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      Sometimes the sweetest victories happen off the ice.

      

      Ryland Zervudachi lives for the game of hockey—and for the chance to build the kind of team unity that will carry the Columbus Pilots all the way back to the playoffs after last season’s crushing defeat. Off the ice, though, there’s one goal he hasn’t managed to score—the heart of Kyle Dabbs, the Vermont Trailblazers’ team captain and his long-time crush.

      

      Kyle Dabbs has built a life centered on quiet strength. After a childhood scarred by his father’s verbal abuse, Dabbs pours his energy into his career on the ice and the book series he’s written to help kids like the boy he once was. He doesn’t need someone flashy, loud, and spotlight-loving like Ryland turning his world upside down.

      

      But when an untimely appendectomy leaves Dabbs stuck at home, Ryland—recovering from an injury—shows up to help. Between late-night Scrabble competitions, pumpkin-carving mishaps, and long talks that peel back layers they’ve both kept hidden, Dabbs begins to see past Ryland’s bold exterior.

      

      With chemistry sparking and walls crumbling, both men must decide if they’re ready to risk their hearts for something even better than a championship: love.
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      JULY

      

      “Nice work, everyone.” Kyle Dabbs held out a hand, fist bumping the nine- and ten-year-olds that had been assigned to his co-ed group at the annual Vermont Trailblazers Youth Hockey Camp.

      “But we lost, Coach Dabbs.” A camper with long blond pigtails slumped onto the bench in the locker room of one of Burlington, Vermont’s community arenas. Pouting, she kicked at the floor with one skated foot. “That sucks.”

      “It does suck,” Dabbs agreed as the kids began to remove their skates and uniforms. It always sucked to lose. As captain of the Vermont Trailblazers, Dabbs knew that more than most.

      Of course, the Trailblazers had won the Stanley Cup just last month, but as a thirty-two-year-old hockey player, he’d had his share of losses as well as wins.

      “But did you learn new skills this week?” he asked.

      A chorus of unenthusiastic “Yeah” echoed around the room.

      “Did you have fun?”

      A second chorus of “Yeah,” this one slightly more engaged.

      “Did you make new friends?”

      “Yeah!”

      “That’s what’s important. Never let the desire to win interfere with having fun.”

      Players got paid to win at the NHL level, but he didn’t need to disillusion a bunch of kids with that reality.

      The campers had just played their final game on the last day of camp, which they’d played against the other group of nine- and ten-year-olds, led by one of Dabbs’ teammates. A win would’ve sent them off with smiles and stories to tell their friends and family. But they’d all received participation trophies, and as they trooped out of the locker room to find their guardians, Dabbs noticed more than one kid clutched their trophy as though they had won the cup instead of the Trailblazers.

      A few minutes later, he stood in the arena’s entranceway with the last few campers who were awaiting their rides home. It was controlled chaos as kids aged five to twelve waited in groups with their camp counselors, showing off their trophies and talking loudly over each other.

      Dabbs met the blue-eyed gaze of his teammate and roommate, Bellamy Jordan, over the kids’ heads, and they shared a why-are-they-so-loud look of commiseration.

      “Thank you so much.”

      He turned toward an approaching parent.

      “Sierra loved coming to your camp.”

      Sierra, she of the blond pigtails who’d been upset about losing, muttered a sulky “Mom” under her breath and her shoulders hiked up to her ears.

      “She didn’t like her counselor at the camp I signed her up for last summer,” Sierra’s mom said. “But she said you were nice and always had a word of encouragement, so thank you for that.”

      “No need to thank me,” Dabbs said, shrugging off the compliment. It cost him nothing to be kind, a lesson his dad had never learned. To Sierra, he added, “I hope to see you next year.”

      “You will,” she said brightly, all embarrassment gone. “Bye, Coach Dabbs.” She left with her mom, skipping through the automatic doors and into the bright July sunshine.

      Sandro Zanetti, a teammate and fellow camp counselor, rested his elbow on Dabbs’ shoulder. “This was the most exhausting week of my life.”

      Dabbs chuckled. “And yet you’re doing it again at the end of the month.”

      “With the thirteen- to eighteen-year-olds. It’ll be a whole different atmosphere.” Zanetti took his elbow back and flicked dark hair off his forehead. “Anyway. I’m headed out. I want to start my drive home tonight.”

      “Are you staying the night somewhere?” Dabbs asked, knowing the drive from Burlington, Vermont, to Zanetti’s hometown of Tobermory, Ontario, was more than ten hours—and that was without stops. It was after four already, so a ten-hour drive would put his arrival in Tobermory after two in the morning, and that was assuming no delays at the border.

      “Probably halfway, in Kingston most likely.” He gave Dabbs a jaunty salute. “See you later.”

      “Drive safe.”

      Once all the kids had gone, Dabbs waved goodbye to the arena’s staff and joined his roommate for the short walk to his vehicle.

      “So?” Bellamy bumped their shoulders. “Still coming with me to Maplewood tonight?”

      “Are you sure I won’t be intruding?”

      Bellamy scoffed. “It’s a campout in Jason’s backyard with his siblings, niece, and nephew. There’s nothing to intrude on.”

      Jason, Bellamy’s boyfriend, was from the small town of Maplewood, which was, according to Bellamy, the queerest town in Vermont. Dabbs had never been—had never heard of it until Bellamy had been traded to the Trailblazers earlier this year. Bellamy’s grandparents had retired there, and it had been on a visit to see them that he’d met Jason in town. He spent most of his available free time in Maplewood. Sometimes Dabbs forgot he had a roommate other than his dogs.

      Tugging open the driver’s side door of his SUV, Dabbs said, “I thought you didn’t do camping.”

      “I don’t,” Bellamy confirmed, hopping into the passenger seat. “But a tent pitched in someone’s backyard? That, I can handle. I figure we pack an overnight bag when we get home, drop the dogs off at Hughes’, and head out by . . . five-ish?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Up until a month ago, Dabbs and Bellamy had been living in separate units of the same building owned by their organization. Those units, while large, fully furnished, and offering gorgeous views of Lake Champlain, weren’t meant for long-term stays; they were for housing newly traded players or visiting stakeholders. Bellamy had been there because he’d been a recent trade from Nevada, and Dabbs because he’d gotten kicked out of his old place when his landlord had found out about his dogs. Cue neither of them being interested in—or having the energy for—looking for a more permanent place to live, so when Zanetti had casually mentioned that there was an available two-bedroom townhouse-style unit in his building, they’d jumped on it.

      Half the time, having Bellamy home meant Jason was there too, but Dabbs didn’t mind. Their rooms were on opposite ends of the second floor, so whatever Bellamy and Jason got up to in the privacy of their bedroom, Dabbs couldn’t hear it.

      Usually. There was that time when⁠—

      Nope. Not going there. There wasn’t enough brain bleach in the world to un-hear that.

      His phone rang, showing Head Coach Madolora’s name on the screen on his dashboard. He tapped the button on his steering wheel to answer the call as he navigated out of the parking lot. “Hey, Coach. What’s up?”

      “Dabbs, got a minute? I want to run something by you.”

      “Sure, but I’m driving, so I’ve got you on speaker, and Bellamy’s in the car with me.”

      Bellamy waved, even though Coach couldn’t see him. “Hey, Coach. I can pretend not to hear whatever you’re about to discuss if it’s for Dabbs’ ears only.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time Dabbs had taken a call from Coach that was for his ears only. As captain, he was often privy to information before the rest of the team.

      “Actually, I wouldn’t mind getting your opinion,” Coach said. “But this all stays between us for now. Understood?”

      “Copy that,” Dabbs murmured over Bellamy’s “You got it.”

      “We’ve been approached by a producer interested in a Trailblazers documentary. They’re talking a six-part limited series with each episode focused on a different topic or aspect of the game.”

      “Cool,” Bellamy said, wide-eyed, while Dabbs’ stomach dropped to his toes.

      “Cool, in theory,” Coach agreed. “But they want to document training camp all the way to the playoffs. It’ll mean giving cameras access to the locker room, the players, players’ homes, the arena.”

      “Nowhere would be sacred,” Dabbs muttered.

      “Now, that’s not entirely true. We’d have agreements in place outlining what they would and wouldn’t have access to.”

      Dabbs turned onto Main Street, his hands white-knuckling the steering wheel. “Filming would begin this year?”

      “Oh, hell no.” Coach made a derisive sound. “We’re still in preliminary talks with the producer, and we have a thousand questions about a thousand different things before we sign on the dotted line. If anything, filming would start at the beginning of next season. But before any decisions are made, I wanted to get your general feel for the idea.”

      Dabbs’ general feel was that of a colony of ants crawling up his spine.

      After growing up with a father who couldn’t find a kind word for anyone—including his children—the thought of being in the spotlight, where he could be ridiculed or talked down to or harshly criticized for the smallest perceived error, was about as appealing as bashing himself over the head with his own hockey stick.

      He couldn’t avoid the spotlight entirely. He was team captain—avoiding the spotlight would be like trying to avoid a late-summer swarm of gnats while walking his dogs. But he could minimize it, and, in turn, minimize the negativity in his life.

      It was why he’d chosen a pseudonym under which he’d publish the middle-grade books he’d written over the past few years. They’d been a labor of love and passion, and he planned on donating the royalties to a charity that specialized in providing resources to kids who struggled in their home life.

      But the books weren’t about him—they were for kids facing daily challenges at home.

      Ergo, the pseudonym.

      So, yeah. His general feel over camera people setting up camp in the Trailblazers’ locker room and in his and his teammates’ homes—places that were supposed to be safe—was that of dread that crawled up the back of his throat.

      “Dabbs? You still there?”

      “Yeah, I was just . . . thinking.”

      “I love the idea,” Bellamy piped in, leaning forward in his seat. “A whole series on how hard we work and how dedicated we are to the team? That can only be a good thing. Think of the new fans it would attract.”

      “True,” Dabbs had to concede. “Conversely, it means there will be people in all of our spaces. For months. And we have guys on the team who are very private.” Like me, he wanted to say. “Guys who are protective of their personal lives, their families, their kids.”

      “That’s one of the questions we have for the producer,” Coach said. “There’s no way I’d allow a camera person into everyone’s homes twenty-four seven for the entire season. Not just for privacy reasons, but for the mental health of the players. If we do decide to move forward with this project, we’d protect everyone’s privacy as much as possible.”

      Dabbs pulled into his and Bellamy’s driveway. “It sounds like you’re leaning toward making this happen.”

      “I’m not leaning toward anything. I just wanted to get your thoughts on it.”

      “My thoughts are that we both have more questions than answers. Once we have those answers, I’ll be better able to make a judgment call. But on the whole . . . ” He didn’t want to admit it, but he had to. “I think most of the guys will go for it.”

      Bellamy pumped a fist.

      “That’s what my gut is telling me too.” Coach grunted and paper rustled on his end of the line. “Send me the questions you have for the producer. I’ll add them to mine and Ramsey’s.”

      That was the team’s general manager.

      “Will do, Coach.”

      They signed off, and Dabbs turned off the car.

      “You hate the idea,” Bellamy stated before Dabbs could exit the vehicle.

      Dabbs opened the door just to let some air in as the sun began to heat the interior. “I don’t hate it.”

      “You hate it.”

      Despite his mom taking him and his sisters away from their father when he was ten, and despite years of therapy, it was tough for Dabbs to willingly put himself in a position to be verbally abused, even when he did everything right.

      Hell, he’d once strutted into the house like a proud peacock, brandishing a seventeen out of twenty on a third-grade math quiz, and his dad had ripped it up and told him unless it was twenty out of twenty, it wasn’t good enough.

      Hockey was different. He was an NHL player—he knew he was skilled. And when he had an off day, there wasn’t anything a disappointed fan could say about his shitty game that he wasn’t already kicking himself in the ass for.

      But letting someone into his home, his personal life, his mental state, his psyche? Letting a documentary filmmaker dig into what made him tick and what his game-day routine looked like and how he coped with challenging games and losses?

      That was a whole new set of rules.

      “I reserve judgment until I have answers to all my questions,” he finally said, climbing out of the car.

      Bellamy grumbled something unintelligible and followed him into their house.
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      Ryland Zervudachi hit the button to go live on Instagram and grinned as the number of viewers went up, and up, and up.

      324 . . . 401 . . . 477 . . . 539 . . . 717.

      When it hit a thousand, he waved two fingers at the screen in hello and angled himself so that the sun was directly above him, like the earth’s best spotlight. “Hey, everyone. I’m here at Moon Meadows Maple Farm, my family’s maple syrup farm in Maplewood, Vermont. Someone asked me the other day what maple syrup farmers do in the off-season, so . . . ” He pumped his eyebrows. “I figured I’d show you. See that guy there?” He shifted slightly and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s my dad. Basically the brains of this whole operation. Let’s go ask him what he’s up to.”

      He jogged over to the tree line, probably making his viewers nauseous in the process. “Hey, Dad. Viewers want to know: what do maple syrup farmers do in the off-season?”

      “Nap, mostly.”

      Ryland couldn’t help a laugh.

      Wearing jeans, sturdy work boots, and a T-shirt, Dad smiled and gazed into the forest. There were upwards of 5000 maple trees on their property on the edge of Maplewood, and although Ryland had hated farm work for as long as he could remember, he had to admit that coming home and breathing the fresh Vermont air during the NHL off-season was like taking that first sip of water after a jog in the summer heat.

      Plus, where else was he supposed to lick his wounds after his team—the Columbus Pilots—had lost to the Vermont Trailblazers in the second round of the playoffs a couple of months back?

      Not even a game seven overtime nailbiter. No, this had been a highly publicized, uber stressful, extra humiliating game four loss—meaning the Pilots hadn’t won a single game in the second round.

      Ugh. Ryland hated to think about it.

      Of course, the Trailblazers had gone on to win the cup, but the Pilots hadn’t had a playoff run in six years—the Trailblazers couldn’t have given the Pilots one goddamn game?

      It was criminal was what it was.

      Didn’t help that the Trailblazers was one of those unicorn teams everyone wanted to be on. And it wasn’t because they were three-time Stanley Cup champions—a fucking accomplishment, considering they were a relatively young team at only fifteen years old—or because they were consistently one of the top three teams in the league. It was because they tended to keep their players. Since they were hyperfocused on player development rather than getting rid of troublesome or underperforming players, trades were minimal. Players left because they wanted a trade or because they retired.

      Ryland had told his agent a long time ago that if the Trailblazers ever came sniffing after him, he should jump on it. They never had, yet Ryland was holding out hope.

      He was twenty-nine years old—if he was lucky, he still had several more years of professional hockey to go before he retired, and if he was even luckier, at least one of those years would be with a championship-winning team.

      Not that there was anything wrong with the Columbus Pilots. Ryland loved his team and he loved the city. But the Pilots were a very cliquey team—which was probably why they couldn’t get their shit together during the playoffs.

      “Well, there’s tons of forest management, for starters,” Dad said, answering Ryland’s question. “When we’re not napping, obviously.”

      “Obviously.”

      “We’ve got to thin weeds to promote maple tree growth. Clean and maintain the tapping equipment. Prepare the sugar shack for the next production season. Hose down the lawn games from the maple syrup festival—it’s usually too cold to do that in March. There’s collecting firewood, packaging the maple syrup, attending farmers markets.”

      “When do you nap between all that?”

      A teasing glint entered Dad’s eyes, the same hazel color as Ryland’s. “Oh, I can nap whenever I want. I give the tough jobs to your brother and spend my days lounging around with a cigar in one hand and a whiskey in the other.”

      Ryland laughed at the lie and checked the comments on his screen.

      JohnZhang: OMG your dad’s so cute.

      LizzyJohnson24: The two of you look so much alike!

      Show-me-the-love: [laughing-crying emoji]

      PhotosBySam: Got to love a man with a sense of humor.

      Ew. That last one was kind of ick. Was PhotosBySam low-key hitting on his happily married dad? Sheila, his stepmom, would laugh about it, but still.

      A comment caught his eye, and he asked, “Someone wants to know about the farmers markets. Where do you do them?”

      “That’s a question for your brother.” Dad yanked a pair of heavy-duty work gloves from his back pocket and tugged them on. “He and your sister are in charge of identifying and applying for local markets.”

      “Cool. Thanks, Dad.”

      Dad grunted an acknowledgment and bent to pick up a stack of tree clippings he’d tied together.

      kcd.designs: If your dad runs the show and your brother and sister do markets, what do YOU do when you visit home?

      “My sister doesn’t do markets,” Ryland clarified as he walked toward the farm shop, which was set several yards away from the farmhouse. Holding the phone aloft, he added, “Jason does. Brie handles the marketing for the farm, so she helps plan which markets Jason will attend. As for me . . . ” He veered right when Jason’s car pulled into the house’s driveway, his steps soundless in the grass. “I help out wherever I’m needed when I’m home in the off-season. Most of the time that means covering for my stepmom at the farm shop. The shop is her domain, but the summer is when she usually meets with local artisans to discuss their products for potentially stocking in our store. Hey, Jase?”

      Jason paused on his way up the house’s front steps.

      Ryland pointed at his phone. “Viewers want to know which markets we’ll be selling at.”

      “In Vermont?” Jason jogged back down the steps and joined Ryland. “We’ll be at the Maplewood farmers market every Saturday until mid-October, as well as various other markets across the state. Plus, a few in New Hampshire, although I’m blanking on which ones. They’re listed on our website.”

      Ryland smiled into his phone and tilted his head in Jason’s direction. “You guys remember my brother, right?”

      i.read.everywhere: I’ll come visit the market!

      Ryland almost scoffed. People said that, but they never came, not unless they were local or happened to find themselves on vacation in Vermont.

      LaurenPom: OMG Jason! Hi!

      Alexis123456: I love me some Jason content.

      JeffreyWStudio: Where’s Bellamy?

      Ryland didn’t let his smile slip at the mention of Jason’s boyfriend—who was also Ryland’s long-time rival.

      Former rival, dating back to their college hockey days at UMaine. They’d recently buried the hatchet, because Ryland wasn’t going to be the one to get in the way of his brother’s happiness.

      Still, when he’d first learned of their relationship, all Ryland could think was This guy? Jason had chosen the one person in the world Ryland didn’t get along with, and it had made him feel as lost as he had when his parents had divorced when he’d been a kid.

      Now wasn’t the time to think about how untethered he’d felt during those years though.

      Jason, never one to pass up an opportunity to promote the farm’s offerings, was droning on about the products he’d have at this weekend’s farmers market as he led Ryland around the side of the house and into a temperature-controlled shed.

      “We’ll have maple syrup, maple butter, maple candies,” Jason said, pointing at each one. He went on about the process of making maple syrup versus maple butter—which the viewers were eating up, judging by the comments—as the sound of a car door slamming closed echoed in their direction.

      Ryland looked out the window, and there was Bellamy himself, all tall and blond and floppy-haired and pouty-lipped. Ryland had never been attracted to him, but he could understand what had drawn Jason to him. The man, it turned out, was incomprehensibly sweet.

      Which just made Ryland feel like even more of an ass for the way he’d treated him for a decade. Egging him on and talking shit about him and starting fights on the ice and just being a general nuisance until Bellamy had no choice but to push back.

      Hell, he’d once publicly claimed that Bellamy wasn’t first-line material, which . . .

      Christ. Dirtbag, thy name is Ryland.

      And Bellamy had let him make peace? The man was kinder than Ryland had any right to expect.

      He forgot all about that, however, when a second person emerged from the car.

      Kyle Dabbs, captain of the Vermont Trailblazers, the same team that had crushed Ryland’s in the second round of the playoffs.

      Ryland’s stomach jumped into his throat, and he nearly dropped the phone as his palms went sweaty.

      He’d been crushing on Kyle Dabbs since . . . well, long enough that he couldn’t remember how long it’d been. Probably since he’d started his NHL career at twenty-two, so . . .

      He was nursing a seven-year crush.

      Ryland would’ve been embarrassed by that if Dabbs wasn’t the coolest person ever.

      And it wasn’t the fact that Dabbs was a tall, built, ginger with dark gray eyes that turned his crank—though it didn’t hurt. It was that Dabbs had an effortless confidence in his own skin, in who he was, in where he belonged, and in his abilities. That confidence came across in everything he did. During interviews, he was respectful and well-spoken and not easily provoked. He had a calm demeanor that invited a person to seek his advice. He could laugh at himself, was an expert at putting people at ease, and had somehow developed the skill of stating something plainly without hurting someone’s feelings.

      All of that was what probably made him a damn good team captain.

      Still, Ryland couldn’t say exactly why he had a crush on Dabbs—but could anyone explain a crush?

      Maybe it came down to pheromones. Chemistry.

      One-sided chemistry. Dabbs had always been fairly indifferent to him, which stung.

      Crushing on Dabbs was a bit like being a kid again, desperate for his parents’ attention. With the divorce, joint custody agreement, and living out of two homes, Ryland had felt . . . forgotten. Add in being the youngest of three, and it was like waving both hands in the air, trying to get his parents to just look at him, and instead they saw right through him.

      Apparently, now was the time to think about how untethered he’d felt back then.

      Fun.

      Bellamy, as familiar now with Ryland’s childhood home as Ryland and Jason were, led Dabbs up the porch steps and into the house.

      Ryland had asked Dabbs out just this past spring, and Dabbs had turned him down with a gentle “I don’t date people who are mean to my teammates.”

      That had stung. Thinking about it made his stomach clench in remembered disappointment and his scalp prickle with shame. He didn’t want to be the guy Kyle Dabbs looked at and saw a bully.

      He wanted to be the guy Kyle Dabbs looked at and saw . . . well, a potential love-interest at best, and a friend at the very least.

      Except, Ryland was no longer being mean to Bellamy. So if that was the only obstacle . . .

      He popped into the phone’s frame again and waved. “Sorry, folks, I’ve got to sign off,” he said, interrupting Jason’s monologue. “Stay tuned tomorrow: I’ll be going live at Maplewood’s annual Fourth of July ice cream festival.” He ended the live and said, “Bellamy’s here.”

      Jason’s grin split his cheeks. He set aside the jar of maple butter he’d been showing Ryland’s viewers and headed out of the shed.

      Ryland followed more slowly, determined to play it cool.

      He met the group inside the house, where Bellamy was telling Jason about his week being a camp counselor at his team’s annual hockey camp. Dabbs stood at the kitchen table, where last night’s Scrabble game between Ryland’s dad and stepmom rested, the board littered with a dozen tiles. Arms crossed over his chest, biceps bulging, Dabbs frowned at the available tiles on his side of the board as Ryland moved to stand across from him.

      “Hey,” Ryland said, his mouth going dry when Dabbs’ gaze met his. “How’s your summer been so far?”

      Dabbs leaned his forearms on the top of the high-backed kitchen chair on his left. It sent his biceps straining against his blue T-shirt. Ryland forced his gaze off them.

      “Well, let’s see,” Dabbs said, his voice a deep timbre that stroked along Ryland’s skin. “Bellamy and I just moved into a new place, so there are still boxes of crap taking up floor space in the kitchen. One of the kids at hockey camp this week decided the ice was too slippery, so he sat out almost every activity. And one of my dogs swallowed a bee.”

      Ryland gasped. “Oh my god. Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine.” Dabbs regarded him for a long moment, his expression softening. “Nice of you to be concerned though. How has your summer been?”

      “Oh, its . . . ” Ryland stumbled over his words for a moment, still stuck on Nice of you to be concerned. “Fine. Good. I can’t top any of that, but my niece did puke candy all over my feet when I picked her up from daycare last week.”

      Dabbs made a face. “Gross.”

      “I was wearing flip-flops.”

      Dabbs made gagging sounds.

      “Imagine trying to get vomit out from under your toenails.”

      “Oh god, stop talking.” Dabbs straightened and covered his mouth with the back of his hand, as though his gag reflex had engaged.

      “On a lighter note, I built a canoe.”

      “You . . . what?”

      “Built a canoe. Well, me and six other people. We took part in a canoe-building workshop in Glen Hill over the past two months, and we built a communal wood strip canoe. We even took it out onto the water last week.”

      “Did it float?”

      Putting on his most scandalized Southern belle impression, Ryland brought his hand up to his chest. “Excuse you. Yes, it floated. Rude.”

      Dabbs chuckled. “Sorry. You just don’t seem like the woodworking type.”

      “Oh, I know how to work wood.” Ryland gave Dabbs an up and down glance. “Very, very well.”

      He wasn’t sure what to expect from Dabbs. For him to be so turned on that his cheeks pinked and he stuttered over his words?

      Dabbs, coolly confident in a way Ryland had never managed, did neither of those things. Instead, he drawled a lazy, “Me too,” and added three tiles to the Scrabble board, adding w, o, and d to an existing o.

      Wood.

      Ryland had to laugh, surprised by this aspect of Dabbs’ sense of humor. “Not exactly what I meant.”

      Dabbs grinned. “Wood for eight points, plus a double letter score on the w for a total of twelve points. Your turn.”

      Swearing under his breath—word games weren’t Ryland’s strong suit—he added a g and a t to an existing e, netting himself four points for get.

      “It’s okay,” Dabbs said. “We can’t all be good at everything.”

      Ryland laughed. “Oh, you did not just go there.”

      “Hey, are we heading out to dinner, or what?” Jason called from the front door. “I’ll drive.”

      “Do you play darts, Dabbs?” Ryland asked, grabbing his wallet from the table in the foyer.

      “I’ve played a game or two,” Dabbs said hesitatingly. “Why do I get the feeling I’m going to regret admitting that?”

      Ryland grinned. “You’ll see.” And followed the group out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Ryland had always enjoyed the atmosphere at The Striped Maple. Located on Maple Street—Maplewood’s main strip—it was always busy. The pub had a traditional feel with its dark paneling and dim lighting. Tonight’s tunes piping through the speakers were a bland mix of the current Top 40 songs, which Ryland had stopped listening to after the third sounded like the second sounded like the first.

      Not that he was here for the music. He was much more interested in the six-foot-four gray-eyed, ginger-haired team captain sporting a half-inch of beard. As Dabbs held his dart at chest height, gearing up to throw it, Ryland sidled up behind him, pressing the front of his right shoulder against the back of Dabbs’ left. “They used to have amateur dart competitions here when I was a teenager,” Ryland said in his ear. “I won three years in a row.”

      Dabbs turned his head a fraction. His gaze landed on Ryland’s lips for a too-brief second before traveling lazily upward to meet Ryland’s eyes. “I don’t know why that surprises me.”

      “It shouldn’t. I’m good at everything I try.”

      Dabbs chuckled, and Ryland felt it in his chest.

      “Not Scrabble,” Dabbs countered, turning back to the board. He let his dart fly. It hit the wall.

      “You’ve got Scrabble; I’ve got darts. Here’s your refill.”

      Dabbs took one of Ryland’s beers with a murmur of thanks.

      “So, tell me.” Ryland edged around him, brushing up against him as he did so, gratified at Dabbs’ sharp intake of breath.

      Whatever Dabbs’ hang-ups about dating him had been back in the spring, they clearly didn’t apply now. Or perhaps they did, but Dabbs wasn’t letting that get in the way of a little harmless flirting.

      Ryland sat on the arm of a nearby couch and gestured with his beer. “What do you think of my town so far?”

      Dabbs retrieved his dart from the floor. “I haven’t seen enough of it to judge. It’s pretty, though. Ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Who are they?” Dabbs tipped his head in the direction of Jason and Bellamy, sitting at a four-top by the pub’s front windows with a couple of guys Jason and Ryland had grown up with.

      “The guy on the end, that’s Conall. He bartends here, so he’s probably on a break. The guy with the shaved head is my best friend, Denver.”

      “You’re not going to introduce me?”

      Ryland rolled his lips inward, let them out with a pop. “Con flirts with everything that moves, and Denver’s been known to be a bit of a ladies’ man, and I want your attention on me tonight, so . . . no. I’m not.”

      Dabbs paused with his beer halfway to his mouth. “There’s a lot to unpack in that sentence. Let’s start with the fact that I’m not a lady.”

      Ryland waved a hand. “Figure of speech. He loves all genders equally. Kind of like me, although lately I’ve been into tall team captains who know how to crush their opponents on the ice. Don’t suppose you want to get out of here and grab a milkshake at Red’s Restaurant, just the two of us?” Because he could already see the rejection on Dabbs’ face, Ryland waggled his eyebrows and added, “We could go together like Timbits and coffee.”

      Laughing, Dabbs sat on the rustic coffee table. “Appealing to my Canadian roots. Clever. But are you sure you’re not trying to get into my pants just to pry the secret of how to win the cup out of my head?”

      Ryland was about to tell him that he didn’t just want in his pants—he wanted in his heart too—when the rest of Dabbs’ sentence registered. “Um, excuse you. We are going to win the cup next season, with or without your precious secrets.”

      “You think so?” Elbows on his thighs, Dabbs loosely held his beer between his knees, looking so effortlessly sexy that Ryland almost couldn’t stand it. “This was the first time in six years that the Pilots made the playoffs. Think you can keep the momentum going?”

      Ryland smirked and toasted him with his beer. “Watch us. If we meet in the playoffs again next year, it’ll be a completely different outcome.”

      Dabbs winced. “I’m sorry about how that went down.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Dabbs blinked, perhaps at Ryland’s vehemence or at his words, Ryland wasn’t sure.

      “Yes,” Dabbs insisted. “I am. We wanted to win, but sweeps like that just make us feel like assholes.”

      “But probably also really happy.”

      “Sure,” Dabbs said with a laugh. “Both things can be true.”

      Ryland slid off the arm and onto the couch, his knees brushing Dabbs’ through their jeans. Setting his beer aside, he planted his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands. “Okay. I’m going to ask. What’s the secret to winning the cup?”

      “You’re not going to like the answer.”

      “Try me.”

      “Honestly? Teamwork.”

      Ryland groaned. “Seriously? Come on. Way to point out the obvious.”

      “Teamwork, hard work, persistence. Also, we really, really hate losing.”

      “Find me an athlete who doesn’t.”

      “But you have to hate losing more than you like winning.”

      “You’re losing at darts, though,” Ryland pointed out.

      Dabbs’ smile slid through him like hot chocolate on a cold winter’s night. “Darts is low stakes,” Dabbs said. Rising, he placed his beer on the bar, grabbed a dart, and stood several feet back from the board.

      “Want to up the ante?” Ryland asked, resuming his seat on the arm of the couch.

      Dabbs threw the dart. It hit the edge of the board. “I’m not taking a bet I’m guaranteed to lose.”

      Ryland pouted.

      “You can tell me about that nose ring instead.”

      Ryland went cross-eyed trying to look at the tiny silver diamond in his right nostril. “I got it done right after the playoffs. I forget it’s there unless I need to pick my nose. It gets in the way.”

      Dabbs let out a bark of laughter. “Not many people would admit to that.”

      “To what? Nose picking? Everyone does it even if they won’t admit it.”

      The amusement didn’t exactly leave Dabbs’ face, but as he looked at Ryland, taking him in slowly from head to foot and up again, banked heat entered his eyes.

      Amusement and heat. Now there was an interesting combination.

      Like Dabbs had said—both things could be true.

      “It suits you,” Dabbs said, his voice a rumble that sang along Ryland’s nerves. “The nose ring. Here.” He held out a dart. “Your turn.”

      Rising, Ryland took it and went to stand behind the line drawn on the floor that denoted where a person was supposed to throw from. Feet shoulder-width apart, he let the rest of the pub fall away—the music, the conversations, the laughter, the clink of cutlery against plates—visualized where he wanted his dart to go, threw . . .

      Dabbs whistled. “Bullseye.” He leaned around Ryland, his chest skimming along Ryland’s shoulder and upper back as he grabbed his beer. “You haven’t lost your touch.”

      Shivering at the contact, Ryland met his gaze. “I never do.”

      Dabbs’ eyes flared, proving that he wasn’t as indifferent to Ryland as he’d feared.

      Tucking that knowledge into the back of his mind, Ryland grabbed a second dart for another turn.
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