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CHAPTER ONE

The New Assignment
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* * *

The shoulder was a mess.

Julian traced his finger down the MRI on his screen, following the frayed edge of the supraspinatus like a map to someone else's bad decisions. Partial-thickness tear, Grade II. The kind of injury that didn't happen all at once—it accumulated. Years of repetitive overhead motion, inadequate rest, and the particular brand of stubbornness that convinced professional athletes they were immortal.

He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. The clinic was quiet at four in the afternoon, the distant hiss of the ice resurfacer the only sound bleeding through the concrete walls of the Ice Lions' training facility. His office smelled like antiseptic and the eucalyptus muscle rub Mara insisted on ordering in bulk, and Julian had long since stopped noticing either. What he noticed was the way the fluorescent lights made everything look slightly clinical, slightly dead—including him, probably, in his navy scrubs and the hoodie he hadn't taken off since this morning.

He pulled up the treatment notes from Dr. Adkins. Patient has been non-compliant with recommended rest protocol. Continues to play through discomfort. Recommend aggressive PT intervention, 5x/week minimum, until ROM is restored.

Non-compliant. Julian almost smiled. That was doctor-speak for this guy won't stop doing the thing that's destroying his body, so now it's your problem.

He'd been working with the Ice Lions' roster for four months. Long enough to learn the rhythms of the place—which players showed up on time, which ones needed to be hunted down, which ones cried during deep tissue work and pretended they didn't. Long enough to prove he was good at his job. Long enough for the novelty of being Coach Miller's son to wear off for everyone except Coach Miller himself.

Julian closed the MRI and opened a blank treatment plan template. He was halfway through mapping out a progressive loading protocol when a knock on the doorframe made him look up.

Mara leaned against the jamb, arms crossed, her dark hair pulled into the kind of effortless bun Julian had never once been able to replicate on anyone. She had the look on her face that meant she was about to deliver information she found personally entertaining.

"Got a reassignment for you," she said.

"From who?"

"Adkins. He wants Vane moved to your caseload." She paused, letting it land. "Full shoulder rehab. Late sessions—he doesn't want it interfering with practice or team gym time."

Julian kept his expression neutral. It was a skill he'd been perfecting since childhood—the ability to absorb information without letting it rearrange his face. "I already have a full schedule."

"I know. I'll shift Patterson and Greer to the day rotation with me. Vane's a priority case." Mara tilted her head, studying him. "Problem?"

"No problem."

"Good. Because the alternative was Briggs, and Briggs thinks rotator cuff rehab means ice and ibuprofen."

"Briggs also thinks cupping works."

"Exactly. So you're up." Mara pushed off the doorframe. "First session's tonight. Seven-thirty. He'll come to you."

She said it casually—he'll come to you—like it was a scheduling detail and not the fact that the captain of the entire franchise, the face on the jumbotron and the billboards and the side of the goddamn arena, was going to walk into Julian's ten-by-twelve treatment room and take his shirt off.

Julian had seen Roman Vane on the ice. Everyone had. You didn't work in this building without developing at least a passing awareness of the man who ran it—not the front office, not the coaching staff. Vane. The players moved around him like planets around a gravitational center, adjusting their orbits without being asked. He was the kind of captain who didn't need to raise his voice because everyone was already listening.

Julian had seen him in the hallways, too. Passing close enough to catch the edge of something expensive—cedar, maybe, or sandalwood—and the sheer physical fact of him. Six-three, at least. Shoulders that made doorframes look like suggestions. A jaw that could have been carved by someone with strong opinions about architecture. Silver threading through his dark hair at the temples, and a short-trimmed beard that said I'm not trying to look good; I just do.

Julian had noticed. He was not made of stone. But noticing was as far as it went, because Julian Miller did not shit where he ate, and he especially did not shit where his father coached.

"Julian."

Mara was still in the doorway.

"Yeah?"

"Don't let your dad get in your head about this one. Vane's important, and you're the best PT in this building. That's why Adkins picked you."

"I know why he picked me."

"Do you? Because you've got your overthinking face on."

"This is my regular face."

"Your regular face doesn't have that crease." She pointed at the space between his eyebrows. "Seven-thirty. Be ready."

She disappeared down the hallway, and Julian let out a slow breath through his nose.

Roman Vane. Five sessions a week. Late nights. Alone.

He turned back to his screen and started building the protocol.

* * *

He was forty minutes into a detailed progressive loading plan—weeks one through four mapped out, resistance bands color-coded, ROM benchmarks set—when the temperature in the room changed.

Not literally. The thermostat was a fixed sixty-eight degrees, same as always. But Julian felt it anyway—that shift in atmospheric pressure that happened when his father entered a space. Like the air itself got denser, harder to breathe.

He didn't look up. He'd learned that trick years ago. Looking up when Coach Mike Miller entered a room was an invitation to engage, and engaging was never on Julian's terms.

"I hear you're taking Vane's rehab," his father said from the doorway.

His voice was what people who didn't know him called commanding. People who did know him—Julian, specifically—called it something else. Controlled. Every word measured, every inflection deliberate, like conversation was just another play he'd drawn up on the whiteboard.

Julian saved the file and turned in his chair. His father stood exactly where Mara had stood five minutes ago, but where Mara had leaned casually against the frame, Mike Miller filled it. Barrel-chested, square-jawed, his Ice Lions polo tucked into khakis with military precision. The silver whistle around his neck was purely ceremonial at this point—he hadn't blown it in years, preferring the surgical weapon of his voice—but he wore it anyway, the way some men wore crosses.

"Adkins requested me specifically," Julian said. Neutral. Factual. Giving nothing.

"I know what Adkins requested. I approved it."

Of course you did. Nothing happened in this building that Mike Miller didn't sign off on. Julian had stopped being surprised by that a long time ago.

"Vane's the franchise," his father continued, stepping into the room uninvited. He didn't sit. He never sat in Julian's space—that would imply they were equals having a conversation. He stood, and Julian was seated, and the geometry of power was exactly the way Mike Miller liked it. "His shoulder goes, we lose the playoffs. We lose the playoffs, we lose the TV deal. You understand what I'm saying."

"You're saying don't screw it up."

"I'm saying this isn't one of your little side projects. This is Roman Vane. Treat him like the asset he is."

Asset. Not a person. Not even a player. An asset. Julian filed the word away in the enormous mental cabinet labeled Reasons I Didn't Become You.

"I'll take good care of him, Coach."

He said Coach the way other people said sir—with the precise amount of deference required to avoid a confrontation and not a microgram more. His father heard it. His father always heard it. The muscle in his jaw flexed once, a tiny seismic event that Julian had been tracking since he was old enough to understand what it meant: You're testing me, and I'm choosing not to react.

"Don't baby him," his father said, already turning to leave. "Fix him."

His footsteps retreated down the hallway—heavy, deliberate, each one landing like a period at the end of a sentence. Julian listened until they faded, then turned back to his screen.

His hands were steady. They were always steady. Julian's hands were the steadiest thing about him—the one part of his body that never betrayed the seismic activity underneath. He could palpate a torn ligament, manipulate a dislocated shoulder, press his thumbs into the knotted trapezius of a two-hundred-and-twenty-pound man, and his fingers wouldn't so much as tremble.

The rest of him was a different story.

He looked at the treatment plan on his screen. The cursor blinked at the top of the document, waiting.

Patient: Vane, Roman. Age: 34. Position: Defenseman/Captain. Primary Complaint: Right shoulder, partial-thickness rotator cuff tear.

He'd read Vane's medical file three times already. Seventeen years in professional hockey. The injury history read like a war journal: broken nose (twice), fractured orbital bone, separated shoulder (left, 2019), MCL sprain (right knee, 2021), countless lacerations requiring sutures. His body was a catalog of accumulated violence, each entry representing a moment when Roman Vane had decided that winning was worth bleeding for.

Julian minimized the file and stood up.

The treatment room was next door—a separate space from the main training area, designed for private sessions. Julian unlocked it and stepped inside. The overhead fluorescents were harsh and blue-white, so he switched them off and turned on the adjustable desk lamp instead, angling it to cast a warm pool across the treatment table. Better. The room was small but functional: padded table in the center, a rolling cart stocked with resistance bands and kinesiology tape, a shelf of oils and lotions, the ultrasound unit humming softly in the corner.

He checked the table height. Adjusted the headrest. Laid out a fresh sheet. Set the room temperature two degrees warmer than standard—muscle tissue responded better to heat, and the last thing he needed was Vane's shoulder tightening up under cold fluorescents.

He lined up his tools on the cart: palpation gel, a set of graduated resistance bands, the goniometer for measuring range of motion, and the TENS unit in case they needed pain management. Everything precise. Everything in its place.

Julian stood back and surveyed the room. It looked clinical. Professional. Ready.

His reflection stared back at him from the darkened window across the room—a lean figure in scrubs and an oversized hoodie, dark hair falling across his forehead, jaw set in the particular way that Mara called his overthinking face. He didn't look like someone who was about to spend five nights a week alone with Roman Vane.

He looked like someone who was about to spend five nights a week trying very hard not to look at Roman Vane.

Julian pulled the hoodie over his head and tossed it on his office chair. Underneath, his scrubs were neat, his arms bare. The compass rose tattoo behind his left ear—small, black ink, pointing north toward something his father had never bothered to ask about—was hidden by his hair.

He checked his watch. Seven-twelve.

Eighteen minutes.

He sat on the rolling stool beside the treatment table, pulled up Vane's protocol on his tablet, and went through it one more time. The plan was solid. Weeks one and two: manual therapy, soft tissue mobilization, gentle ROM exercises. Weeks three and four: progressive loading, eccentric strengthening, scapular stabilization. Weeks five through eight: sport-specific rehabilitation, return-to-play criteria.

It was a good plan. Julian was a good physical therapist. He had graduated top of his program at Boston University, turned down offers from the Red Sox, the Celtics, and a private practice in Back Bay that would have paid him twice what the Ice Lions did. He'd taken this job because—

Well. The reasons were complicated and involved a man down the hallway who called him Julian at work and nothing at all at home, and Julian wasn't interested in unpacking that particular suitcase right now.

Right now, he was interested in the shoulder.

Just the shoulder.

Seven-eighteen.

Julian set the tablet on the cart and flexed his hands. Pressed his thumbs into his own palm, testing the pressure. Rolled his wrists. Cracked his knuckles once—a habit Mara hated—and then placed his hands flat on his thighs, fingers spread.

Steady.

Down the hallway, through the concrete walls, he could hear the faint echo of the arena settling into its nighttime quiet. The resurfacer had finished. The last skaters were leaving the ice. The building was emptying out the way it did every evening—trainers and staff filtering toward the parking structure, the cleaning crew starting their rounds, the lights in the main corridors dimming to their overnight setting.

By seven-thirty, this wing would be nearly deserted. Just Julian, the hum of the machines, and the click of the treatment room door.

He stared at that door now. Closed, unremarkable, painted the same institutional grey as every other door in the facility. In twelve minutes, someone was going to open it.

Julian's hands were steady.

His heartbeat was not.

He closed his eyes, took one long breath, held it, and released it through his mouth. Then he opened his treatment plan, positioned his stool at the proper distance from the table, and waited for Roman Vane to walk into his room and ruin his life.

* * *

The door didn't open at seven-thirty.

It opened at seven-twenty-nine.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Wall
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* * *

Roman Vane had been lying about his shoulder for six weeks.

Not lying, exactly. Omitting. There was a difference—at least that's what he told himself every morning when he rolled out of bed and the joint screamed at him like a fire alarm he'd learned to sleep through. He could still lift his arm above his head. He could still take a hit along the boards. He could still drop his gloves if someone looked at Tommy Bridges wrong in a scrum.

It just cost him more than it used to.

He stood outside the treatment room at seven twenty-eight, his gear bag slung over his good shoulder, and stared at the closed grey door like it had personally offended him. He'd showered after his solo skate—extra ice time he'd scheduled with the rink manager, off the books, because the team practice hadn't been enough to burn off the restless energy that lived in his chest like a low-frequency hum. His hair was still damp at the temples. He'd pulled on a clean black t-shirt and joggers, and he smelled like the soap from the players' shower and the cologne he'd put on this morning out of habit, not vanity.

He did not want to be here.

Not because he didn't need the rehab—he did, and he knew it, and the fact that he knew it was precisely the problem. Admitting the shoulder was bad enough to require five-nights-a-week private sessions meant admitting it was bad, period. And admitting it was bad meant admitting he was thirty-four years old with a body that was starting to collect on seventeen years of debt, and that was a door Roman preferred to keep bolted shut.

He also did not want to be here because the physical therapist on the other side of this door was Mike Miller's son, and Roman had exactly zero interest in giving the coach a direct line into his medical status through bloodline.

But Adkins had insisted. And when the team doctor insisted, even the captain listened.

Roman checked his watch—a Breitling Navitimer, silver-faced, heavy on his wrist, his jersey number engraved on the caseback by a jeweler in Montreal who'd done it as a favor six years ago. Seven twenty-nine.

Close enough.

He opened the door.

* * *

The room was different than he expected.

The overhead fluorescents were off. A desk lamp on the rolling cart threw warm amber light across the treatment table, softening the clinical edges of the space. The temperature was warmer than the hallway—not hot, just enough to loosen the muscles. It smelled like eucalyptus and something cleaner underneath, antiseptic maybe, but not the sharp hospital kind. The kind that meant someone kept their workspace immaculate.

Julian Miller sat on a rolling stool beside the table, a tablet in his hands, and looked up when Roman entered.

Roman had seen him around. Of course he had—the kid worked in the building, and Roman made it his business to know every face on staff, from the equipment managers to the nutritionists. He'd catalogued Julian the way he catalogued everything: efficiently, in passing. Coach's son. Athletic trainer. Young. Quiet. Kept to himself.

He had not catalogued him like this.

Up close, in the warm light of the desk lamp, Julian Miller looked like someone a Renaissance painter would have abandoned a commission for. Olive skin, dark eyes that caught the amber light and held it, cheekbones that could cut glass. His dark hair was a little too long, falling across his forehead in a way that suggested he either didn't own a mirror or didn't care what one told him. He was lean—not thin, but built like a distance runner, all efficient lines and controlled economy. His scrubs were navy, his forearms bare, and his hands—

Roman noticed the hands. He noticed them the way he noticed a defenseman's positioning or a goalie's glove hand: professionally, automatically, with an attention to detail that had nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with the fact that those hands were about to be on his body.

They were precise hands. Long fingers, clean nails, a visible steadiness that Roman recognized because he had it too—the stillness of someone who'd trained their body to obey.

"Mr. Vane," Julian said, setting the tablet on the cart. "Have a seat."

His voice was even. Not warm, not cold. Professional in a way that felt deliberate rather than natural, like he'd calibrated it. Roman filed that away.

"Roman," he corrected, dropping his bag by the door and crossing to the table. The room was small—four strides covered it—and as he moved, he was aware of the way he filled the space. He was aware of it in most rooms. Six-three and two-twenty had a way of rearranging the geometry of any environment, and in a room this size, with a ceiling this low, he felt like a bear in a phone booth.

Julian didn't react to his size. Didn't lean back on the stool, didn't angle away, didn't do any of the subtle repositioning that smaller people did when Roman entered their personal space. He just sat there, steady, and watched Roman settle onto the edge of the treatment table with the patient assessment gaze of someone who was already diagnosing him.

"I've reviewed your imaging and Dr. Adkins' notes," Julian said, pulling the tablet back into his hands. His eyes moved between the screen and Roman's right shoulder like he was cross-referencing in real time. "Partial-thickness tear in the supraspinatus, Grade II. Reduced external rotation. You're compensating with your upper trap and levator scapulae, which means you've got secondary tension from your neck down to your mid-back." He looked up. "How long?"

"How long what?"

"How long have you been compensating?"

Roman held his gaze. The kid didn't blink. Didn't look away, didn't fidget, didn't seem even remotely impressed that he was sitting three feet from a man whose face was on the side of this building. There was something in those dark eyes that Roman couldn't immediately classify—not challenge, exactly. Patience. The patience of someone who asked questions he already knew the answers to and was waiting to see if you'd be honest.

"Define compensating," Roman said.

The corner of Julian's mouth moved. Not quite a smile. More like the ghost of one, there and gone so fast Roman almost missed it. "The imaging shows acute-on-chronic changes. The tear itself is recent—maybe eight weeks. But the underlying degeneration has been building for at least a year, probably longer. You've been adjusting your mechanics to avoid loading the injured area, which means your neck, your trap, your thoracic spine, and probably your opposite shoulder have all been picking up the slack." He set the tablet down. "So when I ask how long, I'm asking how long you've been playing through this without telling anyone how bad it actually is."

Silence.

Roman studied him. Most people in this organization told Roman what he wanted to hear. The coaching staff deferred to him because he wore the C. The medical team deferred to him because the front office told them to. The trainers handed him ice packs and Advil and didn't ask questions because questioning the captain was, apparently, above their pay grade.

Julian Miller sat on his stool with his steady hands and his dark, unblinking eyes and waited for Roman to stop bullshitting him.

"Fourteen months," Roman said. "Give or take."

Julian nodded once, like Roman had confirmed something he already suspected. No judgment. No lecture. Just a data point slotting into a framework.

"Shirt off, please. I need to assess the tissue."

Roman reached behind his neck with his left hand—not the injured side—gripped the back of his t-shirt, and pulled it over his head. He tossed it onto the bag by the door and sat bare from the waist up under the warm lamp light.

He was not self-conscious about his body. He'd been undressing in locker rooms since he was fourteen, and his body was his livelihood—he maintained it the way a carpenter maintained his tools, with diligence and without sentimentality. But he was aware of it in a way he normally wasn't, because Julian's gaze was tracking across his torso with a clinical precision that felt, paradoxically, more intimate than anything Roman had experienced in recent memory.

The kid was reading him. Not looking—reading. His eyes moved from the right shoulder (swollen, Roman knew, the deltoid visibly asymmetrical compared to the left) down across the pectorals, over the faded scar from a skate blade across his ribs, along the lattice of old bruises and healed contusions that mapped his torso like a topographic survey of every fight, every collision, every time he'd put his body between a teammate and a two-hundred-mile-an-hour slapshot.

Julian stood. "I'm going to palpate the shoulder and surrounding musculature. Tell me where the pain is on a scale of one to ten. Don't be a hero."

"I don't know what you mean."

"You know exactly what I mean. You've been lying to your medical team for over a year. Don't lie to me. I can't fix what I can't accurately assess."

His voice hadn't changed. Still even, still calibrated. But there was something underneath it now—a quiet authority that had nothing to do with rank or title and everything to do with competence. Julian Miller knew what he was doing, and he didn't have time for Roman's ego.

Roman felt something shift in his chest. Not attraction—he wasn't going to call it that. Respect. He respected competence the way some people respected wealth: automatically, viscerally, and with a deference that surprised him.

"I won't lie to you," he said.

Julian met his eyes for one beat. Then he stepped forward, and his hands were on Roman's shoulder.

* * *

The first touch was clinical.

Julian's fingers found the anterior deltoid and pressed with methodical precision, working along the muscle fiber like he was reading braille. His hands were warm—warmer than Roman expected—and firm. Not tentative. Not the cautious, you're-the-captain touch Roman was used to from trainers who were more afraid of hurting his feelings than his fascia. Julian pressed where it needed pressing, and when Roman's breath caught—a sharp inhale at the junction of the deltoid and the pec—Julian didn't back off.

"Four," Roman said through his teeth.

"That's the anterior capsule. Consistent with the imaging." Julian's thumb traced the line of the joint, moving posterior, finding the infraspinatus. "Here?"

"Two."

"Here?" Deeper. The teres minor.

"Three."

Julian's hands moved to the back of Roman's shoulder, and Roman felt him step closer—close enough that the warmth of his body registered against Roman's bare back, close enough that Roman caught the scent of him. Mint. Something clean. And underneath, the faintest trace of skin—not cologne, not soap, just him—that Roman's brain catalogued before he could stop it.

"I'm going to check your upper trap," Julian said, his voice closer now, near Roman's ear. "This is where the compensatory damage lives."

His fingers found the trapezius and pressed.

Roman's jaw locked. The pain was immediate and blinding—not the shoulder, not the joint, but the thick rope of muscle running from his neck to his shoulder blade that had been silently bearing the weight of the injury for over a year. It was the pain of something that had been holding on for too long, a structural support beam bowing under a load it was never designed to carry.

"Eight," Roman managed.

"I know." Julian's voice was quiet. His fingers didn't let up, but they changed—shifting from assessment to intervention, finding the knot and working into it with slow, relentless pressure. "You've been guarding the shoulder so aggressively that your trap is doing triple duty. Your levator scap is probably worse." His thumb dug in, found a trigger point, and Roman's hand shot out and gripped the edge of the table hard enough to turn his knuckles white.

"Breathe," Julian said.

Roman breathed. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the way he'd learned to manage pain on the ice—controlled, rhythmic, dissociative. But it was harder here, in this small warm room, with Julian's hands on his bare skin and Julian's voice in his ear and the pain pulling him out of the professional distance he maintained with everyone in this building.

Julian worked the trigger point for thirty seconds that felt like thirty minutes. Roman's grip on the table didn't loosen. He was aware of his own breathing—too fast, too shallow—and aware of Julian behind him, steady as a metronome, his hands never wavering.

"You've been carrying this for a long time," Julian said. Not a question.

"The shoulder?"

"All of it."

Roman turned his head. The movement brought them close—Julian hadn't stepped back, and Roman's head was nearly at Julian's chest level from the table. He could see Julian's jaw from this angle, the clean line of it, the way a tendon flexed in his neck when he adjusted his grip. He could see the edge of something dark behind Julian's left ear—a tattoo, small, partially hidden by his hair.

Their eyes met.

The room was very quiet. The desk lamp hummed. Somewhere in the building, a door closed, and the sound echoed through the concrete walls and disappeared. Julian's hands were still on Roman's trapezius, thumbs pressed into the muscle, warm and firm. Roman was looking up at him, and Julian was looking down, and the distance between them was close enough that Roman could see the exact moment Julian's pupils dilated.

A fraction. Maybe nothing. Maybe a trick of the low light. But Roman had spent seventeen years reading body language across the ice—the micro-expressions of a forward about to shoot, the weight shift of a defenseman about to commit—and he knew what he saw.

Julian's breathing changed. It was subtle—a slight catch, a half-beat delay in the rhythm—and then his hands lifted from Roman's shoulder as if the skin had burned them.

"Your tissue quality is worse than the imaging suggests," Julian said, stepping back. One step, precisely measured. His voice was the same calibrated neutral as before, but there was something underneath it now, something he was controlling with visible effort. "We'll need to extend the soft tissue work in weeks one and two before we can progress to loading."

He turned away—reaching for the tablet, pulling up the treatment plan, his back to Roman as he scrolled through screens with a focus that looked a lot like escape.

Roman sat on the table, shirtless, his trap still throbbing, and watched Julian Miller retreat behind his professionalism like a man pulling up a drawbridge.

Interesting.

"Same time tomorrow?" Roman asked.

Julian didn't turn around. "Seven-thirty. Don't be early."

"I'm always early."

"Then be on time."

Roman could hear the tension in it. Not irritation—something else. Something Julian was pressing down with both hands the way he'd pressed into Roman's muscles: deliberately, thoroughly, with the intent to neutralize.

Roman pulled his shirt back on. The fabric brushed his shoulder and he winced—the palpation had woken everything up, and the tissue was screaming its displeasure. He slung his bag over his good side and stood.

At the door, he paused.

"Julian."

Julian turned. His face was composed. His hands were at his sides. But his eyes—those dark, expressive, miss-nothing eyes—were not composed at all.

"Thank you for being honest with me," Roman said. "About the shoulder. Most people here tell me what I want to hear."

"I'm not most people here."

"No," Roman said. "You're not."

He held the look for one beat longer than was professional. Julian held it back—not flinching, not looking away, not filling the silence with the kind of nervous chatter that would have dissolved the moment into something manageable.

They just looked at each other.

Then Roman nodded once, turned, and walked down the empty hallway toward the parking structure. His footsteps echoed off the concrete walls—heavy, deliberate, each one a controlled impact—and he listened to the sound of them the way he listened to the ice: for what it told him about the surface underneath.

The surface was shifting.

He could feel it.

* * *

Roman's penthouse was quiet at nine PM.

It was quiet at every hour, because Roman lived alone in two thousand square feet of soundproofed luxury thirty-two floors above the city, and silence was the thing he had the most of. The apartment was beautiful in the way that expensive things were beautiful—floor-to-ceiling windows, Italian leather furniture, a kitchen with appliances he barely used, art on the walls that his interior designer had chosen. Everything in its place. Everything curated. Nothing personal.

He dropped his bag by the door, kicked off his shoes, and walked to the windows. The city spread out below him, rain-washed and glittering, the headlights on the expressway tracing slow arcs through the dark. He pressed his forehead against the cool glass and closed his eyes.

His shoulder ached. Not the dull background ache he'd grown accustomed to—a sharper, more present pain, like Julian's hands had pulled the injury out of hiding and set it on the table between them. Here. Look at this. Stop pretending it doesn't exist.

Julian's hands.

Roman opened his eyes.

He was not going to think about Julian's hands. He was not going to think about the way they'd felt on his skin—warm, sure, the kind of touch that expected nothing and demanded everything. He was not going to think about the way Julian had looked at him from three inches away, dark eyes steady, pupils blown, breathing caught in his throat like a secret he hadn't meant to tell.

He was not going to think about the compass rose behind Julian's ear, or the way Julian's voice had gone quiet when he said all of it, or the set of his jaw when he'd stepped back and rebuilt his walls in real time.

Roman was thirty-four years old. He'd been in the NHL since he was seventeen. He had survived broken bones, contract disputes, coaching changes, and the slow grinding loneliness of being the man everyone leaned on and no one thought to hold up. He had maintained control of every aspect of his life with the same iron discipline that had kept him in this league for nearly two decades.

He was not going to lose that control over a pair of steady hands and a pair of unsteady eyes in a ten-by-twelve treatment room.

He turned from the window, went to the kitchen, poured two fingers of Macallan, and drank it standing up. The whiskey burned a clean line down his throat. He set the glass in the sink.

Then he went to bed and lay in the dark and stared at the ceiling and thought about nothing at all.

He was very good at thinking about nothing at all.

He'd been practicing for years.

* * *

Tomorrow was twenty-three hours and fourteen minutes away.

Roman started counting.
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CHAPTER THREE

Frequency

[image: ]




—

[image: ]


* * *

It took four sessions for Roman Vane to stop lying about the pain scale.

Session one had been the assessment—Julian's hands mapping damage, Roman's jaw clenched against honesty, and that moment at the end that Julian had spent the entire drive home convincing himself hadn't happened. A look. That's all it was. A look that lasted half a second too long in a dim room where the light played tricks and proximity created the illusion of intimacy because that's what proximity did. Bodies in close quarters generated heat. It was physics, not chemistry.

Julian was very committed to physics.

Session two, Roman arrived at seven-thirty on the dot—not seven-twenty-nine, not seven-thirty-one, a pointed precision that told Julian his comment about punctuality had landed. He was wearing the same uniform as before: black t-shirt, grey joggers, damp hair from the shower. The cologne was fainter this time, like he'd skipped the reapplication after his skate, and Julian caught himself noticing the difference and then hating himself for cataloguing it.

They worked in near-silence. Julian's hands on Roman's shoulder, systematic and controlled. Roman's breathing, slow and deliberate. The pain numbers came in clipped fragments—"three," "five," "two"—and Julian could hear the honesty in some of them and the stoicism in others. When he found the trapezius knot again, Roman said "seven" through his teeth, and Julian heard nine and adjusted his pressure accordingly.

"You're still guarding," Julian told him, working the tissue with his thumb in slow, circular passes. "Every time I approach the posterior capsule, your whole shoulder girdle locks up. You have to let me in or we're going to be here until June."

"I'm not guarding."

"Your levator scap just contracted hard enough to bounce a quarter off it. That's guarding."

Silence. Then Roman exhaled—a long, slow release through his nose—and Julian felt the muscle soften by a fraction. Not much. Enough.

"There," Julian said. "That."

"What?"

"You just gave me a quarter inch of slack. That's more than I've gotten in two sessions." He pressed deeper, and Roman's breath caught, and Julian kept his voice clinical and his eyes on the tissue and absolutely not on the way Roman's back expanded with each controlled inhale. "Your body doesn't trust anyone to work on it. That's not unusual for someone who's been self-managing an injury this long. But we need to get past it."

"How?"

"Repetition. You keep showing up, I keep showing up, and eventually your nervous system figures out I'm not going to hurt you."

Roman turned his head. Not all the way—just enough that Julian could see his profile, the strong jaw, the silver at his temple, the corner of his mouth.

"And if my nervous system is smarter than that?"

Julian's hands didn't falter. "Then I'll outsmart it. That's my job."

* * *

Session three, Roman asked his first personal question.

They were twenty minutes in. Julian had Roman lying prone on the table, face in the headrest, while he worked the rhomboids between his shoulder blades. The muscle tissue was responding—slowly, grudgingly, the way Roman himself responded to things. Julian had his thumbs bracketing the spine, pressing outward in long strokes, and the room was quiet except for the hum of the desk lamp and the faint, ever-present heartbeat of the ice rink through the walls.

"Why here?" Roman said into the headrest.

"Here?"

"This job. You graduated top of your program—Adkins mentioned it. You had other offers."

Julian's hands paused for a fraction of a second. Then they resumed, smooth and steady, because he'd spent twenty-three years learning how to keep his hands moving when the rest of him wanted to stop.

"I had reasons."

"Your father."

It wasn't a question. Julian pressed harder into the rhomboids than was strictly necessary, and Roman didn't flinch.

"Not the way you think," Julian said. "I didn't take this job to be closer to him. I took it to prove I could exist in his space without becoming him."

The headrest muffled Roman's exhale, but Julian heard the texture of it—not dismissive, not pitying. Thoughtful. Like Julian had said something that required more than a reflexive response.

"Is it working?" Roman asked.

Julian considered the question with the same precision he applied to treatment plans. "Most days."

"And the other days?"

"The other days, I remember that I'm good at what I do, and his opinion of it doesn't change that."

Roman was quiet for a long time after that. Julian worked his way down the paraspinals, thumbs tracking the erector spinae, and felt the slow incremental surrender of muscle fiber releasing under sustained pressure. Roman's body was beginning to trust him. Not his mind—his mind was still running calculations behind those grey-green eyes every time Julian got close. But his tissue was learning that Julian's hands meant relief, not threat, and tissue memory was more honest than any other kind.

At the end of the session, Roman sat up on the table and rolled his shoulder experimentally. The range of motion was marginally better—maybe five degrees of external rotation that hadn't been there on day one. His eyebrows lifted a fraction.

"Don't get excited," Julian said, wiping down the table. "That's inflammation reduction, not structural healing. The real progress starts in week three."

"I'm not excited."

"Your face says otherwise."

"My face doesn't say anything. Ask anyone."

Julian glanced at him. Roman's face, in fact, was saying something—not much, but something. A hairline crack in the granite. The faintest suggestion of amusement around his eyes, which were lighter in the lamp glow than Julian had initially catalogued. Not pure grey. Grey-green, with flecks of amber near the iris, like someone had taken a serious color and smuggled warmth into it.

Julian looked away. Folded the sheet. "Same time tomorrow."

"Julian."

He stopped folding.

"Thank you," Roman said. Simply, without embellishment, in that low voice that used fewer words than anyone Julian had ever met and somehow made each one land like it mattered. "For the honesty."

"It's just PT."

"No. It isn't."

Julian didn't look at him again until the door closed.

* * *

Session four was when Roman started asking questions that weren't about the shoulder.

It happened in increments, the way the tissue release happened—slow, fractional, Julian barely noticing the shift until he was in the middle of it. Roman asked about his training (BU, clinical rotation at Mass General, the offer from the Red Sox he'd turned down). He asked about the tattoo behind Julian's ear and listened without comment when Julian said "compass rose" and offered nothing else. He asked what Julian was reading—he'd spotted the worn paperback in Julian's office through the open door—and when Julian said Meditations by Marcus Aurelius, Roman said, "The obstacle is the way," and Julian had looked at him with genuine surprise, because professional hockey players were not, in his experience, quoting Stoic philosophy during deep tissue massage.

"Don't look so shocked," Roman said. "I can read."

"I'm not shocked that you can read. I'm shocked that you read Aurelius."

"My first billet family in Sudbury had a shelf full of philosophy. I was seventeen and homesick and it was either Aurelius or Nietzsche, and even at seventeen, I had the good sense to avoid Nietzsche."

Julian almost laughed. He didn't—he caught it, swallowed it, redirected it into a focused exhale through his nose—but it was close. Closer than anything had been in months. And Roman, face-down in the headrest, couldn't have seen it, but Julian had the disorienting sense that he'd felt it anyway. That Roman Vane could read a room the way Julian read a body: through pressure and response, through the things people tried to hide.

By session five, Julian knew that Roman had a sister named Layla in Toronto, that he ate the same pregame meal before every home game (grilled chicken, white rice, steamed broccoli, and an irrational amount of hot sauce), and that he'd been drafted first overall out of Sudbury at seventeen, which meant he'd spent his entire adult life in professional hockey and had never once lived somewhere that felt like home.

He hadn't meant to learn any of this. Roman offered information the way he played defense—strategically, in controlled quantities, always with an awareness of what he was giving up and what he was getting back. And Julian, who was trained to listen for what the body said beneath the words, heard all of it: the loneliness underneath the discipline, the exhaustion underneath the stoicism, the bone-deep weariness of a man who had been holding everything together for so long that he'd forgotten what it felt like to set something down.

Julian heard it, and he should have left it on the table.

He didn't.

* * *

The team dinner was Dex Kowalski's fault.

"Mandatory bonding," Dex announced in the training room on Thursday afternoon, his voice pitched to carry over the clatter of the weight machines. He was standing on a bench—because of course he was—with his phone held aloft like a revolutionary with a manifesto. "Fratelli's. Eight o'clock. Everyone. I mean everyone. That includes you, training staff."

He pointed directly at Julian.

"I'm not on the team," Julian said from behind the ultrasound unit, where he was treating a rookie's shin splint and trying very hard to be invisible.

"You work on the team. You eat with the team. Fratelli's, eight o'clock. I will come to your sad little apartment and drag you there if necessary."

"You don't know where I live."

"I'll find out. I'm resourceful." Dex hopped off the bench with the casual athleticism of a man who treated gravity as a suggestion. He was twenty-eight, loud in the way that golden retrievers were loud, and Julian had spent four months assuming he was an uncomplicated jock until the moment he'd watched Dex quietly pay for a rookie's dinner without mentioning it, and revised his assessment entirely.

Julian went to the dinner.

He went because refusing would have drawn more attention than attending, and because Mara kicked him under the desk when he tried to make an excuse, and because—if he was being honest, which he was trying very hard not to be—some small, traitorous part of him wanted to see Roman outside the treatment room.

Fratelli's was exactly the kind of restaurant NHL players loved: loud, Italian, and generous with the portions. The team had commandeered a long table in the back, and the noise level was punishing—Dex holding court at one end, Tommy Bridges laughing at everything, pitchers of beer and plates of garlic bread creating a carbohydrate minefield down the center of the table.

Julian sat at the periphery. Not the end—Mara had claimed that—but close. A seat near the wall, beer in hand, strategically positioned to observe without being observed. He was good at this. He'd perfected the art of being present and invisible simultaneously, a skill that came from years of existing in rooms where his father's gravity pulled all the attention and Julian was just debris in the orbit.

Roman arrived late. Not fashionably late—logistically late, the kind of late that happened when you were the captain and people stopped you in hallways to discuss power play formations and contract clauses. He came through the door in a dark jacket over a black henley, and the restaurant seemed to rearrange itself around him the same way the locker room did. Not because he demanded it. Because he occupied space with such quiet authority that everything else adjusted.

He scanned the room. Found the team table. His eyes moved down the row of faces—Dex, Tommy, the veterans, the coaching assistants—and stopped on Julian.

It was a fraction of a second. A blip. Julian only caught it because he'd been looking, which he shouldn't have been, which was becoming a recurring theme in his life.

Roman sat down four seats away from Julian. Not next to him—that would have been conspicuous. Not at the opposite end—that would have been avoidance, and Roman Vane did not avoid things. Four seats. Close enough for the same conversation. Far enough for deniability.

Dex, sitting between them, became an inadvertent bridge.

"Cap, tell Julian about the time you fought three guys in Winnipeg."

Roman poured himself a water—not a beer, Julian noticed; he didn't drink during the season—and said, "It was two guys."

"It was three. I was there."

"You were in the penalty box. You didn't see anything."

"I saw the aftermath. Three guys, flat on the ice, and you skating away with blood on your jersey like a psychopath."

"Two guys. The third one fell on his own."

Julian took a sip of his beer and said, "Sounds like a liability issue," and the table erupted.

It wasn't even that funny. But it was unexpected—the quiet trainer making a dry comment in a conversation dominated by hockey machismo—and Dex seized on it with evangelical fervor. "See? Julian gets it. Julian, tell the captain he's a liability."

"I'm his physical therapist. His liability is literally my job."

Roman looked at him. Not the blip-glance from the doorway—a real look, sustained, with the faintest curve at the corner of his mouth that nobody else at the table would have clocked as significant. But Julian clocked it. Julian clocked it the way he clocked everything about Roman now: involuntarily, compulsively, with a level of attention that had stopped being professional three sessions ago.

"Noted," Roman said. One word. Directed at Julian. And somehow, underneath the noise and the garlic bread and Dex's ongoing commentary, it felt like they were the only two people at the table.

The dinner went on. Julian didn't say much else. He didn't need to—Dex filled enough silence for the entire roster—but he noticed that Roman kept the conversation flowing in his direction. Not obviously. Subtly. The way Roman did everything: with strategic precision. He'd ask Dex a question about a game, and Dex would turn to Julian for confirmation, and suddenly Julian was part of the discussion without having forced his way in.

At one point, under the table, Roman's knee drifted close enough to Julian's that he could feel the heat of it through both their jeans. Not touching. Just there. A proximity that could have been accidental and was not.

Julian didn't move his knee.

He should have moved his knee.

He sat in that restaurant for another forty-five minutes, laughing at Dex's stories and answering Tommy's earnest questions about tendon health and pretending that the warmth radiating from four seats away wasn't the only thing he could feel, and he did not move his fucking knee.

* * *

At ten-fifteen, the dinner broke up. Players scattered to cars and Ubers, Dex trying to convince Tommy that karaoke was a team-building exercise, Mara giving Julian a look that said I saw you smiling tonight and I have questions.

Roman left separately. Of course he did. He said goodnight to the table, shook hands with the veterans, clapped Dex on the shoulder, and walked out without looking at Julian.

Without looking.

Julian sat in his car in the Fratelli's parking lot and told himself that the absence of a look was proof that there was nothing to look at. That Roman's knee had been an accident. That the included-in-the-conversation thing was just good captaincy—team cohesion, morale management, the same instinct that made Roman check on his rookies during practice. Julian was staff. Roman was inclusive. That was all.

His phone buzzed.

An unknown number. A single message.

You should have moved your knee.

Julian's stomach went through the floor.

He stared at the screen. The words glowed in the dark interior of his car, blue-white and impossible to misinterpret. He could feel his heartbeat in his throat, in his wrists, behind his eyes. His hands—his steady, reliable, never-tremble hands—were shaking.

He typed six replies and deleted all of them. I know. Delete. Why didn't you move yours? Delete. This is a terrible idea. Delete. I can't stop thinking about you. Delete, delete, delete.

He locked his phone. Set it on the passenger seat. Gripped the steering wheel at ten and two and stared through the windshield at the parking lot, where the last of the team cars were pulling out and the neon Fratelli's sign buzzed in the rain.

Roman Vane had his phone number. Not the work extension—his cell. Which meant Roman had looked it up, or asked someone, or found it in the staff directory, and had sat in his own car in his own parking lot and typed those six words and hit send.

You should have moved your knee.

The implication was a hand grenade with the pin pulled. You should have moved your knee meant I noticed your knee. It meant I put mine there on purpose. It meant I've been thinking about the space between us, and I need you to know that I've been thinking about it.

It meant Julian was not imagining this.

He drove home in the rain. Parked in his building's garage. Walked up three flights because the elevator was broken again. Let himself into his apartment—small, sparse, a grad student's apartment that he hadn't bothered upgrading because upgrading implied permanence and Julian had learned a long time ago not to put down roots in places controlled by his father.

He showered. Too hot. The water hit his shoulders and steam filled the bathroom and he pressed his forehead against the tile and breathed and thought about Roman's knee four inches from his under a restaurant table.

He brushed his teeth. Changed into boxers and a t-shirt. Sat on the edge of his bed in the dark.

His phone was on the nightstand. He hadn't looked at it since the parking lot. The screen was dark, but he could feel it there, humming with potential energy, a single unread message that was going to change the trajectory of his entire life if he let it.

Julian picked up the phone.

The message was still there. You should have moved your knee.

He typed one word. Stared at it. His thumb hovered over send.

Why?

He hit send before the smarter part of his brain could stop him.

The response came in eleven seconds.

Because now I can't stop thinking about what would have happened if you hadn't.

Julian set the phone face-down on the nightstand. Lay back on his bed. Stared at the ceiling, where the shadows from the streetlight outside made shapes he couldn't name.

His hands were on his chest, rising and falling with his breathing. They were shaking. They were still shaking. His hands hadn't shaken since his first clinical rotation, when he'd been twenty years old and terrified of hurting someone and his supervisor had told him: Steady hands come from a steady mind. Control the mind, the hands follow.

His mind was not steady.

His mind was in a ten-by-twelve treatment room with warm amber light and the smell of eucalyptus and the sound of Roman Vane's breathing changing under his fingers.

Julian pressed his palms against his eyes and whispered, into the dark, to no one:

"Fuck."

* * *

His phone buzzed one more time before he fell asleep.

He didn't look at it.

He didn't need to. He already knew what it said. The same thing his own stupid, traitorous heart had been saying for days:

This isn't going to stop.# Chapter Four
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Snap
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* * *

Roman knew something was wrong the second he opened the door.

The treatment room was set up the same as always—desk lamp casting its warm amber pool, table sheeted and prepped, cart stocked and organized with the precision that was Julian's signature. But Julian himself was off. He was sitting on the rolling stool with his tablet in his hands, staring at the screen without reading it, and his posture was wrong. Not the controlled, upright stillness Roman had grown accustomed to over two weeks of sessions. This was tighter. Compressed. Shoulders drawn up toward his ears like he was bracing for impact.

His eyes were red-rimmed.

Not crying-red. Worse. The red that came from holding it in—from the sustained muscular effort of forcing tears to stay behind the dam through sheer willpower. Roman had seen that look on rookies who'd been cut, on veterans who'd been traded, on men who'd received phone calls in locker rooms and walked out with their jaws locked and their eyes burning.

Julian looked up when Roman entered. His face rearranged itself in real time—the tightness smoothing into professionalism, the red-rimmed eyes sharpening into clinical focus, the drawn shoulders dropping a calculated inch. It was a good performance. Seamless. The kind of mask that only worked on people who weren't paying attention.

Roman was paying attention.

"Mr. Vane," Julian said. The formal address was back. He hadn't used it since session one. "Go ahead and take a seat. We'll start with passive ROM assessment."

Roman didn't sit. He stood just inside the door, his bag on his shoulder, and looked at Julian the way he looked at game film—not at the play itself, but at everything around it. The context. The positioning. The tells.

Julian's hands were on the tablet. They were steady. But his right thumb was pressing into the edge of the case with enough force to blanch the nail bed white, a micro-tension that his fingers' stillness couldn't quite camouflage. There was a crease between his eyebrows that hadn't been there yesterday. And his voice—that careful, calibrated instrument—had a thinness to it, like glass stretched too far.

"What happened?" Roman asked.

Julian's thumb pressed harder. "Nothing relevant to your treatment. Shirt off, please."

Roman set his bag down. Slowly. He didn't take his shirt off. He walked to the treatment table—four strides, same as always—and sat on the edge, but he didn't lie down, didn't turn to present his shoulder. He sat facing Julian, arms resting on his thighs, and waited.

Julian stared at him. "We have a session to get through."

"We do. After you tell me what happened."

"Roman—"

"You've been crying."

The word landed like a slap. Julian flinched—not a full-body movement, just a contraction around the eyes, a tightening of the jaw—and Roman watched the mask crack by a millimeter.

"I have not been crying."

"Your eyes are red. Your shoulders have been at your ears since I walked in. You called me Mr. Vane, which you haven't done in ten days. And your right thumbnail is about to punch through that tablet case." Roman's voice was level. Not gentle, not aggressive. The same tone he used on the ice when a situation required calm authority and nothing else. "So I'm asking you again. What happened?"

The treatment room was very quiet. The desk lamp hummed. Outside, rain had started—Julian could hear it against the metal roof of the arena, a soft, relentless percussion that filled the silence between them.

Julian set the tablet down. His hands went to his thighs, palms flat, fingers spread. The gesture was so familiar—Roman had watched him do it before every session, a reset, a grounding—that something in Roman's chest tightened at seeing it deployed not as preparation but as defense.

"My father called me into his office after practice," Julian said.

His voice was flat. Not the controlled neutral of professionalism—the flat of someone narrating something they'd already dissociated from. Roman recognized that, too. He'd done it himself a thousand times: flattened the emotion, reported the facts, treated his own experience like scouting data.

"He said I'm getting too comfortable with the players. That I need to remember my role. Staff, not team. He said the players don't need a friend in the training room; they need a mechanic." Julian's throat moved. "He said I should remember that I'm here because of his name, not my credentials, and if I keep—his word—overstepping, he'll reassign me to the minor league affiliate in Rockford."

The rain was louder now. Heavier. It drummed against the roof in sheets, and the sound filled the treatment room like white noise, like the building itself was trying to drown out what Julian was saying.

"He said it in front of Mara," Julian added. Quietly. Like this was the part that actually cut. "And two of the assistant coaches. He waited until I had an audience."

Roman's hands were on his thighs. His fingers curled, slowly, into fists.

He had spent seventeen years in professional hockey. He had played for six head coaches, survived three front office overhauls, and navigated the political minefield of a salary-capped sport with the diplomatic precision of a man who understood that power was a chess game and every word was a move. He did not lose his temper. He did not react emotionally to information. He processed, he strategized, he responded with calculated precision.

But sitting on this table, in this small warm room, listening to Julian Miller describe his father humiliating him in front of colleagues with the practiced flatness of someone who'd been humiliated so many times he'd developed a protocol for it—Roman felt something he hadn't felt in years.

Rage.

Not the hot, explosive kind that fueled hockey fights—the cold kind. The deep-water kind. The kind that didn't dissipate after impact but settled into the bones and stayed there, patient and purposeful, waiting for the right moment to become action.

"Your father," Roman said, and his voice was very, very calm, "is wrong."

Julian blinked. The flatness in his eyes flickered—surprise, maybe, or the dangerous precursor to the tears he'd been holding back.

"About which part?"

"All of it. You're here because you're the best PT in this building. Your credentials are exceptional. Your treatment protocol has given me more improvement in two weeks than twelve months of half-assed maintenance from the rest of the staff. And you are not here because of his name." Roman leaned forward slightly. "You're here despite it."

Julian's jaw clenched. His eyes were bright—too bright—and Roman could see the war happening behind them. The part of Julian that had spent twenty-three years building walls versus the part that was so desperately tired of living behind them.

"He's my father," Julian said, like that explained everything. And in a way, it did.

"I know. And your father doesn't get to define your place. Not here. Not anywhere."

Something broke.

Roman saw it happen. A fracture in the surface of Julian's composure, invisible to anyone who wasn't looking for it, devastating to anyone who was. His chin dipped. His lashes dropped. His lips pressed together in a thin line that was the last levee between control and collapse, and Roman watched it hold for one second, two seconds—

"Don't," Julian whispered. "Don't be kind to me right now. I can't—if you're kind to me right now, I'm going to—"

He didn't finish.

Roman should have let it go. He should have taken his shirt off and lain face-down on the table and let Julian's hands work on his shoulder in silence, let the professionalism of the session rebuild the walls, let the moment pass the way a thousand loaded moments had passed in Roman's life—acknowledged, filed, buried.

He didn't.

He couldn't.

Because Julian was looking at him with those dark, wrecked, red-rimmed eyes, and the mask was gone, and underneath it was a twenty-three-year-old who had spent his entire life being strong in rooms that demanded his silence, and Roman Vane—who had not allowed himself to want anything in six years—wanted, with a ferocity that terrified him, to be the person Julian didn't have to be strong for.

Later, Roman wouldn't be able to say who moved first.

He thought it was Julian. Julian thought it was him. The truth was probably somewhere in the fractured space between them—a simultaneous collapse of distance, two bodies resolving a tension that had been building for fourteen days and four hundred minutes of charged silence and one text message about a knee under a restaurant table.

Julian stood from the stool. Roman slid off the table. They met in the middle of the room—two strides from either direction—and Roman's hands were on Julian's face, tilting it up, thumbs at his jaw, fingers in his hair, and their mouths crashed together like a collision at center ice.

The kiss was not gentle.

It was rough and desperate and starving, the kind of kiss that happened when two people had been holding their breath for so long that the first gasp was an act of violence. Julian's hands fisted in the front of Roman's t-shirt, yanking him closer, and Roman responded by walking him backward until Julian's lower back hit the edge of the treatment table and the metal frame scraped against the floor with a sound that neither of them heard.

Roman kissed him like a man who'd been dying of thirst and Julian was water. His mouth was hard, demanding, one hand still cradling Julian's jaw while the other dropped to his waist—his palm spanning the curve of it, fingers pressing into the small of Julian's back, pulling their hips flush. Julian made a sound against his mouth. Not a moan—something rawer than that. A sound that came from the back of his throat and vibrated through Roman's chest like a tuning fork, and Roman's brain short-circuited.

He lifted Julian onto the treatment table. One arm, no effort—just a grip on his hips and a surge of strength that deposited Julian on the padded surface like he weighed nothing. Julian gasped—surprise, adrenaline, the sudden shift in height putting them face to face—and then Roman stepped between his thighs and Julian's legs wrapped around his waist and the sound that came out of Roman this time was not controlled at all.

"Fuck," Roman breathed against Julian's mouth. "Julian—"

Julian kissed him again. Harder. His hands were in Roman's hair now, pulling, and his thighs were locked around Roman's hips, and Roman could feel the heat of him through four layers of fabric—scrubs, boxers, joggers, the obscene inadequacy of cotton when two bodies were generating this much thermal energy. He gripped Julian's thigh with one hand, the other pressing flat against the table beside Julian's hip, caging him, and Julian arched into the contact with an urgency that sent Roman's hips forward in a grinding roll that drew a sharp, punched-out breath from both of them.

"God," Julian gasped. His head fell back, and Roman's mouth found his throat—the long, exposed line of it, the hammering pulse under his skin, the taste of salt and mint and the faintest trace of eucalyptus from the clinic. Roman dragged his teeth along Julian's neck, not biting, not yet, just the scrape of canines against sensitive skin, and Julian's fingers tightened in his hair hard enough to sting.

"Roman—" Julian's voice was wrecked. Barely there. "We can't—"

"I know." Roman kissed the hinge of his jaw. His stubble rasped against Julian's skin and Julian shuddered full-body, the tremor running through him from his shoulders to his thighs where they gripped Roman's waist. "I know we can't."

Neither of them stopped.

Roman's hand moved from Julian's thigh to his lower back, pressing him closer, and Julian's hips rolled against his in a rhythm that was instinctive and devastating and happening right here in the treatment room of the Ice Lions training facility at seven forty-five PM on a Thursday while the rain hammered the roof and the desk lamp threw their tangled shadow against the wall.

Julian's scrub top had ridden up. Roman's hand found bare skin—the plane of Julian's lower back, smooth and warm, the ridge of his spine, the dimples above his waistband—and the contact was electric. Julian's breath hitched, a broken sound that was half moan and half something that sounded terrifyingly like Roman's name, and Roman pressed his forehead against Julian's temple and breathed him in and felt the entire architecture of his self-control groan under the load.

Julian's hands slid from Roman's hair to his chest, palms flat against his pectorals through the t-shirt. Roman could feel his own heartbeat slamming against Julian's palms, fast and arrhythmic, nothing like the controlled metronome he maintained on the ice. Julian felt it too—Roman saw recognition in his eyes, the clinical part of his brain cataloguing the tachycardia even while the rest of him was grinding against Roman with a desperation that made Roman want to take him apart right here on this table.

He could. The door was closed. The hallway was empty. The rain was loud enough to cover any sound they made. And Julian—Julian with his red-rimmed eyes and his shaking hands and his father's voice still echoing in his ears—was looking at Roman like Roman was the only solid thing in the room, and the temptation to be that, to hold him down and worship him and make him forget every terrible thing Mike Miller had ever said, was almost more than Roman could withstand.

Almost.

Roman pulled back.

It took everything he had. Every year of discipline, every game's worth of restraint, every controlled breath he'd ever taken in a penalty box while his blood screamed for him to keep fighting. He put his hands on Julian's face again—gently, this time, thumbs stroking his cheekbones—and held him at a distance of three inches while both of them panted like they'd sprinted the length of the ice.

"Not here," Roman said. His voice was destroyed. Low and rough and nothing like the steady instrument he was used to. "Not like this."

Julian's eyes were black. Blown wide, the brown swallowed almost entirely by pupil, and his lips were swollen from the force of the kissing and his chest was heaving and Roman had never in his life seen anything as devastating as Julian Miller, wrecked and wanting, on a treatment table in a room that smelled like eucalyptus and desperation.

"You—" Julian started, and his voice cracked, and he stopped, and swallowed, and tried again. "You can't just—do that, and then—"

"I know." Roman's thumb traced Julian's lower lip. Julian's eyes fluttered closed, and the soft, involuntary sound he made sent a bolt of heat straight through Roman's abdomen. "You deserve better than a metal table in a room that smells like Bengay."

Julian laughed. Or tried to. It came out fractured, half breath, half something that might have been a sob if Julian were the kind of person who allowed those. His hands were still on Roman's chest, and Roman could feel them trembling—the famous steady hands, the ones that never shook, shaking against his heartbeat.

"Then where?" Julian asked.

The question was so brave that it nearly broke Roman's resolve. Two words, and Julian had thrown the entire decision into the space between them—no hedging, no pretending they could walk out of this room and go back to patient and therapist. Then where. Not we shouldn't. Not this is a mistake. Just: where do you want to take me?

Roman kissed his forehead. Slowly, deliberately, the way he should have kissed him the first time if the first time hadn't been a detonation. He felt Julian's breath hitch under the tenderness of it—a different kind of overwhelmed than the kissing, deeper, more dangerous.

"I'll text you an address," Roman said. He stepped back, and Julian's legs loosened from his waist, and the loss of contact was physical, acute, a cold that settled into Roman's skin the second Julian's warmth was gone. "When you're ready. If you're ready. No pressure."

He said it and meant it. Even as every cell in his body screamed at him to step back between Julian's thighs and finish what they'd started, he meant it. Because Julian had spent his entire life in rooms where other people made the decisions, and Roman was not going to be another person who took the choice away from him.

Julian sat on the table, breathing hard. His scrub top was twisted, his hair wrecked, his lips bitten red. He looked like the aftermath of something cataclysmic.

"Okay," Julian said. Quietly. Certain.

Roman picked up his bag. His hands were shaking too—a novel experience, and one he would deal with later, probably in the shower, probably badly. He walked to the door and stopped.

He didn't turn around. He didn't trust himself to turn around, because if he saw Julian sitting on that table looking like that, he was going to put his bag down and lock the door and prove that his principles were worth exactly nothing when Julian Miller was within arm's reach.

"For the record," Roman said to the door. "You are here because you are exceptional. Not because of anyone's name. And anyone who can't see that doesn't deserve to share a building with you."

He opened the door and walked out.

The hallway was empty. The rain was deafening. Roman walked to the parking structure with his bag on his shoulder and his pulse in his throat and the taste of Julian still on his lips—mint and salt and the trace of something he was not going to call hope because hope was a luxury he'd stopped allowing himself years ago.

He got in his car. Started the engine. Sat in the concrete silence of the parking structure for a full minute, staring at the steering wheel.

Then he pulled out his phone, found the text thread with Julian's number—the one he'd started two nights ago with six words about a knee under a restaurant table—and typed:

Penthouse. 1601 Lakeshore Drive. The door will be unlocked.

He hit send. Set the phone in the cupholder. And drove home through the rain.

* * *

At the penthouse, Roman stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows and watched the city blur through the water streaking down the glass.

He had unlocked the front door.

He had changed the sheets.

He had opened a bottle of Macallan and poured two glasses and left one on the kitchen island and held the other without drinking it.

He waited.

He did not know if Julian would come. He did not know if Julian should come. He knew, with the certainty of a man who had been managing risk his entire professional life, that what was about to happen would change everything—his career, Julian's career, the carefully maintained architecture of survival they'd both built in a world that did not make room for what they were becoming.

He knew all of this.

He left the door unlocked anyway.# Chapter Five
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Text
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* * *

Julian sat on the treatment table for eleven minutes after Roman left.

He knew it was eleven minutes because he counted. Not deliberately—his brain simply defaulted to measurement when the rest of him was in freefall, the clinical machinery grinding on even as the human underneath it came apart at the seams. Eleven minutes of sitting on a table that still held the warmth of Roman's body against his, in a room that smelled like cedar cologne and eucalyptus and the specific ozone scent of two people who had been seconds away from making an irreversible mistake.

His lips were swollen. He could feel them—the tender, used-up feeling of a mouth that had been kissed with the kind of force that left evidence. He touched them with his fingertips. Pressed. The soreness bloomed like a bruise, and something low in his stomach tightened at the sense memory it triggered: Roman's mouth, hard and desperate, stubble scraping his chin, the taste of him—

Julian dropped his hand.

His scrub top was twisted. He straightened it with mechanical precision, pulling the hem down, smoothing the wrinkles that Roman's hands had made when they'd slid underneath and found bare skin. His hair was a disaster—he could feel it, the chaos of Roman's fingers through it, the places where he'd gripped and pulled. Julian raked it back with both hands and held it there, palms pressed against his skull, elbows out, staring at the ceiling.

The fluorescent overheads were still off. The desk lamp still hummed. The rain still hammered the metal roof. Nothing in the room had changed, and everything in the room had changed, and Julian sat in the middle of the paradox and tried to remember how to think.

His phone was in his pocket.

He could feel it there, the weight of it against his thigh, and he knew—with the absolute certainty of a man who had just been kissed senseless by someone who'd said I'll text you an address—that there was a message on it. He didn't need to look. Roman Vane was not a man who made promises he didn't keep. He'd said he would text, and he had texted, and the address was sitting in Julian's phone like a lit fuse.

Julian got off the table. His legs were unreliable—a tremor in his quadriceps that he recognized as adrenaline dump, the parasympathetic crash that followed sympathetic overdrive. Fight-or-flight receding, leaving behind the shaky, hollow, hyper-aware state of a body that had been primed for something that didn't happen.

Hadn't happened yet.

He cleaned the treatment room on autopilot. Wiped down the table. Straightened the cart. Put the resistance bands back in their graduated order—yellow, red, green, blue, black—and noticed that his hands were still trembling and hated them for their betrayal. He turned off the desk lamp and stood in the sudden darkness, and the room was just a room again. Ten by twelve. Metal table. Rolling cart. The ghost of cedar cologne already fading.

He locked the door. Walked to his office. Sat in his chair. Stared at his computer screen, which was still displaying Roman's treatment protocol from before the session—the neat, color-coded chart of progressive loading and ROM benchmarks that had seemed so important two hours ago and now seemed like a document from another person's life.

Julian pulled out his phone.

The screen lit up. One notification.

Penthouse. 1601 Lakeshore Drive. The door will be unlocked.

He read it three times. Each time, his pulse spiked—a measurable, clinical response, the kind of tachycardia he'd diagnose in a patient and attribute to anxiety or exertion or both. The kind of response that made his training scream this is your sympathetic nervous system making decisions for you, do not let your sympathetic nervous system make decisions for you.

Julian set the phone face-down on the desk and pressed his palms flat against the surface.

The facts. He was good at facts. Facts were the language of assessment, diagnosis, treatment planning. Facts didn't have feelings. Facts didn't taste like cedar and whiskey.

Fact: Roman Vane was the captain of the Ice Lions. Julian's patient. The most important player on a franchise his father coached. The power differential between them was a canyon—age, status, authority, wealth. Any ethical review board in the country would flag this relationship as compromised before Julian finished the intake form.

Fact: Julian's father was Roman's coach. If Mike Miller discovered that his son was sleeping with his captain, the consequences would be nuclear. Not metaphorically nuclear—literally, professionally, catastrophically nuclear. Julian would lose his job. Roman would lose the C, possibly his roster spot. His father would burn every bridge in the organization to make it happen, because Mike Miller did not tolerate betrayal, and this—his son, his captain, his building—would be the ultimate betrayal.

Fact: Julian had been out since college. To his friends, his professors, his clinical supervisors, the three guys he'd dated with varying degrees of disaster. Not to his father. Not because Julian was afraid—though he was, in the specific way that children of controlling parents are always afraid, the fear wired into the nervous system below the level of conscious thought. But because his father hadn't earned that truth. Hadn't asked for it. Hadn't created a single moment in twenty-three years of fatherhood where Julian felt safe enough to offer it.

Fact: Roman had kissed him like the room was on fire, and then stopped, and said not here, not like this, and Julian had never in his life been so destroyed by someone's restraint.

Fact: Julian wanted to go.

He wanted to go with a desperation that frightened him—not the heat of it, though the heat was terrifying enough, but the depth. The place it came from. Not his skin, not his groin, not the nerve endings still singing from the scrape of Roman's stubble against his throat. Deeper than that. The place in his chest that had been empty for so long he'd stopped noticing the emptiness, the way you stopped noticing a sound that never stopped—and then Roman Vane had walked into his treatment room and the silence had become deafening.

Julian picked up the phone again.

The door will be unlocked.

Not I'll buzz you up. Not text me when you're here. The door will be unlocked. An open invitation with no pressure point. Julian could show up at nine or at midnight or never, and Roman would be on the other side of that unlocked door either way, and the choice—the entire weight of it—was Julian's.

Roman had done that on purpose. Julian was certain of it. A man who'd spent seventeen years managing a locker room understood the mechanics of consent and control at an intuitive level, and leaving the door unlocked was Roman's way of saying: This is yours. You come to me. I will not chase you.
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