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      There’s a noise to Noah’s left. He expects to see his dad, annoyed and ready to tell Noah every way he should’ve done better, how he’s never going to make it in the NHL if he keeps hiding from all his problems instead of facing them head on. He’s gearing up for another blow to this lackluster eighteenth birthday when he glances over at Alex Valencia walking down the row toward him. For a fleeting second, Noah’s relieved he doesn’t have to face his father yet. Then Alex takes the seat next to him and the image of hats flying to the ice after Alex scored the game winner for the United States flashes through his mind and irritation floods through him.

      “Come to gloat about your buzzer beater?”

      “Does that sound like something I’d do, Anderson?”

      Noah drags his attention away from the Zamboni smoothing over the ice to find Alex smiling at him. Which isn’t unexpected—Alex has the opposite of a resting bitch face—but this smile is different from any Noah’s ever received. This one doesn’t match the earnest incandescence Noah has never understood, but now expects from Alex.

      Noah’s shocked by how much he hates it. Even more so when he admits, “No, I suppose not.”

      He wouldn’t say he’s an expert on Alex’s smiles—they barely know each other—but he’s seen enough to recognize the transformation. A second ago, it was subdued, a little tight, but now he’s grinning, loose and broad enough to dimple his cheeks. This one’s real and Noah has an inexplicable, yet familiar, desire to press his thumb to Alex’s tan skin and measure the depth of his left dimple—always a little more pronounced than the right. Noah’s stomach twists and his heartbeat ratchets up—he can’t afford to still have these thoughts.

      Hockey is already a parasitic environment, but being attracted to the one guy he can’t escape is another level of hell entirely. No one, from his dad to the reporters covering their international matchups, can shut up about how Alex would be the clear first overall if Noah wasn’t in his draft class and if anyone could upset the predictions, Alex’s strength and size might give him the edge to do it.

      Which…fine. Whatever. Noah can’t fix his height, but he can get stronger and if he has to measure himself against Alex, who truly is phenomenal, to know he’s trying hard enough, then so be it. And maybe, if Alex weren’t gorgeous—with his perfect smile, perfect cheekbones, perfect jaw, perfectly silky-smooth hair—Noah wouldn’t hate it so much. But Alex is stunning, and every time someone mentions his name, everything Noah wants but can never have flashes before his eyes.

      Which, for the record, isn’t Alex.

      Noah might not know Alex, but after years of crossing paths, he’s pretty confident he’s too much for all of Noah’s anxieties to handle in large doses. Alex is loud and vibrant and always moving. His personality draws people in and keeps them, and he seems to thrive off it. Alex is everything Noah isn’t and nothing he wants to be around.

      Noah wants the freedom to fall in love, to live without the pressure to blend in—constantly worried someone can tell he isn’t straight. Noah doesn’t want Alex, but Noah looks at him and his chest aches for what could be if he liked girls, if he didn’t care what people thought of him, if hockey wasn’t such a toxic environment. He looks at Alex and he wants.

      Not for the first time, Noah hopes they get drafted to different conferences. He’s not naïve. He knows their first matchup in the NHL will be a big deal regardless of where it happens, but only playing twice a year should mitigate the fuss. If Noah’s lucky, their so-called rivalry will fade into the nonexistent thing Noah wishes it already was.

      “Why’re you here then?” Noah asks.

      “Wanted to say happy birthday.”

      Noah’s pulse skyrockets and his stomach swoops under Alex’s unwavering attention. He sounds so genuine, but Noah narrows his eyes. “How do you know it’s my birthday?” Alex averts his gaze and Noah nearly laughs. “Was someone gloating about my birthday loss?”

      “It might’ve come up.”

      Noah snorts. “And what—you found me out of the kindness of your heart?”

      “Who said I was looking for you? Maybe we both wanted some quiet and when I saw you sulking, I thought, ‘Must suck to lose on your birthday—lemme go cheer him up.’”

      Noah arches an eyebrow. “There’s no way you don’t thrive in post-win chaos.”

      Alex tilts his head to the side, mouth slanting in a tiny grin. “You’ve got me there.”

      Noah purses his lips. He doesn’t understand why Alex keeps seeking him out. The first time, it was understandable. Enough scouts had hyped up the two of them facing off in the u-17 Challenge that Alex doubling back in the hotel lobby the night before their game wasn’t unexpected. Despite years of hearing how good he is, Alex saying he looked forward to playing Noah because he was so talented still threw him off. He’s never taken praise well, but Noah couldn’t even stumble through a thanks for Alex’s earnestness.

      Noah was embarrassing and rude and, despite Alex finding him after every tournament to tell Noah how well he played, he never adapted. Alex’s attention gets under Noah’s skin, their interactions leaving him restless and unbalanced, unsure of how to act.

      “You had a good game,” Noah says, hoping he can avoid Alex complimenting him if he does it first. “Keep any of the hats?”

      “Yeah, can never have too many.”

      Noah turns back to the ice as his traitorous mouth twitches in a smile. “Of course.”

      “Even found a Canadian one in the mix.”

      Noah snorts. “Sure you did.”

      “Look.”

      Noah does, right in time to catch the black cap Alex was wearing moments before. Noah flips the cap over to find the Hockey Canada logo and absolutely doesn’t laugh. “So much for team loyalty.”

      “We’ve learned a valuable lesson here tonight.”

      Noah can’t help himself. “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

      “Hatties outrank patriotism.”

      Alex’s smile is sunshine bright and if this were Julien, Noah might even smile back. But Noah refuses to let his guard down around Alex, no matter how tempting he always makes it. He and Alex aren’t friends. They never will be.

      With nothing more to say, the silence stretches between them. Then Alex stands and taps Noah’s forearm. “Keep the hat.”

      Noah meets Alex’s gaze. His smile is soft, guarded maybe.

      He attempts his most winning smile; he’s certain it falls flat. “If we meet in the final—you’re going to lose.”

      Alex walks down the row backward, grin turning sly. “Better wish for it when you blow those candles out tonight, then.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t need to.”

      Alex tips his head back in a loud, honking laugh. Despite how ridiculous he sounds, Noah has to push down the warm flutter in his chest—hopefully for good this time.
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      Alex wouldn’t say he’s superstitious, but when they go into the gold medal game against Team Canada, he’s quietly thankful he only implied his team would win while Anderson straight up said it.

      It doesn’t matter in the end. Anderson was right.

      When both goalies are hot, Alex’s lone goal in the first can only get them so far. With two minutes left in the game, the puck hits Anderson’s tape and time seems to slow. Alex’s chest constricts as Anderson’s pass connects with Thorn’s stick right in front of the net. Thorn beats Beaver by a hair’s breadth. The puck squeaks between the bar and Beaver’s glove for the go-ahead goal that leaves Team USA racing against the clock.

      He doesn’t come away with another eleventh-hour goal to tie it up; Canada wins and Alex’s stomach bottoms out, heart hollow and defeated.

      Beaver has tears in his eyes as they skate back to the bench. Parse still has his helmet on as he rests his head against the boards. Ben drops his hand to Parse’s neck and squeezes, but Parse doesn’t even move. Alex wants to ignore the celebration going on around him, but his eyes sting from the forlorn slump of his teammates and Alex hates that more.

      He turns away right in time to see Thorn lift Anderson off his skates in a hug, their flushed faces lit up in victory. Thorn sets Anderson down and before Alex can look away, their eyes meet. Alex’s heart aches, but he still musters a smile. Anderson blinks, excitement flickering to surprise before he nods at Alex with a timid smile that makes Alex’s stomach lurch.

      Then Ben’s at his side, pulling him into a hug, and time passes in a blur—medals and anthems, subdued post-game media scrums, and a silent bus, heavy footsteps as they pile into Parse and Beaver’s room to pass whiskey between one another while they sulk.

      The crushing weight of failure becomes too much with them all pressed together in one hotel room and Alex escapes to the roof, the thrum of alcohol in his blood convincing him the cold might shock the sadness away.

      It doesn’t.

      But Anderson startles at the opposite end of the rooftop when the door squeaks open, and that cuts through it some. Alex joins Anderson at the railing and bumps their shoulders together. “While I’d never complain about getting a moment alone with Canada’s golden boy⁠—”

      Anderson makes a dismissive sound.

      “Oh, come on. Acknowledging the masses think you’re God’s gift to hockey won’t hurt my feelings.”

      Noah wrinkles his nose. “You’re no hand-me-down.”

      Alex grins, chest swelling. “Don’t hurt yourself there, bro.”

      Anderson scowls, but that’s par for the course and Alex won’t let it deter him. He kicks the sole of Anderson’s shoe. “Seriously, shouldn’t you be off celebrating in a sea of red and white? Why’re you up here?”

      Anderson narrows his eyes. “Why’re you?”

      He asks Alex some version of this every time they interact, and Alex never has an adequate answer. He gets under Alex’s skin though; makes him want to work a reaction out of him, leaves him aching for a sign he isn’t taking this rivalry so damn seriously.

      “Rooftop’s a pretty good place to sit with your failures after losing, don’t you think?”

      Anderson rolls his eyes. “You didn’t even bring a scarf.” His gaze drops to Alex’s hands. “Or gloves. You’re not prepared for sulking.”

      “Oh, this is nothing.”

      Noah scoffs. “Yeah, okay. Aren’t you from—” He takes a beat, eyebrows knitting, mouth pressed in an impossibly thin line. He blows out a sharp breath. “—a non-traditional hockey market?”

      He doesn’t think Noah means to be funny, but Alex cackles regardless. “I can’t believe you used ‘non-traditional hockey market’ as a geographical marker.”

      “But aren’t you?”

      “Texas forever, baby.”

      Noah doesn’t smile, but there’s a tiny upward slant to his mouth when he looks back out over the city that keeps Alex there after the silence turns tense. He would usually leave by now, but they were so close to gold and Alex needs a distraction. “Why are you here? You never said.”

      Noah doesn’t answer, but he turns back, and despite the beanie pulled low over his ears and the scarf looped around his neck, his cheeks are still rosy from the chill. He looks warm, soft, and entirely too upset for someone who just won gold.

      “Hey, I’m the one who lost; you could at least indulge me out of sympathy.”

      Anderson exhales sharply and another long moment passes where he seems to fall back on his usual play—icing Alex out until he leaves—before he grimaces and says, “Too loud. Too much t—” He pulls his bottom lip between his teeth and his shoulders jump in an aborted sort of shrug. “I don’t know. It’s a lot. I needed a minute.”

      Alex doesn’t know what to make of the admission, let alone how to respond, but it doesn’t matter. He doesn’t have time to stumble through asking for a clarification before one of Anderson’s teammates bursts through the rooftop door and saves Alex from prying with a loud shout.

      “Finally! Thor said you might be up here.”

      He’s as pumped as Alex expected Anderson to be, barely even dimming when he notices Alex.

      “Hey, Valencia,” Connor says. At least Alex thinks his name is Connor. It might be Cole. Definitely a C.

      “Hey.” Alex moves to leave. “Congratulations on the win.”

      “Thanks.” Maybe-Connor slings an arm around Anderson’s shoulders, unperturbed by the way he tenses under the weight. “Come on, man. The boys are asking for you.”

      Something twists in Alex’s chest, and he wants to ask—needs to ask. Alex has never seen Anderson flinch away from a hit; has watched him celly with his teammates, just saw Thorn sweep him off his feet. But here, outside the rink, a casual touch has set him on edge and Alex can’t help but wonder if touching is what Noah stopped himself from saying.

      Once again, Connor doesn’t give him the chance. He practically drags Anderson inside, and Alex has the inexplicable urge to fling Connor’s arm off Anderson’s stiff shoulders and snap at him for not realizing how uncomfortable he’s making his friend. But no matter his efforts, he and Anderson aren’t friends and Connor is his teammate—if one of them is misreading Anderson, it’s probably not Connor.

      Alex’s fingers really are cold, but he shoves his hands in his pockets and stays put, unwilling to get stuck in the elevator with them, and tries not to dwell on what Anderson meant and why today, of all days, he gave Alex an inch.
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      Noah would love to spend the five months between World Juniors and the Combine free of Alex, but it’s impossible to avoid talking about the tournament, and with every mention of World Juniors comes a new memory of Alex—the heat of him by Noah’s side, his assessing gaze in the empty rink, the infuriating way he smiled at Noah after losing, how he seemed so genuinely curious about why Noah wasn’t off celebrating. Thankfully, winning gold earns Noah a reprieve from his dad’s unrelenting comparisons to Alex, and the reporters’ questions roll right off his shoulders when he’s not caught up in needing to be far better than Alex to impress his own dad.

      Paul Anderson can only go so long without criticizing Noah though, and when they get shut out twice in a row in the second week of February, he doubles down. When he’s pushing too hard, insisting Noah’s game must be flawless since he’s so much smaller than Alex, a spiteful anger twists through Noah, and he wishes he’d go second.

      Noah wants to be the best more than he wants to piss his dad off, but sometimes, it’s so hard to separate hockey from his father’s unrelenting criticism. Hockey is both the rush of calm he gets when he steps on the ice and the knots of anxiety tightening in his stomach as his dad shakes off his mom’s warning hand and moves to the other room to pick Noah’s game apart on FaceTime. Noah loves hockey, but it’s so much easier in those moments to hate the game than it is to hate his dad and resent his mom for never successfully stopping him.

      They don’t drop a game after their back-to-back shutouts; Noah finishes the regular season with his longest point streak yet, and he’s once again unable to imagine doing anything other than flying down the ice until his body won’t let him anymore.

      He’s so damn happy to finish his last season in the Dub with a playoff run that getting asked about Alex for the first time in months doesn’t even ruin his mood. His face, sweaty and flushed after a win, still floods his mind when a reporter brings up Alex’s impressive start to the USHL playoffs, but Noah’s so pleased with his own performance that his smile doesn’t even drop when the reporter asks, “Are you worried about the growing speculation that this tear might be enough for some teams to take him over you in the draft?”

      “It’s no secret Alex is good,” Noah starts, getting a laugh from the scrum, “but that doesn’t worry me. It motivates me.” He huffs out a laugh. “Maybe more than anything else does.”

      “What do you mean?” the same reporter asks, the quirk of his eyebrow suggesting he wasn’t expecting this much honesty.

      “I’d hate to feed into the rivalry or imply I’m losing sleep over being better than Alex Valencia,” Noah says, which isn’t true, but these guys don’t need details on all the sleepless nights his dad’s obsession has caused. “But honestly, he’s so talented and if I can match him, if I can be better than him, then I’m good too.” Noah swipes at the sweaty curls plastered against his forehead. “I don’t know how things will go in June; Alex could easily go first. And if he does, I’ll need to push myself harder in the league to prove myself. But for right now, I’m focused on winning the championship and then winning the Memorial Cup. Once we’ve done that, I’ll think more about the draft.”

      Giving the press a sound bite about Alex always gets back to his dad and Noah knows he shouldn’t have been so honest. But Noah was happy, muscles burning from a long game, head buzzing with post-win adrenaline, and he wasn’t thinking about his dad, or the way he’d insist Noah can’t say Alex is better and expect to be drafted first because no team wants a guy who lacks confidence.

      When Alex follows him on Instagram after and DMs him a clip of Noah’s interview paired with, I’m so happy I could help shape you into Canada’s next golden boy [image: face blowing a kiss], Noah can no longer dwell on the sick pleasure his father must derive from being an overbearing asshole. He’s too preoccupied with how Alex will be his undoing if the focus on their alleged rivalry doesn’t fade into a distant memory once the draft is over.

      Noah knows better than to put faith in luck letting him escape Alex and the way he has become a soul-crushing reminder of his dad’s criticism. The draft lottery happens, and instead of being separated by miles and miles of land, New Jersey and New York jump spots to land the first and second picks and now, no matter who goes first overall, he and Alex will always be the draft rivals taken by rival teams.

      It’s a relief when Alex doesn’t DM him after the lottery. Noah’s a game away from the President’s Cup Final and he doesn’t have time to figure out Alex’s ulterior motives here. Still, he allows himself a moment to wonder if Alex’s silence means he’s given up on whatever this whole thing was.

      Luck really isn’t on his side though, and when he swipes into his hotel room at the Combine, he finds Alex splayed out in bed, scrolling through his phone.

      It’s not too late, but Noah came straight to Buffalo from winning the Memorial Cup. He’s tired, a little frayed, a little nervous for the Combine, and the only word he can muster when Alex turns his sleepy, soft expression on him is, “No.”

      Alex’s relaxed expression shifts infinitesimally, too fast for Noah to decipher, and then he smiles, big and bright, like he’s won something.

      “Anderson!”

      “Alex.”

      Alex nods his head, a strand of hair falling in his eyes, his smile never faltering despite the narrowing of his eyes. “Babe, you’re too glum for someone who just won the Memorial Cup.”

      Noah grinds his teeth and refuses to rise to Alex’s bait, or the smug little grin he catches out of the corner of his eye. Instead, he unloads everything for his nightly routine and allows himself to put off unpacking until tomorrow.

      “Are you always this quiet?” Alex asks as Noah steps out of the bathroom, steam billowing out behind him.

      “I thought you’d be asleep by now,” Noah mumbles, glancing in Alex’s direction despite his better judgment.

      “He speaks!”

      Noah climbs into bed, pointedly not looking in Alex’s direction. “Sometimes.”

      “You might not know this about me, but I’m pretty chatty⁠—”

      Noah snorts. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Yes, well, it’s going to be a long week if you’re going the silent treatment route.”

      Noah slides his gaze over. Alex is still smiling, always smiling, and Noah loses the will to ignore him. “Not having anything to say isn’t the same as giving you the silent treatment.”

      “I don’t get you,” Alex says after a beat.

      “There’s nothing to get.” Noah burrows into his blanket and stares at the ceiling. “Not everyone’s got a motor mouth and no filter.”

      “Hey! I have a filter.”

      Noah turns on his side to face Alex. “Do you?”

      Alex mirrors Noah, blanket pulled up to his chin, eyes glinting in the dim light. “I haven’t even brought up being division rivals once since you got here. That’s me filtering.”

      “Doesn’t really count when you just did, now does it?”

      Alex smiles. “Probably not. But I had to prove a point. And I haven’t asked if you’re pissed about it, so in the grand scheme of things, it very much counts as having a filter.”

      “Sure,” Noah says, eyes dropping as he finally gets comfortable.

      “Come to breakfast with me in the morning,” Alex says, startling Noah out of his half sleep.

      “What?”

      “Me and Husky are going to breakfast before the interviews start. You should come.”

      Alex has never given Noah a reason to think he’s being anything but kind, but Noah doesn’t trust his earnestness, doesn’t believe such a bright and energetic person would ever dispense so much time on trying to be Noah’s friend when he’s quiet, contained, uptight. Even if Noah wasn’t suspicious, getting close to Alex would still be an awful idea. For the sake of Noah’s sanity, he can never be friends with the living reminder of all things Noah can’t have if he wants a long and successful career. “Thanks, but I’m pretty sure me and Thor have similar plans.”

      Alex blinks slowly; his smile doesn’t dim. “Your loss.”
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        * * *

      

      “Saw Valencia leaving your room,” Julien says when Noah opens the door in the morning. “You two rooming together? Or is he still trying to win you over?”

      Noah follows Julien down the hall. “Both.”

      “You know, if I didn’t know he was dating an absolute rocket, I might assume he’s into you.”

      Noah chokes. “What?”

      Julien pushes the elevator call button. “I’m totally chill with it. I’m down with whoever wants to fly their rainbow flag. But come on, you’ve never thought that might be his deal?”

      Noah’s brain might be short circuiting. “Uh, no. I can honestly say that’s never crossed my mind.”

      Julien shakes his head as he steps on the elevator. “Should’ve known better than to expect your oblivious ass to catch onto anything. But really, I don’t get him. No offense, but you’re a dick—why does he even bother?”

      “Wow. Who’s being a dick now?”

      “It’s not being a dick if I’m stating a fact! Anyone who’s spent five minutes with you knows you’re a prickly little bitch 90 percent of the time.”

      “I’m not prickly.”

      Julien looks unimpressed. “I’ve known you since we were what—twelve? And I’ve seen you smile twice.”

      Noah shoves Julien’s shoulder and smirks when he thumps against the side wall. “Fuck off. I’ve smiled at least five times in your presence.”

      “You’re absolutely rounding up there, bud.”

      “What exactly do I have to smile about when you’re such an ass?” Noah asks, the frenetic whir of his thoughts quieting as the conversation devolves. This is easy; this is familiar.

      “I will literally fight you if you don’t smile when you go number one,” Julien says, face split into a wide, open smile as they step out of the elevator.

      “Alex could easily go first.”

      Julien drops his voice. “I know your dad likes to shove that shit down your throat to wind you up, make you work harder, but come on. We all know how it’s going to go: you, then him.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Just me and you, Noah,” Julien says, which isn’t entirely true since they’re walking through the hotel lobby at breakfast time with people scattered all around. “No need to give me the media sound bite. I won’t call you cocky for saying you’re the cream of this year’s crop.”

      Noah spots JT and Max at the entrance and calls out for them before responding. “Let’s see how the Combine goes. Might even let you take a picture of me smiling if it goes the way you say. You know, for posterity’s sake.”

      Julien barks out a laugh. “You’re going to regret this deal when I cross-post it on every one of my socials.”

      Noah rolls his eyes, but it’s finally sinking in that Julien would be chill with a hockey player coming out and he ends up grinning even as Julien says, “Jay! Brownie! Is Noah a prickly bitch?”

      JT answers without hesitation. “A straight up cactus.”

      “I’d say he’s a porcupine. Soft on the downstroke, but yeah,” Max says with an apologetic smile. “Definitely prickly.”

      Noah huffs, Julien smirks, and the conversation turns into a verbal highlight reel of their favorite examples of Noah being a moody asshole until Noah flushes all the way down his neck and across his collarbones. Unlike his dad, his friends recount them as amusing anecdotes to laugh with Noah about, not flaws deserving derision. He isn’t laughing, but he’s close to it, and that’s enough to distract Noah from the unnerving possibility Alex has flirted with him.
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        NHL Combine: Valencia bests Anderson in fitness testing

        The last time Alex Valencia and Noah Anderson went head-to-head, Anderson came out on top after setting up Julien Thorn’s golden goal at the 2022 IIHF World Junior Championship.

        On Saturday, the Combine’s fitness testing served as a rematch of sorts and Valencia outscored Anderson in every category. As the near unanimous consensus for first overall, Anderson’s results likely wouldn’t have affected his chances of going to Jersey, but given his smaller stature being the one thing he doesn’t have on Valencia, the results were far closer where it matters most.
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        * * *

      

      By the end of the week, Noah has a catalog of information he never wanted about Alex. His hair is a mess when he wakes up, but it’s good as new once he swipes his giant hand through it. He’s an expanse of smooth tan skin with a constellation of small moles across his left ribs. He thinks nature documentaries are the perfect background noise, has a massive sweet-tooth, and the only time he doesn’t talk a mile a minute is when he first wakes up and his voice is deep and scratchy.

      And the most devastating part of rooming with him is that, despite his best efforts, Noah doesn’t find Alex nearly as off-putting as he did when he got to Buffalo. Then Alex outperforms him in every single category of the fitness test on Saturday and reality crashes over him.

      His dad’s voice is sharp and grating over the phone when he says, for the millionth time, “You needed to outperform him this week to secure your spot, but you couldn’t even do better in one category. Are you committed to being the best or not?”

      Noah grits his teeth. “I am. I’m trying.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “I’m still one of the best, Dad. New Jersey’s interested. The interview went well.”

      “Noah.”

      His dad says his name with such scorn and Noah can’t stand hearing how short he falls anymore.

      “There was an article I read about the interview process,” he says, rushed and desperate, “and how it’s basically the most important part. How the tests rarely change their interest because teams know who they want, and the interview will confirm if they’re a fit.”

      “You’ve never been good at post-games. I doubt you’re better at selling yourself to a team than Alex Valencia⁠—”

      “No one’s as good at talking Valencia up as you, Dad.”

      Before his dad can go in on Noah, the door opens behind him. Noah tenses, heat creeping up his neck. “Look, I gotta go. My roommate’s back.”

      “We’ll finish this later.”

      But his dad can’t get to Noah if he screens his calls until the trip is over. Noah hopes, once he signs his contract, he’ll have the nerve to cut his dad out of his life, but until then avoidance works.

      There’s a hard press to Alex’s mouth when Noah turns around. He’s standing ramrod straight, eyes blazing.

      “Uh.” Noah has no idea what he’s done to piss Alex off. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Was that your dad?”

      “Yes.” Noah tries to inject every bit of I don’t want to talk about this into his tone as possible.

      He either fails or Alex doesn’t care.

      “Do you always sound⁠—”

      “Don’t.” Noah gets a pleasant thrill from how fast Alex clicks his mouth shut at the sharpness of his voice. “Whatever you overheard, forget it. My family drama is none of your business, and I won’t air it out with someone I don’t know. Or trust.”

      Alex clenches his jaw, staring at him for a long moment as a complicated expression clouds his face. Noah can’t stand the silence, and relief washes through him when Alex grins again. “I didn’t even know you could string so many words together at once, Anderson. You’ve been holding out on me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Alex never needed to hear Anderson’s miserable voice while talking to his dad or how small he sounds while saying Alex’s name. He wishes he could forget the barely there sigh he let out when Alex walked into the room, and the way he sounded relieved to hang up despite how tense his shoulders were.

      Before this week, Alex had spent maybe three whole hours with Anderson off the ice, and he thought—or hoped—Ben was wrong. He wanted to believe Anderson was no more standoffish with Alex than anyone else, but now he sees how wrong he was. Now, he knows there’s a reason Anderson is so hostile toward Alex in particular.

      Which is bullshit, actually. Alex knows expectations are different when a guy has family in the game. He’s seen firsthand how hard Nate and Beaver push themselves to live up to their fathers’ names and how Kaden measures himself against his brothers. He can’t even imagine what his dad could say about Anderson to make Alex sound so small, but he knows the constant comparisons are exhausting.

      People have attached Alex’s name to Anderson’s for years. He’s been told more times than not that going first overall could be the biggest NHL draft upset ever. And since World Juniors, Alex hasn’t gone a single scrum without a reporter trying to get him to say Anderson doesn’t deserve his hype.

      So, Alex gets it. He does.

      He knows how easily he could resent Anderson for the “he’s no Noah Anderson” caveat every acknowledgement of Alex’s talents comes with. But Alex knows it’s not Anderson’s fault he’s the better hockey player; it’s not his fault that any other year Alex would’ve been the clear number one. So why can’t Anderson see the same? Why is he taking out whatever it is his dad’s doing on Alex when all Alex has ever done is try to bridge the gap built between them by no choice of their own?

      “You’re glaring,” Ben says as they make their way through the airport. “Can I assume you’re finally getting on board with the rivalry?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know what’s been on your mind the entire flight, but you might as well be trying to bore a hole into Anderson’s head. So, chill maybe?”

      Alex glances over; Ben’s wearing an amused, self-satisfied grin.

      “It doesn’t even make sense.”

      “What?”

      “The rivalry! It’s not real. We all know he’s going first. I should be the bitter one. I should be the one icing him out all the time.”

      Ben shrugs. “Would hate to stroke your ego, babe, but you really think he’s a shoo-in?”

      “He’s fucking fast, bro.”

      “I mean, you’re no turtle.”

      “And he’s more accurate.”

      “But you’re bigger and have a harder shot.”

      Alex huffs. “Tell me you’re not trying to convince me I’m going first.”

      “God no,” Ben laughs. “He’s got it in the bag. But you’ve gotten a lot closer in the last year. I can see why he might see you as competition.”

      Alex grumbles, “I hate it.”

      Ben slings his arm around Alex’s shoulders and pulls him to his side, slowing their pace. “Yeah, but you hate when anyone doesn’t like you.”

      Alex shoves him off. “Not true.”

      “Yes, you do. And usually, I enjoy watching you make a fool of yourself, but I really think it’s in everyone’s best interest if you leave this one be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ben purses his lips.

      “Oh no, you’ve gotta tell me now.”

      Ben rolls his eyes. “I mean, look at you two! I know not laughing at your shitty jokes offends you on a personal level, but there’s more preventing a friendship than you two being all anyone can talk about heading into the draft.”

      Alex doesn’t respond; not sure what the hell Ben is talking about or why he’s got this suspicious look in his eyes.

      “What?” Alex absolutely doesn’t snap.

      “Why do you care so much if he likes you or not? By now, you’d be well into spite-hating Noah if it were anyone else.”

      “I’ve never done that.”

      “Uh, your billet cat?”

      “That doesn’t count.”

      “What’s his name? The student council president?”

      “Shawn McDermont.”

      “See! You’re sneering! You hate him on principle, and he never blanked you as much as Noah has.”

      “Anderson’s never straight up ignored me.”

      “You’re just making excuses now. What’s the deal? Why’s Anderson so much different than everyone else?”

      Alex grits his teeth. They’re several paces behind everyone else, but he still drops his voice. “I overheard him talking to his dad yesterday.”

      “Okay, and?”

      “And I only caught the end, but he said, ‘no one’s as good at talking Valencia up as you’ and I think—whatever his dad’s saying—it’s not my fault.” He blows out a loud breath, frustration buzzing under his skin. “I’ve worked really hard not to resent him for being compared to him since the moment it was clear I could make it to the show, and I’m fucking pissed he can’t do the same for me. It’s not fair.”

      “Alex…”

      When Alex glances over, the assessing sort of expression he’s met with has his hackles rising. “What?”

      “You’ve been trying to get him to warm up to you way longer than yesterday, and I still don’t get why.”

      “Because it’s annoying. I know it’s not actually about me, but I⁠—”

      “Want him to like you?”

      “Yes—”

      “But not just because he doesn’t like you?”

      “Obviously,” Alex grumbles. “You know it’s always been more than that.”

      “Yeah, but you’re not explaining in what way. And don’t say it’s about the draft rivalry⁠—”

      “It is!”

      “Bud, you wanted him to like you the very first time you met, and that was way before you were a solid second.”

      “People were definitely talking about us facing each other for the first time though.” Alex shrugs. “I wanted to meet and get along with someone my name was being linked to—that’s not weird.”

      Ben makes a soft, contemplative noise. “And you kept going back after your shitty first meeting—why?”

      “It wasn’t shitty. He was awkward. It wasn’t obvious until the next time that he⁠—”

      “Didn’t like you⁠—”

      “—took people pitting us against each other too seriously. And then I wanted him to loosen the fuck up and stop seeing me as the enemy.”

      “And how’d that work out for you?”

      “I thought we made progress this week. But then—he knows I overheard him and if that’s why he’s been extra cold—okay, whatever. But it’s still fucked up that he’s letting someone else’s opinion affect what he thinks of me. If he’s going to hate me, he might as well hate me because of me. Not fucking hockey.”

      Ben narrows his eyes. “And what’re you going to do to make him hate you?”

      “There’s no way he’ll hate me once he gets to know me. I’m going to make him like me, duh.”

      Ben groans. “You’re impossible. Like, even if you didn’t have everything else working against you, Noah Anderson, of all people, would hate your sunny disposition.”

      Alex wrinkles his nose. “Maybe my sunny disposition is exactly what he needs. No one can be that uptight forever.”

      “He’s done a good enough job of it until now. But you do you, babe, and I’ll do my due diligence and provide all relevant chirp material to the group chat as you continue failing the same herculean task you’ve been on for years now.”

      “Fine. And when I succeed, what do I get?”

      Ben mulls it over for a moment. “You won’t succeed. He’s going to hate you for you by the end of the draft.”

      Alex scoffs. “When I succeed, because I will succeed, what are you going to do to make up for doubting my charm?”

      “I’m not doubting your charm; I’m accepting the fact that some personality types don’t gel.”

      “Well, I’m not.”

      “Yeah, because you’re stubborn as shit and can’t accept that people might think less than positively about you.”

      Alex tips his head to the side. “Because I’m a delight, Benjamin.”

      Ben snorts. He doesn’t speak again until they catch up with the rest of the group at baggage claim. He gets this shit-eating grin when he notices Anderson scowling, then whispers, “If you successfully befriend the ice king himself, you can have the tiebreaker this summer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The thing about trying to befriend someone is Alex rarely needs to. He’s always made friends quick and easy. But Anderson’s different. Anderson is committed to freezing Alex out because of a rivalry neither of them ever played into—which is rude. So, yeah, it’s a bad idea to put Noah on the spot in the middle of a joint interview, but Alex is flustered and when the reporter asks, Alex answers without thinking about being filmed.

      “I’m actually looking forward to the prospect of being in the same metro area as him.”

      “Really?” Catherine McDonald asks, bright-green eyes widening almost imperceptibly, mouth curling at the corner. “Looking forward to a little friendly rivalry, then?”

      Alex’s gaze darts to Noah. His stomach twists as he takes in the sight of Noah flushed red—this definitely isn’t the way to win him over. Whoops.

      “I do love a little competition. Husky and I—Ben Huskins—we’ve already got plans for loser-buys whenever we face off against each other this season. Back at the NTDP, we’d do things like that a lot. Pair off and see who got the most goals during practice, see who won the most battles, random stuff to keep each other on our toes, push ourselves with the sweet taste of making your buddy buy you lunch.”

      Catherine turns to Anderson with a broad smile and laughter in her eyes. “How’s that sound, Noah—you up for a friendly little wager?”

      Anderson glances at Alex and his mouth twitches in some approximation of a smile. “As long as it’s on the diet plan, I don’t see why it’d be a problem.”

      They make it through the rest of the interview without Alex’s mouth getting the best of him, but the damage is already done. Before regrouping with the others, Anderson turns to him with steely eyes colder than Alex has ever seen. “What was it you said about a filter?”

      He stalks off before Alex can think of a response and Alex knows he’s well and truly fucked up this time.

      “Okay, maybe you were right,” Alex says while they’re watching warmups.

      “What’d you even do?” Ben’s gaze slides to Julien and Anderson down the row. “Noah looks like he’s about to crack his jaw.”

      Alex sucks his teeth. “I didn’t mean to do anything! I was talking about how we used to do a loser-buys thing back in Plymouth because who doesn’t love friendly competition, you know, and then⁠—”

      “Oh God, tell me you didn’t.”

      “I didn’t! But Catherine McDonald definitely did.”

      “While recording?”

      Alex knocks his head against the glass, whining, “Yes.”

      Ben laughs. “There goes his reason to hate you outside of hockey. He’s never going to speak to you again after you put him on the spot like that.”

      Alex grimaces. Ben’s probably right, but Alex can’t leave it like this. He has to apologize.

      “Anderson,” he says, coming up behind him and Julien. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      He doesn’t turn around, but Julien does.

      “Walk with me, Valencia,” Julien says, heading up the stairs.

      Anderson’s shoulders are tense and he’s flushing scarlet, jaw clenched harder the longer Alex stands there. He follows Julien, ducking out of the way as fans file in.

      Julien still hasn’t spoken by the time the stairs end, and Alex loses his patience. “Why am I walking with you when I want to talk to Anderson?”

      Julien hits Alex with a withering glare that makes Anderson’s look like a kitten pouting. “Are you actually trying to be Noah’s friend?”

      “What the fu—” He spots a small child within earshot and stops himself, levels his voice. “What else would I be doing?”

      Julien’s expression hardens. “Most people don’t try this hard with him.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      “Yes, but I don’t really see what your angle is. Because, okay, maybe with the two of you on rival teams, you’ll run into each other more often, but you’ve been at this for years. I don’t get it.”

      “There’s nothing to get.”

      “You’re sure this isn’t some kind of challenge? You’re not interested in his friendship because he won’t give it to you as easily as everyone else, are you?”

      “I—”

      Julien pinches the bridge of his nose. “Jesus, Valencia. You can’t be serious! You know that’s fucked, right?”

      “It’s not just that.”

      Julien arches a brow. “Then what is it?”

      “It’s—” Alex has no way of explaining to Julien why being in the same room with Anderson makes his skin tingle, why it puts him on high alert. He has no way of explaining the spark of…curiosity he felt the first time they met and how it’s left him wanting to lessen the gap between them as much as he can. The closest he can say is… “I dunno, man, he just gets under my skin.”

      Julien’s voice is sharp but not entirely unkind when he asks, “How’s that different from you seeing him as a challenge?”

      “Jesus, Thorn, I’m not—” Anger crackles in his veins. He takes a deep breath, calming his voice. “What do you think I’m going to do here? Wait until he thinks of me as a friend and then fuck him over to prove a point and feed my ego?”

      Julien considers him for a moment, then gives him a small, amused smile. “Bud, I have no idea what the fuck you’re going for here. But if you’re committed to making him not hate you⁠—”

      “I don’t think he actually hates me.”

      Julien snorts. “He sure as shit dislikes you more than his baseline distaste for interacting with people. But yeah, sure, he probably doesn’t hate you, hate you.”

      “That’s something to work with!”

      “If you say so. But you two are polar opposites⁠—”

      “Are we though?” Julien looks at him judgmentally and Alex rolls his eyes. “Whatever. High-strung people need low-strung people to even them out. We’re a perfect match.”

      Julien considers him for a moment, placid as he says, “Unless you make him more high-strung.”

      Alex waves dismissively. “That won’t happen.”

      “You’re very confident and I love a shit show, so if you’re going all in, you might as well know he likes chess.”

      “How’s that⁠—”

      “Hey.” Julien’s smile is small and sly. “I didn’t have to throw you a bone, bud. Figure out what to do with the information yourself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      After his walk with Julien, Alex slinks back to Ben without a glance in Noah’s direction.

      “What did you say to him?” Noah mumbles.

      “Told him you like chess.”

      “What? No, I don’t.”

      Julien tips his head back in laughter. “I know.”

      “Why would you⁠—”

      “Because it’s funnier this way.”

      “For who?”

      “For me, for you, for everyone who gets to witness him trying to use chess as common ground.”

      “That’s messed up, Thor.”

      “Whatever. He thinks of you as a challenge. Might as well make him work for it.”

      Noah narrows his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, look at him.”

      Noah does.

      The rest of the boys surround Alex in a half circle, their eyes bright with laughter as he talks with his hands. Alex always looks good, but he never looks as good as this—glowing from being paid attention to by a captivated audience, basking in the way he transfixes them with his laugh, his shine, his magnetism. It makes Noah’s stomach twist, hot and uncomfortable, every time he witnesses it.

      “What, you think he’s offended that I’m not enamored with him?”

      “Yeah, dude. He didn’t deny it when I called him on it.”

      Noah huffs. “I knew he had ulterior motives.”

      Julien elbows his side. “Unfortunately for you, or maybe fortunately for you, since he’s really not bad, he seems pretty legit about wanting to be your friend. Even if it’s a challenge, or started as one, it’s pretty obvious he likes you.”

      Noah purses his lips.

      “It is,” Julien insists. “Don’t give me that look, Anderson. What’d Coach K used to say when we chirped Pogo for crying at romcoms?”

      “People contain multitudes.”

      “Exactly. Multitudes! Valencia has multitudes!”
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        * * *

      

      The six of them are being interviewed after the first period when the reporter turns to ask Alex and Ben if they’re slipping into a little rivalry over the series. Noah is on Alex’s right, closest to the reporter, Ben on his left, and Noah doesn’t look. He tries so hard not to look, but he still sees Alex sling his arm across Ben’s shoulders, voice brimming with laughter. “Oh, Husky’s a Boston boy, but we’re in Dallas so we’re rooting for my team tonight. Aren’t we, boys?”

      Noah can feel Alex’s eyes on him, and he can’t resist looking over. Alex is watching him expectantly, and Noah can’t resist disagreeing. “I dunno. I’m with Ben on this one. Boston’s been good tonight.”

      With one arm still slung around Ben, Alex throws the other in the air. “This is blatant original six elitism!”

      Those are the last six words Alex says to Noah for the rest of the trip. Which is good. Noah thinks a week of rooming together must have been enough—Alex finally got his fill and decided Noah isn’t worth the time or effort. It’s a relief, really, to have Alex out of his hair and off his mind for two blissful weeks before the draft.

      But…Julien said Alex might actually want to spend time with Noah and Noah knows it’s ridiculous to care,

      but he’s still a little confused. If Noah is more than a problem Alex can’t solve, why hasn’t he made another attempt to get Noah’s attention?

      Alex has always confused Noah though, and it probably shouldn’t surprise him when Alex DMs him the Friday after the Cup game like they didn’t leave each other on an actual sour note.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alex Valencia

      

      

      
        
        June 10 4:13PM

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        If I beat you at chess you have to follow me back

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why would I do that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Because you can’t turn down a challenge

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And you can?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nope! It’s not in my nature

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We’ll never be friends

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you challenging me here?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And if I am?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Then game on baby

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m gonna be the best damn friend you’ve ever had

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Not a chance

      

      

      

      

      

      Another week passes and Noah’s house is so tense with the draft approaching it’s almost a relief to get a DM from Alex telling him to download Chess with Friends.

      
        
        Alex Valencia

      

      

      
        
        June 17 2:30PM

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        For someone who loves chess you really suck at it

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That’s the first game of chess I’ve ever played

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JULIEN LIED TO ME???

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Right to your face

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wow. That’s too bad. Deal’s a deal though and I won

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What’s the point? You’ve got maybe four photos on your grid

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        All the hot selfies me and Liv take for our stories duh

      

      

      

      

      

      Noah clicks through to watch Alex’s story and the first photo is of Alex and a beautiful Black girl lying back on a pink floral bedspread, Alex’s head pillowed on his arm, hers on his chest. She has full lips, black roots, and gray hair parted in two thick braids. Next is a video of Liv pressing a kiss to Alex’s cheek, gleefully laughing as she stains his cheek with the deep burgundy of her lipstick. She’s so beautiful Noah should probably be a little jealous Alex landed a girl so far out of his league when Noah can’t even—when Noah knows nothing at all about dating. But all he can focus on is how incandescent Alex is, elated in a way Noah has never seen.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Uh,” Millie says, after a moment of Noah’s thumb hovering over the follow button on Alex’s page. “Are you having an aneurysm?”

      Noah scowls. “Shut up.”

      “You look like you’re dying,” she says, her derision elevated by the need to look down at him lying on the bed.

      Noah thrusts his phone at her. “Is this girl hot?”

      Millie takes his phone, eyebrows knitting together. “Yeah, she’s a mega babe. But⁠—”

      “So, why am I not attracted to her?”

      Millie’s eyebrows shoot up. “Noah, you’re⁠—”

      “Maybe I’m not!”

      Millie sets both their phones down, drags him up, and positions them to where they’re sitting face to face, knees touching. “Are you attracted to her?”

      “She’s gorgeous.”

      “That’s not the same and you know it.”

      “I want it to be the same.”

      “You’ll be miserable if you keep trying to force it.”

      “I’m miserable now!” Noah is hot all over, face flushed, heart racing. “Maybe I just need to try—I haven’t even—how do I know if I’ve never even kissed a girl?”

      “You can’t force it.”

      “It’s not forcing it if I don’t know!”

      “But you do know. You do.”

      Noah stands up and paces the room. “But I don’t want to, Millie!”

      Noah’s door opening cuts Millie’s response off and there his dad is, wearing the same look he gets when the league’s Pride nights come up. Noah’s entire world tilts. He might throw up. Did he overhear them?

      “Hi, Amelia.” His dad’s eyes soften; he’s always liked Millie. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      “Gotta get time in with my boy before he leaves me for the states,” Millie says with a put-upon sigh. “Gonna get all rich and famous and forget about little ol’ me.”

      “Never,” Noah says, his voice rough in his throat.

      She smiles, gentle and kind, but Noah’s ears are still roaring, neck burning as he turns back to his dad. “Did you need something, Dad?”

      His dad’s gaze darts to Millie, then to Noah. He purses his lips, hand twitching on the doorknob. Noah wonders if he’s thinking better of saying anything in front of Millie. He usually bites his tongue in front of guests unless Noah’s done something painfully disappointing. But if he overheard, it would be the most disappointing thing of all.

      “Remember when we were talking about Taylor Ford a while back?”

      Noah swallows. He used to have a little hope; used to think maybe Paul Anderson—Stanley Cup winning defenseman and beloved Winnipeg broadcaster—was just too submerged in the culture. He thought his dad might not actually care if hockey players loved other men; hoped years in locker rooms only desensitized him to slurs flung around in razor-edged chirps.

      Noah remembers his dad’s face perfectly though. Remembers how FaceTime glitched, pausing on his dad’s mouth twisted in unchecked fury as he ranted about how soft the league was getting for fining and suspending Hank Duberman for calling Ford a homophobic slur. He remembers lying in bed crying at his billet family’s home as the last remnants of hope his dad would ever accept him dissipated.

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      Noah’s voice is so strained his dad should notice. He doesn’t.

      He never does.

      “I was right about the league going so hard on Duberman because the league’s poster boy is a⁠—”

      Noah cuts in before his dad can spew his hate. “You still think he’s gay?”

      His dad’s smile is sharp and mean. “Oh, he is. The NHL’s got a whole spread of exclusive photos on their site. Shit’s about to hit the fan, bud.”

      Millie is so much more composed than Noah while asking, “What do you mean?”

      God, he might actually pass out with how fast the blood rushes to his cheeks, his neck, his chest.

      “Lotta naked guys in a locker room and if that’s what you’re into—it’s only natural to look. Everyone knows there’s a guy in the room who might enjoy what he sees, who might sneak a peek, but we all prefer not knowing.” He turns to Noah. “Right?”

      Noah grunts. It’s as good as a yes for his dad.

      “Good of him to wait until the summer he retired, but he’s been the face of the league for years. Who knows what this’ll spark? There’s been whispers about Ford for a while now, but you can’t be staring at your teammates in the locker room if you want to stay in the closet. If guys start coming out—” He shrugs. “I’m not sure how many locker room dynamics will survive.”

      “I—” Noah’s voice sticks; he clears his throat. “I don’t know if the league’s ready for a guy to be out while playing.”

      “Dunno if the league will ever be, honestly. Say it’s not a problem for every locker room, it’s going to be in some, and if all the rainbow shit during warmups pisses people off, imagine what it’ll do for business when there’s actually one of them on the ice.”

      His dad turns and leaves, unaffected by their conversation and the way he’s left Noah coming out of his skin.

      “Noah,” Millie says. “Do you want to see the article? I’ve got it pulled up.”

      “No.” He turns to his closet, skin buzzing. “I need to go for a run. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      He glances her way. She’s settled back against his headboard, phone in her hand and a worry line between her brows.

      “You don’t have to wait around.”

      “We’ve been lying around all day. And I’ll be doing the same after driving home. Might as well wait for you while I do it, don’t you think?”

      “I won’t want to talk about it when I get back.”

      “Don’t expect you to.”

      “I won’t read the article either.”

      “Again, not expecting you to.”

      Millie’s still pink with anger, and white-hot fury courses through Noah. Why isn’t he attracted to her?

      Millie is Noah’s person.

      His parents love her. She makes him laugh, never cares when he retreats in on himself, and doesn’t mind his bitchiness because she’s a little bitchy too. Millie’s perfect, beautiful, and kind. She’s the one person he can let his guard down with entirely and half an hour ago, Noah would’ve said not being in love with Millie is the worst thing he’ll ever deal with, but there’s an ember of hope reigniting in the pit of his stomach and letting it grow would be monumentally worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Do or Die [image: ice hockey][image: regional indicator symbol letter u, regional indicator symbol letter s]

        Fri, Jun 17, 2:50PM

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Holy shit!!!!!! Holy SHIT!!!!! HOLY FUCKING SHIT!!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DID Y’ALL SEE ABOUT FORD????

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HOLY SHIT

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        YES and I have some questions

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ben

      

      
        Share with the class Beav

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mitch

      

      
        Is it how Ford landed a beauty like O’Dell

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        YES IT IS

      

      

      

      
        
          
        UN FUCKING BELIEVABLE

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Maybe Ford does it for men

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        He looks like he wants to suck your soul out

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kaden

      

      
        Maybe O’Dell’s into that

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m into the whole death glare thing

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Remember Katie? She looked like she’d eat me alive and it was fucking hot

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        But Katie IS hot

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You saying Ford’s not hot yatesy

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        I have eyes

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Parse

      

      
        And you’re an expert now?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Asked Sierra: Ford’s a total hottie what’re y’all on?”

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ben

      

      
        I guess that solves it

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        Gonna take a girl’s word for it Yatesy?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        No

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        Yeah no offense but your sister has terrible taste [image: grimacing face] Damien’s a five at best

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Won’t argue with you there

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This is pretty wild. Keeping that kind of secret for YEARS sounds exhausting

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Brett

      

      
        Can’t believe they did it before O’Dell retired too, couldn’t be me

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mitch

      

      
        I’d rather take a skate to the face than face that heat

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Brett

      

      
        That’s a little dramatic

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        Is it? At least the MLB has other retired gay players. We’ve got none

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kaden

      

      
        I mean we HAVE them. We just don’t know about them

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mitch

      

      
        Statistically one of us is probably into men

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Prob had a few other teammates who are too

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        Look boys this is a safe space, secrets shared are secrets kept, but I will judge you for thirsting over guys who look like Ford

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mitch

      

      
        You trying to tell us something here Yatesy?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        Nah I just know a beauty when I see a beauty

      

      

      

      
        
          
        THOUGH if we’re talking secrets, last semester I traded handies with one of the boys to see if I was into it

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Shit college really changes you huh

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        Were you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Into it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Johnny

      

      
        One of the boys…as in a TEAMMATE?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Brett

      

      
        BRO you can’t leave us hanging like this

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Were you into it or not?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        It wasn’t terrible but I’m not sure I’d do it again

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Could still meet a total smoke show one day that has me gagging for it though

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Parse

      

      
        Maybe your boy was just bad at the job

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Johnny

      

      
        Ok but WAS IT A TEAMMATE??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        Does it matter?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Johnny

      

      
        Not in the grand scheme of touching dicks but if he’s into it and you’re not it could go sideways in the room real fast

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ben

      

      
        Yeahhhh fucking with a teammate doesn’t seem like a stellar move

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        I’ll let you know if it becomes a problem

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Anyone else got a big revelation to share?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ben

      

      
        What about you Alex? How’s operation woo Anderson going?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        Wait wooing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        He followed me on Instagram

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Parse

      

      
        An insta follow doesn’t even mean you’re acquaintances bud

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fuck off we’re making progress

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Johnny

      

      
        What kinda wooing are we talking about here?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        Did you finally realize you’ve got a thing for Noah?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        EXCUSE ME

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kaden

      

      
        Oooh I’ve never considered that before but you are kinda intense about him

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mitch

      

      
        That wasn’t a no

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t want him to HATE ME that doesn’t mean I want to date him

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Brett

      

      
        Not wanting to date him doesn’t mean you’re not into him either

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What the fuck!!!! You think I’m hot for ANDERSON????

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yatesy

      

      
        Why’re you surprised? He’s straight up PRETTY

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Beaver

      

      
        Yatesy with a point

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He’s a Bambi eyed dreamboat

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kaden

      

      
        Real angelic motherfucker tbh

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Parse

      

      
        He def got his mom’s supermodel looks but hockey isn’t the only thing he and ford have in common. Does resting murder face do it for you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I prefer people to be happy to see me

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mitch

      

      
        And Anderson’s never happy to see you

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rude

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ben

      

      
        Didn’t you hear? They’ve got standing dinner plans for every matchup from now on

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They’re basically besties
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