way August would lie to him about it.

      “Hey, skate is starting!” Dustin called out. “Everyone who needs gear, follow me!”

      “Excuse me, but I think I’m going to get out there for a bit,” August said. “I haven’t been skating since Nico’s accident.”

      “Yeah, of course. Good talking to you, Manning.” Pat slapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry to hear about the, uh, situation with the league. Damned complicated business, I guess.”

      “It is,” August agreed, though that was putting it mildly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      As August put on his skates in the team’s locker room, seated between Matty Carlson and Jonah Brewer, a surreal feeling washed over him.

      August wasn’t fully gearing up today. Everyone was going out in their casual clothes, only bothering with skates, gloves, and sticks.

      Plus, there were kids and wives and partners running around, and the mood felt nothing like the electric anticipation before a game.

      But it reminded August that maybe, if his life had gone differently, if the world had been different, he could have been on a team like this.

      This could have been his life as a player. Not a referee.

      When August stepped on the ice, something inside him settled.

      He did a few slow laps, warming up. Whatever happened with the league, whatever they decided about his fate, he needed to get on the ice regularly.

      Even if it was just to join a beer league team or something.

      He felt as home out here as he did anywhere else. But it was so strange to be skating with Nico’s team while he was forced to ride the bench.

      A bright splash of color caught August’s attention and he glanced over to see Charlie launch himself in the air, doing a complicated spin.

      “Holy shit,” August whispered. He knew Charlie was a retired figure skater but to see that kind of display up close was dazzling.

      “I know, right?” Matty said with a laugh as he skated over. “He’s incredible.”

      “He doesn’t still compete though, does he?”

      “Nah. This is just fun for him.”

      For a few minutes, they stood there, leaning on their sticks and watching.

      Charlie skated up to Dustin and held out a hand to his husband. He said something and Dustin laughed, taking it. They skated together before Dustin lifted him, holding him aloft for a few moments, then gently lowering him to the ice again and taking off, doing a low twirling jump of his own.

      “Your captain has some skills,” August said, whistling lowly. “I’ve always been envious of his skating.”

      “Yeah, he’s fucking ridiculous,” Matty said. “Makes me feel like a big lumbering ox.”

      August laughed. “I think he could make anyone feel like that.”

      “C’mon, Matty,” a small dark-haired boy shouted from halfway across the ice. “Come play freeze tag with us!”

      Matty grinned. “I’m being called. Gotta go!”

      For a while, August watched the chaos on the ice. There was the freeze tag game at one end, while along the boards near the door there were tiny children, wobbly on their skates, their parents holding them upright by their hands as they encouraged them.

      One player—the Russian goaltender, Makarov—swept a laughing kid up in his arms, kissing his cheek.

      August glanced over at Nico on the bench with the team’s coach, clearly listening to whatever he was saying, though his gaze never left the ice.

      August’s heart ached for him.

      “You’re it!”

      August felt a tap on his glove and, laughing, he glanced down to see a small girl peering up at him. “What?”

      “We’re playing freeze tag,” she said excitedly. “You’re it!”

      “Hey, that’s not fair! I didn’t know I was playing!” August protested, but he grinned as he pivoted, spraying snow in the air as he turned to join the game.

      By the time he’d played several rounds, August was slightly out of breath and he begged off from joining the next one.

      Instead, he slowed to a stop, searching the crowd for Nico’s face again.

      He still sat on the bench watching, his arms draped over the top of the boards, staring longingly out at the ice.

      August’s heart twinged. He could imagine how he felt right now.

      August skated over and Nico straightened, though he remained sitting.

      “Hey, you okay?” August asked, concerned.

      He leaned his elbows on the boards, staring intently at Nico, studying his face.

      “Yeah, fine.” But Nico’s smile was tight and there was a strain around his eyes August didn’t like.

      “Missing this?”

      “Of course.”

      “Your head’s okay tho—”

      “I don’t need you checking up on me,” Nico snapped. But he immediately grimaced. “Sorry. I … I know you’re worried. I didn’t mean to …”

      “I was concerned,” August said slowly. “But I don’t want to nag you. If you say you feel okay, then I trust you.”

      Nico shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, I’m just feeling shitty about not being able to be out there, you know? It’s good to see the team but it’s a huge fucking reminder I’m not there. And I can’t do half the shit I want to do. Physically, I feel fine though.”

      “Good.” Because what else could August say?

      “You look pretty good out there though,” Nico said, his expression lightening. “I like watching you skate. You have good form.”

      August straightened, leaning his hip against the boards. “Yeah? Think I could’ve made it in the NHL?”

      “With your drive and the right training? Definitely,” Nico said without hesitation. “Just think, we could have been teammates, maybe.”

      “Or on rival teams,” August suggested. “I could have played for the Montreal Lynx or something.”

      Nico grinned. “That seems more likely. We could have started out hating each other.”

      “So … exactly like this, then?” August gestured between the two of them.

      Nico made a noise of mock outrage. “I didn’t hate you, Auggie.”

      “No, you liked driving me nuts.”

      “Well, you were so serious,” Nico said with a laugh. “If I couldn’t get you to have fun, I could at least annoy you.”

      “Weird way to flirt,” August teased, relieved to see Nico looking lighter again.

      Nico shrugged. “Seems to have worked out okay for us.”

      But August wondered. What would have happened if Nico hadn’t had a seizure that night in Buffalo? If he hadn’t been injured, if August hadn’t rushed to the hospital and lied about who Nico was to him, would any of this have happened?

      Or would the one night in Evanston been the end of it for them?

      And why did that thought make August so sad?
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        * * *

      

      Nico tried to put on a happy face. He tried as hard as he could but it was fucking painful to watch everyone doing what he wanted to do.

      Nico itched to be out there, itched to feel the smooth glide of his blades against the ice, the cool air against his cheeks.

      He felt like a bird with its wing clipped, tethered to the ground, forced to walk when he knew he could fly.

      He thought of all of the games he’d already missed and the ones he’d miss before he could come back and he hated it all.

      But he did love watching August skate.

      He was a power skater, all quads and brute force. He wasn’t fluid like Dustin or fast like Colton. But he was solid. He was the kind of player who opponents would bounce off as he cut through their zone. Not a battering ram like Matty or a knife like Nico, but somewhere in between.

      Nico watched August skate with the kids, feeling a funny twinge at the way he playfully joined in.

      Did he want kids?

      He’d be a good dad. He’d be strict. He wouldn’t let them get away with shit but he’d be fair and loving.

      Weird to think if August’s ex hadn’t ended their relationship, August wouldn’t be here now.

      Nico had looked that Daniel guy up on social media and been utterly unimpressed.

      August could do better.

      But Nico felt a guilty pang as he realized August would still have his refereeing career if he was with Daniel. He’d probably be married already, maybe talking about having kids.

      Nico felt like he’d brought nothing but bad luck on both himself and August.

      Nico had meant it earlier; his family always landed on their feet. He’d be fine.

      But would August?

      “You look awfully serious for someone watching a bunch of people having fun.”

      Nico glanced over at Dominic who slid onto the bench beside him. “Yeah well, I want to be out there having fun too.”

      “Recovery sucks,” Dom said. “It always does and there’s no getting around it.”

      “Oh right. You would know, huh?” Dom had been playing for LA when he’d blown his knee out with an ACL tear and been benched for an entire season.

      Dom nodded. “Yeah, been there, done that.”

      “Any advice?”

      “Find something to distract you before it eats you up. Or you turn it inward like Haler.”

      Nico winced. “You think that’s what happened to him?” He’d forgotten about the terrible season Hale had last year. He’d been in and out with some chronic wrist shit.

      “I think he’s been struggling for a while and the breakup with Whitney tipped him over the edge. This is why I don’t fucking date. One more complication I don’t fucking need.”

      “Yeah, I noticed you didn’t bring anyone today,” Nico teased. “Just Rosie Palmer and her five friends.”

      Dom’s lips twitched and he wiggled his hand in reply. “Nah, she’s not my type. Besides, just because I don’t date doesn’t mean I can’t get it elsewhere.”

      “Do tell,” Nico said, curiously. Dom was notoriously tight-lipped about his hookups. Nico had never once seen him take someone home from the bar.

      “Nah, you know me. I never kiss and tell.” Dom winked. “But I don’t get my heart broken. Let’s put it that way.”

      “Hey, have you talked to Haler?” Nico asked. “Jo hasn’t said much about how he’s doing.”

      Dom hummed. “A little. He’s supposed to be done with the ninety-day program in January, then he’ll be with the Bears for a bit until he’s on his feet again.”

      “That’s good. We need him with us though. You guys are playing like shit,” Nico observed.

      With a snort, Dom sat back. “We sure fucking are. You get that head of yours together and come back soon, yeah? We need you.”

      “Ugh.” Nico groaned. “Believe me, I wish. If one more person fucking tells me to take all the time I need, I’m going to lose it.”

      “I get it,” Dom said with a grimace. “But I also get why everyone’s freaked. You scared us, man.”

      “So everyone keeps telling me. August said he has nightmares.”

      “Yeah, don’t we all.” Dom squinted across the ice at August who was scrimmaging with some of the team. “He seems like a good dude.”

      “He is,” Nico agreed. “I’ve been lucky to have him around.”

      Dom shook his head. “Sure didn’t think I’d see you settling down though. I thought the two of us would be the last holdouts on the team. Single until we were old men.”

      “You’re already an old man,” Nico teased, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I never hated the idea like you do. Just never found someone who seemed worth settling down with. Not to knock Sky but we were … well, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Dom slapped his shoulder and stood. “Well, congrats, man. The injury sucks but I’m glad you have other stuff going for you.”

      And Nico watched his teammate walk away, wondering why he felt so funny inside.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, you ready to go?” August asked later as he pulled a toque over his damp hair. His cheeks were flushed from exertion and he was smiling.

      Unable to resist, Nico grabbed the lapels of his ridiculous peacoat and kissed him. August let out a surprised noise against his lips, then kissed him back, sliding his hands along Nico’s back and prompting a loud boo from someone in the room.

      Nico finally drew away when the whistles and chirps grew too loud to stand.

      “Holy shit, never thought I’d see a player and a ref making out in the locker room,” Matty said with a laugh. “This is so fucking weird.”

      Nico grinned. “We can put on more of a show if you’d like.” He waggled his tongue and out of the corner of his eye he saw August’s cheeks redden.

      “Fuck no.” Colton threw a ball of socks at his chest and Nico batted it away. “I want to see less.”

      Jeers and good-natured ribbing followed Nico and August out of the locker room and Nico was still smiling as he stepped out of the practice facility, their hands clasped.

      August hit the remote start on the key fob and across the lot, Nico’s headlights flashed.

      “Thanks for inviting me today,” August said with a smile. He squeezed Nico’s hand. “This was more fun than I expected. Or, I had fun anyway. I know it was tough for you.”

      “Not my favorite day, that’s for sure,” Nico admitted as they crossed the snowy parking lot. “It was good to see everyone but it’s so hard to listen to all of the opinions about what I need to do for my recovery. Everyone thinks they’re a fucking expert, you know?”

      “I’m sorry. That sounds frustrating.”

      “Yeah, it was.” Nico scuffed his winter boot, breaking up a chunk of slushy snow.

      “Ready to go home?” August asked a few minutes later as he put the car in gear.

      “I … don’t think I want to go home tonight,” Nico admitted, the words catching in his throat.

      In the dark car, August glanced over. “No?”

      “No. If one more person asks how my recovery is going or when I’ll be back, I’ll lose it. I need a break from people. Does that make me an asshole?”

      “I certainly don’t think so.” August hesitated. “Do you need a break from everyone or …?”

      “Well, not you,” Nico said with a smile. “You’re not people, Auggie.”

      August laughed. “I’m not?”

      Ugh, how was Nico supposed to explain what he meant?

      “Some people you can just be with,” he finally said. “It’s like … they don’t count as people. They don’t get on your nerves. Much as I love her, Sky is people. When we were dating and I was frustrated and needed a break, she made it worse. And I’m not blaming her, you know? It wasn’t her fault. It went both ways and it was the way we were together, but it never feels that way with you.”

      “Oh,” August said quietly.

      “Hey, will you take me to your place for a couple of days?” Nico said impulsively. “You were planning to go tonight anyway, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I … take me with you. Introduce me to Marty and fuck me in your bed and …” Nico’s throat closed up. “Please, Auggie.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “No,” Nico admitted. “And you’re the only person who gets why.”

      “Okay.” August reached for Nico’s hand. “We’ll go to Hamilton tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      “Aww. It’s cute,” Nico said as August slowed to a stop in front of a small brown house.

      They’d taken August’s car. Nico had tried to protest but August had pointed out the Porsche would stand out like a sore thumb.

      “I’m not saying it’s a bad neighborhood,” he’d explained. “But there’s no point in tempting fate when there’s no garage to lock it up in.”

      Which, fair enough. Nico sort of forgot most people didn’t live in buildings with security or in homes with gates and key codes.

      August’s house was two stories, painted a pale tan with darker brown trim, and located on a skinny lot with only enough room for one car in the driveway.

      The house was simple and unassuming, but there was a nice front porch and a few lights glowed warmly in the windows.

      “Did your neighbor turn stuff on for you?” Nico asked as August unlocked the door.

      “No, I have it all on timers to randomly go on and off. Deter theft and all since I travel so much.”

      The entryway of the house was narrow with a set of stairs that ran straight up to the second floor and held a small coat closet. Nico set down his bag and hung his jacket next to August’s.

      His parents hadn’t been happy about the idea of him going to August’s but eventually they’d given in when they saw he wasn’t going to budge. He’d promised he’d be home next week in time for Christmas but in the meantime, he needed some fucking time away.

      “Want the grand tour?” August offered.

      “Sure.”

      There was an open living room, a small dining room and a simple kitchen beyond. At the top of the stairs, a small landing led to two bedrooms and a single bathroom.

      “There’s a deck off the back,” August said as they trooped downstairs again. “Nothing fancy but I spend a lot of time out there in the summer.”

      “I like your place. It’s nice,” Nico said.

      August shot him a look like he didn’t believe him.

      Nico shrugged. He meant it. It was completely ordinary and there was no discernible style beyond ‘blue, gray, and black bachelor pad’ but it felt homey. Neat and tidy, exactly like he’d expected from August.

      Nico stopped at the fish tank, peering curiously inside. There was a sandy bottom, some rocks and pieces of wood, a few green plants, and a single goldfish inside.

      “Hi, Marty,” Nico said. “You don’t look much like your namesake.”

      August chuckled.

      “Hey, can I feed him?” Nico asked.

      “Sure. Let me get you a treat for him. One sec.”

      August disappeared into the kitchen and when he returned, he offered Nico a small bowl.

      “Are those peas?”

      “Yes. I have to peel them though. It’s better for his health.”

      Only August would peel each individual tiny pea for a fish. It made Nico smile. “You’re cute.”

      August made a disgruntled noise and lifted the lid on the tank. “Here, drop them in one at a time.”

      Marty swam to the surface and Nico dropped the pea in. Marty gobbled it up so Nico dropped the others in, one by one, until they were all gone.

      With the food gone, the fish swam away, exploring behind the rocks, looking for more to eat.

      “Not the most exciting pet ever, huh?” Nico observed.

      “No. But relaxing to watch.” August closed the lid.

      “Why’s he all alone?”

      “The companion I bought for him didn’t make it,” August said. “I’ve considered getting him another but he seems happy enough on his own and all of the research I did said they’re often quite content as solitary creatures.”

      Nico nodded, a yawn catching him by surprise.

      August immediately took the bowl from Nico’s hand and put an arm around his waist. “C’mon. Let’s lie down. You should rest.”

      “You’re such a worrywart,” Nico grumbled, but secretly, he didn’t mind when August arranged him on the sofa in the crook of his arm, tucked a blanket around them both, and turned on the game.

      It was Nashville vs. St. Louis and Nico half-dozed as he listened to the commentators.

      “I miss it,” he said tiredly. “So much.”

      “I know.” August kissed the top of his head. “I miss reffing too.”

      “Least we’ve got each other,” Nico slurred, thinking about what Dom had said earlier.

      August’s grip tightened around Nico’s waist once before he drifted off.
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      “That was great,” Nico said happily as Blade Runner ended. “What’d you think, Auggie?”

      “I enjoyed it,” he said.

      This morning, Nico had done his PT exercises and August had worked out in his makeshift basement gym. Now they were having a relaxing day, watching movies.

      Nico had insisted on doing a Rutger Hauer marathon. “You need to know his work,” he’d said stubbornly. “If you’re engaged to a Dutch person, you should know who Rutger Hauer is. Ladyhawke is a classic. We definitely need to watch Soldier of Orange. And how have you never seen Blade Runner? That is criminal, Auggie.”

      August hadn’t had the heart to remind him they weren’t actually engaged.

      With the winter storm blanketing the city in snow, there was little else they could do anyway.

      Not that August was complaining. It made for a cozy day to curl up under a blanket and let the snow drift down, turning the whole world white and silent around them.

      “God, poor Sky,” Nico murmured.

      “Hmm?” August paused his search for Ladyhawke on the various streaming sites and glanced briefly over at Nico.

      He waggled his phone. “Oh, we’re texting. She’s dealing with so much bullshit from her parents. They want her to move back into the Hanley Estate and hire nannies and such.”

      “Sounds unpleasant.”

      “They are deeply awful people,” Nico said with a sigh. “Like, my parents drive me a little nuts but I always know it comes from a good place. The Hanleys want to control her.”

      “Ugh. That is awful.”

      “Right? And I hate that I’ve been so distant lately. I haven’t been there for her the way I wanted to.”

      “Well, you were dealing with some rather big things,” August pointed out. “I’m sure she understands.”

      “She does. I just feel like a shitty friend. I missed one of her sonograms. I guess she’s having a boy. She really didn’t care if she found out the sex but I guess the little dude put it all out there in this last scan.”

      August snorted quietly. “Well, congratulate her on the baby boy for me. Did I tell you she threatened to make me his godfather?”

      “What?” Nico laughed. “No. When was that?”

      “In the hospital when we were trying not to panic over you being in surgery.”

      “Aww, Auggie.” Nico squeezed his thigh again, sliding his hand higher. “I love that. You and my bestie bonding over me is so cute. I wish I’d seen it.”

      “You really are an egomaniac, aren’t you?” August teased.

      “It’s one of my better qualities.” Nico smiled beatifically.

      August ignored that. “Oh, and for the record, the offer to make me the godfather was a threat. Skylar was going to make me be there when you two argued about if the future baby Hanley would be a hockey player or not.”

      “Well that’s not even a question. Of course he’s going to play hockey,” Nico retorted. “With a fabulous uncle like me to look up to, he’ll want to. That was gonna be true even if Sky had a girl though. I love watching women’s hockey. I hooked up with a women’s player at World’s once, you know?”

      “I did not know that,” August admitted, amused. “But I’m not surprised.”

      “Hey, be nice. It was a fun night. I thought she was going to smother me with her thighs when I went down on her.” He sighed, like it was a good memory.

      “My comment wasn’t an insult.”

      August had no issue with Nico’s past. It was his future August didn’t want to think too closely about. He continued, “Hey, so, assuming the roads are clear by then, I have an appointment the day after tomorrow. What do you think about inviting Sky over to hang out? I know it’s a bit of a drive but I’d feel better if you had someone here with you.”

      “I really don’t need a babysitter but fine. It would be good to see her for sure. I can see if she feels up to it.”

      “Great.”

      “What’s the appointment for?” Nico didn’t look up from his phone.

      “It’s my hearing. Jon, the NHLOA guy, let me know. The league won’t make an official decision yet but they want some more info from me before they do.”

      Nico straightened, tossing his phone aside. “Well, I should be there too.”

      August shook his head. “They requested I come alone, except for my rep.”

      “Oh, okay,” Nico said slowly. “Sure. That’s fine then. I’ll ask Sky if she can get away on Monday.”

      “Great.” August rose to his feet. “How about some lunch before we start the next movie?”

      “Sure.” Nico threw off the blanket they’d been cuddled up under. “I can help though.”

      “What do you want?” August asked as he strode toward the kitchen. “We’ve got leftovers from last night or I can do Greek salad and grilled chicken or—”

      “Greek salad and chicken,” Nico said. “We can do the leftovers for dinner.”

      “Sounds good.” August felt a weird tightness in his chest. He wasn’t sure if he liked having Nico here. It felt … too real or something.

      He suddenly remembered Daniel in this space, the happy domestic life they were building together, and he couldn’t let himself muddy that all up with the strange thoughts of Nico he’d been having lately.

      “Hey, you okay, Auggie?” Nico pressed against his back, long and warm, pinning August against the sink.

      August swallowed a hysterical laugh, remembering a similar position in Nico’s kitchen a few weeks ago, when Nico had thought they were really engaged.

      Why was August feeling all tangled up about it now?

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said hoarsely.

      “You’re not acting fine,” Nico said. “Are you thinking about the hearing?”

      Grateful for the excuse, August nodded.

      It was true enough. He was.

      Partly because once it was over, he and Nico would have to have a talk about how they’d end this whole fake engagement.

      Nico had been posting more pictures of their time together too, which was killing August.

      Cute moments that made August feel like he was living in a parallel world where they were actually together.

      Stupid. Ridiculous. He knew what kind of guy Nico was, and that didn’t include settling down.

      August needed to get his head on straight again. This was temporary. It had always been temporary.

      “I’m sorry.” Nico’s lips were warm against the back of his neck. “This sucks for you.”

      “Yeah.” August released a shuddering breath. “It does.”

      And he had no idea which thing he was referring to.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my God, you’re so big!” Nico crowed as Skylar stepped in the door of August’s house a few days later.

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s good I’m feeling secure about my appearance at the moment because that is not something you tell a pregnant woman, Nico.”

      “But you are,” he protested. “The baby is huge.”

      “And if I ever wonder why we broke up, you are always thoughtful enough to remind me,” she said with a groan as she took off her coat.

      “Love you too.” Nico took the coat and kissed her cheek. “Seriously though, how are you feeling?”

      “Big, cranky, ready for this shit to be over with. Shouldn’t I be asking you that though?”

      “Ehh, about the same,” Nico replied. “And don’t you have like … three months to go?”

      “Yes, don’t remind me.” She placed her hands on her lower back, stretching.

      “You want to sit down?” Nico asked.

      “No. I sat in the car for an hour while I drove to this godforsaken town. Why does August live here? There’s like … nothing to do.”

      Nico shrugged. “It’s affordable, I think.”

      “Oh right. Normal people have to worry about that shit.”

      “Yup.”

      “How’s he doing with the whole … career-on-the-rocks thing?”

      Nico grimaced. “Not good. He’s been acting weird since we got here.”

      “Weird how?” She began pacing.

      “I don’t know,” Nico said slowly. “Just … weird. Like he randomly gets all tense and stuff.”

      “How’s the sex?”

      “Oh, we don’t have any issues there.”

      “Happy for you. I haven’t had sex since I found out I was pregnant and now I’m so horny I could fuck a goat.”

      “Mmm, pretty sure that’s illegal in all of North America.”

      “I was kidding. But I totally burned out the batteries on my vibrator the other day. Gah.”

      Nico snickered. “Hey, that reminds me … I want to set you up with someone.”

      Skylar paused her pacing and leveled him with a look. “I am not dating, Nico. You know that. It’s me and the baby.”

      “It’s August’s twin brother.”

      She paused. “Yeah, he told me Julius has a huge crush on me or something.”

      “Oh, totally,” Nico said. “But I scoped him out on socials and he’s hot. Not August but …”

      Skylar smirked. “But you’re willing to give me the cheap knockoff you don’t want?”

      Nico laughed. “No! I just think you might actually dig him.”

      “I don’t need another pretty boy. I’ve dated too many of those.” She glared pointedly. “They’re useless.”

      Nico gave her an innocent look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “And he seems like more than a pretty face. He works for an environmental non-profit. You should have heard him gush about your policy work. I think the dude actually respects you for your brain and not just your spectacular tits. They’ve also gotten huge by the way. Damn.”

      Skylar rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Nics. I hadn’t noticed.”

      They’d always bantered like that but Nico knew she’d punch any other man who told her that. Although he might want to be more careful in the future. He really couldn’t afford to have any more damage to his head.

      “I’m just saying, I think you should let us introduce you two.”

      “Mmm, no. I doubt he’s into the beached-whale thing so we’ll let him have his little fantasy, okay?”

      “I mean, he’s gotta be better than a goat, right?”

      Skylar snorted. “You might have a point. But not right now. I’m dealing with too much shit from my parents.”

      “Yeah, fair. C’mon. Sit down and talk to me about it.” Nico patted the couch next to him. “Tell Uncle Nico what’s going on.”
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        * * *

      

      The doorknob rattled and Nico sat up, surprised August was back already. That was quick.

      “Helllooo. Are you home, asswipe? I thought you had the hearing today. Why didn’t you tell me you were going to be in town? I drove by and saw a fancy car. I assume that’s Nico’s—”

      The man standing in the doorway froze.

      Nico blinked at him.

      That definitely wasn’t August.

      They looked similar but that was not the guy Nico had been living with.

      No one moved for a moment.

      “Let me guess,” Skylar said drily, breaking the stalemate. “You’re Julius.”

      His face lit up. “Holy shit, you’re Skylar Hanley.”

      “Nico, I am going to kill you for this,” she hissed under her breath. “Kill you so dead you wish you’d had brain surgery all over again. Without anesthesia.”

      “I didn’t do it!” he protested quietly. “I don’t know why he’s here but it wasn’t me.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Skylar turned to look at Julius, pasting on a fake smile. “Sorry. Nico’s a little out of it right now. And August isn’t home. He had the hearing-thingy today. You’re his brother, right?”

      “Uh, yeah.” He looked gobsmacked. “Julius. You, um … wow.”

      She tried to get up but struggled, falling onto the sofa with a little whomp.

      Julius held out a hand. “Oh, here, do you need help? It must be difficult so far along in a pregnancy.”

      “No I don’t need help,” she snapped. “And I’m only seven months!”

      She huffed and struggled to her feet. “There. See.” She rubbed her lower back. “I can do it myself. I’d be fine if this couch wasn’t so low.”

      “Are you sure you’re not dealing with PGP or SPD?” Julius asked earnestly. “Do you have a lot of stiffness in your hips?”

      “Well, yeah. This baby is rearranging all of my bones and organs. Of course I’m stiff.”

      “No. But see there’s these conditions. Pregnancy-related pelvic girdle pain or symphysis pubis dysfunction,” he said earnestly. “You might have that, especially if you’re experiencing so much discomfort at this point. Not that I’m trying to mansplain your pregnancy to you or anything. I just wondered. But that’s nosy of me, right? Sorry.”

      Skylar blinked. “What are you? An obstetrician?”

      He looked confused. “I work for a non-profit that’s trying to protect our natural resources?”

      “So that’s a no then?” She put her hands on her hips.

      “Right. No. I …” Julius dragged a hand through his hair. “My co-worker was dealing with PGP for a while last year during her pregnancy and I started googling stuff and it was kind of fascinating. Did you know the pelvis widens by three millimeters during pregnancy and birth?”

      Skylar stared at Julius and Nico smothered a laugh.

      Oh, this was going so much better than Nico could have hoped. He truly hadn’t orchestrated this meeting but the result of it was fucking hilarious.

      Nico took the opportunity to study Julius as he stared wide-eyed at Skylar like he’d seen the second coming and well, Skylar might hide it better but there was a definite glint in her eyes as she looked him up and down.

      Julius was indeed hot.

      Not August hot but still hot.

      It was a little eerie though.

      Their build was similar, though Julius was a bit lankier. Their facial features were similar too, with wide, high cheekbones, deep set eyes, and great lips.

      But the resemblance stopped there. Julius’ jaw and chin were all wrong and his hair was a few shades lighter and his eyes were blue and nope, definitely not August.

      Meh. Yeah. The cheap knockoff was right. Skylar could have him.

      “Hey, Julius,” Nico said, remembering something he’d seen posted on the guy’s Instagram. “How do you feel about nachos?”

      Skylar glanced over, glaring.

      Julius looked confused. “I like them? I make them sometimes. I have really been into these spicy baked black bean nachos lately.”

      Skylar turned back to Julius. “You make them yourself?”

      He brightened. “Yeah. I’m kinda getting into cooking lately. I’ve been trying to cut back on the amount of meat I eat, you know? I liked the talk you did on the impact going partly vegetarian can have on atmospheric carbon dioxide.”

      “You were at that talk?” She crossed her arms.

      “No? I watched it? Online?” He cleared his throat. “I mean, I watched it online. It was interesting.”

      “Huh. Tell me more about the nachos.” Skylar stepped toward him.

      “The spicy baked black bean ones?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, they’re pretty simple. Black beans, onion, diced tomatoes with chilies, this spice blend I make up. Cheese—I usually do cheddar— but I think what sets it apart is the pickled red onions on top.”

      Skylar’s stomach gurgled and she clapped a hand across her belly. “l love pickled red onions.”

      “I could make you some? If you wanted. I have all of the ingredients at home and I live like ten minutes away.”

      “You expect me to go to a strange man’s house?” She gave him an incredulous look. “Yeah, okay, buddy. Did you know there were kidnapping attempts to extort money from my family when I was twelve?”

      Julius looked alarmed. “Oh, right. Good point. I could bring it here. Yes. I’ll do that. I’ll make the nachos and bring them here and you can try them. That sounds better.”

      Nico stifled a laugh. Oh God, this guy was so gone on Skylar. It was fucking adorable.

      Downright adorkable.

      “Could you give Nico and me a moment, please?” Skylar said sweetly. “Thank you.”

      Julius nodded. “Yes. I’ll just go right over here.” He pointed at the wall. “I mean, in the kitchen. Yes, I’ll be in there while you … uh, do your thing.”

      When he was gone, Skylar stepped closer to Nico. “Stand up. I can’t lean down to whisper-yell at you without falling on my face.”

      Amused, Nico stood. “What’s up?”

      “Why do I want to ride that man like a pony?” she whispered furiously. “He is awkward as fuck. I should not want to screw his brains out and eat his nachos. And yet …”

      Nico shrugged. “Pregnancy hormones, maybe? It’s either that or there’s something weird about the Manning family. I should not find August’s little sweater vests sexy either but here we are.”

      “Am I really thinking about doing this?” Skylar looked horrified. “I mean, casual sex, yes. I am here for it. But with him? Am I attracted to him or just hungry for nachos? That’s kind of concerning that I can’t tell.”

      “Little bit,” Nico agreed. “But does it matter? Either way, it’s kind of a win.”

      “You have a point,” she said. “I suppose I have nothing to lose, except, you know, my life if he’s a serial killer.”

      “He’s not a serial killer,” Nico assured her. “No way is August’s twin going to murder you. It’s just not possible.”

      She bit her lip. “You think he’s a good guy?”

      Nico shrugged. “His socials check out. August is … well, a really good dude, and he swears his brother is too.”

      “Right.” Skylar nodded. “Gah, I can’t believe I’m seriously thinking about this. You mind if I ditch you? I feel bad. I was supposed to stay with you for the day.”

      “I’m good, I promise,” Nico assured her.

      She glanced down at her belly. “But I’m so … pregnant.”

      “Sky.” He cupped her cheeks and looked her in the eye. “That man is going to worship the fuck out of your body. Seriously. Go get some dick. And nachos. And tell me how they both are once you’re done.”

      “Right.” She squared her shoulders. “Dick and nachos. I’ve got this.”

      Nico tried not to smirk as he watched her waddle toward the kitchen. A moment later, Nico heard the bump of something clattering to the floor.

      Nico had gotten comfy on the couch again when Skylar emerged, towing Julius after her by the front of his shirt. Her hair was mussed and he looked totally dazed.

      “See you later, Nics!” she said cheerfully and Julius mouthed a wide-eyed ‘thank you’ in Nico’s direction.

      Nico smiled.

      Well, his work was done here.
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        * * *

      

      August came home to find Nico alone.

      “Where is Skylar?” he said the moment he walked in, kicking off his shoes and lining them up on the mat. “I thought she was going to come and I don’t see a vehicle out there. Or at least I assume she’s not the one driving the rust bucket parked on the street unless she’s trying to be incognito.”

      “She was here,” Nico assured him. “She left early. No idea who the rust bucket belongs to.”

      August shrugged off his coat. “Nico …”

      “What? I’m fine,” he protested. “I spent most of the day on the couch. I didn’t even go up and down the stairs. Well, once, to pee. But that was all. I have zero head injuries to report. No dizziness. No headaches. I’ve been doing my puzzles like a good boy.”

      “Well, that’s something,” August said with a sigh as he hung his coat on a hanger.

      “Hey, by the way, I found your cat! I dunno how she got out but she was roaming around outside meowing. I’m surprised you haven’t been more worried about her. I take it she’s normally an indoor/outdoor cat?”

      “Nico, I don’t have a cat,” August said slowly as he closed the closet door. “I have a fish. Marty. He’s right over there.”

      Nico rolled his eyes. “Well, what do you call this?”

      He pointed to his lap where a big white fluffy cat with a brownish–gray face lay. The creature was purring loud enough August could hear it from a few feet away and it had its eyes closed in what looked like bliss as it kneaded the blanket.

      “Uhh.” August stared blankly. “A stray cat who conned you into letting it inside?”

      “What?” Nico looked surprised. “But there was cat food by your back door and when I opened it, she walked right in!”

      “Yeah, I feed the strays in the neighborhood. They’re around all the time and I feel bad for them so I throw food in some bowls outside. This guy comes around a lot but he’s not mine. I’ve never let him inside.”

      “Pretty sure Miss Muffins is a girl, Auggie.”

      “How do you know?”

      Nico shot him a look. “How do you think?”

      “Right. Not the point. And Miss Muffins?”

      “Obviously.” Nico smoothed a hand over the cat’s back. “That’s her name.”

      “Well, if she has a collar with a nametag, then she probably belongs to someone.”

      “Oh, no. There’s no collar. I just named her that. That’s what she looks like to me.” Nico rubbed the cat’s chin affectionately. “Don’t you, Miss Muffins?”

      Dear God, Nico was using the baby-talk voice. What in the hell had happened in the hours August had been gone?

      “You let a stray cat into my house and named it Miss Muffins,” he asked, still in disbelief.

      “Well, I didn’t know she was a stray but I figured I’d call her that until I knew what her name was.” Nico beamed. “I’ve always wanted a cat though.”

      “Uhh, what about lice?”

      “I checked her over carefully,” Nico protested. “No fleas. No lice or eggs, I promise.”

      August squinted suspiciously. “Is this cat going to go back to Toronto with you?”

      “Well, probably eventually. I’ll take her to the vet first though to get her all checked out.”

      “You mean I’ll take her to the vet. You can’t drive yet.”

      Nico gave him a winning smile. “Miss Muffins would appreciate it.”

      August looked up at the ceiling. “Dear God, what has my life become?”

      “Infinitely better with Miss Muffins and I in it.”

      “Sure, we’ll go with that,” August muttered. “I don’t even like cats, Nico.”

      He scoffed. “Yeah, whatever, you softy. You feed strays. You must like them a little.”

      “There’s a difference between helping out some homeless animals and inviting them in to stay!”

      “And now there’s one less homeless animal on the streets.” Nico beamed. “We did something good today, Auggie.”

      “You did something,” August reminded him with a laugh because he found himself unable to resist Nico when he was all bright and happy. “I had nothing to do with this.”

      “And yet we all benefit.”

      “Any other major life changes happen while I was out?” August asked as he dropped onto the couch next to Nico, warily eyeballing the cat.

      “I redecorated the bedroom and joined the circus.”

      August squinted. “Nico …”

      “I didn’t join the circus. Clowns are …” He shuddered.

      “And the bedroom?” he asked warily.

      “Exactly the way you left it this morning. You should call Charlie and let him work his magic on your place.”

      “Well,” August said with a sigh of relief. “I might, except I think he’s out of my budget since I am currently unemployed.”

      Nico shrugged. “You wanna be my sugar baby?”

      “I absolutely do not.”

      Why did people keep suggesting that?

      “Aww, c’mon, Auggie. You can be my kept man. I’ll come home from games and you can fuck me so good.”

      August squinted. “That sounds like my idea of hell.”

      “Well that was rude.”

      “I didn’t mean fucking you. I meant having nothing else to do.”

      “I dunno, you haven’t seen me at full strength. I can be a lot. I might even wear you out.”

      Privately, August had a feeling he was right.

      “I am not sitting on my ass waiting to service you, Nico.”

      “No, that’s no way to keep up your stamina. But you can keep using the gym downstairs in my building. That’ll keep you occupied.”

      “Oh, so now I’m selling my place and permanently moving in with you?”

      “Well, I mean this place is cute and all, but there isn’t much to do around here. And you are otherwise unemployed until further notice.”

      August sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. “Don’t remind me. The hearing sucked today. I really am going to be unemployed.”

      “Hey, you’re stressed out about this.” Nico shifted and the cat—Miss Muffins—jumped down with an outraged squawk of indignation.

      “Well, wouldn’t you be?”

      Nico winced. “I could probably take a decade or so off before I had to worry about my finances and even then …”

      “Oh right, I forget you live in a different world than me.”

      Nico shrugged. “Well, I’ve got my NHL money, plus I do some modeling gigs and DJ in the off-season. My parents have trusts set up for me and I got access to some of them when I turned 21 and 25. There are investments and shit too. I’m … pretty well-off, August.”

      “Yeah, I’d worked that out,” August said with a snort.

      “Is that a problem?”

      “What?” August gave him a weird look. “No. It’s great you have that. I … I don’t know. I’m feeling sorry for myself, I suppose. I have savings and investments of course but I can’t not work. I have a mortgage and expenses.”

      “I get that. So why don’t you figure out something else to do?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. What do you enjoy other than telling me what to do?”

      “I consider that a hobby, not a profession.”

      “Also rude … but fine. Tell me what else you like.”

      “Well, I like refereeing.”

      “You don’t say,” Nico said drily. “Have you ever thought about coaching though? If you can put up with my grumpy ass when I feel like shit, you could probably coach pretty well. Some kind of skills things for kids.”

      “Coaching kids?” August considered the idea. “I’d never thought about it but …”

      “I mean, you seem like you’d be good with them.”

      “I’m so unprepared for this,” August admitted with a sigh. “I pivoted once, when I realized I couldn’t be gay and get married and have a family and play in the NHL. I don’t want to have to do it again.”

      Nico winced.

      “Yeah, anyway. Turns out I didn’t have to give that up, did I?” August’s eyes stung. “I probably could have had the playing career and the husband and family. If only I’d known at sixteen.”

      Nico slid closer. “Yeah, but we had no fucking way of knowing hockey would go in this direction when we were teenagers. You made a choice based on what you knew then.”

      “I did but …”

      It hurt.

      August hadn’t realized how much it hurt to know he’d given up one dream in favor of another and wound up losing both.

      If this went the way he thought it would, he wouldn’t have any of it.

      Just a fake fiancé and no career. Go him.

      “Auggie.” Nico’s tone was surprisingly gentle. “I didn’t mean to make you feel worse.”

      “No, I know,” August admitted with a heavy sigh. “I know you didn’t. I’m feeling sorry for myself right now.”

      “C’mere.” Nico wrapped his arms around him and August sagged against his body. “Will it make you feel better if I tell you a funny story about how I accidentally set up Skylar and Julius and they are probably at his place having wild monkey sex right now? Or possibly eating black bean nachos. I’m not entirely sure. But they looked very happy when they left.”

      August drew back far enough to look Nico in the eye. “You did what now?”
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      “I can’t believe you weren’t going to put a tree up,” Nico said, shaking his head as he stared at the brightly lit faux evergreen. “It’s Christmas.”

      “Well, I have been a little busy. I hadn’t made any plans for Christmas yet,” August pointed out, the words coming out a bit snarkier than intended as he stacked the small mountain of empty boxes to return to the basement. “I figured Jules and I would do something but he’s otherwise occupied at the moment.”

      August had woken up this morning to a picture of Julius and Skylar in bed together, looking cozy and happy.

      Good for them. But August was feeling sorry for himself and he hadn’t been able to talk himself out of it.

      It was going to be a strange holiday.

      His parents were out of the country. Julius was doing whatever with Skylar. A second snowstorm—bigger than the first—had walloped the area, and he and Nico were trapped in his house until the roads were passable.

      Nico had sounded a little bummed when he called his parents to let them know he wouldn’t make it back to Toronto for Christmas Day.

      But he’d immediately bounced back and pestered August until he dragged out the Christmas decorations he stored in his basement.

      He hadn’t expected Nico to use all of the decorations, however. They were a mix of ones he’d purchased himself and ones his parents had given him, and he usually chose a few of each and considered that plenty.

      But now the artificial tree was absolutely ablaze with lights and covered in colorful bulbs. There was garland wrapped around the stairs and on the TV stand and various other bits scattered throughout the other rooms.

      The house now looked like the holidays had thrown up all over it and August was in a Scrooge-like funk. Grinch-like? One of the two.

      Because he was going to get one perfect Christmas with Nico, then he was going to lose it all.

      August thought about it as he carted empty boxes down the stairs.

      The ruling from the league would come down any day now and there would be no reason for him and Nico to keep pretending to be in love.

      All day, August had watched Nico decorate his house and snap pictures to post online and all he’d wanted was for it to be real.

      All he’d wanted was for this to be his life.

      He had no idea how he’d gone from finding Nico Arents the most irritating human being on the planet to being in love with him but he had.

      It had hit him when they were in bed together at Nico’s place following their date in Kensington Market. It hadn’t been any one single moment that had tipped him over the edge, more of a dawning realization creeping over him until he could no longer deny his feelings.

      Now, he paused at the top of the stairs, watching Nico.

      August wanted the man who was dancing to Christmas music, holding the stray cat he’d named Miss Muffins, crooning to her like she was a baby while she lay placidly in his arms like she too was in love with him already.

      August wanted Nico’s ridiculous unicorn poop bath bombs. His incessant selfies. His over-dramatic everything.

      He wanted his painted toenails and his bright smile.

      August wanted the too-sparkly ring on his finger to mean more than a sham engagement.

      He wanted it so bad he felt like his chest was squeezed tight with need but none of this was his to keep. Nico wasn’t his to keep.

      Nico was too much. Too bright, too sparkling, too vibrant to be his.

      August knew who he was.

      He was rigid and inflexible, just like Daniel had said.

      August wished he understood how it had happened.

      How had he fallen so hard for Nico in so short a time?

      It had never hit him so swiftly before.

      Dating Daniel had been pleasant. They’d enjoyed their time together but it had never felt like it did with Nico.

      Spending time with Nico felt seamless and August wondered if it was simply them or a product of the situation they were in.

      On some levels, August felt a deeper connection to Nico than he had to Daniel.

      Of course, they had skipped past the early awkward getting-to-know-you phase and gone straight into acting like a couple.

      A medical crisis and essentially moving in together and spending nearly 24/7 in close proximity for weeks had added intensity to it. August had seen Nico at his rawest and most vulnerable.

      But August also remembered a list he’d seen years ago of the most stressful life events a couple could potentially deal with. It occurred to him now that he and Nico were dealing with at least four of the top ten.

      Nico’s brain tumor. Stress about Nico returning to his playing career. August’s suspension. Worry about August’s future employment and finances.

      The list hadn’t mentioned being in a fake, publicly visible relationship and navigating living with not two, but four parents, but that certainly had added to it as well.

      It was a pressure cooker of a situation which had forced them toward emotional intimacy long before they would have otherwise.

      But what did that mean when this was all over?

      August and Nico hadn’t discussed when or how this fake engagement would end.

      It would probably depend on what the career consequences for both of them were, but when it was all over and they had no reason to be together anymore, what would happen?

      Nico cared about him; he’d made that clear. But it was also clear Nico would bounce back. He was healing well, growing stronger with every day.

      It would take months for him to regain all of the function he’d lost and even more time to make it back on the ice, but at some point, Nico wouldn’t need anyone around to keep an eye on him.

      His headaches were lessening, he hadn’t had a dizzy spell in a while, and his memory—except around that fateful game in Buffalo—had completely returned. Eventually, the doctor would clear him to live alone.

      His hair would grow in and cover the scar almost completely, he’d taper off the meds and his dick would return to full functionality.

      He could go back to his fabulous life of playing hockey, DJing, and partying.

      And where would August be?

      The truth was, Nico probably just needed August during this crisis. He probably needed someone steady to rely on. Someone who wouldn’t judge when he was at less than his ideal self.

      But would Nico still want him when he was fully healed? When his life returned to normal?

      August nearly scoffed aloud. Why would he?

      August knew who and what he was. He wasn’t flashy like Nico. He didn’t belong in the world where people like Nico and Skylar lived.

      August would live in his quiet house with a fish named Marty, and Nico would go on to dazzle and charm everyone he encountered.

      “Auggie?” Nico stepped close, still smiling, Miss Muffins cradled against his chest. “Dance with us?”

      August stepped forward and took them both in his arms because what else could he do? He loved Nico and he was going to lose him.

      Nico made a soft, contented sound and August reached out, running a hand across his cheek, his throat growing tight with emotion.

      I love you, Nico, he thought and his eyes stung as he remembered telling Nico it wasn’t likely he’d fall in love with him.

      He’d been so wrong.

      They’d probably both look back on this time with a certain amount of nostalgia. It had been good. It was good.

      It would be good right up until the end.

      But August couldn’t let himself imagine it would ever be anything more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a few minutes of slow dancing, Miss Muffins shot a disgruntled look at them both, squirmed onto Nico’s shoulder, and launched herself at the couch with an annoyed mrowp where she swished her tail in displeasure, then sat to groom herself.

      Nico chuckled softly and slid closer, tightening his grip on August.

      “This is perfect, isn’t it?” Nico whispered after a few minutes. “I’m glad we got snowed in for Christmas.”

      August made a low sound of agreement against Nico’s hair, swaying a little.

      The lights were low except the ones glowing on the Christmas tree, and when Nico rested his head against August’s strong shoulder, his sweater vest was soft against Nico’s cheek.

      But August was sad and Nico wasn’t sure why.

      It seemed like more than the job situation, more than missing his family at the holidays.

      And he refused to talk about it.

      Nico had tried to cheer him up all day. He’d put on a Christmas playlist and decorated the house and tried to make him laugh, but August’s smile never quite reached his eyes.

      His arms were warm and tight around Nico’s shoulders and he said all of the right words, but there was something there between them, some invisible something Nico couldn’t quite put his finger on.

      He wanted to crack a joke about August not being as bad of a dancer as he’d expected but it felt all wrong.

      So Nico held on tighter.

      Eventually, August let out a low noise and Nico tilted his head until their lips met. The kiss held the flavor of that something Nico couldn’t identify but it was sweet too.

      Sweet until it wasn’t, sweet until it turned deep and needy.

      Nico gasped and threaded his hand through August’s hair. His heart racing as they kissed deeply, August roamed his hands across Nico’s body.

      There was a desperation to his touch that made Nico’s blood heat.

      When August moaned, Nico suddenly couldn’t stand the clothes between them. He tugged at August’s sweater vest, pulling it over his head and fumbling impatiently with the buttons of his shirt until it was gone.

      August let out a rough sound, grappling with the fly of his jeans and pushing them to the floor along with his underwear.

      Nico sighed with relief when his palms met warm, bare skin.

      But August tugged at Nico’s clothes too, and Nico let him pull them off. They fluttered to the floor, immediately forgotten.

      And then they were both naked, bodies pressed together, August kissing him like his life depended on it.

      They came up for air and dove in again, gasping with every breath until Nico pulled away.

      August made a wounded noise but Nico held him tighter, trailing his lips across August’s jaw, then down to taste his neck.

      His scent filled Nico’s nose until he was dizzy with it.

      Nico ran his hands along August’s back as he lightly bit at August’s throat, his ears filled with the ragged sounds of August’s harsh breathing over the Christmas song in the background.

      He mapped out August’s muscles, squeezing his ass and teasing between his cheeks until August’s cock was hard against his hip and he shivered.

      August staggered back, landing on the sectional behind him and Nico went with him, straddling his thighs.

      “August, I …” he whispered raggedly, but he didn’t know how to end that thought so he cupped August’s cheek and kissed him. He kissed him again and again, until he panted with need.

      August slid his hands along Nico’s thighs and up his hips, smoothing over his ass. The touch was almost reverent, filled with something that made the air around them feel fragile.

      Nico took both their cocks in his right hand. It was a little awkward but the left was still not strong enough to grip tightly and he made it work, shuddering at the dry friction of his palm against his shaft when he stroked.

      “Nico …” August panted, staring up at him.

      Nico licked his palm, never taking his eyes off August’s, and stroked again. They were both uncut so a little spit was enough to slick the way.

      August’s eyes slid closed, his mouth going slack with pleasure, and Nico bent down to kiss along his jaw.

      After a while, even that was too much and all he could think about was August’s cock against his and the rough friction of his hand.

      He pressed his forehead to August’s, not kissing him, just feeling the warm tickle of August’s breath against his mouth.

      August’s hands bit into Nico’s hips, encouraging him to move and they rocked together, fucking through the tight tunnel of Nico’s grip.

      August reached up and slid two fingers into Nico’s mouth. He sucked hungrily, wetting them, then shuddered with pleasure when August used them to tease at his entrance.

      Nico wanted to speak, wanting to say something, tell August how good it felt as he pushed inside, but it felt like words would break this fragile desperation so he only moaned, low and long.

      When August’s thrusts grew erratic, his breathing strained, Nico gripped tighter. August went still, the air leaving his lungs with a rough, desperate groan, his cock jerking as he came all over Nico’s hand.

      Nico came a few seconds later, shaking through it, clenching tightly around August’s probing fingers.

      Still covered in their mingled cum, Nico brought his fingers to August’s mouth, offering him a taste.

      August’s gaze went sharp and hot and he let out a rough noise, grabbing Nico’s wrist. But Nico shivered when August sucked at his fingers, his tongue soft, his mouth gentle.

      When August was done, he reached down and wet his own fingers, bringing them to Nico’s mouth.

      Nico couldn’t look away as he lapped at August’s skin. He held August’s fingers in his mouth after, barely sucking, content to hold him gently against his tongue. Releasing a ragged breath, August shuddered and pulled Nico closer.

      After Nico finally let go of their cocks, he curled into August, pressing his face against his neck, breathing in his scent again, holding him tight.

      I’m so lucky, Nico thought, the piercing sweetness of it sharp in his chest.

      He had lost so much.

      Memories. A portion of his brain. He’d lost ice time and maybe some of his sight and his grip strength and a fully hard dick.

      But Nico had this.

      He had August.

      He had these perfect little moments with this strange uptight man who pretended to find him irritating but looked at him like he was everything.

      He had a big fluffy cat and he was co-parenting a fish named Marty, and he wanted all of it.

      Forever.

      He wanted to buy a real ring, one August would actually like, and to put it on his finger and tell the world they were together.

      Nico wanted to say he’d fallen in love. The big, real kind of love that would go on and on.

      Long after recovery and hockey and everything Nico had always thought mattered so much.

      Nico wanted to tell the whole world that whatever he’d lost, it didn’t matter because he had August.

      Because finding out he had a fake fiancé was the best thing that had ever happened to him.
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      “Augustus Manning, your conduct has been in direct violation of the expectations laid out by the National Hockey League regarding the impartiality of officials. While we recognize your relationship with Nicolaas Arents is consensual and reciprocated, we cannot condone a player and an active referee’s involvement. Because we also recognize this situation was unanticipated by both the league and the NHLOA and, as such, there were no clear guidelines in place for disclosing such relationships, we have decided against a lifelong ban.

      “You are hereby banned from officiating at the NHL level for the period of two years. After such time, you are free to re-apply to your local governing body, Hockey Canada, and submit a new application for consideration.”

      The words still rang in August’s ears as the hearing ended and he dully thanked everyone in the meeting and closed out of the video chat.

      The ruling repeated on a loop in his head as he stood and looked around Nico’s condo.

      Two years was better than he’d hoped. And yet, knowing he had the chance to reapply was almost worse than being banned for life somehow. It felt like a tease or a mirage, something he’d work toward, only to have it ripped away again.

      Realistically, would anyone want him back? Would any player, any fan, trust him again?

      His career was over. Everything he’d worked so hard for was over.

      Yesterday, the day after Christmas, the road had cleared enough for them to return to Toronto.

      Nico had begged to stay with him today during the virtual hearing but August couldn’t bear it. He couldn’t stand to see Nico’s face when he got the news.

      Not because August blamed Nico. He didn’t.

      Not even because he resented Nico or regretted what they’d done.

      But because this was the beginning of the end.

      All of August’s meticulous planning and hard work had amounted to nothing.

      His desire for a husband and a family had meant everything to him. It had meant so much he’d given up his first love—playing NHL hockey and winning a Stanley Cup.

      He’d found a new plan and purpose in officiating, worked toward new goals. Hoped to use that career to support his family and referee the Cup championship.

      He’d loved it so much he’d ultimately chosen it over Daniel.

      But everything in his life now, all of his hopes and dreams, were built on the foundation of this career, his future now a house of cards tumbling down.

      And he was in love with Nico … Nico who had spent his whole life in a relentless pursuit of pleasure and enjoyment. Nico who had admitted planning wasn’t his style.

      What reason did August have to think he would want the same kind of life August did?

      All signs pointed in a completely different direction.

      And with no career, what did he have to offer Nico outside of supporting him during his recovery?

      What could he give Nico that Nico didn’t already have or couldn’t find better elsewhere?

      August felt a soft brush against his ankles and looked down to see Miss Muffins winding around his feet.

      With a sigh, August reached down to pick her up, cuddling her close.

      Nico had been right. He was a softy.

      He’d fallen in love with her too.

      “You’ll be in good hands with Nico,” August said roughly as he stroked her soft fur. “You’ll have a great life here.”

      She chirruped, squinching her blue eyes shut in contentment at the touch, and he managed a weak smile.

      She had the unfortunate habit of leaving long white hairs all over his clothing and she’d spent the past few nights attempting to sleep on August’s pillow, but she was a sweet, cuddly cat and Pieter and Isa were delighted Nico had something else to occupy him during this recovery.

      It had all worked out, like it always did for Nico.

      August was glad.

      Throat tight, August carefully set the cat down, then walked to the bedroom.

      He pulled his suitcase out of the closet and methodically gathered his belongings from the dresser, closet, and bathroom. He packed them all carefully, his ragged breathing and the whisper of folding fabric the only sound in the room.

      When August was done, he looked around, seeing all of those moments he’d shared with Nico in the past month.

      A month.

      How in the hell had August fallen in love in a month?

      Ridiculous but there was no denying it. A month to the day from when Nico had fallen to the ice in Buffalo and, here he was, in love with him.

      August could never have imagined it, never have anticipated it, absolutely hadn’t planned for it.

      But how could he have anticipated falling in love with Nico Arents? Of all of the people in this world, he seemed the least likely candidate.

      August remembered the way Nico had annoyed him at first, the way they’d snarked at each other.

      He tightened his grip on the handle of his bag and lifted it, carrying it out into the living area.

      He pulled his phone out and sent a text to Nico. Hearing is over. You can come back now.

      August breathed shakily as he took a seat on the couch, remembering the feel of Nico’s head settling into his lap. He tossed the phone aside and stared blankly ahead.

      The TV screen was dark but he could see the ghost of NHL games playing across the screen and he swallowed thickly.

      That game in Buffalo was his last.

      He’d worked so hard, given up so much to become a referee. Because of it, he’d lost one man he loved and for what?

      To fall in love with another who could never love him back?

      It was achingly difficult to lose the game and his career but, oh God, to lose Nico. That was the worst of it. How could August walk away?

      But he had to. Because he couldn’t do it again. If Daniel’s words had hurt him, how would it feel to watch Nico lose interest in him?

      Nico had said he wanted to stick together but he was so casual about it. It was clearly something fun for now, but August knew what would happen in time.

      August couldn’t fall deeper and deeper in love with Nico only to have the rug pulled out from under him when Nico grew bored with him. Off to chase the next thrilling adventure in his life.

      It would hurt now but it would hurt so much more later if August kept going. If he kept pretending.

      August fumbled with the ring on his finger, sliding it off and staring down at it, sparkling in the weak winter light.

      A tear slipped down August’s cheek, then another and he didn’t know what he was crying for.

      He’d known this was coming. All of it. He’d known it and it shouldn’t hurt so much, not when he’d been prepared but it did. Far more than he’d imagined.

      Tomorrow, two days from now … in a week, he’d pick himself up.

      He’d sit down and make a new plan for his life but he couldn’t do it now. Could only sit there, heart aching, and wondering what his future held.

      Miss Muffins chirped again and he glanced over to see her perched on his suitcase.

      “Nice try,” he said softly. “That’s not going to keep me from leaving.”

      But she ignored him, curling up on it with a flick of her tail and closing her eyes.

      August’s phone buzzed and he almost didn’t check it, assuming it was Nico, but it buzzed again and he realized it was a call from Jules.

      “Hey,” he choked out.

      “Oh no. How bad?” Julius said immediately.

      “Two years.”

      Julius was silent a moment. “That’s better than we expected, right?”

      “I guess.” August sighed heavily. “They say I can reapply after, but …”

      “Ahh. You don’t think they’d ever want you again?”

      “Why would they?” August stared out the window at the leaden Toronto sky. “No one will trust me after this.”

      “August …”

      “I’m untrustworthy,” he said.

      He let out a bitter little laugh. It wasn’t funny at all but it might be the first time in his life anyone had thought that.

      “Okay, that’s it. I’m coming to Toronto,” Julius said grimly. “You’re at Nico’s place, right?”

      “Yeah, but don’t bother. I’m all packed.”

      “What?”

      “I’m going to head home. We might as well end this. He can afford to hire people to look after him until he’s cleared to live alone, and really, otherwise, I can’t imagine why we’d need to stay together now.”

      “Uhh, maybe because you’re ridiculously in love?”

      August tilted his head, staring up at the ceiling. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I’ve heard rumors it’s a great starting point for long-term relationships.”

      “Yeah, but he’d have to love me back.” August’s breath hitched. “And he doesn’t.”

      “Has he said that?”

      “No.”

      “So you’re … assuming things.”

      “Oh, come on, you said it yourself,” August said, a touch of bitterness in his tone. “I’m not cool enough to get a guy like that.”

      “Okay, first of all, what I say when I’m making fun of you cannot be used against yourself in a later conversation. And second, I was joking. I didn’t mean it. Besides, that was before the whole brain tumor thing.”

      “It’s true though, right?”

      Julius scoffed. “Of course not. You two are so good together it’s sickening.”

      “C’mon. He’s … Nico Arents. NHL player, international model, part-time DJ. I’m a former ref with no future. It makes no sense for us to be together.”

      Julius scoffed. “Do you think it makes any sense that I spent the best seventy-two hours of my life in bed with Skylar Hanley? Her family are actual, literal billionaires and she’s the smartest, funniest, and most gorgeous woman on the planet. How does it make any sense that she wants me? But she does and I’m not gonna just let that go. I’m going to keep making her nachos and rubbing her lower back and praying she never fucking realizes I’m some shlub who works for a non-profit and has twelve dollars to his name.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      August was.

      Or he would be, eventually.

      If Skylar and Jules made it work and someday, August had to stand up at their wedding, with Nico there as Skylar’s best man or bride’s man or whatever he called himself, he’d do it.

      August would grit his teeth and be thrilled for his brother, even if he had to see Nico there with someone else.

      “You’re missing my point!” Julius said, and some detached part of August was amused at how worked up Jules was. “You need to talk to Nico about this. You can’t up and leave before he has a chance to tell you how he feels.”

      “I’m not going to walk out without talking to him,” August protested. “But we’ve been together 24/7 for over a month now and I just think it makes sense to get some space and start … figuring out how we end this fake engagement. It was a stupid idea in the first place.”

      “I swear to God if you fuck this up, I will never forgive you,” Julius grumbled.

      “Why? You already got what you wanted. You got Skylar.”

      The hiss of indrawn breath made August wince. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “No, you fucking shouldn’t have.” Jules sounded pissed now. “And if you think for one fucking moment that I’d choose that over my twin brother’s happiness, then fuck you. I would marry Skylar right now if I thought she’d say yes. I’d deal with her completely deranged money-hungry family and raise another dude’s baby in a heartbeat, but don’t you ever fucking say I got what I wanted at your expense. Because what I want is for you to be with Nico because he makes you happy.”

      “Jules … I …”

      “No, let me fucking finish, August. Daniel was fine. He was perfectly fine. Boring and bland and okay enough that if he was who you wanted, I was going to be happy for you. But Nico makes you happy. He makes you more … you, somehow. He shakes you up and turns you inside out and you fucking need that. And I will be so fucking pissed at you if you let what happened with Daniel convince you that you aren’t good enough for Nico. Because you are. It’s clear as fucking day that you are so fucking good together and I don’t understand why you wouldn’t fight for that.”

      “I can’t …” August’s voice cracked.

      “You fucking can. So put it out of your head that you don’t deserve him. You do. You deserve to have someone who is going to drive you nuts for the rest of your fucking life and make you laugh and challenge you and … argh. Get your shit together, August, or so help me God, I will do it for you!”

      The call ended abruptly and August stared down at his phone blankly, wondering what the hell to do now.
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        * * *

      

      Nico’s heart nearly cracked wide-open at the sight of August sitting forlornly on the couch, staring down at his hands.

      Oh, Auggie.

      Nico kicked off his shoes and walked toward him.

      August didn’t lift his head and Nico took a moment to study him. It was only then that he caught sight of the suitcase and his steps faltered.

      Oh you idiot, Nico thought, affection and annoyance mingling.

      August thought he was going to leave now when he needed to be here with Nico more than ever?

      Nico shook his head. Nice try, August. But it’s not happening.

      He did smile at the sight of Miss Muffins curled up on the suitcase, fast asleep.

      “Good girl,” he whispered. She was making sure August couldn’t leave.

      Nico was going to buy her the prettiest, sparkliest collar and fluffiest, softest cat bed ever in thanks.

      Nico rubbed an affectionate hand over her and she made a sleepy chirp.

      August didn’t move. Didn’t lift his head. Just kept staring down at his clenched fist.

      It wasn’t until Nico dropped to his knees in front of him that he looked up.

      The pain in his eyes made Nico gasp and he wrapped his arms around him. “Oh no. How bad was it?”

      “Two-year ban,” August said bleakly. He didn’t push Nico away but he didn’t reach for him either.

      “That’s … that’s good, right? Better than we’d hoped.”

      “It’s over.” August let out a heavy sigh. “I … it’s over. I’m done.”

      Heart beating a little too fast, Nico studied August’s face. He’d been crying earlier.

      Oh, that hurt more than anything else, thinking about August here alone, crying over what he’d lost.

      “Baby, no,” Nico said, wiping at August’s face. “Give everything some time to cool down and once they see we’re still together and that it wasn’t some … casual thing, I’m sure they’ll let you come back.”

      “Two years? We’re going to keep pretending to be engaged for two years?” August laughed, but it sounded so bitter Nico’s heart clenched.

      “Not pretending,” Nico insisted. “Together for real.”

      “Don’t—don’t say stuff like that,” August said roughly. “Don’t say it when you don’t mean it.”

      “August,” Nico said slowly. “I do mean it. I … of course I mean it. You’ve been everything to me since my surgery.”

      “Yeah,” August said roughly. “I get that. And I’m glad I could be that for you but I can’t keep going on like this. It hurts too much.”

      “You’re not making any sense,” Nico said. “What are you saying?”

      “I was everything while you needed me.” August rubbed at his eyes. “But you’re getting better, Nico. You’re not going to need me for much longer and I can’t sit here and let my heart get broken when you walk away.”

      “You think I want to walk away? Are you crazy? I want this. I want you, August. Don’t you understand?”

      August let out a rough noise and rose to his feet. Something tumbled from his hand and Nico stared at the ring, watching it spin and spin on the rug until it settled into stillness.

      Nico picked it up, heart aching. “August, what does this mean?”

      “It means we’re done, Nico. We’re done. This engagement was … stupid and pointless and it was never real.”

      “And what if I want it to be real?” Nico said, scrambling to his feet, annoyed now. “What if I want to be with you? Not because Kate says we should pretend or because the world thinks we already are, but because you are the best thing that has ever happened to me, Auggie.”

      Nico’s voice cracked at the end. “I thought this meant something to you too,” he whispered.

      August looked at him with pain-filled eyes. “It does. Of course it does. But I can’t do this again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not enough for you,” August whispered roughly. “You’re going to leave me when you get bored with me.”

      And Nico felt a sad little flutter in his chest because it all made sense now. That stupid asshole had hurt August and now August thought Nico would do the same.

      August was trying to protect himself.

      “Auggie …” Nico said tenderly. “No, you have it all wrong.”

      “No, you don’t get it, Nico. You don’t know what it’s like to have someone you love tell you you’re boring. That you’re rigid and uptight and they need more.”

      “No, I don’t,” Nico said flatly. “But I know what it’s like to be told I’m not serious enough. I’m never going to amount to anything because I’m a screwup who doesn’t know what hard work is like. I’m never going to stick with anything or anyone because I’m a stupid kid who doesn’t know how lucky he has it. But we don’t have to be what people tell us we are. We can be whoever we want.”

      August just looked at him.

      “And fuck Daniel anyway. You’re too good for him. You deserve better. Like me.”

      August laughed brokenly.

      “I want you, Nico, I do, but I’m scared once your life returns to normal, you’ll stop needing me.”

      “I don’t need you now.”

      August flinched and Nico realized that came out all wrong. “No, Auggie, listen. I don’t need you. You’ve been amazing during my recovery but I have my parents, I have friends, I could have paid people. But I want you. I’m choosing you. Not because of my head or the league or anything else. But because I love you.”

      Nico’s heart soared because he did. He loved August so much. More than he’d ever imagined he could love someone.

      August froze. “But what if you change your mind?” he whispered.

      “What if you do?” Nico challenged. “What if you regret that I fucked up your whole future?”

      August shook his head. “I could never regret you.”

      “Then how could you think I’d regret you?” Nico asked, eyes burning. “How could you ever think that?”

      “It’s different. You … You’re Nico Arents.”

      Nico closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths before he looked at August again. “What if I don’t want to be that guy anymore?”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “Stop telling me what to do, August,” Nico said. “I know how I feel. And I’m not that guy anymore.”

      “But you could be that guy, you will be again. Once you’re feeling one hundred percent …”

      “I don’t want to be him,” Nico said flatly. “I’m not him anymore. Something changed for me. I changed. Maybe it was the brush with death or maybe that was the part of my brain that got scooped out but I’m different. I want to be different. I want to just be Nico. Your Nico.”

      “You’re going to give up the high-rise condo and jetting off to Europe?” August asked incredulously.

      Oh, Nico wanted to strangle him. Why was he being so difficult about this?

      “Well, I was kind of hoping you’d move into the condo permanently and you’d be up for trips to Europe with me,” Nico explained. “I’d still like to visit my family there sometimes.”

      “But … Marty. And Miss Muffins … And what about the sex dungeons?”

      Nico crossed his arms. “I’m not taking Marty or Miss Muffins to a sex dungeon. They’re not old enough.”

      The corner of August’s mouth lifted. “Nico …”

      Hope kindled in Nico’s heart. There he was. There was the August Nico knew.

      Nico stepped forward, resting a hand on August’s chest. “We’ll set up a tank for Marty in the living room right here and we’ll build a screened-in space for Miss Muffins on the balcony so she can enjoy the fresh air there and it was only one sex dungeon, August. One.”

      “So they’re not like … something you need?” The hope in August’s voice made Nico feel soft but he still shook his head at what an idiot he was being.

      Nico snorted and looped his arms around August’s neck, the ring still clutched in his fist.

      “No. It was a fun experience and I actually don’t hate the idea of people watching you fuck me sometime, if that was something you wanted, but I don’t need it. I don’t need to be with anyone else either. I need you. The hookups in the past were fun, you know? They were great. But they’re not you. They could never be you.”

      Nico’s eyes burned and he whispered, “They never made me feel the way you do.”

      August cupped his cheek, his gaze so filled with hope and fear that Nico’s heart ached. “You mean it.”

      “I mean it,” Nico swore. “Don’t make me propose to you again. You know I’ll do it.”

      August laughed. “I didn’t think you’d want me.”

      “I want you so much,” Nico whispered. “I need you to believe it. It’s not because of my head or because of the scar or any of the rest of it. But because you’re you. Because I love you so much I don’t know what to do with it. Because I’d rather live with you and Marty and Miss Muffins in Hamilton and never play hockey again than have all of the condos and trips to Europe.”

      “Nico—”

      “I mean it, Auggie. I have already packed more into twenty-six years of my life than most people do in a lifetime. But being with you doesn’t feel like I’m giving up anything. It feels like … a new adventure.”

      “And you’re not going to get bored when the newness wears off?” August’s voice cracked.

      “No. I’m going to drag you along on the adventures with me. We’ll go … ride camels in Egypt in the off-season together or something. I don’t know. I don’t have to have that all planned out now. But I do want to know that whatever I do, you’re going to be the one beside me while I do it.”

      “Nico …” That lingering fear in August’s eyes made Nico’s chest ache. “I don’t have anything to offer you. I have no job, no future …”

      “What if all I want is you?”

      August shuddered and buried his head against Nico’s shoulder.

      Nico rocked him back and forth, holding him tight as he whispered, “I don’t care that you don’t know what you’re going to do with your life. You are so smart, so driven. You could do anything you want. Hell, if you want to play pro hockey now, I’ll get you a tryout with a team. I could pull some strings. You’re not ready for the NHL but maybe you’d make it on to an AHL squad or something and …”

      “No.” August lifted his head, his expression calm and steady now. “No, it’s tempting but I don’t want that life. I made my decision when I was sixteen and it’s okay it never happened. I don’t need a redo there.”

      August released a shaky breath but his gaze was steadier. “And maybe it doesn’t quite feel that way yet but someday I’ll be okay with the idea that my officiating career is over too. Right now, it hurts. A lot. But I’ll be okay. Eventually.”

      “I still think you should leave that window open as a possibility if you change your mind but either way, we’ll figure out a new plan for you in the meantime,” Nico promised. “A new career.”

      August smiled faintly. “Maybe I’ll be your sugar baby after all. Or raise the kids.”

      Nico eyeballed him, picturing it. August really was jumping in with both feet now. Well, that was exciting. “How many are we having?”

      “I don’t know. A couple? Be warned, twins run in the family.”

      Nico laughed, relieved. “Maybe give me a little time to just be Uncle Nico first then, yeah?”

      Nico liked adventure but he was kind of okay with taking that part a little slower.

      “Yeah,” August said. And he looked peaceful. Happy. Like himself again. “Yeah, we’ll be Uncle Nico and Uncle August for a while. I’d be okay with that.”

      Nico wet his lips as he pulled back and opened his fist. The diamond ring lay in his palm. “Think you’d maybe want to keep wearing this?”

      August nodded. “I think I would.”
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      “I think you should become a podcaster who talks about fish.”

      August looked away from his book and squinted down at Nico. He was sprawled on the couch with his head in August’s lap, as usual. “Seriously?”

      “Well, you know a lot about taking care of Marty.”

      “Sure, but in what world could I make that exciting enough that people would want to listen to me talk about it? And advertisers would pay me to do so.”

      “Ehh good point. You’d probably be a little dry.” Nico returned his attention to his phone. “I’ll keep thinking.”

      In the two weeks since August had been banned from refereeing, Nico had appointed himself August’s new career counselor. The ideas he’d come up with were growing increasingly outlandish.

      Nico had also amused himself by setting up social media accounts for the cat and fish. The Adventures of Miss Muffins and Marty the Fish was shockingly popular.

      The amount of stuff Nico had bought for them was also rather shocking. Marty was now living in Nico’s condo. He’d been upgraded to a fifty-five-gallon aquarium but August had put his foot down at the idea of a ninety-gallon one.

      August had also had to nix some of the décor Nico wanted to buy for it because it wasn’t fish safe.

      But he hadn’t protested when Nico ran wild for Miss Muffins. She now had a collar sparklier than the engagement ring August wore. Although August hoped it was rhinestones rather than diamonds.

      He had decided it was better not to ask.

      “I’m still considering coaching,” August admitted. That had been one of Nico’s early ideas. The one that felt the most plausible.

      “I do think you’d be good at working with teenagers,” Nico said.

      “Yeah, I reached out to someone who runs some of the local stuff to see if there are any assistant coaching positions. There might be an opening for something working with twelve-to-fourteen-year-olds.”

      “Aww.” Nico smiled. “You’d be so good with them! I mean, if you can put up with me at my worst, you can handle some kids.”

      August chuckled. “Well, you do have the same emotional maturity, eh, just with more money and a driver’s license.”

      Nico stuck out his tongue, entirely proving August’s point.

      “Hmm. Which of us leapt to conclusions about what the other one wanted and was running away from our feelings and not mature enough to sit down and talk about them?” Nico tapped his temple with his finger like he was really thinking hard about it. “Oh right, not me.”

      August gave him a rueful smile. “You make a good point.”

      Nico smirked. “Just saying.”

      “I haven’t ruled out the idea of training future officials though.”

      “Really?” Nico gave him a puzzled look. “Won’t training other people to do what you did feel …”

      “Like a consolation prize?”

      Nico shrugged. “I guess.”

      “A little bit,” August admitted. “But a part of me thinks it could be kind of fun.”

      “Fun is good,” Nico said. “I’m in favor of fun.”

      August laughed. “I know you are.”

      Nico grinned slyly up. “I’m still in favor of you being my sugar baby. Talk about fun.” He set his phone on the floor and flipped onto his stomach.

      “What are you doing there?” August asked warily as Nico reached for the fly of his trousers.

      “I’m going to blow you. Because I need your dick in me. Right now.”

      “Shouldn’t we go to the bedroom?” August asked, a little turned on but also a little worried. “Your parents could be home any time with dinner.”

      “Uuugh.” Nico let out a noise of frustration. “I am so ready for them to leave. I love them but I have had enough togetherness for a while.”

      “They’re flying out in two days and then we’ll be all alone.”

      “They were supposed to fly out last week,” Nico said grumpily.

      “Well, we’d both had a rather rough time,” August pointed out. “I got banned, you got fined, and you got the news you won’t be back on the ice by bye week.”

      Nico sighed noisily and pressed his cheek against August’s leg. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Sorry.” August’s tone was soft. He gently ran his fingers across the top of Nico’s skull. “I know that was rough to hear.”

      “I was so sure I’d be ready,” he said mournfully.

      “I know. And it sucks that you aren’t.”

      “Yeah.” Nico let out a big sigh. “I guess neither of us are quite where we want to be with our careers, huh?”

      “Not so much.”

      “You dreamed about refereeing the Cup championship.”

      “Yeah,” August agreed, swallowing hard, because that was still an emotional thought. “But I also dreamed about falling in love and marrying someone. A lot of guys would probably tell me I’m an idiot for giving up one to have the other but …”

      Nico sniffed. “Well, you’re definitely an idiot. You tried to break up with me.”

      August laughed. “Yeah, but if I’m your idiot, that’s all that matters.”

      “You better be,” Nico said. “You promised you’d drive me crazy for the rest of our lives.”

      “True. And I am looking forward to that.”

      Nico grinned.

      “We’ve both had to face some hard truths about our futures but it could have been worse, you know?” August mused.

      “Yeah, you could have actually broken up with me and we both would have had to deal with this shit all alone.” There was a distinct pout on Nico’s face and his tone clearly implied that was the most ridiculous idea ever.

      “That would have been pretty stupid of me,” August said with a smile. “It’s better when we’re in this together.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But that wasn’t quite what I meant,” August admitted. “I meant what it would have been like if you hadn’t survived the brain tumor.”

      Nico grimaced. “Yeesh, way to go dark there.”

      “Well, it could have happened,” August pointed out. “I could have lost any chance of ever falling in love with you.”

      Nico reached out and threaded their fingers together. “Nah, we’re meant to be. Never would have happened.”

      August gave him an unamused look. “I don’t think that’s how life works.”

      “You may not believe in fate, but I do,” Nico insisted. “Especially after all we’ve had to deal with.”

      “I get why it’s tempting to think that. But I think it was down to the choices we both made.”

      “Well, I’m glad you chose right then.”

      August smiled. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Being with me is obviously the right choice.”

      “Being with you, yes. I’m still not sure lying to people is ever the right choice but I am starting to see that sometimes making what feels like the wrong choice works out for the best in the end.”

      “The ends justify the means,” Nico said sagely.

      “Very Machiavellian of you,” August said.

      “Huh?”

      And August shook his head, smiling, because it was so like Nico to paraphrase a long-dead political philosopher without actually knowing who he was.

      Coles Notes indeed.

      “It’s a strange feeling to realize all of my goals changed when I wasn’t looking. But I’m starting to think maybe it’s good to discover all these new sides of myself. And choosing to let those plans change to fit my relationship with you … well, that feels pretty good too.”

      “Oh, Auggie. You’re so sweet. That might be an even bigger grand gesture than you rushing to be by my side in the hospital …” He slapped at August’s leg like he was so excited he couldn’t contain himself. “Ooh, wait, I figured it out. I know the perfect job for you.”

      “What’s that?” August asked, amused, already knowing it was going to be something absurd.

      “You can write rom-com movies!”

      August snorted. “Not gonna happen.”

      “Oh come on, you’re a secret romantic. You know you are.”

      “For you, maybe,” August said with a grin. “Doesn’t mean I plan to share that with the rest of the world.”
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        * * *

      

      Nico had gotten comfortable with his head on August’s lap again when he remembered what he’d originally been planning to do. “Wait. How did we get distracted? I was going to blow you.”

      “I reminded you your parents are due back any time with dinner.”

      “Oh, right.” Nico said, deflating. “I’d be more excited about them leaving soon but I know I’m going to get like eighty texts a day. Nico, have you taken your meds? Nico, have you done your exercises? Nico, are you eating the blandest food in the history of ever?”

      “It isn’t going to be that bad.”

      “It is,” Nico said darkly. “It totally is.”

      “Well, you know why they’re like this.”

      “Yes, yes, they thought I was dying. I get it. I really do.”

      August started to say something, then hesitated.

      “What?” Nico prompted. “Just spit it out.”

      “You say you understand why they were so afraid but I’m not sure you do.”

      Nico tried not to bristle. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t think anyone can understand unless they saw what happened. You have your own experiences of that hit and the seizure you had after, and I’m not minimizing it, but you don’t know what it was like to watch it happen and be helpless—” He let out a little choking noise.

      Alarmed, Nico sat up, wrapping his arms tightly around August.

      “Be helpless to fix it,” August finished against his hair.

      “You said that before,” Nico said as he coaxed August to stretch out beside him until they lay face-to-face. “But I thought it was when you were pretending to be my fiancé. Playing it up.”

      August propped himself up on one elbow. “I did say that then. But the fear I felt was real. That’s just it, Nico. I wasn’t your fiancé then. I wasn’t your boyfriend or your family or anyone who knew you and loved you, yet and I was still impacted by it. I was still terrified for you and felt helpless and … if it was that bad for me, think about what it was like for the people who did love you.”

      Nico nodded slowly.

      “Have you watched the footage?”

      He swallowed. “No. I’ve thought about it though.”

      “Well, that’s your choice. I can understand why you might not want to. But if you do watch it, I think it’ll give you a better idea of what that experience was like for everyone else. I’m not saying your parents’ reactions are … always right, exactly, but I can understand it. They almost lost you and I can understand why they’ve been a little overprotective at times.”

      Nodding, Nico reached out and grasped the front of August’s shirt. “I’ll watch. Will you watch with me?”

      August hesitated, tensing. “I don’t know if I can. It was bad enough the first time.”

      “Okay. Will you stay here with me while I watch?” he asked.

      The tension left August’s body. “Yeah, I can definitely do that.”

      Nico fumbled for his phone, found his earbuds, then got everything set up.

      It wasn’t hard to find the video. It was everywhere, with lurid headlines and warnings about the content.

      August tugged Nico closer, running a palm up and down his spine. Nico positioned the phone between their bodies so August didn’t have to look at the screen, then hit play.

      The video started with some game footage. The first hit from Leo Hawkins, then the second one from Jeremiah Keller.

      Nico winced at the one from Keller. Oof. No wonder he’d felt like he’d been hit by a train when he was in the hospital.

      And then his stomach dropped because he could see the jerk of his body as the seizure started.

      And the announcers. God, the horror in their voices as they described what was happening sent a shudder through Nico.

      It felt surreal, like Nico was watching something happen to someone else but that stomach-churning feeling grew with every passing second.

      Nico imagined it was Matty or Dustin or any of his teammates jerking like that on the ice and immediately felt sick.

      The seizure seemed to go on and on and he caught a glimpse of August’s horror-stricken face. A shot of his teammates all huddled together, clutching one another, as they watched Nico’s lifeless body get loaded onto the backboard.

      Tears sprang into Nico’s eyes and he shoved the phone away, ripping the earbuds out. One went flying, pinging off the wood floors.

      “I’m sorry,” Nico choked out. “I didn’t …”

      “Hey.” August pulled him close. “You don’t have to be sorry.”

      “I didn’t realize …” Nico’s eyes burned and he pressed his face against August’s chest, his sweater soft and comforting. “God, that was awful.”

      “Yeah, it was.” August sighed against the top of his head and Nico felt the brush of August’s lips. “But you’re okay. You’re okay now.”

      It sounded like he was reminding them both.

      Nico lifted his head, blinking away the wetness. “Charlie said something to me a while ago. About how when it happened, it left scars on everyone.”

      August nodded. “Yeah, it did.”

      “Did it leave scars on you?”

      “Yeah.” August’s voice was a little rough. “I don’t know that I’ll ever get that image out of my head. Or forget what it felt like. It’s almost worse now that I know you and love you. Because all I can think of is how close I came to losing you.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Nico reached up and touched August’s face.

      “Don’t be sorry.” August rubbed softly at Nico’s scalp. “Just know there’s a reason everyone’s a little overprotective of you right now.”

      “I get it now,” Nico said. “I do.”

      “We’re glad you’re safe and in one piece.”

      “Maybe …” Nico swallowed. “Maybe we should all talk to someone about it.”

      August was silent about it for a moment before he nodded. “Maybe we should.”

      The door opening made Nico lift his head and he heard familiar voices.

      “Mom?” he croaked. He disentangled himself from August and walked across the condo.

      Isa stood in the entryway, slipping off her coat, and she let out a startled sound when Nico wrapped his arms around her. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry,” Nico whispered. “I’m so sorry I scared you guys.”

      It all came out in a rush after that as Nico explained that he’d finally watched the footage from the game in Buffalo.

      He kept tripping over his words as he tried to tell all four of his parents how sorry he was for being mad at them for trying to take care of him.

      “I thought you were treating me like a kid or didn’t think I could take care of myself anymore, but I get it now. I do.”

      Isa looked at him tenderly and pulled him in for a hug. He got a hug from his father and Anika and Noor too, and there were a few tears before someone said, “Where is August?”

      “Uh, right here,” August said, stepping closer. “I didn’t want to intrude.”

      Isa made a clucking noise. “How could you intrude? You’re family.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Nico said.

      He glanced over at August who nodded. They’d agreed to tell his parents the truth.

      “We kinda lied,” Nico admitted. “We weren’t engaged before.”

      Pieter laughed. “We know.”

      “What?” Nico stared. “But … how …”

      Isa shook her head. “Oh, sweetheart, it was obvious. I mean, I was very amused when you tried to keep up appearances but did you expect us to believe August called you muffin?”

      August grimaced. “Not one of my finer moments.”

      “Mrrowp?” Nico laughed and glanced down to see Miss Muffins staring up at them quizzically, swishing her big fluffy tail.

      “Oh, not you,” Nico said as he picked her up and draped her over his shoulder where she immediately began purring. The vet had said she was at least part ragdoll breed. An apt name for a cat who went completely limp whenever she was picked up and carried around. “We weren’t talking about you, kitty. Though that is where I got your name from, you silly thing.”

      Anika reached out and petted Miss Muffins with a smile. “Isa and Pieter are right though. None of us truly believed you two were engaged.”

      “But … why … you treated us like we were,” Nico sputtered.

      Noor grinned. “You seemed so happy with your little story and it was apparent to all of us that while you might not have actually been engaged before the surgery, you clearly had feelings for each other.”

      “Exactly,” Isa said. “The whole thing seemed to make you feel better and we all agreed we liked having August around.”

      “And,” Pieter said, “we’re aware we’ve been a little heavy-handed with our concern over your recovery. It was good to have August here to keep us in check.”

      “He’s good at that.” Nico buried his face against Miss Muffins’ fur.

      Isa looked intently at August. “We feel a bit guilty though. Like we were using you for our own peace of mind but you were taking such good care of our boy. It was obvious how well suited you are for each other and we hoped that if we didn’t meddle, you’d see you were meant to be together.”

      Nico grinned. “See, I told you, Auggie. We were meant to be.”

      August chuckled and pulled him close. “It appears to be genetic, this belief in fate you all have.”

      “Hey, your own twin said the same thing,” Nico protested. “So don’t talk genetics to me.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me. He’s been insufferable about being right.”

      “How are Sky and Julius doing?” Isa asked.

      “Mmm,” Nico said. “Still figuring out stuff but I think once the baby is here, she’ll realize he’s exactly what she needs. Not that she couldn’t do it alone. She totally can and she’s tougher than anyone gives her credit for. Plus, of course August and I will try to help as much as we can, but I’ve realized life’s way easier when you have a person in your corner. I think Sky will get there too, once she stops being stubborn.”

      He looked affectionately over at August. “And really, the Mannings are very practical. Everyone should have one.”

      August laughed. “You’re feeling incredibly smug about having snagged one of your own, aren’t you?”

      “Quite,” Nico said. “I always knew I was a genius.”

      Isa chuckled. “Oh, I’m so delighted you two are together for real now. You were so sweet pretending and we hoped you’d figure it out in your own time. I’m glad to see you’ve done that.”

      Nico smiled at August and leaned against his side. “Yeah, we definitely did.”

      “Yeah, I think I’ll keep him,” August said.

      And Nico had to kiss him for that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February

      

      

      “Next season?” Nico whispered. “I can’t play until next season?”

      “I’m sorry, Nico.” Dr. Strickland’s look was sympathetic. “I know this isn’t the news you wanted.”

      Nico shook his head, looking away from the team doctor to glance at his head coach and the team’s GM. “I don’t understand. Is this about August and I?”

      Pat Fleming looked startled. “What? No! The fine the league gave you means the situation is over and done. You are free to play as soon as you’re medically cleared to do so. We’re hopeful that by this summer, you should be able to do some no-contact training. Hopefully by training camp, you’ll be cleared for full-contact practices. But there’s no way you’ll be back on the ice by the post-season.” He laughed ruefully. “Though at the rate we’re going, I don’t know if we’ll make it to the playoffs. It’s not looking good.”

      He leaned forward.

      “Look, Nico, you’re making incredible strides. According to all of the tests, your vision and grip strength are both improving at a much more rapid pace than anyone expected. It’s clear you’ve been putting in the hard work. But we simply cannot allow you to return to play until we’re confident you’re fully healed.”

      Dr. Strickland cleared his throat. “After we looked at the latest CT scans, I spoke with various colleagues within the league, neurosurgeons, orthopedists … everyone I could think of to get their input. But we’re all in agreement. The risk is far too high. This is a full-contact sport. It takes months for the skull to fuse completely after the type of procedure you had. We’ll do several scans over the next six to nine months and see where you’re at. They’ll allow us to monitor the rate of bone fusion, but as of right now, you’re nowhere close to being ready.”

      Nico sighed. “I thought I was.”

      Coach Casey gave him a sympathetic smile. “I know. And I’m sorry you aren’t. We all hoped you would be but it isn’t realistic to get you out there again yet.”

      Nico nodded.

      It hurt. God, it hurt. If this is what it had felt like for August to find out he was banned from refereeing, Nico’s heart ached for him.

      Because it was like someone had taken away a big piece of who he was.

      “Nico.” Pat looked him in the eye. “We do have an idea of a role we’d like you to take on in the meantime. We’d like you to work with the PR department on the team’s social media.”

      “Don’t you have like … interns and stuff? I mean, Kelsey does a great job and—”

      “Well, as Kate keeps reminding all of us, this team could be doing more to leverage our social media to grow the game. We know you’ve had great success with your own personal brand and feel you could be useful to the department in taking that experience and applying it to what is done for the team.”

      Nico considered the idea. “Well … it’s not playing but … I could do that.”

      He’d be good at it too. The Adventures of Miss Muffins and Marty the Fish had totally blown up on social media.

      “Just think of it this way,” Pat said. “You’ll be able to spend more time with the team while you continue to heal. It’s a win for all of us.”

      Nico nodded. “I like that idea.”

      If August had upended his entire life and started from scratch with his career, Nico could handle doing something else for a little while as he worked hard to get back on the ice.

      Yeah, the idea was starting to grow on him.

      “How much freedom do I have?” Nico asked with a grin.

      Pat smirked. “As much as Kate allows you.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        March

      

      

      “Remember,” Nico said earnestly as they walked toward the studio where the Puck Thoughts Podcast was filmed. “If you get tripped up or don’t know what to say, leave it to me.”

      August shot him a look. “I’ve gotten better at this, Nico.”

      “I know,” he said with a laugh. “I’m just reminding you.”

      “I appreciate that.” August wrapped his arm around Nico’s waist. “But I promise, I can handle it.”

      August might never seek out a life in the spotlight for himself but it came with the territory when dating someone like Nico Arents.

      Nico had been talking more on his social media about his recovery and now that he was feeling well enough to go out, they were approached more and more in public.

      Lots of people had their own stories to tell about brain tumors and seizures and recovery. For the first time, August understood what Nico meant about social media allowing him to connect with people.

      They’d done a handful of interviews and photoshoots too.

      Nico swore August could be a model if he wanted. He’d scoffed because he very much did not want that. But he felt more comfortable with it all at least.

      And there was a little thrill to being interviewed on a hockey podcast, even if it wasn’t for the reasons he might have hoped for as a teenager.

      After meeting the show’s hosts, Tad Taber and Liz Newman, they had to do hair and makeup since the episodes were also filmed and put up on social media.

      Nico had done stuff like this before but it was definitely new to August so he listened intently as some behind-the-scenes guy explained everything they needed to do.

      The setup took longer than August expected but it meant he felt prepared and was more focused on logistics than nerves when they took their seats and began.

      “Well,” Liz said with a smile, after the introductions. “Thank you both for being here. This has been quite the journey for the two of you.”

      “It has,” August agreed.

      Tad Taber laced his fingers together. “First of all, Nico, we want to say how sorry we were to hear about your brain tumor. That must have been a very difficult experience for you.”

      “It has been,” Nico said. “But I consider myself extremely lucky.”

      They talked some about Nico’s recovery and August chimed in when they asked him specific questions. He felt okay about it. This still wasn’t his thing but Kate had suggested they do it and at this point, August definitely trusted her completely.

      After all, he had her to thank for his relationship with Nico.

      Liz looked at August. “What do you feel you’ve learned from this experience, August?”

      “Well, that life is probably going to take me by surprise,” he said with a laugh. “I had a plan for my future and it didn’t go the way I expected at all. But that’s brought me a lot of joy too.”

      Nico grinned. “And by joy he means me.”

      Liz laughed, looking utterly charmed.

      “Mmm, no, I meant getting to know your teammates on a personal level,” August shot back. “Dustin invited me to go golfing with him and Jonah once the weather cooperates.”

      Nico, mature as ever, stuck out his tongue.

      “No,” August added with a smile. “In all seriousness, Nico has brought so much joy into my life. He’s reminded me that being mentally flexible and being willing to explore the unknown can lead to wonderful surprises.”

      Liz nodded. “Nico, while I’m sure you find it frustrating to not play, I understand you’ve been doing some other work for the Fisher Cats during your recovery.”

      “I have,” Nico said. “I really do enjoy working with the team’s social media department. It’s been a lot of fun.”

      Tad said, “And what about your other work? I understand you’ve been meeting with people from Prescott Helmets and your own former teammate, Gabriel Theriault, to discuss on-ice injuries.”

      “Yeah. It seemed like kind of a natural pairing to work with them. They’ve been focused on the CTE initiative since last season and I wanted to talk more about the impact serious injuries or accidents have on players. And fans, to be honest. It can be traumatic to see someone injured and I think more of us are starting to realize that. Why wasn’t the game stopped after I was taken off the ice? Was it the right call for the game to go on? That’s what we do, that’s what’s always been done, but was it the right call? I don’t know, but I think it’s something we should be talking about.”

      “You’ve been open on social media about seeing a sports psychologist. How is that going?”

      “It’s going well,” Nico said. “I’m glad I did it. I thought I was fine until I watched the footage of my seizure. It hit home for me that even though I desperately wanted to go back on the ice, I was probably going to have a hard time once I was actually able to. And I know it’s going to be hard for my family and friends and all of the people I care about to watch me go out there again.”

      Nico held out a hand and August took it, squeezing lightly.

      “And I figured I might as well take this time to work on all that so I’m mentally ready to go back as soon as I’m physically able.”

      “How are you feeling about your two-year ban from officiating, August?” Tad asked.

      “It’s been tough,” he admitted. “I loved refereeing at this level. I truly did. But I do respect that fans didn’t feel I could be impartial. So I’m exploring some new things and seeing what’s a good fit for me.”

      “That includes coaching a U-14 team, is that correct?”

      “Assistant coaching,” August corrected. “But yes. And I’m enjoying it. The kids are fun. A lot of people don’t like working with that age group. They find them difficult. But I like it. It’s a challenge. And I think the kids respect that I’m very straightforward with them.”

      “And you’ve joined a rec league team?”

      “Yeah.” August grinned. “It’s a team for LGBTQ+ players and I’m having a great time. Hockey is always going to be a big part of my life.”

      “Do you have any plans to try to make a return to officiating once the ban is up?” Liz asked.

      August hesitated. “I don’t know. My first instinct after I heard the ruling was to say absolutely not but Nico reminded me that I might feel differently later. For right now I’m going to focus on what I’m doing with coaching. Someone from the OHL reached out and said they’d be interested in having me ref some Ontario major junior league hockey games and I’m considering that as well. Returning to the NHL level though … I don’t know how I’ll feel about that in a couple of years so I decided to just enjoy the present. When I reach the point where that becomes an option again, Nico and I will sit down and make some decisions.”

      “Those decisions you made previously led to a lot of difficulty for you and Nico. Do you regret any of them?” Tad pressed.

      August shook his head. “Not really, no. I would have loved for there to have been a way for me to continue to referee and be with Nico. But when Nico was in the hospital, I knew it was a risk to go be by his side and I did it anyway. And I don’t regret that. I’m glad I was able to support him through this recovery. And when it comes down to it, I’m always going to pick Nico. Every time.”

      The look Nico shot him from under his lashes was so heated August tried not to squirm. He knew exactly what that look meant.

      Liz smiled at them. “August, do you have anything to say to the people who have speculated your relationship with Nico was a show to try to mitigate the fallout to your careers?”

      “Oh, is that what they’re saying?” August asked, smiling at Nico. “Well, all I’ll say is that if that’s the case, they’re going to be shocked when we’re still together in a decade or two.”

      “Just a decade or two?” Nico teased.

      “Well, maybe a little longer than that.”

      Nico’s grin widened.
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        * * *

      

      Nico lovingly petted the leather steering wheel of his Porsche as he slid out of the driver’s seat.

      August had been sweet to chauffeur him everywhere but, God, it felt good to be able to drive himself places again.

      “How do you feel about going to the game tonight?” August asked as they walked toward the arena.

      “Good. It’ll be weird but good.”

      “For me too.”

      Nico shot August an understanding glance. “I bet.”

      “But I’m glad your headaches are gone.”

      “Ugh, me too,” Nico said with a groan. “I mean, it’s been a whole month without one!”

      August squeezed his hand. “That’s something to celebrate.”

      They’d tried to attend a game previously but the lights and noise had triggered Nico’s headaches, so although he’d been at the arena before every home game in the past few months, he’d stayed back and focused on behind-the-scenes stuff.

      It had given him a chance to see his teammates and do his social media work. He and Kelsey were now good friends and he’d enjoyed driving Kate nuts with increasingly outlandish plans for the team.

      But tonight he’d get to hang with the boys, then watch the game from the team box, and that was going to be a blast.

      Although there was one thing they needed to do first.

      “So,” Nico said as casually as he could manage. “I need to stop by Kate’s office before we go to the locker room. You wanna come with?”

      “Sure.”

      Nico tried to hide his grin. August had no idea what was in store for him tonight. Gah, this was going to be so much fun.

      “Hey, Kate,” Nico said ten minutes later, knocking on the frame of her half-open door. “I’m here about that thing we talked about earlier.”

      “Sure, come in,” she called.

      Nico swung the door open and gently nudged August though first. He stopped in his tracks, barely far enough inside the door for Nico to squeeze by.

      He was too busy staring at the man seated in a chair across from Kate’s desk.

      Silver-haired and handsome, he smiled broadly as he got to his feet, holding out a hand. “You must be August Manning.”

      “You … you’re Martin Foster,” August whispered. “Oh, sir, it’s an honor to meet you.”

      Martin chuckled. “No need to be formal. You can call me Marty.”

      “Just like your fish,” Nico reminded him.

      August flushed. “Uh, Marty, I—I hope you know I only meant that as a compliment. You were my favorite player growing up and—”

      Marty laughed and slapped August on the shoulder. “It’s very flattering. I hope Marty the Fish is doing well.”

      “He is,” August said, still looking a little dazed. “We actually got him a companion recently.”

      “Always a good thing,” Marty-Not-the-Fish said with a broad grin. “Kate says you and Nico here just moved in together.”

      August tensed but Marty had always been supportive of the out guys on the team. Besides, Nico would never introduce August to someone who’d be a jerk to him.

      “Well, officially, yes,” Nico said, smiling. “We’ve pretty much been living together since my surgery, but Auggie’s house in Hamilton sold and we’re both officially here in Toronto now.”

      “Congratulations. I’m happy for you both. Nico here is a great kid and he’s lucky he had you while he was recovering.”

      “I feel like we’re both pretty lucky,” August said.

      “That’s the spirit.” Marty said, slapping his shoulder again. “You know, when Kate told me about the two of you, I tried to think if there were any referees I’d have wanted sliding into my crease and I don’t think there were. They were real ugly sons of bitches though. You got yourself a handsome one here, Nico.”

      Marty winked.

      Nico stifled a laugh when August looked like he was about to faint. But Nico wasn’t sure whether it was that his idol had called him handsome or because he’d made a dirty joke. A gay dirty joke.

      “Yeah, I think so too,” Nico agreed.

      August didn’t seem to be able to manage any words for a moment.

      They spoke for a little while longer before Martin excused himself. “Well, I’m supposed to meet up with some old friends shortly. How about we grab some lunch sometime while I’m in town, August?”

      “I … I’d love that, sir, I mean, Marty,” August said, clearly still flustered. “I mean, that would be great.”

      August was wide-eyed the whole time they exchanged numbers, and they both got hugs and hearty handshakes from the Hall of Famer.

      When he was gone, August collapsed into a chair. “Wow. I can’t believe that just happened.”

      Kate grinned. “Nico and I thought you’d enjoy meeting your idol.”

      “Enjoy … I—I’m over the moon. Thank you so much.”

      “Was it everything you’d hoped for?” Nico asked.

      “And more. He wants to have lunch with me, Nico. Did you hear that or did I dream it?”

      Amused, Nico grinned. “I heard it too.”

      August scrambled to his feet. “And you arranged this?”

      “With some help from Kate, yeah. But I had the idea when she mentioned her dad was going to be in town.”

      “Oh my God, I love you.”

      Before Nico could blink, August captured his mouth in a heated kiss. Never one to turn that down, Nico kissed him back, winding his arms around August’s neck.

      “Excuse me.” Kate cleared her throat and, reluctantly, Nico drew back. “I’m delighted you two are together for real—if nothing else, it means fewer chances for Nico to do something that’ll land the team in a messy sex scandal—however, I do not need to see you swap spit in my office.”

      “I don’t know about avoiding scandals,” Nico teased. “We’ve talked about going to a sex club in Amsterdam in the off-season.”

      “I don’t want to hear about it.” Kate covered her ears for a moment but her eyes twinkled. “That’s between you and the Dutch. Just don’t get photographed doing it. Now shoo. I’ve had quite enough of you both.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Nico said with a wink. “We should be able to find a nice little storage closet here to get freaky in, don’t you think, Auggie?”

      August laughed. Kate did not.

      She leveled Nico with a stern look. “So help me God, if you have sex anywhere in this arena, I will make sure the only place you can play hockey going forward is somewhere in the Northern Territories with no cell service.”

      Nico feigned a gasp. “Not that!”

      “That. Now get out, you miscreant.”

      “I still don’t know what that means,” Nico reminded her, but he let August drag him out of her office.

      “A miscreant is a person who behaves badly or in a way that breaks the law,” August said as the door shut firmly behind them.

      Nico snorted. “I know. I looked it up the last time she called me that. I just like to drive her nuts.”

      “Well, you might be even better at that than you are at playing hockey,” August said with a grin.

      “And that’s saying something,” Nico said. “I’m a talented hockey player, you know?”

      “I seem to remember something about that and I’m looking forward to watching you show off next season.”

      “Me too. Now, what do you say we go harass my teammates before we watch this game?”

      “Sold.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh come on,” August protested, staring down at the ice. “That was a shit call.”

      Nico cackled. “I love that even refs complain about bad reffing.”

      August shook his head. “That was clearly high sticking. Cross-checking my ass.”

      Nico leaned forward, pressing against August’s back. “I’ll cross-check your ass any time you like,” he whispered in his ear.

      August laughed. “Not here. You remember what Kate keeps threatening us with.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Nico grumbled. “She ruins all my fun.”

      “All of it?” August shifted so he could wrap an arm around Nico. “I feel like she was a big help in getting us together so …”

      “Well, there’s that,” Nico agreed. “We probably should send her a fruit basket or something.”

      “I think she has enough fruit baskets around here to deal with,” August joked.

      Nico feigned shock. “Did you … did you make a queer joke, Auggie? I’m so proud of you. Wait, no, LGBTQ+,” he corrected himself. “I remember you saying you don’t like queer.”

      “Eh, it’s growing on me,” August admitted. “I think it started with Ryan Hartinger adding me to the group text chat. He throws the word around like it’s going out of style and that guy doesn’t have a malicious bone in his body.”

      Nico beamed. “Isn’t that fun? I love that he started that for all of the out in the NHL guys. Well, and the retired ones. Since he and Murphy aren’t playing any longer.”

      August squinted down at the ice. “Wait, what the hell set that off?” He gestured to the tangle of players on the blue line.

      Nico peered down too. “Holy shit. Is that … is Jonah in a fight?”

      “Brewer?” August said, frowning. “I doubt it. I’ve never seen him fight in any game I reffed.”

      But the image on the Jumbotron flashed to number 79 taking a swing at one of Colorado’s players.

      “Yeah that’s him,” Nico said. “Wow, I’ve never seen him drop gloves at all. I mean, I’m not going to claim I’m any kind of heavyweight out there but I’ve at least had a scrap or two. Jonah’s a fucking choir boy by comparison. He’s won the Lady Byng award twice.”

      “Wonder what set him off?” August mused as they watched the linesmen circle, trying to get close enough to pry them apart.

      “Must’ve been something about Haler,” Nico said with a snort. “That’s about the only thing he ever gets worked up about.”

      “Yeah, I know you said he got into it with a fan recently over a sign about Hale’s drinking problem.”

      “Ugh, total scumbag move,” Nico said. “Who the fuck gives a guy shit about addiction? That’s low. Felix did the NHLPA program, he did his time with the Black Bears, he did his court-mandated volunteer work. What the fuck else do they want from him?”

      “Pretty shitty of them,” August agreed.

      “But it’s good to have him back,” Nico said. “At least there’s one less hole in our D-corps.”

      “Think it’ll be enough to snag a playoff position?”

      “Ugh, I don’t know,” Nico admitted. “It’s not impossible we could claw our way up to a wild card spot but it’s not looking great.”

      “Well, there’s what, a month left to go?”

      “Yeah. Guess we’ll see.”

      August glanced at the screen again to see Jonah down on the ice, held in place by two linesmen and still shouting at the opposing player who was being led to the penalty box by a referee. “Looks like it’ll be an interesting rest of the regular season though, eh.”

      “Seriously.” Nico grinned. “You know, I just had an idea. We should totally do some role playing. I’ll be a hockey player and you can be a referee, pinning me down to the ice …”

      “Nico!” August glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot but most of the other people in the box were either watching the game or talking to the person next to them.

      “What?” Nico widened his eyes. “It’ll be fun.”
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        * * *

      

      “Good game,” August said, standing and stretching. “I had fun.”

      “Me too,” Nico said, fingering the ring in his pocket.

      August glanced around at the otherwise empty suite. “I don’t know why everyone else left before it was over. We won.”

      “Aww, I love that you said ‘we’. You’re an honorary Fisher Cat now!”

      “Ha. Guess I did,” August said with a smile. “You ready to go?”

      “Well, before we go, I wanted to ask you something.”

      “Sure.” August smiled. “But if the question is ‘do you want to have sex in the arena?’ the answer is no.”

      Nico was too nervous for jokes.

      It was stupid to be nervous.

      They were already engaged. August had said he wanted to spend his life with him. But Nico still wanted to make it official. Like … really official. He wanted to make sure he didn’t miss out on any experiences.

      Including proposing and meaning it, in a forever kind of way.

      “So yeah, it’s not that,” Nico said, clearing his throat.

      Well, it was now or never.

      He dropped to one knee, pulling a simple white gold band out of his pocket and looking up at August.

      “Augustus Ward Manning, will you do me the great honor of being my husband? So we can promise to love, cherish, and annoy the shit out of each other for the rest of our lives?”

      August laughed, cupping his cheek. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      “Excuse me?” Nico sputtered. “I’ve already asked you once. So far we are 2-0 for proposals, Auggie.”

      “True. Though I think technically your previous proposal covered all we needed. You’re the one with the love of the dramatic.”

      Nico grinned. “I will have you know I restrained myself. I thought a private engagement in a hockey-related venue would be more your speed than a flash mob dance number or sky writing.”

      August grinned back. “I appreciate the restraint. And I’ll have you know, I was thinking about proposing to you as well. I hadn’t worked out all of the details yet but it—”

      “Don’t spoil the surprise!” Nico yelped.

      “Oh, I still have to propose again too?”

      “Yes. It’s only fair. I should get my romantic moment too.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” August shook his head, but his eyes were filled with love.

      “And, ahem,” Nico said. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      August nodded. “The answer is yes. Every time.”

      “That’s more like it.” Nico let out a relieved sigh. He’d never worried August was going to say no, but it was nice to hear. “Now, let me replace this gaudy old thing with something you’ll actually like.”

      When he reached for August’s hand, August hesitated, looking down at Nico’s diamond-studded band.

      “I do like this new ring. It’s definitely a lot more me. But the old one was starting to grow on me. I liked that it was something sentimental of yours.”

      Nico grinned. “Well, you can wear either. Both. I don’t care. Just promise you’ll marry me.”

      August rubbed his thumb across his cheek. “I promise.”

      “Finally!” Nico slid the new band on next to the old. Whatever. They’d figure that part out later.

      He rose to his feet and put his arms around August, leaning in for a kiss.

      “Wait.” August drew back. “Was the earlier meeting with Marty—”

      “Marty-Not-the-Fish?” Nico asked.

      “Yes, was the meeting with my favorite hockey player a bribe to convince me to marry you?”

      Nico stuck out his lower lip. “Honestly, what a rude question. I thought I was your favorite, Auggie.”

      “Ehh.” He waggled his hand. “You’re alright.”

      “Also rude! You love me and you know it.” Nico snuggled close, pressing his face to August’s neck. Damn, he still smelled good. That was never going to get old.

      “I guess I must love you,” August whispered against his hair. “Because I sure wouldn’t have done all of this for anyone else.”

      “Well, not everyone is as amazing as I am,” Nico said.

      “I guess there’s that.” August opened his mouth to say something but his phone vibrated and he leaned back far enough to pull it out of his pocket.

      His eyes widened as he read the message.

      “Nico,” he said excitedly. “It’s go time! I just got a text. Skylar is on her way to the hospital.”

      “Oh! Baby time?” Nico grinned. “Yesss! I’m about to meet my nephew. This is so exciting. C’mon, let’s go.”

      He tugged on August’s hand and took off, hauling him behind.

      “Hey, you know what this means?” he asked.

      “No?”

      “She’s having an Aries.” Nico cackled as he opened a stairwell door. “I knew I’d get my way.”

      “Horoscopes are meaningless,” August said.

      “That’s what all the Capricorns say.”

      August grumbled under his breath.

      “Wait, why did you get the text and not me?” Nico asked as they jogged down the stairs toward the entrance to the parking structure.

      “Because I am much more responsible than you,” August teased.

      Nico considered the idea. “Yeah, okay, fair.”

      “Also, because Jules was the one who texted me,” August explained. “Sky threatened to remove his nuts if he wasn’t there with her for the delivery.”

      “Aww, that’s so cute. I’m happy for them.”

      “Not as happy as I am for us,” August admitted.

      Nico stopped abruptly and August bumped into him, steadying himself on the railing.

      “Aww, Auggie,” Nico said, smiling up at him. “See? You are a romantic.”
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      “You guys didn’t have to do this.” Felix Hale gestured to the mocktails everyone at the table was drinking. “I’m doing okay. I don’t need you to totally avoid alcohol just because I’m not drinking it.”

      “It’s not a bad idea for us to go a little easier on it anyway,” Dustin said with a smile. “We’ve got the playoffs coming up and we want to be in good shape for it, right, boys?”

      A couple of the guys raised their glasses.

      “Besides, I don’t know about you, but I like ginger-lime spritzers,” Nico said.

      “Here’s to that!” Matty tapped his glass against Nico’s. “This was a great idea, man.”

      Nico smiled.

      He was allowed to drink alcohol now, as long as it was in moderation, but he’d gotten used to not drinking in the past five months and he’d discovered some delicious alternatives along the way.

      When Jonah had mentioned Felix might be uncomfortable going out with the team when they went to bars, Nico had quietly suggested to Dustin that they all go for non-alcoholic options.

      Dustin had acted shocked and made a crack about Nico finally growing up. Nico had slugged him for that, but based on how pleased Haler looked at the moment, it was totally worth the chirping from his captain.

      Haler was also looking very cozy with Jonah tonight. It didn’t seem possible, but if anything, they seemed even more joined at the hip now.

      They’d always been close—they’d grown up together after all—but damn. Jonah had his arm draped over Felix’s shoulders and he was cozied up close, laughing at something Jo said.

      And the way they looked at each other …

      Nico and August were probably just as bad, but well, they were engaged.

      Jo and Haler were not. Intriguing.

      “So, get this,” Felix said, still laughing as he turned back to the table. “Grandma Ji-Min almost got thrown out of the arena for cussing out a ref at the game tonight.”

      “That woman.” Jonah dropped his head, slumping until his forehead rested on the table. “She’s driving me nuts.”

      Felix laughed, patting Jonah’s back affectionately.

      Jonah straightened. “Every day she goes on and on about how she wants to see me settle down before she dies. You need to get married, Jo-nah. Let me set you up with a nice Korean boy, Jo-nah. I don’t want a nice Korean boy. I just want her to stop bugging me about my personal life!”

      Felix snorted. “I still think it’s sweet she’s so supportive of you being gay.”

      Jonah glared.

      “Sweet my ass. She’s trying to manipulate me. She goes on and on about how she needs to see me married and happy before she can die in peace. She’s not getting any younger. And she had that health thing last year … and I start to feel guilty and think maybe I should just start dating someone to make her happy and then the next night she’s screaming at refs like she’s going to live for another eighty years!” He threw up his hands. “You deal with her, Haler. I don’t know what to do with her anymore.”

      Felix cackled. “I love that woman.”

      “You would.” Jonah muttered something under his breath and the whole table dissolved into laughter. “Someday she’s going to show up with a list of eligible dates for you.”

      Felix shrugged. “Well, the last breakup sent me to rehab, so maybe I should try something new. I might have better luck if I let Grandma Ji-Min run my dating life.”

      That sent the table into another round of laughter, everyone relieved that Felix could joke about the situation.

      “Hey, I wanna dance,” Charlie said when they finally composed themselves, sliding out of the booth and waggling his fingers. “C’mon. Dance with me, husband.”

      Dustin grinned, took a final sip of his virgin mango mule, and stood. “Okay, kitten. I’m coming.”

      “They’re disgusting,” Matty said as they walked away, though he sounded fond. “Adorable, but disgusting.”

      “Agreed,” Nico said.

      Matty scoffed. “Yeah, okay, like you and August are any better.”

      Nico grinned. “You need me to find you a date, Matts? Cause there’s a killer blonde woman at the bar who has been eyeing you all night.”

      Matty shook his head. “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Well, there’s the bartender with biceps the size of watermelons too, if that’s what you’re in the mood for,” Nico teased. “I mean, you’ve gotta be going nuts, man. How long has it been since you hooked up, anyway?”

      Matty frowned, shoulders hunching. “A while.”

      Nico felt a flash of guilt. Matty was sensitive about this and Nico hadn’t meant to make him feel bad.

      He let the topic drop and once everyone else was distracted, he slid a little closer to Matty.

      “Hey, sorry,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mean to be a dick.”

      “No, you’re good.” But the tension in Matty’s body softened and he let Nico lean against him. “Just feeling like the odd man out, you know? There’s Dustin and Charlie, you and August, and even Felix and Jonah have been extra close lately.”

      “Yeah, but they’re not …” Nico glanced over to see them deep in discussion about something, Felix’s head of red-gold curls right up close to Jonah’s glossy black hair. “Okay, I see your point.”

      “Yeah, I swear to God they were about to kiss the other day when I walked in on them in a training room,” Matty said. “I mean, I could be wrong but …”

      “Felix is straight though, isn’t he?” Nico said as he studied them. “He’s sure never checked me out.”

      “Oh yeah, because every not-straight guy is into you.” Matty laughed and shoved Nico, sending him listing into August. “You’re so full of yourself.”

      August steadied him with an amused glance and Nico turned back to Matty.

      “I’m just saying, I can usually tell,” Nico argued. “I mean, whatever. If he’s not into me, he’s not into me. But I’ve never gotten that vibe from him. We all know Jonah dates guys but Felix? I dunno, man. I’ve never seen that happen.”

      Matty shrugged. “Maybe it’s an occasional thing.”

      “What? Like you?”

      Matty let out a huff. “Shut up.”

      “Oh, good chirp there, Matty. Real original.”

      They continued squabbling until August nudged Nico’s thigh. “Hey, you want to dance too?”

      Nico stared blankly. “Oh my God. Are you actually volunteering to go to the club downstairs and dance?”

      “Yes. If it’ll get you and Matty to shut up. You’re worse than Jules and me.”

      Nico laughed and shoved at Matty, encouraging him to slide out of the booth. “Oh, hell yes. I want to see your moves. I’m still kind of sad you’re not wearing a special sweater vest though.”

      “They are wildly impractical for clubs,” August grumbled, smoothing down his plain black T-shirt. “Too warm for dancing.”

      “I can’t wait to see this,” Nico said, taking August’s hand and tugging him toward the stairs. “C’mon, show me your moves, Auggie.”
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      Half an hour later, August was so turned on he could hardly think straight.

      Nico was, unsurprisingly, a great dancer.

      In snug black jeans and a black mesh sleeveless shirt, he moved fluidly to the beat, brushing his ass against August’s groin in a horribly distracting way.

      August was doing his best to keep up with him.

      Was August the best dancer in the club tonight? No. But he knew how to move his hips and Nico kept turning around and kissing him like he was doing something right, which was all August cared about.

      Someone bumped August’s shoulder and he turned to see Nico’s captain and his husband.

      “I think we’re heading out,” Dustin yelled, his arm draped over Charlie’s shoulder. “You guys good?”

      “Yeah, I’m good,” Nico hollered back. “Unless you want some company, Charlie? We could upgrade that threesome to a foursome now that Auggie and I are together.”

      August rolled his eyes at Dustin. “Never,” he mouthed over Nico’s shoulder.

      Dustin laughed. “Absolutely not, you horn dog. And what are you trying to pull? If I made a move on August, you’d deck me.”

      “I mean, maybe,” Nico said, like he was seriously considering it. “It would depend on how hot you looked together.”

      August snorted, burying his face against the back of Nico’s head. His hair was growing in, long enough to hide the scar, though he seemed proud of it now, showing it off to anyone who wanted to see it.

      After they said their goodbyes to Dustin and Charlie, Nico turned in his arms, his eyes bright and sparkling in the shifting colors of the club lights. “I love messing with them.”

      “I know you do.” August settled his arms around Nico’s waist. “I also know you’d probably be all about hooking up with them if I was into the idea.”

      Nico shrugged. “I mean, I’m not not up for it, but you know I don’t need it.”

      “I know,” August said. “And I really am still thinking about letting you take me to that club in Amsterdam this summer. Just to say I’ve done it.”

      “God,” Nico said with a groan, rubbing shamelessly all over August, his cock pressed right up against August’s hip. “I want to drag you into the bathroom and blow you right now. Just thinking about you fucking me in front of an audience gets me so hot.”

      August laughed. “Not in a city where I might run into someone I know.”

      “Fair,” Nico said with a flirty little grin. He squeezed August’s ass. “But there’s always Europe.”

      “There’s always Europe,” August agreed. “Hey, did I ever tell you about the nude gay beach in Greece I went to when I was seventeen? I wasn’t supposed to be there but I was very curious …”

      “Auggie!” Nico feigned a look of shock. “How scandalous.”

      “I snuck away from my family to do it,” August admitted. “Jules had to cover for me.”

      “I love that.” Nico kissed him. “Gah, I am so excited.”

      “About what?” August asked, amused.

      “Everything! Life. All of the stuff we can do together.”

      “Me too,” August said, looking into Nico’s eyes, his chest full with love and happiness. “Me too.”

      “Kiss me, Auggie,” Nico begged and August did, because how could he not?

      Nico slid a hand into August’s hair and they made out for a while, mostly grinding against each other now, kissing until August’s lips tingled and he was achingly aroused.

      Nico froze, pulling back. “Oh my God, feel this.”

      He grabbed August’s hand and slid it between their bodies to where he was very, very hard. The hardest he’d been since before the surgery.

      “Nico!” August hissed but his eyes widened. “Oh. Oh wow.”

      “I know, right?” Nico grinned. “We need to get home. Now. I need to fuck you.”

      “What’s the rush?” August said, laughing. Nico had fucked August before this, of course. Cock rings were a wonderful thing.

      But August was mostly teasing. He understood why Nico was excited.

      He’d been off the medication for a while and had been a little disappointed when that didn’t fix the issue immediately. They’d talked to the doctor, who’d explained that sometimes erectile dysfunction happened after surgeries in the right hemisphere of the brain.

      Nico had taken the news as well as could be expected.

      “Doesn’t matter, right?” Nico had said, his eyes big and earnest. “You’ll still love me no matter what?”

      “Of course I will,” August had assured him.

      Nico hadn’t seemed worried about it since, but this was an exciting new development.

      “C’mon, let’s go.” Nico tugged at him. “I don’t want to waste this. We don’t know if it’ll happen again or how often. I don’t want to take any chances.”

      Laughing, August kissed Nico before stepping back and taking his hand. “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      “On your stomach,” Nico whispered, coaxing August to roll onto his belly.

      He took a moment to admire August’s body, all stretched out on the white sheets.

      They hadn’t made it as far as their condo. They’d passed a hotel on their way to the parking garage and Nico had dragged August inside.

      August had looked amused when he checked in under the name of Roger Hauer but as they made out in the elevator, August had admitted he was too worked up to wait.

      In the time it would have taken them to get home, Nico already had August naked and in bed.

      Nico made fabulous life choices if he did say so himself.

      And he was still hard! This was the best night of his life.

      “Fuck, Auggie,” Nico said with an appreciative sigh as he stroked his cock, licking his lips at the sight of August’s muscular ass. “You are so hot.”

      “Are you going to jerk off while you admire me all night?” August threw over his shoulder.

      “Mmm, tempting. But no. I’m going to fuck you with my tongue and then my dick. My very, very hard dick,” Nico teased, stretching out over August’s body and letting his cock drag along August’s thigh as he kissed the back of August’s neck. “How’s that sound?”

      “Sounds perfect to me.”

      Nico slithered down the bed and settled between August’s thighs. He lightly slapped at his hip to get him to lift, then shoved a pillow under his hips, enjoying the way it forced August’s ass higher and gave him better access.

      Nico made an appreciative noise. God, and that peach was all for him.

      Maybe August was right. Maybe Nico didn’t want to share him with anyone else.

      He said as much to August, who laughed into his folded arms. “Good to know.”

      And then Nico decided they were doing way too much talking and that was silly when he could be doing better things with his mouth.

      He settled on his belly, propped on his elbows, and parted August’s cheeks.

      He licked a slow stripe up August’s crack, making him shift on the bed.

      Nico gave him another lick. And another.

      He kept going until August was panting under him, shifting his hips. “Nico … fuck …”

      “Oh, I’m going to fuck you, baby,” Nico said confidently. He ground his hard cock into the mattress. “But I’ve only got a little packet of lube and I want to open you up with my tongue first. You know you’re always tight as hell.”

      August grunted, clearly annoyed, and Nico grinned. He loved that he could make August impatient.

      Steady, patient Auggie, all wound up for him.

      Nico teased him a little longer, just to hear August make those needy little noises.

      When he pushed his tongue in, August let out a strangled gasp so Nico did it again.

      He lovingly tongue fucked August’s hole, enjoying the way August clenched around him, rising onto his knees like he was desperate for it.

      “C’mon, Nico. I need …”

      And Nico needed it too.

      He scrambled to his knees as well and fumbled in the sheets for the lube, squirting some on his cock.

      He shivered at the cold gel on his heated skin and closed his eyes and stroked a few times, just enjoying the way it felt. His cock was so hard he could feel his pulse in it, thrumming steadily. He and August had a great sex life no matter what but God he’d missed this.

      “What are you … Oh, fuck that’s hot,” August said with a groan. “Let me turn over and watch.”

      Nico did and August settled on his back. Nico put on a little more of a show, licking his lips as he stared down at August’s body.

      Their gazes locked and Nico remembered that night in that hotel in Evanston, fingering himself, putting on a show for August.

      Now August was the one putting on a show. He played with his entrance, gaze hot, Nico’s ring glinting on his hand, waiting for Nico to fuck him.

      “That night,” Nico said breathlessly. “That first night, did you ever think we’d end up here?”

      “No.” August’s tone was blunt but his hands were warm and gentle as he stopped prepping himself and grabbed Nico’s hips, pulling him closer.

      Nico held his breath as he positioned the head of his cock at August’s opening. He pressed forward, stopping when August clenched tight.

      “Sorry,” August said breathlessly. “It’s just …”

      “It’s good,” Nico said, feeling equally breathless.

      August was so hot and tight around him, slick and perfect, and Nico felt like he’d pop off immediately if he wasn’t careful. He wanted this to last.

      Maybe tomorrow he wouldn’t get hard like this but he was hard tonight.

      And tomorrow they’d do something different. Switch it up. Try something new.

      That was the best part of being with August. Nico felt freer than he ever had before. Happier. More alive.

      “Okay,” August said, taking a deep breath and relaxing. “Okay, keep going.”

      Nico pushed forward, hands trembling as he held on to August’s hips. And then he was all the way in.

      “Ohhh …” Nico shivered. God, had sex ever felt so good before?

      Nico pushed one of August’s thighs back and slid out before plunging in again. He fucked him slow and deep, staring into August’s eyes.

      It was hot and perfect and Nico reached out with his free hand, wrapping it around August’s cock.

      He was hard too and Nico thumbed at the tip, smearing the wetness there and making August groan.

      “I’m gonna come pretty fast,” Nico said, speeding up his thrusts a little, already feeling that ache in his balls. “I want to go slow but you feel too good.”

      “I don’t care,” August said roughly. He closed his eyes, throwing his head back. “Don’t stop.”

      He was panting a little, his chest rising and falling with every deep breath he took.

      “Not gonna stop,” Nico promised, tightening his grip. “Never gonna stop.”

      And then he couldn’t say anything, could only fuck August harder, could only give himself to August again and again.

      August let out a low, deep sound and came in Nico’s fist, cum hitting Nico’s wrist and dripping off it.

      Nico had to close his eyes too as his release hit, and he shoved into August, hips stuttering, coming and coming until it felt like his body would turn inside out from the pleasure.

      “I love you,” he managed as he shuddered his way through the release and fell forward onto August’s chest. “I love you.”

      “Fuck.” August rolled them onto their sides. “Fuck I love you too.”

      They kissed and Nico was so happy he couldn’t stop smiling.

      Life was so good.

      Nico wasn’t playing hockey yet but he would. And he still had his team and his friends.

      He had Marty the Fish and Miss Muffins and August’s parents, who he’d be meeting in person for the first time in a few weeks when they returned from their research trip.

      Nico had Sky and baby Nicky and Jules. He had his crazy, overprotective family and his life.

      And best of all, he had August.

      He said as much to August, who smiled, his head on the pillow next to Nico’s, their bodies still tangled together.

      “We have each other.” August cupped Nico’s cheek, rubbing his thumb tenderly across it, before gently ghosting his fingertips across Nico’s scar. It sent a tingle through Nico’s whole body. “You were right, you know.”

      “Oh, was I?” Nico grinned. “Tell me more.”

      August grinned too, then leaned in, whispering the words in Nico’s ear, “You’re the best bad decision I ever made.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      Aww, aren’t they sweet? I hope you love Nico & August as much as I do!

      If you’d like more from the Relationship Goals series, check out Felix & Jonah’s story, The Waiting Game.

      Want to learn more about the Evanston River Otters team? Find the complete Rules of the Game series here.
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        Relationship Goals

      

      

      
        
        You can’t fake great hockey—but love is a totally different game.

      

        

      
        What can you expect from the series?

      

      

      
        	great hockey

        	fake relationships

        	real love (eventually)

      

      
        
        The Husband Game: Hockey Captain Wed in Secret Vegas Ceremony – Partner’s Identity Remains a Mystery.

      

        

      
        The Head Game: Defenseman Rushed to Hospital After In-Game Fall—Mystery Beau Revealed?

      

        

      
        The Waiting Game: Coming Soon

      

        

      
        The Home Game: Coming Soon

      

        

      
        The Blame Game: Coming Soon

      

      

      
        
        Rules of the Game

      

      

      Join the pro hockey players who fight hard and love hard in the Rules of the Game Universe.

      Road Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your best friend.

      Bending the Rules: Rule #1: Never give up on love.

      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.

      Also available 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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Colors Series

      A continuous f/f series featuring a bisexual character and opposites attract trope

      A Brighter Palette: When Annie, a struggling American freelance writer, meets Siobhán, a successful Irish painter living in Boston, the heat between them is undeniable, but is it enough to build something that will last?

      The Greenest Isle: After Siobhán’s father has a heart attack, she and Annie travel to Ireland to care for him. Their relationship is tested as they navigate living in a new place and healing old wounds.
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      Standalone Books

      Baby, It’s Cold Inside: Meeting Nate’s parents doesn’t go at all like Emerson planned. But there might be a Christmas miracle for the two of them before the visit is through in this sweet and funny m/m holiday romance.

      Bromantic Getaway: Spencer is sure he’s straight. But when an off-hand comment sends him tumbling into the realization he’s in love with his best friend Devin, he’ll have to turn a romantic vacation meant for his ex into the perfect opportunity to grab the love that’s always been right in front of them in this best friends to lovers bi awakening m/m romance.

      Cabin Fever: Kevin’s best friend's dad is definitely off-limits. But he and Drew 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.
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      Brigham Vaughn is on the adventure of a lifetime as a full-time author. She devours books at an alarming rate and hasn’t let her short arms and long torso stop her from doing yoga. She makes a killer key lime pie, hates green peppers, and loves wine tasting tours.

      A collector of vintage Nancy Drew books and green glassware, she enjoys poking around in antique shops and refinishing thrift store furniture. An avid photographer, she dreams of traveling the world and she can’t wait to discover everything else life has to offer her.

      Her books range from short stories to novellas to novels. They explore gay, bisexual, lesbian, and polyamorous romance in contemporary settings.
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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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