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            Prologue: Juniors

          

          Ryan

        

      

    

    
      Ryan should’ve gone home when his team was eliminated.

      It’d been an honor to participate as a member of Team USA in the World Junior Championship and represent his country. He’d secretly hoped to be selected and worried he wouldn’t make the cut—there was a lot of young American talent and he knew the coaches tended to favor some of his compatriots more than him—and he’d been very openly stoked to get the call. He’d gotten to center the second line, play on the Penalty Kill, and even gotten a shift on the second Power Play unit (not his forte at all, but he enjoyed the opportunity). It’d been amazing, a real dream come true to play hockey at this level.

      Except that they’d sucked.

      Hard.

      Despite a team of undeniably skilled players, Team USA had barely managed to cobble together two whole wins. On paper they were fantastic; on the ice they were a mess. No line chemistry, a new system to learn, coaches who didn’t make adjustments when things weren’t working, unnecessary favoritism, and stacked competition that didn’t have any of their internal issues. Ryan would take his two goals, three assists, and perfect PK record and go home happy.

      Most of his teammates hadn’t had the same attitude. They’d seen only the failures and been too frustrated to stay. They’d packed their bags, maybe said goodbyes, and hightailed it back to the States.

      On some level, he got it. A lot of them would probably get invites to Olympic teams later in their careers. This was just a disappointment they’d rather put behind them; they were already looking ahead to the next big thing. Ryan wouldn’t get those future invites. He’d made this team because of the age restriction, period. On a team open to all American-born players, old and young, he would never make the list. So he’d stayed in Switzerland to prolong the experience for a few more days. He’d watched the other teams compete for medals, enjoyed the excellent fitness facility, and basically just soaked it all in.

      And now, as he stood awkwardly in the corner of a hotel lobby where Team Sweden was celebrating their gold medal victory over Team Canada, he almost wished he’d left.

      It was just embarrassing to have to constantly a.) explain who he was (big bruise to his ego to realize only a handful of people remembered him) and b.) justify his continued existence as an American.

      “Who are you again?”

      “Didn’t you guys get knocked out, like, a week ago?”

      “Oh! We played you guys. Don’t remember you.”

      And a series of similar comments in Russian and Swedish that were likely just as disparaging as the ones from the Canadians. The only people who vaguely remembered him were ones he’d seen at clinics and exhibition games back home, which would be fine except he knew just about everyone here. Their names and their backgrounds, their position, and, for the centers at least, he knew if they were a righty or lefty. He knew them…and he was invisible.

      As he stewed in self-pity and nursed an awful-tasting beer (why did adults drink this stuff? gross), he watched the easy camaraderie between the other players with an envy that almost hurt.

      “You’re American, right?”

      Ryan jumped at the sound of a deep voice to his left. He managed not to drop his beer as he turned to find himself face to face with none other than Lars Nilsson, star center for Team Sweden. Ryan hadn’t seen him up close—their teams didn’t face each other in the round robin and luckily they hadn’t been stomped by Team Sweden on their path to gold—but he recognized the long blond hair and intense blue eyes.

      “Uh, yeah,” he finally said. “I’m American.”

      Lars nodded, cheeks rosy and gaze a little glassy. He had a plastic cup in his hand filled with an alarmingly pink drink. “I love Americans,” he purred as he stepped closer. “Very hot, and not as stuck up as people say they are.”

      “Uhm…” Ryan instinctively tried to back up, hit the wall, and then just about short-circuited when he realized his and Lars’s chests were brushing together. In the middle of a lobby of other hockey players. Most of them were as drunk as Lars, but there would be enough sober and, more importantly, enough bigoted ones that their proximity could make things…uncomfortable. “Thanks?” he managed, then tried to step away from Lars crowding him into the corner. “You guys played really well that last game. I was a little worried for you after you went down in the first but⁠—”

      Lars cut him off. “It was a very good game,” he agreed dismissively. “Why are you hiding over here? Come meet my teammates and have some fun. We can find you a better drink than” —he reached out and took the lukewarm bottle from his hand, his face wrinkling at the German name— “whatever this is.”

      Ryan had finally put a foot of space between them. “Look, I don’t⁠—”

      “I’m Lars, by the way.” He shuffled both their drinks to his left hand so he could offer his right.

      “I know who you are,” Ryan muttered but shook his hand. “I’m Ryan.”

      “Well, Ryan. Let me get you a better drink.” He never gave Ryan a chance to refuse, taking their joined hands and leading him to the bar. They weaved easily through the crowd, mostly because everyone recognized Lars and stepped out of his way. Oh sure, there were plenty of congratulations and pats on the back, but they must’ve seen Lars was on a mission because no one stopped them until they’d reached the bar.

      “Two strawberry daiquiris,” Lars said with a wide, pleased smile that made Ryan think he must’ve garbled the word “daiquiri” on earlier orders. “Extra rum.”

      Ryan didn’t remember how to talk until the drink was placed in his hand, a plastic cup with a bright orange straw, and Lars grinning stupidly at him.

      “Thanks, but I don’t, uh…” He blushed, fully aware there was no way to say he was too young to drink back home so he'd never had rum without completely embarrassing himself. “Cheers,” he mumbled instead and held up the cup. He was already feeling the half a beer he’d drunk, too; this was such a bad idea.

      “Skål!” Lars knocked their cups together so roughly Ryan almost lost his grip, then the Swede very happily threw back the cup and drank half of it in one go.

      Belatedly, Ryan took a sip of his own drink and winced at the too-sweet flavor.

      “Good, right?” There was a dimple on one side when he smiled, giving him a mischievous, boyish look.

      “Mmm,” Ryan said noncommittally. It was definitely a drink. With alcohol. Given the state of the other players and their growing entourage of fans, that seemed to be enough. Maybe he should go to his room before things got too rowdy. Ryan wasn’t a partier and he didn’t really have anything to celebrate. The last thing he needed was a hangover right before going home and getting jetlagged. “Look, thanks but⁠—”

      “You’re very handsome.”

      Ryan’s brain momentarily shut off. He didn’t just hear that, right?

      “This whole place is full of handsome guys.” Lars gestured with a sweeping hand across the lobby, almost smacking a painting off the wall. “And you’re still the handsomest here.”

      Okay, so he’d definitely heard correctly. He gulped and stared at Lars with wide eyes.

      For the first time since Lars had rescued him from the corner, he frowned. “Oh,” he said sheepishly. “Are you not gay? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have assumed. I got ahead of myself and⁠—”

      “You aren’t wrong,” Ryan interrupted and holy shit, where did that come from? How strong was the rum if he was openly admitting this to a stranger in the middle of a crowded lobby like it wasn’t a piece of himself he completely ignored most of the time? “I mean,” he said in a rush, “I’m not, like, completely gay. Mostly gay. Kinda gay. Gay enough?”

      God he was an idiot.

      Lars looked relieved. “Phew! It wouldn’t be the first time I made an ass of myself, but honestly I don’t think I’d ever be more disappointed than if I found out you were straight.” He gave Ryan an appreciative once over. “What a waste if you were.”

      This was surreal. One of the top NHL prospects, a World Juniors gold medalist, a complete charmer (apparently) and hottie (confirmed), was hitting on him of all people. A nobody from a losing team who hoped to get drafted before the last round. Weird that this would be the highlight of his time in Switzerland, but he’d take it.

      “Yeah?” Ryan tried a shy smile. He wasn’t good at flirting. Hell, his few one night stands had been from women (and one memorable guy) aggressively taking the lead after meeting him at a rink. Women  who didn’t care if Ryan was an awkward, uncharismatic, sweaty mess.

      The point was, he had no fucking clue what he was doing.

      Lars didn’t seem to mind. He slung his free arm over Ryan’s shoulders. “Definitely. I have a nice room. No roommate. Good bed, very comfortable. Very big. Room for one more.”

      He could smell strawberry on Lars’s breath, strangely inviting. With him pressed against his side, Ryan wondered if he’d taste like daiquiris too. He licked his lips. This was probably a bad idea, long term. Aside from getting off tonight and having some fun to bookend his trip, he didn’t see any good coming from this hookup.

      “I— I don’t— Uhm, maybe—” he stuttered. Why did he have to be such a dork?

      “If you don’t want to,” Lars said seriously (if not quite soberly), “then we can stay down here and enjoy the festivities.” He leaned impossibly closer, his lips brushing Ryan’s ear as he whispered, “But I promise to make it worth your while. I’m very good.”

      Ryan whimpered. He hoped the music and chatter were too loud for Lars to hear him, but then he chuckled, a low rumble Ryan felt more than heard, and he knew there was no point in denying it. “I want to,” he managed. “To go upstairs. With you.”

      Lars winked at him and pulled him towards the elevator. Ryan looked around, saw no one was paying them any attention, and figured to hell with it. He wanted to find out what Lars Nilsson tasted like, consequences be damned.
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            Lars

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven Years Later

      

      

      “Lasse, what the fuck did you do?”

      Lars winced. When his agent had called, he’d answered automatically. He hadn’t really thought about why Max might be calling him in the offseason. Now he regretted picking up, because the last thing he needed right now was to be chewed out.

      At least I’m alone. He looked around his condo, sparsely furnished since he never had anyone over. What was the point of extra seating if no one would ever use it? As usual.

      “I don’t know what they told you⁠—”

      “They said they caught you and a male trainer in the locker room. They were somewhat more graphic in relaying that information to me.”

      Another wince. Or maybe a grimace. Lars was glad this wasn’t a video call, because he wasn’t sure he liked what his face was doing. “Okay, so that might’ve happened, but I swear it’s not as bad as it sounds.”

      “It doesn’t sound good,” Max said sternly. “This shouldn’t be a big deal, I get that, but you know how their management is. I warned you when you signed that first contract with them that you’d have to keep your private life private.”

      Lars remembered that conversation all too well. He’d been so focused on hockey his rookie year, he hadn’t had time to fool around. When he’d been offered a longer, more lucrative deal, Max had warned him that while the city of Portland was very accepting, that was a different beast from the NHL and more specifically the Prowlers. The words “discreet” and “careful” were thrown around so many times that to this day they reminded him of Max’s warning.

      “I know,” he said, feeling and no doubt sounding like a chastened child. “I’m sorry.”

      “They’re pretty adamant that if this goes public, they’re going to spin the power imbalance angle and pin it all on you. A superstar player taking what he wants from someone in the organization who can’t say no to him. It won’t look good, Lasse.”

      The blood drained from Lars’s face. He didn’t play into that particular “superstar” stereotype (at least he hoped he didn’t), but it was a tempting one for fans to buy into. The spoiled player with an ego who used his status to bully people. He heard that storyline all over the league, and the press loved to run with it.

      Definitely lucky this wasn’t a video call; Lars wanted to punch someone. “It— I would never— Max, I swear⁠—”

      A loud sigh came through, followed by Max’s placating, “I know, but that’s what they’ll do. It’s Portland. They know the fanbase would support a gay player, so they’re going to have to spin it in a way that makes you the bad guy. That’s of course if you’re willing to come out, which I assume is still a hard no.”

      Lars suddenly felt dizzy and had to sit down. This was a lot to take in. He definitely didn’t want to be out. If they could keep this quiet…that was what everyone wanted, right? He could barely hear over the rushing sound in his ears, but he was aware that Max was still talking and tried to tune back in.

      “The Prowlers were very clear they want zero to do with a gay or bi or anything else player right now. They don’t want it hitting the media and being a ‘distraction from hockey’.”

      Max used the voice he always used when he was quoting Portland’s General Manager Rob Mackey, a no-nonsense man in his seventies who’d been in hockey probably a decade longer than he should’ve.

      When his coach had stumbled in on Lars and that trainer half-naked and enthusiastically making out, he’d seen the grim set of his mouth and known he was in trouble. He’d been caught by coaches before when he was younger, and they’d excused it after warning him not to be so reckless. Apparently his fellow Swedes were a lot more forgiving than Rob Mackey’s staff, because he’d been told to go home and stay there until they’d “talked it over.”

      “So what? I promise to keep my mouth shut and be more discreet and we pretend it never happened?” he asked hopefully. Not that it would be that easy. The coach would look at him differently, and Lars wouldn’t be able to respect him as much now that he’d gone running to Mackey. But he’d deal with that later.

      Max didn’t answer immediately, and Lars had a sinking feeling in his gut. “They want to trade you.”

      “What!?” Lars sputtered. “They can’t do that. I have another two years on my contract and a no trade clause. They can’t.”

      Portland had drafted him seven years ago, and after a stellar rookie season where he won the Calder, he’d signed an eight year deal. He’d made sure that no trade clause was in there, because there was no fucking way he wanted to be moved to another team unless it was under on terms.

      “I know,” Max said, “but they implied it would be very uncomfortable for you to remain in Portland and that you should agree to a trade. They’ll happily buy you out if that works better, but we still need to get you a team.”

      “Very uncomfortable.” Belittling comments, reduced minutes, worse linemates, healthy scratches. Lars could easily picture the scenario in his head as the team did their best to drive him out all while tanking his value as a player. If he left now, after a 50-goal season, both he and Portland had leverage to make this a mutually beneficial send-off.

      All he had to do was agree to leave the place he’d called home for the last seven years. The only place he’d called home since he left Sweden.

      Fuck, did he mess up…

      Though maybe this was for the best. There were no guarantees his new team, whatever it was, would be more supportive, but now he knew for sure Portland would never be. Long term, he'd always have to be in the closet, and as comfortable as he currently was hiding that part of himself from the world, eventually he might meet someone he didn’t want to hide.

      “Fine,” he said through his teeth. He started pacing up and down the short hallway from his living room to his bedroom. All around him were mementos of his career so far, going back to youth hockey, then Team Sweden, and mostly with the Portland Prowlers. There were pictures of him and the Cup he’d helped them earn his second season after a drought of two decades, plus the second they’d gotten three years later. He’d helped them do that…and to them he wasn’t even worth the potential bad press of being gay. “Get me a new team.”

      “Where?” Max asked, papers shuffling on the other end of the line. “Nevada and LA have been sniffing around for the last couple of years. Or Calgary, if you’re thinking Canada.”

      “No,” Lars said immediately. He felt raw, only able to see what he’d lost. There was no way he could stay out west. If he was going to start over, he was going to do it properly. “Eastern Conference.”

      “Oh.” Max briefly sounded thrown but went with it amicably enough. “I haven’t done as much scouting out that way, honestly. You and most of my guys are here, but I’ll be happy to look into it.” A pause before a very tentative, “You know, I could probably get you top dollar with Cincinnati.”

      Lars stopped midstep. “Absolutely the fuck not,” he growled. Cincinnati was his older brother’s team, and if he wasn’t playing under the Tre Kronor, he sure as fuck wasn’t playing with Anders. If there were another team in Ohio, he’d refuse that, too. North America was too big of a continent for him to end up in the same state as Anders Nilsson.

      “Okay, no problem.” Max sounded a little disappointed, but he knew better than to push. “I’ll work my magic and get back to you with some offers in a couple days. Maybe sooner, if there’s a juicy one.”

      He wondered how many zeros on the end of his salary it would take for Max to consider it “juicy.”

      “Great,” he said, then before Max could hang up, he quietly asked, “What about Andy?”

      “Who?”

      “The trainer. Did they…did they fire him?”

      “I didn’t ask,” Max said with a carefully neutral tone. Lars knew that tone well. It’d gotten him a few extra mil from Portland and a great sponsorship deal with CCM.

      Right. He should’ve thought about consequences before letting his hands wander. And if they were perfectly fine making Lars uncomfortable to force him out, they’d have no qualms about doing the same or worse to Andy.

      “I’ll see what I can find out,” Max said with a resigned sigh. “I could pull some strings and make sure he gets something lined up if he needs it.”

      A huge weight lifted from his chest. One less thing to worry about, at least. “You’re the best, Max.”

      “I know. Now sit tight and try not to cause any more trouble. And maybe start to pack.”

      “Right,” Lars said, knowing Max had already hung up. He dropped his hand and stared in a daze. Shoulders slumped, he took in the condo he’d been so proud to buy when he was nineteen. He hadn’t expected to abandon it at twenty-five.

      What a fantastic start to his seventh season.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early the next morning—6 a.m. his time, painfully early for a Saturday during the off season—Lars put on some coffee, hyped himself up, then pulled up the contacts on his phone.

      His grandma picked up after the second ring, sounding incredibly pleased. “Lasse?”

      “Mormor.” He wasn’t happy about making this call, but he was always glad to hear her voice. “How are you?” he asked in Swedish. He hated being on a team without other Swedes, leaving his native language to go unused like a childhood relic.

      You’re not on the Prowlers anymore, he reminded himself. Maybe your new team will have someone you can talk to.

      He wasn’t going to hold his breath on that one.

      She made a noise that conveyed both “very well, obviously” and “life is always a challenge at my age.” “My day is always better when I hear from you, Lillen.”

      Lars rolled his eyes. He’d been lillen, “little one,” since he could remember, and the nickname hadn’t changed even when he hit six feet at fifteen. Of course, he secretly enjoyed the nickname, which only his grandma was allowed to call him. Or not so secretly, since she used it often.

      “Good! Then I don’t have to share my news with you, since I’ve already made your day.” He could practically hear her scowl over the phone and laughed. “I’ll be moving closer to you.” Probably. She currently lived in Ohio with his brother’s family, and anywhere in the Eastern Conference was bound to be closer than Oregon was.

      This was greeted with a silence he couldn’t decipher before she slowly asked, “You’re changing teams?”

      Part of why he’d had to psych himself up was he wanted to frame this as completely positive to his grandma. She and his grandpa had raised him, and he didn’t want to worry her with the drama he was escaping. Even if he was pissed off about it, he would make it a Good Thing if it killed him.

      “Yeah. I wanted to be closer to you. I only get to see you twice a year.”

      “How much closer? This is a big continent. A few hours closer and you’re still too far to visit. I won’t go on a plane again, you know this, Lillen.”

      He knew all too well how much his grandma hated flying. It’d been enough of an ordeal to get her to move to the States to begin with, since doing so had pretty much guaranteed she’d never return to Sweden. Having your daughter die in a plane crash did that to people.

      “I don’t know where yet. My agent’s still working on it, but it’ll be somewhere out east.”

      “So you’ll play your brother more.” Her tone was harder now, more parent than grandparent. “I don’t like it when you play him. Too rough. Too much fighting. It upsets the children.”

      “The children” were Anders’s kids, who most definitely weren’t upset by it. They loved seeing their dad and uncle go at it and would happily text him with clips afterward. What she meant was “it upsets me,” and he felt a pang of guilt over it.

      Not enough to be nice to his brother, but, well, no one was perfect.

      “I’ll be nice,” he lied. “I’m always the nice one, anyway. You should tell Anders to lay off me. He’s bigger, he could really hurt me. He’s old and should retire soon. I’m young and need to stay healthy.”

      “Lars,” she warned. His actual name. Yikes, he hadn’t heard that one since he gave his brother a black eye a few years ago in a pre-season game. He better stop teasing.

      “Sorry, Mormor,” he said. He was sorry for upsetting her, at least. 

      She grunted in a way that said you better be, then asked, “Do we dislike the Prowlers now? Should I burn my jerseys?”

      “They’re signed! You could at least sell them. One of them is game-worn, you could make a lot of money off of it.”

      Especially if you did it now, before the news hits that I’ve left. I don’t think Portland fans will be very happy with me…

      “You didn’t answer my question,” she said. “Are we happy about this or not?”

      “Yes,” he said immediately, not giving a chance for hesitation to give away his decidedly mixed feelings. “We’re happy about it.”

      A considering pause before she said, “Good. I will be happy to have you visit more. Your visit last month was too short. All you did was go on runs and play video games.”

      “That’s not true. I read that book to you and helped you make dinner. I was a very good grandson, you said so yourself.”

      She mumbled something unintelligible, which he took to mean she’d conceded. “You will visit for Christmas, then. You’ll be closer, so no excuses.”

      He made a face. There was no way out now. “Fine, I’ll come for Christmas. But not Thanksgiving.” He’d already have to deal with playing Anders more often during the season; he didn’t want to see him more during his free time.

      “Pssh,” she said dismissively. As a Swede, she’d never been big on Thanksgiving. Sometimes she’d used it as an excuse to get Lars to visit, but since the holiday meant little to her, she never pushed too hard. “Am I allowed to tell your brother yet?”

      “No, I want it to be a surprise,” he said with a huge grin. In his head he was laughing like a cartoon villain as he imagined his brother’s reaction to the news. That was a definite silver lining in all this: getting to score on Anders more than twice a season. Even at the expense of pissing himself off, he’d take that trade-off.

      “Lillen,” his grandma said with a long suffering sigh, “what will I do with you?”

      “Wear my new jersey when I come to town?” Not once had she worn either his or Anders’s jerseys when they played each other, always opting for a nameless Team Sweden that helped him pick her out in the crowd.

      “You are a troublemaker.”

      “I try.” His coffee maker beeped at him. Time to start the day. “I have to go work out. Take care of yourself, Mormor. I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too. Good luck this year. Will you win the Rocket Richard again?” The Maurice “Rocket” Richard Trophy was awarded at the end of each season to the NHL player who’d scored the most goals. Lars had won it twice and been a contender for it every year, sometimes only losing by a single goal.

      “Depends on the team, probably. I’ll call when I know more, okay?”

      She hummed her approval. “Hejdå, Lasse. Be good.”

      “Hejdå, Mormor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Ryan

          

        

      

    

    
      “RJ?”

      Ryan looked up. He’d been in the middle of getting the barbell ready for some deadlifts when Coach Thompkins had interrupted. That usually wasn’t the best sign, getting singled out to talk to the coach. Especially not during optional pre-season training and conditioning.

      “What’s up?” he asked as casually as he could.

      Thompkins nodded towards the doors that led to the offices a floor above, not to the player meeting rooms and locker rooms Ryan was used to. “Got a minute? Charlie wants a word with you.”

      Shit. Charlie Monroe was the General Manager of the Baltimore Blue Crabs. If Ryan had been nervous about a one-on-one with Coach, it was nothing to how much he dreaded a talk with the GM.

      “Sure.”

      The two-minute walk was excruciating. Ryan filled it with useless chatter because that was the easiest way to avoid actual thinking. He asked Coach about his summer, how the wife and kids were doing, if he’d gotten any new suits for this year, if he was looking forward to starting the season with a homestand instead of travel. Every question was focused on Thompkins, his jokes aimed to make him smile or laugh and hopefully leave the impression that Ryan was a Good Guy, definitely worth keeping on the team and in the lineup.

      Ryan really, really wanted to stay with Baltimore.

      Not because of Baltimore itself, per se. He liked the city well enough, even if it didn’t snow much in the winter and was too humid in the summer. It was his longest stint with a single team, though, and he wanted to stay. He’d been drafted by the Austin Rangers, played a year with their AHL team before being unceremoniously moved from team to team as they tried to clear up cap space for star players or a more robust defensive line. He’d landed in Baltimore two and a half seasons ago, and his contract was up at the end of this season. He was really hoping to make a case to stay.

      If they were meeting with him now, though, maybe he should’ve been making that case already.

      They stepped into the office and Ryan was immediately assaulted with the Maryland-ness of it: a long window with a clear view of the harbor, a Maryland flag in the corner, a retro Crabs jersey made to look like Old Bay, and of course more Blue Crabs memorabilia than should feasibly fit in such a confined space. There was so much going on, his eyes couldn’t help from jumping from one thing to the next, never settling long before something else caught his attention.

      “RJ!” Monroe greeted him warmly, snapping Ryan out of sensory overload. He stood up from his desk and came to shake his hand, motioning for both him and Thompkins to take a seat while he leaned against the front of his desk and crossed his arms. “How was your summer?” 

      “Good.” A pause. Normally, he’d butter Monroe up the way he’d tried with Thompkins, but he was starting to worry it was too late. Was he about to hear he needed to pack his bags and start looking for a new apartment? Anxiety made him shift his focus elsewhere. “I actually spent a month doing some clinics up in Vancouver to work on my face-offs.”

      Monroe beamed at him. “Atta boy. You’re my best face-off guy. Keep it up.”

      “I’ll try, sir.”

      Monroe nodded, then his brow furrowed and he grew serious. “So I don’t know if you’ve heard the news yet” —Ryan’s heart sank— “but we’ve been in talks to get Lars Nilsson. We just signed him this morning, actually. Real exciting stuff.”

      “Oh.” That was…literally the last way he’d expected Monroe to finish that sentence. Nilsson was a great center, definitely star caliber. Getting him on the Blue Crabs would be great for the team. And while Ryan had his own personal baggage associated with Lars Nilsson, no one knew about it except him and Lars, so he had absolutely no clue why Monroe and Thompkins had singled him out for a meeting. “That’s great.”

      “It is great,” Thompkins agreed. Ryan turned his attention to him, wondering when this would start to make sense. “The thing is…he’s pretty adamant about keeping the number 14.”

      Oh. Oh. Was that what this was about?

      Ryan had a 14 on the corner of his team branded t-shirt, his last name RUSSELL on the collar. If Nilsson wanted to be 14 here, that would mean Ryan had to give it up.

      “So…you want to give me a new number and give mine to Nilsson?”

      Ryan hadn’t gotten to choose his own number since he entered the NHL and had worn a different one for each club he’d played for. He’d been assigned 14 when he got here and wasn’t particularly attached to the number so much as the jersey it was on.

      “Would you mind?” Monroe asked with a pinched expression. Ryan wasn’t super clear on the protocol here, but he got the impression he could actually say no and they’d let him keep the number.

      …aaand possibly alienate his GM, his coach, and his new teammate/former hookup in the process. All for a number he didn’t care about.

      I kinda care about the principle of it. If it were someone else, would they be asking? Do they assume I'll say yes?

      He pushed the thoughts aside. It didn’t matter, because he was going to say yes.

      “It’s fine,” Ryan said with an almost genuine smile.

      “We’ll get you squared away with a new number ASAP,” Thompkins promised.

      I don’t get to pick? He almost said it out loud but bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself. What number would he even pick? He’d have to think about it, and that was about as embarrassing as them picking for him.

      After he’d been drafted and they hadn’t given him the option, he’d pretty quickly learned his place. He wasn’t the type of player who had room to be attached to a number. He was lucky they made a show of asking him, and he should be relieved they were talking about people joining the team instead of him inevitably leaving it. Small win in the grand scheme of things, right?

      “Awesome,” Ryan said half-heartedly. “Hey, when do you think La— Nilsson will be arriving?”

      Thompkins looked to Monroe, who shrugged.

      “He’s on the way,” Thompkins said. “I expect he’ll show up within the week, but since we haven’t spoken yet, I don’t know when he plans on officially coming in for training and promos.”

      “Promos?” Ryan dramatically made a face and the other men laughed. The social media team was friendly enough, but they were incredibly dedicated to their jobs, which usually meant a lot of pictures and interviews. Before Baltimore, Ryan hadn’t been used to having a camera on him at all times. Hell, he wasn’t really used to it now, but at least he’d grown to expect it. They’d already snapped a few pics of him and some of the rookies in the gym, happily posting about each returning player’s appearance to fuel the fanbase’s excitement for the upcoming season.

      “It’s not that bad,” Monroe said with a chuckle.

      “It definitely is,” Thompkins countered. As GM, Monroe could escape most of the fanfare by hiding in his office. Thompkins had it almost as bad as the players. Since he had to show his face at games and practices, his every coaching decision was praised when the team did well and under intense scrutiny when they didn’t. Sometimes Ryan felt bad for him, since Ryan could usually get away with a smile and an apology that conveyed some degree of lol I’m just a dumb hockey player, don’t blame me.

      Of course, Thompkins was also the one responsible for Ryan’s shift lengths, so he couldn’t feel too bad.

      “I don’t know what RJ’s complaining about, though,” Thompkins continued. “The camera loves him. He gets more requests than anybody to participate in events, just for having a pretty face.”

      Certainly not for his playing! seemed to be implied. Ryan laughed anyway. He could be offended when he had a new contract signed.

      They chatted a little longer, Ryan’s heart not in it, before they let him go back to the gym. He felt he’d done a pretty admirable job of not freaking out as he finished an abbreviated version of his workout. He even managed not to sound constipated when he chatted with some of the other players who were there and told a joke to the training staff on his way out that got a few laughs. In all the ways that mattered, he resembled a fully functioning human being.

      It was only once he locked himself in his car that the cracks started to show.

      Lars Nilsson was going to be his teammate.

      Lars Nilsson, NHL All Star and darling of Team Sweden would be playing with him. Here. In Baltimore.

      Lars Nilsson, whose dick he’d had his hands on and whose lips he’d kissed and whose accent could still get him half hard if he listened to his interviews, was someone he would have to interact with on a daily basis in less than two weeks.

      “Okay,” he said as he finally turned the car on. “I can do this. I can so do this.”

      Who was he kidding? He couldn’t do this.

      This was going to be so awkward, right? They’d have to dance around the fact that they’d hooked up and seen each other naked. Then they’d have to have that painful talk where they both agreed it was way in the past and not a big deal, except it would be weird as fuck in the locker room. And on plane rides or bus rides if they had to sit next to each other. Oh god, or when the team went out to drink together. Ryan would have to stay away from strawberry daiquiris (a guilty pleasure since Juniors) and hope Lars did the same, or⁠—

      Or what, Ryan? he scolded himself. Or nothing. You’re making a big deal out of this when it doesn’t have to be. It really is ancient history, even if he is still painfully hot. You can be professional. You have to be professional. You want to stay on this team, remember? Don’t be a dummy.

      “Don’t be a dummy,” he repeated out loud. He backed out of his spot and repeated the mantra over and over under his breath as he drove home. Maybe it’d sink in.
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        * * *

      

      Spoiler: It didn’t sink in.

      He was even more freaked out by the time he got home, the car ride doing nothing but giving him zero distractions from worst case scenarios. After he abandoned his car in the parking garage, instead of heading up to his fifth floor apartment, he made a beeline for the fourth floor and knocked on the door directly beneath his.

      The door opened a crack, then swung open. Before he could get a word in, Ryan was enveloped in a bone crushing hug.

      “Bro, what’s up?” Tanner let him go and pulled him into the apartment, slamming the door shut behind them. “How you been?”

      “Good,” Ryan said automatically, then dropped his head. “Ugh, no, bad.”

      Tanner nodded sagely, his shoulder length sandy hair bobbing with the movement. “Should’ve figured, if you were visiting me. Want some weed?”

      “No, thanks.” He plopped down on the large leather sofa that took up half the living room, well away from the nest of blankets and the abandoned game controller in the middle.

      Tanner gave him a disappointed look, as if Ryan had ever taken him up on that offer. “Beer, then?”

      “Can’t. It’s preseason. I gotta get back into shape.”

      Tanner eyed him skeptically. “You have a six-pack.”

      “Right now it’s more of a two-pack.”

      “That’s still way more pack than most people. Besides, I thought preseason wasn’t until August,” he said with a pout.

      “It is August.”

      “Is it? Shit. Time flies.” As lucky as Ryan had it playing in the NHL and making a decent salary, Tanner had it better. He’d created some app while he was still in high school, sold it to the highest bidder, and had retired to a life of video games and weed at the ripe old age of nineteen. He was twenty-three now, well set in his ways. Which included being chronically unaware of the passage of time. “Hey, you’re usually too busy to come chill when you're training. What’s up?”

      “So remember how I mentioned that time in Switzerland?”

      “With the hot blond guy?” Tanner tumbled back into his blankets and reached under the couch to grab a bong. “ ‘course I remember.”

      “Well, turns out we’re going to be teammates.”

      Tanner had just taken a hit and immediately started coughing. “Shit,” he managed between gasps. “For real?”

      “For real,” he confirmed and let his head fall back against the couch. He stared up at the ceiling.

      “You think it’s gonna be weird? Like, what if he’s still into you? Or you find out you’re still into him?”

      Among other worries. “We work together. It could get really awkward, and I don’t want one night from seven or whatever years ago to jeopardize my job here.”

      “That stinks. What are you gonna do about it?”

      Ryan turned to Tanner, looking incredibly sympathetic but also ridiculous in his Captain Crunch t-shirt and flannel pajama bottoms. Unfortunately for Ryan, there was no one more put together or adult to talk to about this. 

      “Nothing. What’s there to do? I don’t want to talk to him about it, because that’ll make it weird for sure.”

      “For sure,” Tanner agreed. He took another hit from his bong as he considered Ryan’s predicament, then he lit up. “I know! You should get laid preemptively so you’re not all wound up when he gets here.”

      Not a bad idea, except⁠—

      “I don’t do hookups in town.” He’d learned years ago that while he was attracted to women, he preferred men. Sleeping with men was…challenging. There wouldn’t be any issues with the Blue Crabs—there never had been before—but he wouldn’t be in Baltimore forever and some clubs were weird about that. Even if he stuck to women, it got messy too close to home. The anonymity of being out of town was the only way he felt comfortable approaching anyone.

      Tanner wilted. “Shit, I forgot. Unless you wanna take a road trip up to Philly or⁠—?”

      “No. Bad timing.” The only thing worse than being there when Lars showed up was not being there. Plus he had to train; he’d let himself get too lazy over the summer. “Sorry, but thanks for trying.”

      “Well…” Tanner floundered for a moment. “You’ve seen him since then, right? It shouldn’t be too bad.”

      Ryan grimaced. “Sort of. We’ve crossed paths a few times during games. We’re both centers so sometimes I go against him in the face-off.”

      Lars had never spoken to him, so locked into the game that he seemed to be oblivious to the other team. At first Ryan had waited for them to make eye contact and…something. A wink? A shared smile? A joke about Geneva? He hadn’t really thought it through on his end, and kinda hoped Lars would take over. It was a half dozen games before he picked up that Lars legitimately didn’t care who was playing against most of the time. Every face-off, he never took his eyes off the puck.

      Probably why Ryan had lost a lot of those face-offs; he’d been too busy staring at Lars.

      “And he hasn’t said anything before?”

      “Nope.” He let the word pop as it left his mouth. It didn’t do much to make him feel better, but it felt nice.

      “That’s great!”

      “It is?” Ryan frowned. “I don’t get it.”

      “You’re worried it’s gonna be weird, but the guy has already proven he’s chill about it. So no problemo, you just follow his lead. Do the hockey things.”

      Tanner Greenwood has attended exactly one hockey game in his life, and that was when Ryan first moved in. Ryan was trying to make a friend and Tanner was attempting to be supportive. Turns out he knew absolutely nothing about hockey, nor did he seem inclined to change that. But he was the biggest Ryan Russell fan outside of his home state of Montana. Ryan appreciated the enthusiasm.

      “I’ll do the hockey things,” he said. No specifics needed. “But what if⁠—?”

      “No, dude. No what if’s. Just do your thing. You’re both the same hockey thing, right?”

      This was actually an issue that Ryan was avoiding at the moment: one more center meant someone got pushed out of the lineup. Probably one of the younger players on a 2-way contract with the AHL farm team, which would suck. There was some hope, since their previous first line center had retired, but still, it put more pressure on Ryan to play well so that he kept his spot on the team over one of their up-and-coming draft picks. Someone equal to Lars’s talent.

      When he joined the league, Ryan had been that up-and-comer who’d been overlooked and pushed out; he knew firsthand it was a shitty position to be in.

      Instead of explaining any of this to Tanner, he just nodded.

      “So you shouldn’t even have to hockey at the same time very much. See! Easy peasy. Worrying for nothing.”

      He echoed Ryan’s earlier pep talk, which did help settle his nerves. He didn’t necessarily buy that it would be “easy peasy,” but he had been talked down from doomsday scenarios.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “Anytime, bro.” Tanner handed him a controller. “Wanna play?”

      Ryan powered it on, ready to let his worries disappear under hours of mind-numbing first-person shooters. “Sure.”
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            Lars

          

        

      

    

    
      Lars didn’t know shit about the Baltimore Blue Crabs.

      Yes, he’d played them twice a year every year, but he hadn’t actually paid any attention to them. Most of his time was spent focusing on Western Conference teams he saw all the time and had to compete with for playoff positions. By February, he couldn’t give a shit about the East, not until the Stanley Cup Finals.

      Which was an excuse that was fine when he’d been in Portland. It was a shitty excuse now that he’d officially signed off on the trade and was on a flight to Baltimore.

      When he’d first been drafted by the Prowlers, he’d spent hours going through the team history and learning the roster so he’d know his teammates before actually meeting them. He’d been a little overzealous about it, but he’d been young and determined to make his mark, to prove he deserved being a first round pick.

      To prove to Anders that you could be good and still care about your family.

      Now he was simply too mentally worn out to make the effort. He’d flipped through posts on the team’s social media accounts, getting more of a vibe for the club and fanbase than learning anything substantial. He wasn’t ready to put 100% of himself into another team after the way he’d been treated by Mackey. What was the point of all that extra, non-hockey effort when he could be pushed out like he didn’t matter? They wanted him to play hockey and win games, which he was confident he could do without memorizing stats on his future teammates.

      Current teammates? Whatever.

      When he arrived, he wanted nothing more than to sleep for the next week, but there was a driver waiting out front for him, ready to take him to the team’s facility. Like an idiot, he’d agreed to the suggestion when he’d spoken briefly to Coach Thompkins, and he wasn’t enough of a dick to change his mind now.

      He allowed himself a whole thirty seconds of hiding behind a pillar, mentally preparing himself for what he hoped wasn’t a total shitshow, before plastering on his best smile and walking confidently toward the car.
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        * * *

      

      The Blue Crabs’s facilities were…fine. Not nearly as nice as what he’d had in Portland, but they were clean and well kept even if there weren’t any of the extra bells and whistles he’d kind of assumed were part of any team’s space. He didn’t look around too much, afraid to let even a trace of disappointment curdle in his gut.

      A chatty assistant babbled about the upcoming training schedule as she walked him past the rink, the locker rooms, the gym, up some stairs, and through a corridor of offices at the very far end of the building. The walls were lined with photographs, some new and flashy while others had an old, grainy quality that depicted players long gone. The few that pictured the Stanley Cup were among the more weathered photos; Lars tried not to think about that.

      “Here we are!” She stopped abruptly at a large oak door with the nameplate Charlie Monroe. She knocked and opened the door without waiting for a response. “Mr. Monroe, Mr. Nilsson’s here.” And then she disappeared before Lars had even gotten a chance to step into the room properly.

      “Good to meet you!” Charlie Monroe stood from his desk, grinning widely as he pushed his glasses back up his nose. They shook hands and Lars uncomfortably took a seat across from him. “How are you enjoying Baltimore so far?”

      Lars shrugged. He hadn’t seen much on the drive from the airport. “Baltimore” was still an unknown quantity, something he could only vaguely remember from previous visits. 

      “It’s fine,” he said, then offered an almost charming smile. If he weren’t so tired, he might’ve been able to put in a bit more effort; as it was, he was happy just to keep his eyes open.

      Monroe nodded, thankfully unoffended by his new center’s apparent apathy. “Always an adjustment. We’ve got some people who can help you get settled in, if you need help finding a place or⁠—”

      “I have a place,” he said. He’d never stepped into the apartment he’d found online and had all his stuff shipped to. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if his stuff had arrived; like any road trip, all he had was his gear and whatever he could fit in a suitcase. But the place existed and there was hopefully at least his couch there, waiting to give him a place to crash.

      “Good,” Monroe said, and then, sensing Lars wasn’t interested in small talk, changed tacks. “We’re still in optional preseason training. Only a few guys here, mostly the North American players.”

      If Lars remembered the roster correctly, that was more than half of the Baltimore Blue Crabs. They didn’t have many European-born players, at least not ones they chose to feature on social media posts, and he wondered if that was by design or accident. There certainly weren’t any other Swedes, which only served to make him feel even more isolated. “When am I officially expected to start?”

      “Week and a half. I’ll get you the schedule. If you’re up for it, we could get you some interviews with our media team ahead of that.”

      He left the offer hanging, and Lars was glad it sounded like an actual offer instead of an order framed like a request.

      “I’d rather not,” Lars said. “Obviously, I’ll have to talk to them eventually, but…”

      But I haven’t figured out what I’m going to say. How can I explain leaving the team that drafted me? How do I avoid sounding bitter about it? How am I supposed to stomach saving face for that dickhead Mackey?

      “That’s fine. No rush. It’d be great to get your face out there in a Blue Crabs jersey, but we’ll let the rumor mill do its work generating interest before we do an official reveal.” Monroe hesitated before casually adding, “Robert told me why he wanted you gone.”

      Lars bristled, suddenly more awake. “That fucker,” he growled under his breath.

      Monroe held up both hands. “I wanted to be up front with you. I couldn’t understand why I was getting one of the league’s best for such a good deal. I’m an idiot like that, looking a gift horse in the mouth, but I worried there was an injury or drinking problem or something they were trying to hide. Mackey and I go way back. My dad used to work with him in Toronto, so I figured if I asked, he’d tell me the truth.” A pause. “And he did.”

      “It won’t be a problem,” Lars said automatically. “I got careless, but I really can keep my personal business out of⁠—”

      “You’re right,” Monroe interrupted. “It won’t be a problem, because I don’t care. Granted, I’d prefer it not to be with a member of my staff, but your sexuality is a non-issue here. And I don’t mean in that bullshit ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ kinda way. You wanna be public, then be public and you have our support. You don’t want it to be public, then don’t. I’m not here to micromanage anything my players do, and Coach Thompkins doesn’t care what his players do off the ice so long as they perform on it.”

      Embarrassing as it was, Lars’s jaw had dropped and he was openly gaping at Charlie Monroe. The words, the carte blanche to be himself in any capacity he wanted, didn’t compute. Even Team Sweden, who’d loved him for his play and for being his father’s son, had made it clear that he had to keep in line. Drunken flirting and they could look the other way; being openly gay was not an option.

      “I don’t…” He swallowed and tried again. “Are any of the other players…?”

      “Some current and former players are out among the team, but I don’t think any of them have made any public declaration or anything like that. They know they can, but the league and the public aren’t always as…supportive as they should be.”

      Don’t I know it, he thought.

      “Well, thank you.” Lars didn’t know what else to say.

      “You’re welcome. Wanted to clear the air, make sure we understood each other.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said, and he meant it. As humiliating as he thought it’d be to have the incident in Portland known to his new boss, he was glad to know where they stood. More importantly, he was glad he didn’t have to tiptoe around everyone here. “I don’t know what I’ll say about the trade. I don’t want people to know the details, but I feel like I have to make an excuse or lie, and I don’t want to do that either.”

      “My advice?” Monroe leaned forward across his desk. “Don’t lie. Say you needed a change of pace, which I think you’ll find is true. You weren’t in a rut by any means, but sometimes a player of your caliber needs a challenge. You won for Portland, and now you can help us win.”

      That might work. Frame it as his competitive nature wanting a challenge. And the Blue Crabs were definitely a challenge. They hadn’t won a Cup in some forty-odd years, their one and only win coming within a decade of the team’s founding. They’d come close a few times (maybe…he’d have to double check the team’s history to be sure), but the team had seen some rough times, to put it mildly.

      They’d been trash, if he was being honest.

      “I’ll do my best to help the team,” Lars said. Because he was feeling charitable to Monroe right now, he added, “But I don’t see a Cup coming this season.”

      Monroe stifled a snort. “I’m not expecting miracles, Lars. Making the playoffs would be enough of a change of pace for us. But this might be a discussion to pin until January, maybe late November at the earliest.”

      Was Charlie Monroe even real? Lars didn’t think it was possible for a GM to be so laid back, so nonchalant about the team’s chances.

      “So you don’t want us to win the Stanley Cup?”

      “Make no mistake, I want that damn Cup. I want it each and every year, but I didn’t get where I am by being anything but a realist. This team’s been in a rebuild phase for too long with nothing to show for it. Not bad enough to get high draft picks, not good enough to make the playoffs. I’m telling you this because you seem like the kind of player who can handle it, but there’s pressure on you here. You specifically. I can get some real traction going for us if you do well here, draw in some more talent to help bolster the roster. So you get out there, you score some goals, you win us some games. But I don’t want you to think it’s Stanley Cup or bust. You’re not a failure if you don’t get it this year or next. Keep that in mind.”

      “Yes, sir.” He wasn’t sure about the rest of it, but Lars liked knowing there was a spotlight on him. He did his best work when he knew his team trusted and depended on him.

      “I know you’re probably beat, but I’d love to give you a tour of the facility.”

      Already in a better mood than he’d been in for over a month, Lars gave in. “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Again, Lars was underwhelmed by what he saw. There was nothing bad, it just lacked in small ways. No barista making coffee and protein shakes to order. No ping pong table in the player lounge. No fancy murals of the team winning the Cup.

      Well, that last one wasn’t really fair. And he could do something to inspire a change on that front.

      They ended at the gym where about a half dozen guys were in the middle of working out. Some were on treadmills, zoned out to the world, while the others were huddled around the squat rack and talking loudly. When they noticed Monroe approaching, their chatter died down.

      When they recognized Lars, their jaws dropped.

      “Morning, boys!” Monroe said happily. “News hasn’t officially hit yet, but welcome your new teammate. Lars, meet Jonathan, Peter, Morgan, Ryan, and Connor.”

      And then they were shaking hands while Lars tried desperately to remember names and faces. Johnny. Pete. Morgan. Brian. Connor. Maybe this was a bad idea—he was too fucking tired for this interpersonal stuff. He needed to make an escape before the treadmill guys realized what was going on and he had more names to deal with.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said with a crooked grin that probably went nowhere near his eyes. “Can’t wait to play with you guys this season.”

      They shook hands, four of them looking at him in wide-eyed awe. Less so Brian, who looked bored. Lars was used to a lot of different reactions when meeting other players, and honestly the star-struck ones made him the most wary. They didn’t quite view him as a person, with expectations that could only be shattered. It usually didn’t last long if they actually played with Lars, and the hero worship became something more…normal. Easier for Lars to navigate, anyway. He was also used to compliments, used to people seeing him as a challenge, and used to pretty much everything except boredom.

      “I’m sure you wanna talk his ear off,” Monroe said as he put a hand on Lars’s shoulder and started steering him back the way they’d come, “but I’m going to need to steal Lars away. There’ll be plenty of time to get to know him when training officially starts.”

      The disappointment Lars saw on their faces was in direct contrast to the relief he felt as he was guided out the door. Before he left, he turned back. He didn’t know why, couldn’t explain where the impulse came from, but without meaning to, he stole a glance over his shoulder. Four of them were still looking his way, talking excitedly, and the guys on the treadmill were starting to realize something had happened.

      Brian had his back to the door, carefully loading the squat bar and getting ready for a set. It was like he’d forgotten Lars had even been there. Or more likely, didn’t care.

      Huh.

      Again, a new feeling took root in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t know what it was yet, but Monroe was talking and the air was getting colder as they neared the rink. Later, after a nap and a shower and at least two thousand calories of food, he could figure it out.
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        * * *

      

      The apartment wasn’t bad. The main plus was that his stuff had arrived, the moving company having left most of it in boxes but getting the bigger pieces like his bed and couch in the correct room, if not the best spot. In a few weeks, maybe it’d start to feel like home.

      The apartment itself was much like the pictures he’d seen online: a large, open concept living space with the original brickwork visible on one half while sleek, modern lines filled in the rest. Large windows looked over rooftops to give a hint of the bay, but mostly just other expensive apartments and high-end shops. He’d get blackout curtains eventually, but for now it was a good reminder that he wasn’t in Portland.

      The kitchen was updated—which Lars appreciated, even if he didn’t plan to use much more than the microwave and fridge until he’d settled in more—and the high ceilings made it feel bigger than it was.

      Bigger than his old place, that was for sure.

      The lone bedroom was huge, with a massive closet that might actually fit all his awards and mementos, and a seriously nice bathroom that looked incredibly inviting. If he weren’t afraid he’d fall asleep on the wooden bench, he’d take a hot shower and ease some of the tension out of his shoulders. But his bed was calling his name, even if he couldn’t find his sheets and had to settle for wrapping himself in his big down comforter.

      When he next opened his eyes, the dwindling afternoon light was gone, replaced with darkness and the glow of streetlights floors below. He pulled the blanket tighter around him and tried to go back to sleep, but the strangeness of the new space wouldn’t let him. With a sigh, he reached blindly for his phone where he’d dumped it on the floor and hoped he could settle himself with some mindless scrolling.

      It didn’t work. He ended up on Instagram where the Blue Crabs had posted a vague hint that something big was coming, and he winced. Lars knew better than to read the comments, just like he knew better than to check the Prowlers’ page to see if they’d mentioned his leaving. Instead, he clicked on the Blue Crabs’s page and started looking through it with renewed interest. He had a few names now, and he saw a few of them in the posts from last season. Connor and Morgan were defenseman, it seemed, and Johnny and Pete were young forwards with a few posts about milestones they’d achieved like “first career multi-goal game” and “first overtime goal.”

      Brian, though? There were a ton of posts about him. He seemed to be a fan favorite, and Lars could see why. He was definitely attractive, the captions filled with heart eyes and fire emojis that were more than earned. Short brown hair framing coal-dark eyes, a chiseled jaw, kissable lips, and a smile that would make anyone melt. The few videos of him showed he was a decent player (not up to Lars’s caliber, he noted, then rolled his eyes at how snobby that sounded), the type of grinder who could win you those hard fought games you maybe had no business winning. They referred to him as RJ, which okay, weird, but Lars knew plenty of players acquired weird nicknames that they didn’t really have any control over. Some things just stuck.

      As Lars stared at the pictures (and there were a lot, more than any other player except the goalie), he couldn’t help but wonder why this guy gave exactly zero shits about Lars joining the team.

      Lars’s finger hung over the tag to Brian’s (RJ’s?) personal account, but he drew the line at clicking it. He was already obsessing a dangerous amount, especially when he had zero interest in checking out his other teammates. Hadn’t he just gotten himself unceremoniously kicked off a team for not being able to control himself? No, he’d leave Brian alone and focus on hockey. Shouldn’t be too hard, since it seemed like the guy wanted to do the same.

      Pity, though. He was really good looking.
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      Ryan woke up in his bed alone, which was honestly a pretty normal state of affairs for him, but the bed felt strangely empty. For a moment he was thrown, expecting someone to be there and disoriented when there wasn’t. Before he fully regained consciousness, Ryan was thrown back to a hotel room in Switzerland seven years ago.

      It hadn’t even been his room, which had made it all the more confusing to wake up and find Lars gone. Not just gone for coffee or breakfast or even a shower, but gone gone: his bags packed and gone, no sign of him except for some crumpled sheets and the musky smell of day-old cologne. Ryan had been fearful enough of getting caught that he understood the rash departure, figuring Team Sweden had an early flight home and Lars had needed to book it. Leaving Ryan to sleep saved them both an awkward goodbye, and it made it easier for their night together to go unnoticed.

      In the present day, it was surreal waking up and reliving that long-forgotten moment again. Seeing Lars yesterday must’ve shaken it loose, a suddenly raw wound he’d thought had healed. He didn’t like where that might lead his mental game at the start of the season; he forced himself out of bed so he couldn’t dwell on it.

      All things considered, he actually thought his first time seeing Lars again had gone pretty well. He’d said maybe three whole words without stuttering, hadn’t blushed, and had made eye contact. All around a huge win.

      …and a relief that Monroe had dragged Lars away before an actual conversation could take place.

      Still, it was a confidence boost that Ryan sorely needed. He wasn’t exactly looking forward to having to do it regularly, but knowing he could was important.

      It turned out, Ryan had worried for nothing, which became more apparent two days later when Lars joined them for conditioning. He was wearing a Blue Crabs tee that was too big for him (and maybe a little stiff judging by the way he kept pulling at the collar), a Team Sweden hat that earned him some mock boos, and shorts that were definitely short. He looked good, too good, and Ryan began to have doubts. Until Lars actually stopped by to talk to him between sets.

      “Hey, Brian!”

      Ryan looked around, wondering who Lars was talking to. No one else was at the weight rack and, come to think of it, no one on the team or on staff had a name even close to Brian. Well, no one except…

      “Me?” he asked while pulling out his earbuds because nuh uh. That hadn’t just happened.

      “Yes.” Lars flashed a smile that made Ryan's stomach flip uncomfortably because he knew that dimple too well. The whole mouth, really, but he was trying very hard to forget that. “Nice to see you again, Brian.”

      Okay, he hadn’t misheard. Lars Nilsson actually thought his name was Brian. Considering he’d once very enthusiastically (and loudly) called him Ryan at Juniors, that meant he definitely didn’t remember him.

      Ryan didn’t like that. He hadn’t particularly liked when he’d thought Lars would remember him, but this was way worse. Possibly because it took him completely by surprise. It was actually better, given all the worst-case scenarios that would never happen now. But yeah, huge blow to his ego. He might need to go on Injured Reserve.

      Maybe Lars just had a really good poker face?

      “We’ve met,” he blurted out before he could think better of it, then wanted to smack himself. He was in the clear, what was he doing!?

      “Yes,” Lars confirmed. “When Monroe introduced us the other day. You’re a center, right?”

      Not a hint of that “we had a one night stand and we’re going to pretend it never happened” energy. God, he really didn’t remember.

      “I am,” he said, and then like a weirdo just stopped. Ryan was normally a perfectly functioning human being who could carry on a conversation with a brick wall if need be. He’d had teammates who were shy, teammates who didn’t speak English, teammates who didn’t particularly like him (and ones he hadn’t much cared for, either), and never had any of those stopped him from politely making small talk.

      Right now he sounded like a total dick.

      Lars, thankfully, seemed blissfully unaware. “I always like to know the other centers, even though we never get to play together. We drive the team, right? Good to be on the same page.”

      For sure! would be his normal go to, followed by some bullshit he didn’t necessarily believe about how overlooked their contributions were. Instead, he said, “I guess.”

      Finally, Lars seemed to sense Ryan was…well, Ryan didn’t know what he was right then, but it wasn’t a good thing and it wasn’t worth anyone’s time to talk to him. He felt like a computer who was struggling to keep functioning with a million programs open, begging for a reboot so he could maybe process something again.

      “Well,” Lars said, taking a step back and hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “I need to get back to it. Look forward to seeing what you can do on the ice.”

      “Same,” Ryan managed. That was at least slightly positive, even if his tone sounded like he’d like nothing less. Then Lars actually turned around, and for a whole two seconds, Ryan made the mistake of watching him walk away. Those shorts did wonders for his ass⁠—

      Nope.

      He tried to fall back into his workout, putting the music all the way up and willing his body to pump enough adrenaline through him that he wouldn’t be able to think. Maybe he went at it a little harder than usual, because soon a trainer came over, tapped him on the shoulder, and told him to take it easy for the rest of the day.

      “Can’t have you injured before we start,” she joked.

      “Right, sorry.” He was such a mess.

      On the mats reserved for stretching, he found Peter Berg sprawled on the ground and scrolling through his phone.

      “Hey, Bergsy.” He offered the younger player a fist bump as he sat down next to him and started stretching. “Ready for it to get real?”

      “Always,” Peter said. “Unreal getting Nilsson, right? We’re gonna light up the scoreboard.”

      Peter was a winger, and while it might be technically possible that he’d be on a line with Lars, Ryan thought it unlikely. He’d mostly gotten bottom-six minutes last year and still hadn’t gotten a look at either Power Play unit. Not that Ryan would be the one to bust his bubble.

      “I bet you will.” He paused, relaxing into a quad stretch, before he asked, “Did he remember your name?”

      Peter beamed. “He did. Called me Petey and everything.”

      Great, so it was just Ryan he couldn’t remember. “You hate being called that,” he pointed out.

      “Yeah, but he’s Lars Nilsson. He can call me whatever he wants. Besides, he doesn’t know that.”

      Ryan switched legs. He didn’t know why, but he said, “He thinks my name is Brian.”

      Peter made a face. “That stinks.” A pause, as he considered Ryan. “You don’t even look like a Brian.”

      “Thanks?”

      “I wouldn’t let it bother you. No one uses our names but Monroe. He’ll learn you’re RJ ‘round here, and then we won’t have to worry about any random Peteys or Brians.” Peter looked over to consider Lars, who was at the far end of the gym surrounded by three players and a trainer as he did what looked like an impressive amount of weight on the bench press. “He’s also foreign, right? Probably not a lot of Brians or Ryans in Sweden.”

      Ryan really appreciated that Peter was taking this seriously. Normally Ryan would laugh it off. Everything Peter said was true, after all. The problem was he and Lars had history, and part of him was pissed it meant absolutely nothing to Lars. Irrational? Probably. Ryan couldn’t claim he remembered the names of everyone he’d slept with, but he was confident he’d recognize them. Maybe.

      Ugh.

      The rest of the day, Lars’s attention seemed to land on Ryan more often than anyone else. It was weird, turning around and finding Lars in his space offering polite, completely inane comments. He offered to spot Ryan no less than three times and asked for restaurant recommendations, of all things (Ryan couldn’t tell if he’d put together a coherent response to that one; it'd caught him off guard and he only knew restaurants through their delivery), and he never seemed to be far away.

      On one hand, Ryan was empathetic—moving to a new team was always hard as you tried to find your place there—but on the other, it was weird. Why had Lars latched onto Ryan specifically? Ryan had gone out of his way to show he had zero interest in conversation with Lars (yes, he was still annoyed about the Juniors thing, sue him), and while it was only the younger guys who were star struck, everyone was obviously more welcoming than Ryan.

      He assumed Lars would grow bored of Ryan’s lukewarm sentiment, especially when they got onto the ice. Maybe Lars was making an effort because he’d mistakenly thought Ryan was one of the better players. Ryan knew he looked good in the gym and it might give the impression he was a higher caliber player than he actually was, but once they started doing drills and working on systems, it should become clear he was middle of the pack.

      During the drills, he pointedly ignored Lars even when he took a knee next to Ryan during the run through of a new Penalty Kill setup. Whatever Lars’s interest was with him, Ryan couldn’t afford to slack off during practice. He needed to give 100% effort at all times, or if unable to, he had to show he was focused and trying. His mistakes couldn’t look like they were from a lack of commitment to the team but just errors he would work out of his system by the time the season started.

      For a couple hours, he lost himself in the game. He’d always been able to slip into hockey and shed his mental burdens. He’d escaped school, his sisters’ drama, his shitty part time jobs that barely covered his gear, his general feelings of inadequacy—all of it had disappeared when he’d hit the ice. And yeah, he’d maybe let it become a coping mechanism whenever he was stressed (which was a bitch of a cycle, given that most of his stress these days was job-related and it was his unfortunate choice of careers to pick hockey), but there was no denying how damn good it felt.

      He did well, he thought. Maybe a little rusty with the team play—the clinics he’d attended over the summer were mostly about individual skills with only a few opportunities for scrimmages or mini-games—but he’d pick that back up by the end of the week. Coach Thompkins would probably have some notes for him moving forward; he’d have to remember to ask for some if Thompkins didn’t approach him about it. All in all, a good start, and he was satisfied.

      When they stepped off the ice, though, he once again felt the weight of Lars’s gaze. His cheeks heated up and he did his best not to look at him. As much as Lars’s attention had bothered him before, he wasn't ready to face the friendliness becoming indifference as he realized Ryan wasn’t where he should focus his effort.

      In the locker room, Ryan rushed to his stall to get undressed and escape this fiasco of a second meeting (okay, fiasco was pushing it, but he still wasn’t happy about it and wanted to go home to wallow a bit). He joked around with his stall neighbors, hoping that by pretending to be normal he would be. When the team playlist was handed to him for his turn, well, there was really only one choice if he was pretending to be his usual self.

      “Born in the USA” flooded the room, the Americans jumping up to sing off key and taunt their non-American teammates, which triggered a brief playlist war between the Americans and Canadians. Back and forth they traded songs, complete with loudly shout-singing the choruses at each other until Coach Thompkins interrupted Ryan and Jordan’s terrible rendition of “Party in the USA” to remind them they needed to actually go home and rest or their next practice would be nothing but suicides.

      Rosy cheeked and laughing with his buddies, Ryan realized he'd totally forgotten about Lars Nilsson…until the moment he sat back down to take off his shoulder pads and saw Lars eyeing him curiously.

      Maybe all the America stuff jogged his memory? He hoped not. Belatedly remembering Ryan would be more awkward, since it would require Ryan to admit he’d never forgotten and knew Lars had.

      “See you tomorrow, Brian!” Lars said with a friendly wave as they headed to their cars.

      Ryan couldn’t help it, he smiled back. The guy was completely clueless, but at least he was nice. Even if sex with Ryan was so terrible he’d blocked it out, Lars wasn’t a dick like some of the “star” players Ryan had played with. Small win, right?
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