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about Changes on Ice




Rusty Dolan tries to think of himself as lucky. When his folks declared him dead to them for being gay, he'd already turned eighteen, his hockey gear was in his truck, and NHL star player Scott Edison lived a dozen miles down the road. Which meant instead of crashing his life, Rusty had a place to stay and a goal to chase. At the end of summer, his old pickup wheezed over the mountains without dying, and Scott's coaching helped Rusty earn a spot on the Eugene Gryphons team. 



Now, halfway into the season, he's playing his best developmental-league hockey and checking out the Oregon gay scene, which has a lot more options than small-town Kansas. Sadly, it has more douchebags too, and when one of them latches onto Rusty, he panics. NHLer Roger LaCroix is also a friend, of sorts. Rusty calls Cross for help, and the veteran defenseman shows up big time. Which does not help Rusty's long-time crush on him. 



Cross knows his worth to the Rafters as a Norris-trophy-winning player, but that's about the only thing he's certain of. Hockey is his whole life. He got dumped by his longtime girlfriend a few years back, and wasn't as sad about it as he expected. He's decided he's probably demisexual,and he and Willow just never reached his comfort zone. 



But now there's Rusty. After the mess of the past summer, Cross wants to help a deserving young player get his shot. As a man who hates creeps, he has no hesitation posing as Rusty's boyfriend to fend off a predatory ex. Problem is, Cross kind of likes being around Rusty, giving coaching tips and taking care of him. Except who is Cross, at thirty,to have some kind of identity crisis at the expense of a hot, young,up-and-coming player? He and Rusty really should stick to being friends. It's the only safe answer.



Changes on Ice is an M/M,age-gap, slow burn, asexual-self-discovery sports romance, related to the first books in the series but with two new main characters.








  
  
Chapter 1




Roger "Cross" LaCroix woke gasping for air, the sound of a gunshot echoing in his head. He felt the flash of red, hot blood across his face. A scream he’d never uttered strangled his voice. Only after two more harsh breaths did he register the jaunty tune in the background as his ringtone, and the peace and quiet of his dark bedroom. 

"Shit." He ran a hand down his face. The nightmares were less frequent these days, but when they happened, they still shook him.

Only as the last tinny notes began fading did he also recognize the specific tune. He grabbed his phone, answering with a rough swipe a moment before it went to voicemail. "Rusty? What's wrong?" He'd had the young hockey player's number in his phone since last summer, and they’d texted off and on, but a voice call in the middle of the night meant something was up.

"Fuck." Rusty's voice sounded hoarse. "I'm sorry, Cross. It's fucking late as hell, isn't it? And you’re out east. I'll just hang up now."

"Stop!" He didn't mean to be harsh and was relieved when Rusty grunted but didn't disappear. "You called me for a reason. Besides, I was dreaming something I didn't mind waking up from. What's up?"

"It's stupid. I mean, I was stupid." Rusty sighed audibly.

Cross pushed himself higher on his pillows and switched on the bedside light. No blood on me. Talking to someone was a relief, in that moment when the echoes of his dream lurked in the shadows. "You're eighteen. You're allowed to be stupid sometimes."

"Nineteen."

"What, you had a birthday and didn't tell me?" The joke fell flat. They weren't that kind of friends. "Never mind. Lay it on me."

"Lay it on you? How old are you? No one says that."

"Get to the point, kid."

"Right." Rusty's pause was long enough that Cross was about to prompt him again when he added, "I've been… dating. A bit. Trying to."

"Good for you." Dating as an out, gay hockey player, even in the ECHL minor league, took some guts.

"Well, mostly just fucking around."

"Nothing wrong with that." Thinking of Rusty with a bunch of guys, learning about sex, made Cross feel unsettled, so he pushed the image away. “Probably easier in Eugene than in Kansas, huh?”

"Yeah, except there's this guy." Another pause. "He turned out to be kind of an asshole."

"Did he hurt you?" Rusty might be tall, fit, and a hockey defenseman, but sex made everyone vulnerable. A flash of anger flared in Cross's chest at the thought of someone taking advantage of the kid.

"No, nothing like that. But he …" Rusty clammed up again.

Cross glanced at the time on his phone. Almost three A.M. because he was in… he blanked for a second at the end of this long-assed road trip. Minneapolis, that's where. Which meant only one A.M. out in Oregon where Rusty's team was based, but still. "Spit it out, kid. I'm not getting any younger." Thirty sometimes felt like fifty after a bunch of physical games.

"Okay, at first he was cool. We hung out for like two months. He’s really hot and he’s older than me, and I was super flattered he liked me."

Rusty was really hot too, objectively speaking. Blond hair and clear blue eyes, six-foot-several-inches of fit, athletic hockey player. Maybe a little baby fat still softened his high cheekbones, maybe his hockey ass and thighs were a work in progress, but Rusty had no reason to feel attention was flattery. “Lots of people like you. And now?” 

"Now he’s, well…” Rusty said in a rush, “I broke up with him weeks ago and he won’t go away and he keeps calling me. Today, he showed up at the arena after practice and told the security guy he was my boyfriend, and when they wouldn’t let him in, he hung out by my truck till I came out. I told him we were done and we argued. So I blocked his number, and now he just called me from a different one.” 

“What did he say? Is he making threats?"

“No. I think he was drunk. He was, like, being nice, saying how he can’t wait till our next date and how I’m real good in bed and good at hockey and he’s looking forward to being the partner of an NHL star one day. And when I told him to get lost, he just laughed and said I didn’t mean it, he’d see me soon.”

"Well, at least he has faith in your talent."

"It's not funny."

"No, it's not." Cross rubbed his eyes and tried to get his brain usefully back online. At least the old nightmare had faded to nothing. "I guess you have to keep saying no.”

"Except Coach Frazier saw us arguing in the parking lot and him trying to kiss me and all. He told me to keep my lifestyle out of the public eye. The team took enough of a chance with me being gay and out. If they think I violated the morals clause, I'll be gone. Coach Frazier isn’t my biggest fan."

"Getting kissed in a parking lot is not a morals violation.” Or there’d be no active players. “What's this persistent douchebag's name?"

"Tyler. Wellington."

Leave it to me. I'll take care of Tyler. Except he was pretty sure Rusty didn't want him to swoop in with his father's high-priced lawyers to do their shark act on Tyler-the-douche, no matter how tempting slamming down a restraining order sounded. Rusty was prickly about things that smelled of privilege, like lawyers. Maybe Cross could help some other way, and save that for the back burner. "Listen, we'll be home in Portland tomorrow. We have two evenings with no games. Why don't I come down your way? You can introduce me as your jealous new boyfriend and we can both tell him to get lost."

A moment later, shock at his own words hit him. You’re not out as bi. What the hell are you thinking? But he couldn’t take it back when Rusty said hopefully, "You'd do that? For me?"

“Sure.” It didn’t have to mean anything. A straight friend might pretend in this situation, right?

Rusty sighed. "That’s a lot to ask. We’re a fucking two-hour drive from Portland. And two back. More if the 5 is clogged. Might be six hours on the road."

"Like I never did twelve-hour bus trips with my AHL team? I think I can manage.”

“I should be able to handle this. Maybe I can just tell him I have a new boyfriend…"

"Not to blow my own horn, but it's going to be a lot more convincing if I meet him face to face. It doesn’t sound like he’s listening to you." Cross wasn't close to Rusty’s height. In fact, he was one of the shortest defensemen in the NHL. But he made up for it with lots of muscle and speed and an attitude he'd have no problem channeling onto Tyler.

Rusty sighed, sounding exhausted. "It’d be really cool to see you, but―"

"But nothing. I'll be there." He looked at his phone and tried to figure out time zones. "Maybe not tomorrow night." A decent sleep might be important, for him to not wrap a hockey stick around the guy's neck. "Friday? Can you set something up for, say, nine P.M.?"

"I guess."

"Tell me when and where. It'll be my pleasure."

"Except― what if he threatens to out you? You're not even gay, but he'll think you are."

I'm closer to gay than you realize. But this wasn't about Cross’s sexuality, and Rusty was right. He wasn't ready to be any kind of out poster-child. Not even high-priced lawyers could put Pandora back in that box, although they could make Tyler sorry he’d ever been born. "With zero evidence it’s just one more rumor. Pick someplace with really crappy lighting."

"You can't beat him up in an alley."

"Don't tempt me. Something slightly classier than an alley. Does he know much about hockey?”

“Not really. He works as a salesman in an appliance store and loves movies. He thought I must be rich, as a pro in the ECHL.”

They both laughed. Cross said, “I'll dress down, it'll be okay."

"I guess. Thank you. I still can't believe you're going to do this."

"Believe it. What's our motto?" He'd spent some time that summer practicing with Rusty, some other high school players, and his NHL teammate Scott Edison, at the small local rink near Edison's ranch.  He'd tried to help Rusty any way he could. Including sharing a raft of inspiring platitudes.

"If you want it, make it happen," Rusty quoted obediently.

"Damned straight. We want him disappeared back into the hole he crawled out of, so we're gonna make it happen."

"Thanks, Cross. I think I'm going to quit seeing guys for a while. Hooking up’s not great, dating was supposed to be better, and look how that turned out. I'm obviously not smart enough to quit picking losers. Gonna go back to me and my left hand."

"It's not about you being smart." Although Rusty's small-town innocence maybe hadn't helped. "Or about being gay. Bozie, our winger, was hit up with a fake paternity suit his first year, with a puck bunny looking for a piece of the prize and hoping to be paid to go away. In fact, I think he fell for his wife because she blew him off, like, a dozen times, insulted his looks, and couldn't care less how much money he made. He was like, 'Yeah, that one, she's perfect.'"

Rusty chuckled, though it sounded halfhearted. "At least I don't have to worry about paternity suits."

"Tyler’s not likely to claim to be pregnant?"

"Ha. No."

"Good-looking guys sometimes don’t believe they have to take no for an answer.” Cross had known a teammate or two who thought looks and money were a license to be a jerk. “I’ll help you convince him."

"I shouldn't need help. I'm a grown man."

"Everyone needs help sometimes.”

"I guess. Okay. And Cross? I'm glad you're coming down, and not just because of the asshole."

"It's good to be wanted," he said lightly. The warmth in Rusty's tone made Cross wonder if the kid was lonely. Adjusting to a new team was always hard, and it was Rusty’s first time away from Kansas. And likely, being the only out gay player on his team wasn't easy, especially with a coach who called it his lifestyle. “See you Friday.”

"G'night. Sorry about waking you up."

"Get some sleep," he told Rusty. But after they hung up, he lay awake staring at the ceiling.

At least this time, he wasn’t dealing with the kind of nerve-stretched, muscle-twitching awake he usually had after one of his nightmares. Talking to Rusty had been good, dragging reality back into Cross's head. 

In reality, no one had died in that SUV last summer. The gun in the bad guy’s hand had been pressed to Scott Edison's head but he'd never pulled the trigger. Scott’s sheriff boyfriend Casey had taken the hijacking bastard down, their other boyfriend Will had helped. Scott was fine. Cross and the teen behind him in the car hadn't even had a scratch on them, let alone a spray of Scotty’s blood and brain matter and― Ugh.

He forced his mind away from that well-worn groove of what-ifs that always played out in his dreams.

Think about Rusty. They’d met in the midst of Scott’s disasters last summer, in the wake of murder and kidnapping— Stop. Think Rusty. 

Cross had gone back and spent a few weeks hanging out with Scotty and the guys at the ranch, although he hadn’t told them he was trying to exorcise his demons. Seeing Scott alive and well every morning had taken the nightmares down a big notch. As a side bonus, he’d gotten to spend more time with Dale and Rusty, the two young players caught up in the mayhem. Working with Rusty—passing on some of his defense skills as they tried to corral Scott on a bumpy local rink— had been the most fun he’d had in years. Just playing for the joy of it.

So, now he and Rusty were friends, the same way he was friends with the rookies on teams he’d played for. Or maybe not quite the same. 

Not sure why I felt that little rush when I realized it was Rusty calling me tonight.

For a moment, he let himself wonder if there could be something more than friendship to that flush of pleasure. Rusty was hot— Cross’s type, if you were talking about men. Cross liked athletes, liked tall guys with muscles. He even liked blue eyes and silky, straight blond hair like Rusty’s. The times he’d tried to go out and fuck around with men when he was younger, those were the guys he’d gotten on his knees for. 

Those were also the guys he’d told not to bother to reciprocate. The ones he’d barely managed to get half-hard for, even with a dick in his mouth, hiding his lack of response with a hand down his own pants. Faking it, hoping the next guy might be different.

Maybe Rusty’s different. I know him. I like him.

Cross tried to imagine Rusty naked and straining, dick hard and ready… He pictured kissing Rusty. Guiding him toward the bed… His cock barely twitched. Apparently no, whatever I felt wasn't because he's hot or I want him.

Rusty Dolan was a friend, and Cross's dick was clearly inclined to keep him that way. He’d long ago decided he was demisexual— he’d become interested in sex when he had a deep romantic connection with someone— so he hadn’t lost hope, but sex and romance were turning out to be a slow road. Someday, he'd find the person to make him all hot and bothered. 

It was probably just as well that miracle man wasn't Rusty. Cross had eleven years more wear and tear and a whole lot more privilege, which made him a bad match for a young guy like Rusty. We could even end up on opposing NHL teams, a couple of years down the road. Friends. Platonic. Cross knew how to be a friend, and any little twinge of disappointment could be buried down deep with the rest.








  
  
Chapter 2




The Eugene Gryphons goaltender Lindstrom whacked at Rusty’s shins with his big stick as Rusty skated past in practice Friday morning. “You were supposed to be on top of the winger, kid. Not gazing at the rafters like you can’t wait to go off and get laid.” 

I wasn’t! Rusty knew better than to say anything. Lindy wasn’t a bad guy, but he wasn’t any kind of friend. Besides, Rusty had screwed up the man-on-man defense in front of the net. “Sorry, dude.”

Coach barked from over by the bench, “Sorry doesn’t cut it, Dolan. Get your head in the game and your ass in gear.”

“Yes, sir.” Rusty circled behind the net and lined up for the faceoff, working on deep even breaths, feeling the shake of exhaustion starting in his legs. They were scrimmaging first line against second after a long, hard practice. Even though Rusty was super proud of being on the second defense pair in his first ECHL season, that didn’t keep him from feeling like the opposing forwards could skate him into the ice. They’re so fucking fast. High school hockey to the pros, even at this level, was a giant leap.

Only a summer’s practice spent futilely defending against Scott Edison, hotshot goal-scorer of the NHL, gave Rusty any hope of keeping up with these guys. Seven months working with the team by now, and he was still scrambling. But what did Cross always say? Make it happen? 

By the time they’d finished the scrimmage and worked half an hour on the penalty kill, which he was also honored to be on, fuck, he was ready to fall over. Five months into the regular season, and he was skinnier than he wanted to be, and not gaining stamina in exchange. At least not that he could tell. 

Still, Coach Nery, Frasier’s assistant, gave him a nod and “Good effort at the end there, Dolan.” 

He’d take that for a win. 

Less of a win was the familiar dance he did around showering. Their captain, Petrov, had welcomed him to the team on day one, same as the rest of the rookies, but his tone and expression had showed he wasn’t a fan, and his indifference about what happened to Rusty since then proved it. Six months had calmed down the worst homophobes. Rusty could now shower with the rest without worrying his gaze might accidentally wander in someone’s direction. But the hazing and pranks that’d stopped months back for the other rookies hadn’t ended for Rusty, and Petrov just let things happen. 

Scott had reassured him at the start that the Gryphons’ room had a decent reputation, not as nasty or as cutthroat as some. Either Scott’s info was outdated or those other teams must be awful, but he hadn’t said a word to anyone. He wasn’t a crybaby.

He stripped by his locker. Eyes forward, he headed to the showers and grabbed the empty last stall. After two incidents with the arena’s house soap and shampoo, he’d started bringing his own. Blue streaks down his chest that took days to fade, or smelling like garlic, made a man wise. The warm water felt amazing on his skin, the water pressure a miracle in this older venue. He showered a long time, soaping up twice, trying to be subtle about washing his balls and ass.

Not that Cross would likely care how clean he was, as long as the rancid hockey funk was gone. But still, he wanted to look his best for his hero. 

He’d never admit it, but Cross was everything Rusty wanted to be. Not just rich, although it turned out his family owned a private plane, but hockey-smart and life-smart, good looking and cool and friendly with everyone. Plus a player so talented that his smaller size didn’t keep him from laying the biggest forwards out flat with his speed and leverage and timing. A Norris best-defenseman trophy winner, and an All-Star three years in a row.

And cool. Cross had apparently been super cool under pressure, driving that fucking SUV when he and Scott and Casey and Dale were hijacked last summer. 

Fury rose up in Rusty at the memory of all that happened, bitter acid scalding his throat as hot as the shower on his back. The man who’d tried to use Scott as a hostage with a gun to his head, had tried to force Cross to help him escape justice? That was Coach Dawson, Rusty’s high school hockey coach. The guy who taught him saucer passes and gap control. Someone Rusty, Dale, and all their teammates had trusted on the ice and in the locker room, and in the end, a man making his money off drugs in the school. A man who’d turned a blind eye to murder that ripped Rusty’s family apart. 

A motherfucking, kid-killing bastard that Rusty would have given his keys to, would’ve obeyed, would’ve helped, until the mask was pulled away. 

Rusty gritted his teeth against a rough breath. Thank God Casey had stopped Dawson. Had then tracked down and busted Dawson’s accomplice, Mike’s true killer, and brought them both to justice.

Mike. 

Tears stung Rusty’s eyes and he turned his face into the spray of the shower. Little brother. Last summer had been a clusterfuck, a fragmentation grenade going off inside Rusty’s life. When it was over, his parents had disowned him, his coach was a drug dealer, his high school teammate Dale was traumatized by that violent car ride, and his brother Mike was dead at sixteen. 

Rusty scrubbed his face with his hands, trying to push the memories aside. The locker room was a bad place to get emotional. Cross. Think about Cross.

In the aftermath, Cross had been a steady presence for them all. Dale said when he’d thought they were going to die, Cross’s calm voice and steady gaze had helped him keep his head. And then when Scott, Will, and Casey immediately took off after the killer, Dale said Cross had been at his side through the medical check and the police station and all the crap that followed. 

Cross had come back and stayed in Kansas for weeks afterward, too, playing hockey with Scott and Rusty and Dale and the other team guys, encouraging them, reminding them the world had good guys in it.  He’d paid for a therapist for Dale when his family’s insurance wouldn’t cover the cost. Cross had been like a rock for all of them. Rusty had gone through some emotional shit, between losing his brother and getting kicked out by his family, and while he’d talked to a therapist, working with Cross on his defense skills had been the best thing for quieting down his ridiculous brain.

Scott, Will, and Casey had done their best for Rusty and his friends, and Scott’s willingness to train with him all summer was probably the reason Rusty had a spot on the Gryphons, but it was Cross who’d made him feel like he could make it.

And in the months since then, sporadic texts from Cross had been bright spots in his weeks of daily hockey grind. He heard from Scott off and on, and Will fairly regularly, but seeing Cross’s name pop up on his message list was…

Snap! 

A painful line of fire bit across his ass. Rusty snorted water as he jumped and whirled around. 

Morty stood back far enough from the shower to stay dry, swinging a thin piece of cord from one hand. He laughed at Rusty’s glare. “Falling asleep in the shower, Dodo? Wouldn’t want you to drown. You should thank me for waking you up.”

Rusty managed not to put a hand to the whip line across his butt. He debated directing a stream of shower water onto Morty’s shoes. The correct angle of his palm would do the job. Even though it was the beginning of March, driving home with soaked sneakers would be uncomfortable. But the petty-retaliations game had gotten so, so old. Rusty assumed a bland expression. “Yeah, I’m exhausted. Ready to go home.” He kept an eye on Morty’s hand with the cord, ready to dodge, because a lash across the dick would be a hell of a lot harder to ignore. 

He saw Morty think about it, his hand moving in a bigger arc, but Bellser stood in the doorway toweling his hair and some of the others still hung around laughing and talking in the locker room. Whacking a guy’s ass was a “prank.” Whacking his junk was something else. 

Morty snorted. “Your dick’s so small I can’t tell your front from your back.”

Your girlfriend know you check out the size of men’s dicks? Comebacks were another temptation that Rusty tried to work out of his system. If he let Morty think he’d gotten the last word, the dickhead would get tired of harassing him and walk away. Talking back just set Rusty up for another round of bait-the-queer. 

Deliberately, Rusty turned partially away from Morty, getting his hair under the spray for a good rinse. He half-closed his eyes, but watched the big defenseman sidelong from under lowered lashes. 

Morty paced a couple of steps, then stuffed the cord in his pocket and headed out of the room. 

Rusty shut off the shower and reached toward his towel. Probably lucky Morty didn’t toss it into the water. That had happened often enough, but luckily the arena didn’t skimp on them. There was always another dry one. 

“Here.” Bellser grabbed the terrycloth off the wall hook and passed it over. 

“Thanks.” Rusty began rubbing his hair. At least with Bellser, he didn’t have to worry the towel was boobytrapped. Because yeah, that’d happened too. Bellser was chill, though. 

Right now, he looked uncomfortable. “Morty’s a dick.”

Rusty kept his voice low. “You might say that.”

“You know he’s jealous, right? He’s been bouncing between the ECHL and the AHL for six years, and every time he goes up for a game or two, he ends up right back down here. Drives him crazy. And then you came along, better than him already, took his spot on the second line.”

“Wasn’t his spot. Coach made that clear.” On the first day of training camp, their original coach had told them every position on every line was up for grabs. 

“He thought it was. Got comfortable and lazy.” 

Rusty shrugged and ran the towel down his back. He figured all of that was excuses. Morty was a homophobic bastard and probably wouldn’t have been any better if the team’s first out gay player had been a center or a goalie.

Bellser shifted foot to foot. “I just wanted to say don’t let him get to you. If you keep your head down and play like you’ve been playing, we’ll be watching you called up to Tacoma real soon.”

Rusty wondered how friendly the Tacoma Tornados would be to a queer player. Tacoma was deep in the Left Coast, but then so was Eugene. If he had the chance to move up to the AHL with its skill levels and its slightly higher salaries, he’d sure as hell be willing to find out. “Thanks,” he said belatedly. “’Preciate it.” 

“No problem, Dodo. I mean, yeah, Rusty.” Belser cleared his throat. 

Rusty laughed. “Dodo’s been my nickname before. Doesn’t bother me.” Better than Doodoo, like in Mites. Although the one benefit of being named after his weird great-uncle was that perhaps one day he’d convince a team “Rusty” was a decent hockey nickname before Dodo took hold. “And don’t worry, Mortenson doesn’t bother me. We have a playoff spot to fight for.”

“Right. Great.” Bellser popped a light punch against Rusty’s bare arm and turned away. “See ya later, bro.”

Only a few of the guys remained in the locker room by the time Rusty had dried off and padded out to get dressed. They were sharing a phone, laughing at some kind of video, and Morty wasn’t one of them, so Rusty tugged on his clothes in peace and hurried out to the parking lot. 

His old pickup still ran, though it started with a worrisome whine. He’d driven the thing all the way across the country for try-outs, almost giving up when it overheated in the mountains. But he’d set his heart on Eugene, the ECHL team closest to Scotty. And Cross. His truck had made it down from the pass, eventually, and was hanging in there. A good thing, since he’d be reduced to public transit if the pickup ever gave up the ghost. 

The house he was rooming in stood on a dead-end circle about ten miles from the arena. Not a bad distance at all. He’d been lucky to get anything he could afford solo, and even luckier to have Mrs. Murinko as his landlady. The elderly Hungarian lady let him barter chores for occasional home-cooked meals, stretching his scant dollars. 

He had the downstairs unit, or, if you wanted to get technical about it, the basement. He let himself in the back, jiggling the slider door in its tracks with a practiced motion. The space smelled musty, as always, but it was the scent of home. This was the first time he’d had space of his own, truly private, after sharing with his younger brothers all his life, and then the bunkhouse at Scott’s ranch.

Not that he wouldn’t give up personal space in a heartbeat to bring back Mike. 

He closed his eyes for a second on the threshold. The moment in the shower had brought Mike into his thoughts. Sometimes he went days, even a week now, without thinking about his family at all. His closest brother would’ve been the only one of his family on his side these days. Smart, focused, just as queer as Rusty, and murdered for the sake of money. It’s not fair!

He breathed through that thought. Mike was gone and in the ground. Nothing would change that. Growing up on a farm meant you damned well knew what dead and gone meant. 

Sleep easy, little bro.

But Rusty was alive and thriving, fuck his family very much. He blinked hard, strode in, shut the door behind him, and tossed his keys in the cardboard box on the counter. Added his wallet and plugged in his phone. 

This basement apartment, with the carpet torn off the concrete and drywall missing a foot up the walls after a flood, was a steppingstone. Phase one. Maybe two, if you counted the ranch last summer. Mrs. Murinko had been lucky that the basement electrical outlets were above the waterline. The floor had been trashed, but the damage was all cosmetic. 

A lucky break for Rusty, too, since he got a livable solo place within the ECHL housing allowance. 

He needed to eat and nap. Routines were important. If he was going to play twenty minutes of full-out hockey every game, maybe twenty-five if Morty and the third line were having an off night, then he needed to be serious about his prep.

That thought brought a different kind of prep to mind, and for a moment he spiraled, remembering Tyler and how fucking good sex felt, even with the wrong person. Rusty had thought he was winning at life, with pro hockey and a hot boyfriend at last. Until he’d found Tyler looking through his phone without permission and acting weird when Rusty wanted to cut back on the partying and the booze. 

Tyler had begun voice calling him at random times when he was home alone, like he was checking up. Having Tyler always take charge, making all the decisions whenever they were out together, got smothering. Even sex with the hot older dude wasn’t worth feeling young and stupid all the time. Rusty was glad he’d got up the nerve to say he was done.

Except then Tyler wouldn’t go away, showed up at the arena…

Rusty smacked his cheek lightly to derail his thoughts. Food. I need food. 

The previous appliances had been ripped out after the flooding. He had a small fridge, a hotplate, and a microwave. Enough for him. Not like he could cook much. His mom had never let her boys in the kitchen. That was women’s work. Might turn them queer.

He sneered to cover the ache and dug in his fridge. Not much there this close to payday, but he had a bunch of American cheese slices and bread. Grilled cheese was easy and had protein. 

Four sandwiches later, he washed his plate and hands, wandered over to his bed in the back corner, and stretched out diagonally to keep his feet on the regular double mattress. He was used to this by now, fit just fine with his head toward the corner. Pulling the comforter over him against the dank March chill coming off the floor, he tried to sleep. 

Tried and failed. 

Even visualizing plays, going back to his last game and running through his successes and his failures in his mind, couldn’t make him drop off. He tried humming favorite songs, which just reminded him he couldn’t carry a fucking tune to save his life. Got up, fetched his phone, and brought up his naptime playlist. Scotty had turned him on to this whole set of soothing instrumental stuff, and sometimes it worked to turn off his brain. Not today. 

I’ll be seeing Cross in… He checked his phone for the time. Five hours. 

He hadn’t seen any of the Rafters guys in person since the first week of the season. Casey and Will had been in town for Scott’s Rafters home opener, complete with the big gay circus of Scott hitting the ice as the first out NHL player. He’d invited Rusty up for the game with a free ticket, and Rusty couldn’t say no. It hadn’t been terrible, seeing a cheering sea of rainbows far outweighing the “God hates” folks, but he’d kept clear of the guys beyond a brief hello. That was Scott’s show, and he didn’t want to be a fourth wheel.

Then, all three of them plus Cross had come down to his first game as a Gryphon. There’d been a few rainbows and “it’s a sin” folks at his game, too, since one of the local tabloids had made sure Rusty could never sneak back into the closet. The whole thing had been a shitshow, with him all too aware of both friends and foe in the stands. He’d given up two bad turnovers and been on the ice for all three goals against. They lost 3-1. 

After that, he’d told the guys they made him nervous and to please not come to his games, thank you but please. He didn’t tell them he got hassled to hell in the locker room for fucking up while trying to look cool for his “boyfriends.” Casey, Will, and Scott’s threesome was a closed triad. That didn’t stop the press or guys like Morty from speculating what a gay kid like Rusty had been doing around men like that. Rusty just wanted to play hockey.

So now he’d be face to face with Cross again for the first time in five months.

I’m nineteen now. 

Like that birthday made him suddenly cooler, able to hang out with an NHL All-Star defenseman. Like it would do anything for the inconvenient crush he’d been hiding since last summer. 

Giving up on sleep, he propped himself up with a couple of pillows and typed “Rafters defe—” The search autopopulated with Cross’s name. Maybe he’d searched a time or two before. Just keeping up with Cross’s stats. Cheering him on. 

In the past, Rusty had been careful to keep his reading to hockey only, no personal history beyond awards and injuries, trades and teams, no off-ice photos. Nothing to make it weird. 

This time, he let himself click on other links.

There was a lot from the summer. “Heir to LaCroix fortune and NHL hockey star Edison survive kidnapping attempt.” Really, Coach Dawson hadn’t even cared that Cross was wealthy, except that he came with a private plane. The hostage-taking had been about Dawson trying to evade arrest and escape their small town. 

About money and drugs, corruption and Mike’s murder. And Sheriff Kensington’s.

Rusty scanned headlines, not sure if he was grateful or mad that Scott and Cross’s fame and Kensington’s law officer status had mostly overshadowed Mike’s death.

Grateful, probably. Mike would hate his private business being smeared across the internet.

Even more grateful on his own behalf, of course. He was a tiny side note to the whole mess, and if the stupid Eugene tabloid hadn’t decided to run with “Local hockey player in gay sex and murder scandal” before his first Gryphons game, he might’ve slid under the radar completely.

As it was, four wins in the next five road games after the opener and a solid plus-minus, and his queerness had faded to a minor irritation for fans, something the bigots only hauled out whenever he had a bad game. 

Rusty tapped a different link and found himself in a story about Cross’s sponsorship by an athleticwear company. Which led to some thirst-trap pics of Cross modeling said athleticwear. Fuck, dude is ripped. Rusty wondered when that photo shoot was during the season. Early, most likely, from the powerful curves of biceps and triceps and the thick, flat planes of Cross’s pecs. By playoff time, even Cross probably leaned down to stringier muscles and hollow stomach. 

The photos hid the little recession of Cross’s dark hair at each temple that Rusty knew was there. It made him feel… something, to know a secret about Cross that the public couldn’t see. The photographer had gone for intense expressions, a stare, a scowl, brows lowered over dark gray eyes that Rusty had seen laughing and bright as they raced each other for the puck. That glare was hot, though. No denying it. Probably a lot of women and gay men had breathed a little faster, saved the photos, wishing Cross would turn that dark gaze on them.

Rusty wasn’t going to be one of those fools. He flipped over to a site praising Cross’s ability to rush the puck on a breakaway, and to find a hole through traffic in front of the net. Cross had more goals than most defensemen in the league and was a menace on the powerplay. Rusty was six inches taller and not as quick, but he wanted to be an offensive defenseman too. Studying game tape of Cross was a legitimately useful way to spend his time. 

The alarm he’d set to end his nap recalled him from a site about… best goal cellys. He’d wandered that way somehow. Oh, yeah, from Cross celebrating a goal in the playoffs five years back. Fucking internet sucked a guy into the worst black holes. Not that there was anything wrong with grinning over a Jaromir Jagr salute, but Rusty would have to score more often for cellys to be useful watching. 

He pushed down the comforter and swung out of bed. Cooking and eating would burn another half hour in the unending afternoon.

Ten-to-nine found him outside the bar he’d picked, wearing his best jeans, his boots, a navy henley, and the battered leather jacket Scott had given him. Scott said it was his lucky jacket when he was starting out. Rusty hadn’t asked what kind of lucky, but any version would help tonight. 

He sucked in a slow breath, then pushed open the door. He’d been in the place before. One of the guys he’d hooked up with had picked it as quiet, dark, and not sports-centric. They’d had a beer— well, pop for Rusty— before heading back to the guy’s place for an educational session of sixty-nining. Educational in the sense that Rusty discovered he couldn’t focus on someone else while a guy was expertly sucking his brains out his dick. He’d made up for it after, though. Dude had been hot as hell.

I am not thinking about blow jobs while meeting Cross. 

He swept his gaze around the bar. The low lighting made it hard to make people out, but he didn’t spot anyone who looked like Cross. Should I get a table? Sit at the bar? Will he recognize me? Which was stupid, because they’d shared a locker room a dozen times that summer. Cross knew what Rusty looked like. And I sure as hell know what he looks like, with those arms and abs…

A tap on his shoulder made him jump and whirl around. 

Cross stood behind him, hands raised. “Sorry, you didn’t seem to hear me.”

“I zoned out.” About your abs. Which I’m never going to admit. “Sorry.”

“No problem. Want to get a table? When’s the douchebag supposed to get here?”

“I told him nine-thirty. Tyler’s hard to predict, though. Might come early to catch me out, might come late to make me wait.”

Cross wrinkled his nose. “Hate people who play games.” He pointed. “Over there? Put your back to the room, and my profile.” He glanced at the TV toward the back which was playing some music video. “At least it’s not a sports bar.”

“I’m not stupid.” Rusty flinched. “I mean—”

Cross grinned. “No, you’re not. Come on.” He led the way to a table near the back and nudged a chair Rusty’s way. “I’m gonna get a beer. You got a fake?”

“Yeah. But I don’t drink much.” He had at private parties Tyler brought him to, but he wasn’t going to risk his spot on the team with illegal drinking in public, even if a bunch of his teammates did. 

“I’ll get you a Pepsi.” Cross had turned for the bar before Rusty realized Cross still remembered his favorite pop from last summer. That was nice, a bit less lonely.  No one on the Gryphons knew even that much about him, except maybe his road roomie. 

Cross returned and set a glass in front of Rusty before pulling out his own chair, sitting, and sipping the foam off his beer. “Too much head. Must be an inexperienced bartender.” He set the mug down. “How do you want to play this?” 

“I don’t know.” Rusty hated the whole thing. “Can I just leave town?” He ran a hand over his face.

“Must be tempting. Hard to play hockey without a team, though.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, tell me about Tyler first. How did you meet? What’s he like? Can I beat him up?”

Rusty had to chuckle, in a strangled way. “I’m sure you can.” Cross didn’t do a lot of fighting on the ice, but from the videos Rusty had watched, when he did drop gloves he often won. “We met at a party the first time. I’m not sure who picked who up, it was kinda mutual. We went to his place and…” He glanced around. No one was paying them any attention, but he lowered his voice. “We, you know.” He made a jerk-off motion with his hand. “Quick and easy. But he asked if I wanted to stay for a second round so I did.”

“And you started dating?”

“He said—” Rusty cut off because he wasn’t going to repeat the bullshit praise that had him following Tyler around like a puppy. “He pretended he liked me. So yeah, we went out a few times. Places like this, nothing too public, a bunch of parties with his friends.” They were mostly older and Rusty had felt like a real grown-up being included. More fool him. “Went back to his, afterward. The sex was hot.” He felt his face flush, saying that to Cross, and hoped the lighting was low enough to hide it. 

“But you wanted to call it quits?”

“Yeah. He was, you know, not kind to people, liked to make fun of the barista or the overweight guy next to us. All his jokes were kind of mean. Not to me, directly, but I wanted to pretend I wasn’t with him when he pulled that shit. He was bossy too, started telling me what we were going to do instead of asking. And the sex wasn’t that good.” Rusty managed to say it easier that time. Maybe practice helped. “But when I said I was done, no hard feelings, he laughed. He said we were made for each other and I was too young to know when I had it good. He kept calling, telling me to come over, talking sex stuff, even when I kept hanging up. And then, you know, he came by the arena.”

“Bastard.” Cross took a long swallow of beer. “So what’s he like, besides being a total loser?”

Rusty winced, because he had dated the guy for two months, although half that time, the team had been out of town. “Blond hair, perfectly groomed scruff, cheekbones like a model, really hot. He’s taller than you, a lot slimmer but he does work out, a bit older.” I’ve got a thing for older guys. Not silver foxes, not like Mike did. A momentary ache tightened his throat. Guys in their thirties who know what they’re doing. Another thing he was not going to tell Cross. “He works as a salesman in an appliance store, drives a big SUV, loves movies, sci fi and thrillers and horror.”

Rusty liked the sci fi and thrillers too, probably another reason he’d stuck with Tyler that long. “The only sport he ever watched was football. He asked if I’d make forty million a year in the NHL, like some quarterback.”

“Ha.” They exchanged looks that acknowledged that top hockey players made a fifth as much as the top football players, while playing eighty-two games instead of eighteen.

Not that there was anything wrong with earning even one million dollars, especially from Rusty’s ECHL five-hundred-bucks-a-week point of view. “When we were first going out, he used to expect me to pay for things, till I showed him my paycheck.” Tyler had huffed, then said Rusty could pay him back when he got rich.

Cross straightened, staring toward the door. “Blond and hot with a permanent sneer just walked in the bar. That him?”

Rusty looked over his shoulder, then stood and waved. “Yeah, that’s Tyler.”

“I’ll follow your lead, kid.”

Start by not calling me kid? But there was no time to say that, as Tyler stalked their way. 








  
  
Chapter 3




Cross didn’t get up as the blond approached their table. For one thing, he knew his wide shoulders looked more intimidating sitting down than showing off his lack of height. For another, fuck that guy. 

Tyler paused by the empty chair, eyeing Cross. “This man’s mine.” He jerked a thumb at Rusty. “Go chat up someone else.”

“He’s here with me,” Rusty said. 

Tyler raised a manicured pale eyebrow. “Trying to make me jealous, babe? Of him?”

Wow, he is a loser. Cross tipped his chin up. “Don’t call him babe. He said you’re through. Time to bow out.”

Tyler glared at him, then turned to Rusty. “What does he mean, we’re through? You cheating on me?” His voice rose.

“I’m not cheating.” Rusty flinched, glanced around, then waved at the empty chair. “Sit down.” When Tyler didn’t move, he added, “Please.”

Cross winced but said nothing, even when Tyler smiled. This was Rusty’s call. 

Once Tyler was seated, he squinted up at Rusty. “You invited me here, you gonna at least get me a drink?”

Rusty bit his lip, then said, “I guess.” Cross noticed he didn’t ask what Tyler wanted, just headed to the bar like he knew.

Tyler smirked at Cross. “He’s an obedient boy.”

Cross decided this was his moment, with Rusty gone, to make his position clear. He leaned close and lowered his voice. “Listen up. Rusty’s too polite to make a scene and too broke for lawyers, but I have lawyers, I have money, and I have nothing but time.” The last was a white lie, but he could pay people who had time. “He broke up with you. Walk away now. You keep giving Rusty a problem, and I will fix it, and you.”

“Is that some kind of threat?”

“It’s a promise.” Cross sat back as Rusty, over at the bar, accepted a glass from the bartender and headed their way. 

“Here.” Rusty set the drink in front of Tyler and lowered himself to the edge of his seat, scooting his chair farther toward Cross. 

Tyler sipped slowly, muttered, “Second-best whiskey,” then downed the shot. His green eyes glittered as he turned to Rusty. Cross assumed those were contacts. Too startling to be real. Tyler said, low and hard, “You and me, kid. We’re going places together. You promised.”

“I never promised anything.”

“Sure you did, and I believed you. Took it seriously. Took us seriously.” He flicked a look at Cross. “So maybe we had a little argument. There’s no need to drag a stranger into it.”

“I’m not a stranger,” Cross said. “I’m his boyfriend, you’re the ex. What will it take to get that through your head?”

“Uh-uh.” Tyler raised his stupid eyebrow again. “If he’s your boyfriend, why was he out fucking me? Does not compute.”

“You were the old news. I’m the rebound.” Cross leaned back in his chair and folded his arms, intentionally showing off his thick biceps. Hockey players tended to focus more on lower body strength than upper, but Cross put in the time on weights and he hoped Tyler took the pose in the spirit it was meant. 

Rusty tossed Cross a quelling look, then cleared his throat to get Tyler’s attention back on him. “Listen, Tyler. You need to quit calling me and don’t come around my work anymore. I don’t have money, I’m not interested, I don’t have anything you want.”

“Don’t put yourself down like that, baby boy.” Tyler ran a finger around the rim of his shot glass. “You were a bit clumsy when we got together but now?” He grinned. “You’ve got a lot of what I want. Have you seen your ass?”

“Uh—"

Cross felt a flash of irrational anger at the idea Tyler had seen Rusty naked, had been allowed to touch him. He snapped, “How many times does he have to say ‘fuck the hell off’ for you to get the message?”

Rusty frowned at him, and Cross mimed zipping his lips. But it was hard to watch this jerk give Rusty trouble. Cross was glad the kid had called him.

Tyler shrugged, going back to eyeing Cross. “You said you have money. You gonna try to pay me off?”

Rusty turned to him. “When did you say that?”

“While you were at the bar,” Cross admitted. “But you know what, Tyler? It’ll be a cold day in hell before you get your hands on any of it.”

“I’m not for sale anyhow. You wouldn’t want me to take a bribe to give you up, Rusty, would you?” A nasty smirk crossed Tyler’s lips. 

Cross managed not to clench his fists, but it was hard. Those lips would look better punched in! The urge to violence surprised him, because he was usually good at getting his opponents to take the penalty. He had a very long fuse. Maybe not so much around Rusty. 

Tyler had no idea what this young man had been through. The asshole wasn’t good enough to lay one single finger on Rusty, and Cross would have no hesitation making that very clear the moment Rusty asked him to.

Rusty sighed. “I just want you to leave me alone. We’re through.”

Tyler pushed back his chair. “I’m not done with you. You think for a bit, think about how good we are together. Muscle-boy can’t give you anything I don’t do better.”

“Go away,” Cross growled.

Tyler smirked and stood smoothly. “I’ll be in touch, kid.”

As Tyler made his way to the door, Rusty slumped in his chair. “Fuck. That didn’t go well.”

“He’s delusional.” Cross pulled out his phone to show he was recording. “At least we have it all on video.”

“None of that’s illegal, though. Just annoying.”

“Might help if he keeps it up and you need a restraining order.” He stopped the recording. “Unfortunately, this probably can’t be used in a court. Oregon’s a two-party state for recording and he didn’t consent. A restaurant might be considered a public place where privacy doesn’t apply, but I’d have to ask a lawyer.”

“I don’t want to get a court involved.” Rusty looked miserable. “He hasn’t really done anything.”

“Still, it’s one more option.” Cross really wanted to erase that look from Rusty’s eyes. He didn’t deserve this on top of everything else he’d handled in the past year.

Rusty was special. In those first days last summer, after the loss of his brother, his family, and his trust in his coach, he’d been silent and hollow-eyed. He’d worked hard on the ranch, and even harder on the rink, as if trying to muscle his life back under control. Cross had wanted to support everyone, from Scotty to Rusty’s teammate Dale who’d shared the hostage experience with him, but Rusty maybe most of all, because of how alone he’d seemed. Sometimes, he’d pulled Rusty into an over-the-top celly on the ice with hugs and back slapping, even if all the kid had done right was muscle Scott off the puck, because Rusty looked like he needed someone’s arms around him. Even just a hockey buddy ten years older than him.

Casey had put Rusty in touch with an online counselling service for low-income folks, when he refused to take money from any of them, and maybe it’d helped. Or maybe it was just time and work and character, but by the end of the summer, the boy who’d almost buckled under harsh blows had become a man who said, “I know I can make it and I’m going to give it my best shot,” hopped into a rickety truck, and drove two thousand miles to do just that.

Rusty didn’t deserve to have Tyler making him doubt himself now. Cross offered, “Hey. I could have my lawyers look into him, track down his past? Guy like that, I bet he has some skeletons in his closet that we could use.”

“No! Don’t do that.” Rusty chewed on his lower lip. “I don’t want to use your money or your connections or whatever. Just, I appreciate you being here with me. You made it easier for me to blow him off.”

“Glad I could help.” Cross regretted making the lawyer offer out loud, because now that Rusty had said no, he couldn’t bring in an investigator under the table. Although… If he casually mentioned Tyler’s name to his family security director, as someone Cross might have to interact with in the future, the background check would happen without him having to make the request. He could tell Rusty it was all part of the sucky side of being wealthy. Overzealous security. Not his decision. Yeah, that could work.

He said, “For now, let me get you another Pepsi. You can tell me how your season’s going.” He’d kept a casual eye on the Gryphons, but not as close as he might’ve.

“I should head home.” Rusty still looked miserable. “Game tomorrow.”

“Evening?”

“Yeah.”

“Then you have time. Stick around for a bit.” When Rusty began to shake his head, Cross leaned toward him and set a hand on Rusty’s jean-clad knee. Big mistake. He pulled back immediately, but the sense-memory of powerful muscle and body heat lingered in his palm. “I drove two hours to get here. I don’t want to get right back in my car.”

“Oh. Yeah, sorry.” Still, Rusty hovered in his seat, leaning forward.

“Plus,” Cross pointed out. “There’s a chance Tyler’s out there, waiting, watching, ready to cream his jeans at the sight of you running out as soon as he was gone. Making it all about him.”

Rusty glowered. “What should we do?”

“Hang out here for, like, an hour, and then leave as if nothing’s on our minds. All smiles. This is a date, after all.” 

“All right.” Rusty sat back and lifted his empty glass. “I’ll get refills.”

Cross was going to offer, but then a thought occurred to him. “Great. Make mine a Coke this time.”

When Rusty had his back turned, going to the bar, Cross used a napkin to scoop up the shot glass Tyler had used and stuck it in his pocket. He’d leave a table tip to cover the theft, but fingerprints might be useful. For that casual background check his overzealous security was going to force on him. Fuck, he was lying to himself. Whether Rusty liked it or not, Cross was going to find out all he could about Tyler. 

He looked up to watch Rusty returning and smiled. “Thanks. Now, tell me about your team. The good, the bad, and the fucking ugly. Any chance you’ll make the playoffs this year?”

“We’re kinda fucked.” Rusty wrinkled his nose, as he resumed his seat. “Our offense sucks.” He began detailing all the things the Gryphons were doing wrong, and while he didn’t look happy, at least his mind was on hockey and not Tyler. 

Cross would take that as a win.








  
  
Chapter 4




Rusty left the arena last, after the Gryphons lost six-two a week later, waiting until all his teammates and coaches and most of the fans were gone. He was in no mood to sign autographs, if anyone wanted his after that damned drop pass he’d fucked up. He also didn’t want an audience if Tyler had decided to come back. 

He’d spent the week jumping at shadows with nothing happening, and he fucking resented that. Then that morning, he’d ignored three more calls with voice mails from a new random number. He’d played the beginning of one, just enough to hear that familiar voice, before deleting it and blocking that caller too.

So much for hoping he got the message. What did I ever see in him? 

Okay, sure, objectively Tyler was hot as hell, and when he wasn’t being weird, he’d made Rusty feel appreciated. But seeing him next to Cross? The manicured eyebrows and fake green eyes and smooth tan couldn’t compete with a solid hunk of smokin’ hot, ripped and glowering defenseman. Cross was twice the man Tyler was.

Having Cross there fake-boyfriending and defending Rusty had been an odd mix of great and embarrassing. Better to remember the hour afterward, talking hockey and slowly relaxing. Their knees had bumped a couple of times, accidentally. Once, when Cross was describing a play, his fingers had brushed Rusty’s hand. That shouldn’t have been hot, but Rusty had sucked down a big ice cube, trying to cool himself off.

When they left, heading side by side to their separate vehicles, there’d been a moment when Rusty had debated suggesting heading to his place. Maybe for a blow job to thank Cross properly for showing up for him. He’d turned and met Cross’s eyes, and for a second, he thought maybe Cross would be into it. Would a straight guy choose to play boyfriend like that, instead of just wingman? Cross’s gaze had dropped to Rusty’s mouth and Rusty had stepped closer.

Then Cross thumped Rusty on the shoulder, muttered something about not seeing Tyler and good luck tomorrow, and turned away. 

Probably Rusty had been imagining anything more… 

The cool, damp night air beaded moisture on his skin as he crossed the parking lot. Oregon was a lot less frigid than Kansas. Back home in early March, snow was still a possibility. Here the overcast and damp made forty degrees feel miserable. He hunched in the collar of his jacket and trudged to the corner of the lot where he’d left his truck, passing a few vehicles, probably the staff still cleaning and closing the venue. The only people around stood in clumps near the front doors a hundred feet away.

Rusty shivered and glanced around. He wasn’t afraid of Tyler, but he’d given a hundred and ten percent on the ice in their four-one loss, and he didn’t have the energy for an argument. Luckily, Tyler liked his comforts. The idea that he’d hang about a cold, wet parking lot for hours, just to give Rusty a hard time, was ludicrous. 

Nothing moved as Rusty approached his truck. He heaved a sigh of relief, rounded the back to the driver’s side, and stopped. 

Well, fuck. 

Someone— guess who, although there’d been a few “wages of sin” types two weeks back— had taken a can of pink spray paint to Rusty’s black truck. Most of the graffiti was just sweeps of color across the panels and up over the side windows. On the front fender above the wheel, there was a scribble that was probably meant to be a cock and balls. On the driver’s door, a crooked smiley face grinned at him. 

Well, shit. 

No slurs, no F-words. No God hates. This sure looked like “Pay attention to me.” The only surprise was Tyler risking getting paint on his clothes. 

Rusty touched the nearest splotch and tried to smear it, but the paint was dry under his fingertip. Not super recent, then. He’d been in the arena almost four hours. Tyler was no doubt long gone.

He knew what he should do. Drive home, ignoring anyone who stared or honked. Go out tomorrow and buy paint remover and a scraper. See if he could at least get the windows and mirrors clean. 

But prickly heat rose up behind his eyes, and he rubbed at them with a fist. This sucks. He was trying so damned hard to make his life work, but it seemed like every time he turned around there was one more thing. Not just Mike and his family and leaving home, but if it wasn’t the bigots in the Gryphons’ room, it was playing a crappy game in front of a coach who just glowered, or dating a fucking creep, or having to take paint remover costs out of his fucking food budget. 

He pulled out his phone and took a couple of pictures of the truck. He was about to text Kris, his best friend back home, to bitch about it to someone when he realized how late it was in Kansas. Kris worked on Scotty, Will, and Casey’s ranch. Ranch work started at dawn. He didn’t need her commiseration enough to wake her up in the middle of the night.

One row down from his chat thread with Kris was Cross. After that text of his with the address of the bar, and from Cross with his ETA, were a bunch of more recent hockey comments back and forth, showing Cross had taken the time to watch video of Rusty’s games. Nothing personal in there, but friendly, at least. 

The Rafters had flown back from a road trip that morning which meant no practice or game. Cross was probably still up. 

Rusty took a deep breath. He’d get his shit together and deal with the truck soon. He was good at that, he could problem-solve. But he could use a friendly word, just for a moment.

Before he could second guess himself, he sent, ~So this happened.

Followed by a picture of his truck with the pink cock-and-balls décor. 

The reply pinged back gratifyingly quickly. ~Is that your truck? Any messages?

~Other than the paint is pink? No.

~Any damage?

~Not that I can tell. Unless you count not being able to see the mirrors. At this hour, traffic would be slow enough he was probably safe.

Cross sent back, ~I can drive down give you a ride home. It’ll be midnight though. 

The chill in Rusty’s core warmed at the offer. ~Fuck no. As long as it drives I can get home.

~Any chance the bastard was caught on a surveillance camera?

Rusty glanced around but saw only trees and fence. ~I don’t think we have that kind of security. I’m near the back of the lot.

~What can I do? Want me to get in Tyler’s face?

The thought made him smile for perhaps the first time that evening. ~I don’t even know for sure this was him. Could be because I fucked up and gave away a bad goal tonight.

~Assisted on one too. Nice pass.

~You were watching? Rusty hadn’t thought the game was televised anywhere but the local network.

~Streamed the game. Your teammates weren’t helping you out.

~We sucked.

~Doesn’t mean someone gets to tag your truck. Anyone else on the team get done?

~I don’t think so. I stayed late icing my leg. And hiding, which he didn’t have to admit. ~They’re all gone. But I didn’t hear anyone yelling.

After a moment, Cross added, ~That was a good block too, getting your leg in front of the shot. Like he thought Rusty needed more props, which was kind but unnecessary. And then, ~I can loan you a car for a few days, if you have to leave your truck at the shop.

Rusty snorted. ~Ha. No shop. I’m lucky if I have money for some turpentine.

~What can I do to fix this?

That was the downside to complaining to Cross. He didn’t seem to realize some shit couldn’t be fixed. ~I don’t need anything. I just wanted to tell somebody. Wanted to bitch, I guess.

~You can bitch to me any time. Can you at least buy some cover up spray paint? Not that there’s anything wrong with pink. Hell, you could make the whole thing pink. Big FU to whoever did it.

Rusty gave that a moment of serious thought. He could text Tyler, “Thanks for the decorating suggestion.” Piss him off. But he’d blocked that new number, and any contact would probably just encourage him. And despite the temptation to park a pink truck next to Morty’s, provoking his teammates would probably end badly. He wondered if any of them had seen the damage and not bothered to come back in and tell him. 

Probably not. He’d parked in the far corner on purpose.

He sent, ~Not sure I want the attention.

~I get that. How about blue? Or better red. Might cover the pink easier. Might want to start with primer though. Then a top coat.

Rusty checked the weather app. Even if he could afford the paint, there was no point in wasting it. ~It’s supposed to rain for the next six days. Maybe after.

~I have a big garage. Space to work.

He’d never been to Cross’s place. Scott had a cool condo in Portland with a view of the water. He’d been over there once, and remembered Cross saying he had a house. But Cross was a tidy guy, finicky even. Rusty had spray-painted a lot of shit around the farm in his day, and it was never a tidy process. ~You can’t want me to get paint all over your garage.

~You can spend an hour helping get everything covered up first. Then yeah.   

It was the idea of “helping” that made Rusty want to say yes. And hour or two with Cross, working side by side, sounded like a slice of heaven after how alone he’d felt all week. ~Tomorrow? I have practice till 11. Neither of us has a game. Maybe he kept track of the Rafters schedule a bit closely, but then, he was a fan. 

~Sure. Our practice is optional. 3 p.m?

Rusty stifled a grin. Hell, yes. Almost worth the pink paint. ~I could do that.

~Let me buy the paint. 

~I can afford some paint. Maybe. Probably. He’d have to go price it out.

~But it’ll take time. If I do that part in the morning you can get on the road quicker. 

He was figuring out how to say no when Cross added, ~You can pay me back. I’ll keep the receipt.

But will he buy the cheap stuff? Rusty paced in a circle. Cross had barely let him pay for a couple of Pepsis on their fake date, even though he’d driven all that way to help Rusty out, and for sure it should’ve been on Rusty’s dime. Yeah, Cross made, like, eight million bucks a year, so he could afford it, but Rusty was done being dependent. No one— not his parents, not Tyler, not Cross— no one got to control what he did or who he loved by buying stuff. He steeled himself to say no, he’d shop for himself. Call it off if the paint was out of his budget.

Except it was late, the fog was turning to drizzle down his neck, and Cross sent, ~Please? That way we can be done at a decent hour.

So was he being independent, or making things harder by being stubborn? Fuck if he could tell the difference anymore. He texted, ~Yeah. OK. Black though and not too pricey?

~You got it. 

~You’re sure?

Cross just replied, ~See you at 3.

~See you. Thanks!

The driver’s door creaked as he got in. That had nothing to do with the vandalism, and everything to do with the fact that he’d bought the truck with chore money when he was sixteen and it’d been ready for the scrap heap even then. It’d saved his life twice, carrying him from his parents’ house to Scott’s ranch when his world fell apart, and across the country to this desperate new chance. It didn’t deserve the indignity of a pink dick.

Fuck Tyler sideways with a cactus.

The pickup was held together with baling wire and string, and if it died, he was screwed. He rested his elbows on the steering wheel and breathed through his nose, his teeth clenched. Every time he thought he was on track, he was reminded that his track was actually a tightrope wire ten feet off the ground.

His phone pinged again and he got it out. 

Cross. ~Looking forward to it. 

That was odd and a bit awkward, but cool. The words warmed the chill inside Rusty enough for him to relax his jaw and almost smile, as he stuck his phone in his pocket and drove home. 




      ***“Looking forward to it.” Cross set down his phone and hid his face in his hands. What a ridiculous thing to say to a guy whose truck was vandalized. Too late to take it back, though.

He spent the next several hours checking repair videos, which told him to use a proper spray gun, sand out and fill dents and cut out the bad rust and patch and, and, and… except Rusty would no doubt try to pay him back for anything he bought. Besides, unless the guy could be convinced to borrow a car, he’d need to drive the truck back down that same night. Two quick coats would have to do. Paint over the rust and let it go. 

The next morning found Cross squinting at racks of automotive and metal paint in the store. Research said five to ten rattle cans of paint and primer per coat, but there were half a dozen brands and several varieties of primer. 

He pulled out his phone and texted Scott. ~Hey, you’re a farm boy right? Ever paint a truck or car?

After a few minutes, he got back, ~I’m not a farm boy, that’s Will. And no. Why? You planning to doll up your Porsche?

~Helping Rusty out.

~If it’s his old truck, that thing is half rust. Isn’t painting it like putting lipstick on a pig? 

~I thought you weren’t a farm boy. What’s with the pig metaphor? 

~Must be Will rubbing off on me.

~I don’t need to hear about your sex life.

~Your loss. Why are you painting Rusty’s truck?

Cross hesitated, but Rusty hadn’t said not to tell. He wouldn’t mention Tyler. He forwarded the picture from last night, the pale shade hard to make out. ~He says it’s pink. 

~Motherfuckers. Can we buy him a new truck? Piss them off? 

~I offered to help. Rusty said no. Well, he hadn’t gone as far as offering a new truck, but Rusty had turned down a loaner and a repair shop. He’d even been prickly about paint. Figured he would say no.

~So what’s the plan?

~He’s bringing it up to my garage since he can’t paint in the rain. I’ll clear out space, we’ll put a couple of coats on it and ignore the rust.

~OK what time? I’ll come help so your thumb doesn’t fall off. 

~Thumb?

~From holding down the spray paint? Have you never?

Cross didn’t want to admit that his experience with household repairs was minimal. His dad had made his money before Cross was born and they’d always paid people to do the work. ~Not enough to sprain my thumb.

~I’ll bring a couple of the guys. Make the work go faster. 

~3 PM

~Got it. So which of your babies are you going to put out on the street?

~My cars are not my babies.

~Could’ve fooled me. 

~You like them more than I do. He’d read up on performance and specs before buying, and talked about them in the locker room because it was a way to connect with some of the other players. He’d grown up awkward, nerdy, enthused about things the other kids didn’t seem to care about. But he wasn’t stupid. Teambuilding was a challenge that could be researched, same as anything else. In Juniors, he’d studied video games and superheroes and popular actresses. When he hit the majors, he asked his dad to teach him to golf. The cars were another entry point. He wasn’t attached.

Although, to be fair, he did like cruising down a highway in summer with the top down and a lot of power under the hood. He liked the rumble of the engine and the nimble response to his foot and hands… okay, maybe he was fond of them. Still not his babies.

He told Scott, ~They’re cars. They won’t melt.

~Always so mature. See you at 3.

“Mature” should’ve felt like a compliment, not an accusation. But in a sport where he was maybe past his peak, coming from a guy who’d barely hit twenty-four, it stung. He pushed that feeling aside and switched over to his shopping list. Respirators. Better buy a bunch, since Scott was good at roping people in. Box fans. He didn’t want to poison the lungs of his teammates with this little stunt. Better get several. Sandpaper. Tarp. Masking tape. Plastic. 

By the time he was done, he was glad he’d driven his SUV to get “a few cans of spray paint.” 

Back home, he decided to clear the left half of his four-car garage, which meant putting out the working cars— the Highlander SUV and the Lexus he loaned his sister when she came to visit. He unloaded, cranked up the heat in the garage because the paint said don’t use below fifty degrees and Portland had decided to do forty-five and raining. 

Prep time. He glanced around the garage, his eye catching on the camera over the door into the house.

His house had a video doorbell and three-sixty-degree camera surveillance of the property and a camera on his gate, and this one, all monitored by his father’s security people. Way overkill, except when he got back from the ranch last summer, he’d been pathetically glad of the security. Now he was back to where the lack of privacy grated. Well, it should grate, like it has all my life. I should want to get rid of it. He pretended some dark little place back in his head didn’t shiver and get scared at the notion of being left unprotected. 

Either way, it was what it was. He texted Amy Nelson, head of LaCroix family security. ~Will be putting two of the cars out on the road and having friends parking on the drive. One old battered truck in the garage. 

He quickly got back, ~Noted. Dolan’s truck? And why not leave yours on the drive?

Of course she knew who in his life drove something like that. He really should want privacy.

~It’s raining. I don’t make my friends hike in the rain. That was a better excuse than saying he didn’t want to show off his possessions in front of Rusty. The kid had to know Cross was loaded, but maybe he could not rub Rusty’s face in it. He could throw tarps over the Porsche and the antique Mustang, and they could be anything under there. Covering them would be smart anyway. 

He set up the fans, the heat, the tarps, laid out paint and supplies. Then he showered, even though he’d already had one that morning, and no doubt would again afterward. He refused to examine why he wanted to feel totally fresh and clean. Likewise, he didn’t think about why it took him ten minutes to persuade himself to wear old baggy clothes, instead of his favorite sweater that brought out the color of his eyes. Rusty— and the guys— wouldn’t care how he looked, and he made the smart choice in the end.

He ate lunch and made sure he had fixings for nachos and sandwiches ready. The guys would’ve eaten too— no one skipped a meal when they were fighting to keep on weight as the season wound down— but by the same rationale, they could always eat more. He popped and seasoned a big bowl of everything-popcorn, got out crackers, hummus. Stopped himself when he realized he was contemplating making a veggie platter. Keep it casual. Don’t be weird. 

Volkov, their backup goalie, was the first to arrive, ringing the doorbell at two-forty. Cross had been distracting himself by keeping track of the garage temperature (almost sixty now) and watching the Gryphons’ ECHL rival Sacramento wipe the ice with Reno in a recorded game on his laptop. It wouldn’t hurt to give Rusty some pointers on Sacramento’s number twenty-seven. He seemed to lose the puck if he was forced over to his left… 

Cross shut off the game and buzzed Volkov through the front door. Time to focus on his own teammates.

Volkov handed Cross a case of beer as he came into the kitchen. “Here. Painting is thirsty work.” 

“Thanks.”

“Edzie sent me picture of truck. Is there someone I can punch?”

Cross had to smile. “Sadly no.”

“Last summer neither. I am sad. What color paint did you buy?”

“Black.” Cross held up a hand to fend off Volkov’s reply. “Rusty asked for black.”

“I guess he wants to look badass. We will fix it for him.”

“Right.” Another ring at the door heralded Goldie and Axel. Cross unlocked for them, and Scott was hard on their heels. 

Goldie brought more beer, Scott had a big bag of takeout. “In case Rusty didn’t get to eat after the game,” he said. “Plus some for the rest of us.”

Fries, even sweet potato fries, weren’t on Cross’s cheat list. Hopefully he’d be putting in enough elbow grease to burn off the fat. He wasn’t strong enough to turn those down. 

A little after three, he heard another car in the drive and the door cam showed Rusty’s truck approaching. The pink swaths stood out in the afternoon light. Cross was an even-tempered guy, but the urge to smash Tyler almost choked him. Rusty worked so damned hard and he had so little stuff. No one should get to wreck it.

Taking a breath and fixing on a smile, Cross headed onto the front porch with the other guys trailing behind. Rusty climbed out of the cab looking wide-eyed.

Despite the rain, he turned in a circle on the driveway, checking out the property. Then he jogged up the steps to meet Cross. “Wow, this place is incredible. I didn’t think— I mean, I knew you had money and you’re an NHLer and all, but wow.”

“Not to worry,” Volkov said over Cross’s shoulder. “In a few years, you’ll be in NHL too and can buy many cars like Cross.”

“Many cars?”

Cross threw a glare at Volkov over his shoulder and pulled the door wider, beckoning Rusty inside. “He exaggerates. Our starting goalie has nine. I’ve got, like, four and one of them’s for my sister.”

Scott chuckled but just said, “Come on, Rusty, I got food.”

“We should put the truck in the garage first,” Goldie pointed out. “Let it start drying off and warming up.”

“Right.” Cross remembered that from the videos he’d watched late into the night. Not just a warm room, but warm metal. “Here, Rusty, you get in the truck, and I’ll open up the garage. There’s a tarp on the floor. Just pull right in onto it.”

The guys, of course, tagged along as Cross headed into the garage, entered the code, and hit the opener. Axel shook one of the cans of spray paint lined up on the plastic-draped workbench. “Twelve cans of each? You think we’ll need all that?”

“I think going out for more in the middle of the job is worse than returning the excess later.” Not that he’d bother. Keeping some extra paint around that matched would let Rusty touch up again if he had to. Hopefully not because he got tagged again. Cross made a mental note to offer the Gryphons’ arena some highly-visible parking lot surveillance equipment ASAP. 

“Fair enough.” Axel shrugged.

Goldie said, “You sure did a good job draping everything off. Super picky.”

Cross elbowed him. “I’m putting cans of spray paint in the hands of my teammates. This is probably underprotection.”

Zykov laughed. “We will be good. Not spray your precious cars.”

They stepped back as Rusty carefully pulled his pickup forward into the garage. Rain dripped from the gray and pink sides and off the rusted fenders. Goldie waved him squarely onto the tarp, then held up his hand. The broken-muffler roar of the engine gurgled and then died. Rusty swung out and eyed his decaying ride. “It’s pretty wet.”

Cross suggested, “Let’s eat some of Edzie’s food and let the truck drip for a while. Then I bet I have some old towels around. We’ll get it dried off, taped up, and spray some primer on.” He gestured at his teammates. “Lots of hands’ll make it quick work.”

Rusty scrubbed a hand through his damp hair. “I didn’t expect this. I really appreciate it. You all don’t have to work on my truck—”

“That’s what we came here for,” Goldie interrupted. “If we can give you a hand, let us.” He, Volkov, and Axel had also met Rusty in the summer in the midst of all the drama. They knew Rusty had gone through hard shit. There was nothing Cross or his teammates could do, then or now, to soften that blow, but Cross knew all the guys wanted to make life a little less rough for Rusty. 

Scott added. “Although sadly, not even a good coat of paint can save that rust bucket for long. Dude, can we get you a better truck? Used, if you prefer?”

“No!” Rusty backed up a step. “Look, I know you could afford it, but I can’t take gifts like that!”

Scott held up a hand. “Got it. I won’t push. Come on. I brought tacos and fries and Cross has hummus and all kinds of other stuff. Let’s fuel up and then tackle the job.”

Cross ushered them back toward the kitchen. Rusty, bringing up the rear, paused in the doorway to turn to him. “Thanks, really! I was, uh, kind of upset about it and this is awesome.” His blue eyes caught the light from the garage overheads and a trickle of water ran from his rain-darkened hair over his cheek and down his neck, until it disappeared under the collar of a ratty jean jacket. End-of-season weight loss and a year of maturity were sharpening those cheekbones of his, in contrast to his soft full lips. Cross felt the urge to step closer, to wipe that trickle off with his thumb, and brush it across that mouth, to make Rusty feel better…

Cross realized he’d been staring. “Not a problem. Seriously. Now get some food before those hungry jackals eat all the fries.”









