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C

arter Hayes POV

The bleach smell hits me first.

Six forty-five in the morning, and the Seattle Storm practice facility already reeks of industrial cleaner and that particular brand of desperation that comes with trying to make something sterile that’s designed to be sweaty. My skates echo on the concrete as I push through the entrance, gym bag slung over one shoulder, and I’m thinking about coffee. Always thinking about coffee. Brooklyn runs on it, and I haven’t shaken the habit just because some GM decided I was worth trading three draft picks for.

The guys are already filtering in. West Coast hockey players are a different breed—all sunshine smiles and “hey, man” energy that makes my teeth ache. Back in Boston, we’d have grunted at each other until at least eight. Here, someone’s already trying to make conversation about the weather.

“Beautiful morning, right?”

I grunt. Close enough.

The locker room opens up in front of me, all fresh paint and new nameplates, and that’s when I see him.

Miles Connolly. Center. Number 19.

He’s standing by his stall in Storm warm-ups, hair still wet from what I’m guessing is a pre-practice shower because of course he’s the guy who shows up early enough to shower before sweating. The overhead lights catch on water droplets sliding down his neck, and my stomach does something complicated that I’m going to ignore.

He looks up.

Our eyes meet.

And there it is—that flash of panic I remember from a Vancouver hotel room four months ago, right before he kissed me like I was the only thing keeping him from drowning, right before he came apart in my hands, right before he pretended the next morning that nothing had happened.

His jaw tightens. He looks away first.

Yeah. We’re going to be great teammates.

I find my stall—Hayes, C., the nameplate reads, and isn’t that a joke—and start the ritual. Skates first, unlaced and ready. Tape, three rolls because I go through it like other people go through oxygen. Stick, my favorite curve, the one that got me twenty-seven goals last season before Boston decided I was expendable.

“Carter Hayes, right?”

I look up. The guy’s built like a defenseman, but he’s wearing a captain’s C on his practice jersey. Josh Martinez. I’ve seen the scouting reports. Solid two-way player, good in the room, the kind of leader who actually gives a shit.

“That’s what my mom tells me,” I say.

He grins. “Welcome to Seattle. You’re going to love it here. Rain, coffee, more rain.”

“My kind of place.”

“Coach wants everyone on the ice in ten.” Josh’s eyes flick past me to where Miles is very deliberately not looking in our direction. “You’re centering the second line. With Connolly.”

Of course I am.

“Great,” I say, and it comes out flatter than I mean it to.

Josh’s grin falters just slightly, but he’s too professional to push. “See you out there.”

Ten minutes. I’ve got ten minutes to get my head right before I have to share ice with the guy who made me feel like maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t completely forgettable—and then proved me wrong before breakfast.
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The ice is perfect. Fresh Zamboni, glass like mirrors, boards that’ll give when you need them to. I take a lap, testing my edges, feeling the cold bite through my gear. This part never changes, no matter what city I’m in. Ice is ice. Hockey is hockey.

Except Miles Connolly is stretching at center ice, and suddenly hockey feels a lot more complicated.

Coach Sullivan blows the whistle. We gather at the bench, and I make sure to position myself on the opposite end from Miles. Not obvious. Just strategic.

“Morning, gentlemen.” Coach is one of those old-school guys who probably played when helmets were optional. Grey hair, sharp eyes, the kind of voice that cuts through arena noise. “We’ve got forty games left and we’re three points out of a playoff spot. No time for warm and fuzzy. We’re here to work.”

A few guys whoop. I stay quiet.

“Line drills first. Hayes, you’re with Connolly and Rodriguez. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

My throat goes tight. I swallow it down.

Miles skates past me to take his position at center. He doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t acknowledge me. Just sets up like I’m any other winger he’s played with.

Fine. Two can play that game.

The drill is simple—breakout from our zone, three passes, controlled entry into the offensive zone, shot on net. Textbook stuff. I’ve done it a thousand times.

Coach drops the puck.

Miles wins the faceoff clean, snaps it back to the D-man. I’m already moving, finding space along the boards, and the pass comes tape-to-tape. I one-touch it back to Miles as he crosses the blue line.

Here’s where it should work. Where our chemistry should click. I’ve watched enough film on Miles Connolly to know how he thinks—he sees the ice like a chess board, always two moves ahead. He should hit me in stride as I cut to the net.

The pass comes.

It’s perfect. Right on my tape, perfect speed, perfect placement.

But the timing’s off. Just a fraction of a second. Just enough that I’m not quite ready, not quite balanced, and my shot sails wide.

“Get it together, Hayes.”

Miles’s voice cuts across the ice, sharp and cold. His captain voice. The one that probably works great on guys who don’t know what he sounds like when he’s coming undone.

I bite down on the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste copper.

“My bad,” I say, and I don’t look at him.

We run it again. And again. Each time, the passes are technically perfect. Each time, something’s just slightly off. It’s like playing with a metronome set to the wrong tempo—we’re hitting all the right notes but the song sounds wrong.

Coach notices. Of course he does.

“Connolly, Hayes—you two need to talk. Communication is half of line chemistry. Use your damn words.”

Miles skates closer. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that I can smell his soap—same brand from Vancouver, something expensive and clean that made me want to mess him up.

“Breakout on three,” he says. Formal. Professional. Like we’re strangers.

“Sure, Connolly,” I say, and his name in my mouth is deliberate. A reminder. You don’t get to pretend we’re nothing.

His knuckles whiten on his stick. “On my call.”

We run the drill. This time it works. Perfect tape-to-tape, perfect timing, and I bury it top shelf. The ping of the puck hitting the crossbar echoes satisfyingly.

“Better,” Coach says. “Again.”

We run it fifteen more times. Each one is technically flawless. Each one feels like skating through broken glass.

Practice ends after ninety minutes that feel like ninety hours. I’m sweating through my base layer, muscles singing with that good ache that comes from pushing hard, and all I want is a shower and about six cups of coffee.

The locker room is chaos—guys chirping each other, music playing, the particular brand of noise that comes with twenty-something professional athletes decompressing. I head straight for my stall, start unlacing my skates with aggressive focus.

Someone sits down on the bench beside me.

Not someone. Miles.

“Welcome to Seattle,” he says.

I look up. Hold his gaze. Those eyes—blue-grey like storm clouds, and yeah, I’m aware of the irony—are carefully blank. The same eyes that looked at me in Vancouver like I was something worth keeping.

“Thanks,” I say. “Heard the coffee here’s better than in Vancouver.”

It’s deliberate. A private barb. A reminder that Vancouver happened, that he can’t just erase it by pretending hard enough.

His jaw clenches. His knuckles go white where he’s gripping his stick, and for just a second I see something crack in that perfect facade—anger, maybe, or fear, or something that looks uncomfortably like wanting.

Then it’s gone.

He stands. Turns. Walks away without another word.

I watch him go. Watch the way his shoulders are too tight, the way he’s moving like he’s holding something in. The Miles from Vancouver would’ve—

No. I’m not doing this. I’m not creating stories about a guy who made it very clear I was a mistake he’d rather forget.

I yank my skates off and shove them in my bag harder than necessary.

My phone buzzes.

Derek: So? Have you seen HIM?

My little brother. Of course he’s tracking this. I told him about Vancouver in a moment of weakness—or maybe strength, I still haven’t decided—and he’s been weirdly invested ever since. Probably because I never tell him anything about my personal life, and suddenly I handed him prime drama.

I’m trying to figure out how to respond when someone drops onto the bench beside me.

Josh Martinez. Again.

“So,” he says, and there’s something too casual in his tone. “You and Connolly.”

My stomach drops. “What about us?”

“Just trying to figure out the vibe.” Josh leans back, studying me with those sharp captain eyes. “You two have history, or just bad blood?”

The locker room noise fades to background static. This is it. The first test. The first moment where I have to decide how much of the truth I’m willing to risk.

Miles is across the room, close enough to hear if he’s listening. Close enough to panic if I say the wrong thing.

“We’ve played against each other,” I say carefully. “Rivalries get intense.”

“Yeah,” Josh says slowly. “Intense. That’s one word for it.”

He doesn’t push. Not yet. But the question hangs in the air between us like a timer counting down to an explosion I can’t prevent.

My phone buzzes again.

Derek: CARTER. Answer me. Did you see him?????

I look across the locker room. Miles is pulling his jersey off, and the overhead lights catch on his shoulders, the line of his spine, the slight bruise on his ribs that makes me wonder what happened and hate that I still care.

He feels me watching. Looks up.

For just a second, everything else disappears. It’s just us and Vancouver and all the things we didn’t say the morning after.

Then Josh shifts beside me, and Miles looks away, and the moment shatters.

I unlock my phone and type:

Me: Yeah. I saw him.
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M

iles Connolly POV

The condo is too quiet.

Three in the morning, and I’m standing at the floor-to-ceiling windows watching the Space Needle glow against the black sky, holding a glass of water I don’t remember filling. Downtown Seattle spreads out below me like a grid of possibilities I’m not allowed to explore. Everything in this place is beige. Beige walls, beige furniture, beige life carefully curated to look exactly like what a professional athlete’s home should look like.

My father approved of it when I signed with the Storm. “Clean lines. Professional. Very you, Miles.”

Except it’s not me. I don’t know what me looks like anymore.

I press my forehead against the cold glass and close my eyes, but that’s worse. Because then I see Vancouver. Carter Hayes on hotel sheets, hair dark with sweat, looking at me like I was something worth having instead of a mistake waiting to happen.

My phone buzzes on the granite counter. I ignore it.

It buzzes again.

Dad: Mother wants to discuss the charity gala. Call tomorrow.

Tomorrow. Always tomorrow. Always another obligation, another performance, another chance to be the son Richard Connolly expects.

I delete the message and pour the water down the sink. Sleep isn’t happening. Might as well accept it.

––––––––
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The practice facility is empty at six AM. I like it this way—just me and the ice and the particular silence that comes before the chaos starts. I run through stick-handling drills alone, feeling the tape under my gloves, the familiar weight and balance that’s been constant since I was six years old.

Hockey makes sense. Hockey has rules. You work hard, you get results. You practice, you improve. Cause and effect. Simple.

Unlike everything else in my life right now.

“Connolly.”

I nearly drop my stick.

Coach Sullivan is standing at the bench, coffee in hand, looking like he hasn’t slept much either. “Didn’t expect anyone else this early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.” The truth, though not the whole truth.

“Yeah.” He takes a long sip of coffee. “Listen, I need you in the video room at nine. Hayes needs to review his defensive positioning from yesterday’s practice. You’re our best defensive forward—walk him through it.”

My throat goes tight. “Shouldn’t that be Josh’s job? He’s the captain.”

“Josh has media obligations. You’re alternate captain. It’s your job too.” Coach gives me a look that says he knows I’m making excuses and doesn’t care. “Nine AM. Video room. Don’t make me ask twice.”

He leaves.

I stand there on the empty ice, stick in hand, and try to remember how to breathe.

––––––––
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The video room is barely bigger than a closet. Two chairs, a desk, a screen, and about six inches of personal space that evaporates the moment Carter Hayes walks in at 9:02.

“Morning,” he says, and he sounds exactly like he did yesterday—flat, sarcastic, armored.

“You’re late.” I don’t look at him. I’m very focused on cueing up the practice footage.

“By two minutes. I’m devastated by my own unprofessionalism.”

He drops into the chair beside me, and suddenly the room smells like him—sweat and cheap soap and leather and something underneath that I remember from Vancouver, something that made me want to pull him closer and never let go.

I shift away. Put another inch of space between us. It’s not enough.

“Coach wants me to review your defensive positioning,” I say, and I’m using my captain voice. Professional. Distant. The voice that works on everyone except apparently Carter Hayes.

“Great. Always wanted performance notes from the guy who’s pretending I don’t exist.”

“I’m not—” I stop. Start over. “You were slow on the backcheck in this sequence. Watch.”

I hit play. The footage shows Carter chasing the play, just a half-second behind where he needs to be. It’s a small thing. Correctible. The kind of detail that separates good players from great ones.

“You need to read the transition faster,” I say. “Anticipate before the play develops.”

“Got it. Be psychic. Helpful.”

“I’m trying to help you.”

“Are you.”

It’s not a question. It’s a challenge. I make the mistake of looking at him.

He’s closer than I thought. Close enough that I can see the stubble along his jaw that he hasn’t shaved yet, the dark circles under his eyes that match mine, the way he’s looking at me like he’s trying to solve an equation that doesn’t add up.

“You were slow here,” I say, pointing at the screen, trying to focus on anything except his proximity.

Carter leans in to see what I’m indicating. His forearm brushes mine.

Heat explodes up my arm, across my chest, into my face. I jerk back so fast my elbow hits the desk.

“Careful,” Carter says, and there’s something dangerous in his voice.

“I’m fine.”

“Yeah. You look real fine, Connolly.”

The way he says my name—like it’s a weapon, like he’s reminding me of something I’m trying to forget—makes my jaw clench.

“Can we focus on the tape?”

“Sure. Let’s focus.” He settles back in his chair, but he’s watching me instead of the screen. “You were saying I was slow.”

“In the defensive zone. You need to—”

“Not as slow as you were getting out of my room.”

The air vanishes.

I fumble the remote. The tape jumps forward, skips, shows a different drill entirely. My hands are shaking. I can hear my pulse in my ears.

“That didn’t happen,” I say.

“Which part?” Carter’s voice is low, meant only for me, intimate in a way that makes my skin feel too tight. “The part where you kissed me like you’d been thinking about it for months? Or the part where you came in my—”

“Stop.”

“Why? You’ve been pretending I’m invisible for four months. Thought you’d appreciate me returning the favor.”

I grip the remote so hard the plastic creaks. “I’m trying to do my job.”

“And I’m trying to figure out if that night meant anything to you at all, or if I was just a convenient experiment you regret.”

The word experiment hits like a slapshot to the ribs.

Because that’s what everyone would call it, isn’t it? If they knew. Miles Connolly, golden boy, decided to experiment with a guy. Decided to see what it was like. Decided it wasn’t worth repeating.

Except that’s not what happened.

That’s not what it was.

“It wasn’t—” I stop. Try again. “You weren’t—”

“I wasn’t what, Miles?”

He uses my first name. Not Connolly. Miles. And it sounds like Vancouver, like hotel room darkness, like the version of myself I don’t know how to be in daylight.

“We need to finish this tape,” I say instead of answering.

Carter studies me for a long moment. Then he laughs, bitter and sharp. “Yeah. Sure. Let’s watch me fuck up my defensive positioning. That’s definitely the problem we should be solving.”

We sit in silence. The tape plays. I point out three more errors in his game. He nods, takes notes, doesn’t argue. Professional. Distant.

By the time we finish, I feel like I’ve run wind sprints for an hour.

“We done?” Carter asks.

“Yes.”

He stands. Pauses at the door. “For what it’s worth, Miles—I don’t regret it. Vancouver. I regret that you do.”

Then he’s gone, and I’m alone in the too-small room with the screen still glowing and my chest feeling like someone’s wrapped it in tape too tight.

The condo is too quiet again.

Eight PM, and I’m standing at the same window, staring at the same view, trying to make sense of the same impossible equation.

I liked Emma in college. Dated her for two years. The affection was real—I remember the way she laughed, the way she fit against my side, the pride I felt introducing her to my parents. That was real.

I liked Sarah last year. Three months of dinners and hockey games and her hand in mine. She kissed me goodbye and said “I wish this was working,” and I didn’t know how to tell her I wished the same thing. That was real too.

And Vancouver.

Carter Hayes in dim light, hands on my skin, mouth on mine, and feeling like I was finally, finally something other than the carefully constructed version of Miles Connolly everyone expected. That was the most real thing I’ve ever felt.

So what does that make me?

I pull out my phone. Type into the search bar before I can stop myself: attracted to men and women

The results flood in. Articles. Forums. Resources. Words I’ve never let myself think about.

Bisexual.

I stare at the word. It sits there on the screen like a live grenade.

My father’s voice echoes in my head: “Connolly men are pillars. They don’t crumble.”

I close the browser. Delete the history. Clear the cache. Erase all evidence like that’ll erase the question itself.

My reflection stares back at me from the dark window. I look hollow.

The phone rings. Dad. Of course.

“Miles.” His voice is all business. “Your mother’s inviting Eliza Whitmore to the game next week. Good family. Daughter of Senator Whitmore. You remember her from the club.”

I remember. Blonde, polite, appropriate.

“Be charming,” Dad continues. “She’s excellent optics. Mother thinks you two would be well-suited.”

Something bitter crawls up my throat. “Sure, Dad.”

“That’s my boy. How’s the new team treating you?”

“Fine. Lines are coming together.”

“Good. The Storm’s lucky to have a Connolly. Don’t forget that.”

We talk for five more minutes—game strategy, his old war stories from his own NHL days, expectations for the season. I give him the answers he wants. I’m very good at that.

When he hangs up, I feel emptier than before.

My laptop is still open on the kitchen counter. I should close it. Should put it away. Should go to bed and stop thinking about search histories and Vancouver and the way Carter looked at me in the video room like I was a coward.

A notification pops up in the corner. Email alert. Google Alert for my name—something my agent set up years ago to track media mentions.

I almost don’t click it.

I click it.

It’s a gossip blog. Small, not mainstream, but active. The kind that specializes in sports scandal and athlete drama.

The headline reads: “Former Titans Captain’s Late-Night Victory Lap?”

Below it is a photo. Blurry, taken from across a street. Vancouver. Outside a hotel.

Two men. One in a Titans jacket. One in a Blades hoodie.

The timestamp says four months ago.

The caption speculates: “Sources say Connolly left the hotel at 3 AM after an all-night celebration. Wonder who he was celebrating with?”

The photo is too blurry to identify faces. But I know that jacket. I know that hoodie.

I know exactly who I was celebrating with.

My phone is still in my hand. I’m staring at the screen. The walls of the too-quiet condo are closing in.

This is it. This is how it starts. How everything I’ve built crumbles.

The phone buzzes again.

Unknown number. Text message.

Unknown: Interesting photo. Wonder if a clearer version exists. Wonder what it’s worth.

My hands go numb.
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C

arter Hayes POV

TD Garden smells like every betrayal I’ve ever swallowed.

Popcorn and stale beer and twenty thousand people who used to chant my name now screaming for my blood. The visiting locker room is smaller than I remember, concrete walls closing in while I tape my stick with hands that want to shake but won’t because I’m Carter fucking Hayes and I don’t give them the satisfaction.

“First game back,” Rodriguez says, pulling his jersey over his pads. “You good?”

“Great.”

“That’s convincing.”

I look up. Miles is three stalls down, lacing his skates with focused precision, pretending he can’t hear this conversation. Pretending he hasn’t been avoiding eye contact since that text message appeared on his phone two days ago. Whatever it said turned him into a ghost—physically present, emotionally elsewhere.

Not my problem. Can’t be my problem.

“I’m good,” I tell Rodriguez again, and this time I almost believe it.

––––––––
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The tunnel feels longer than it used to. Our skates echo on concrete, the roar of the crowd building with each step, and I’m counting my breathing. In for four. Out for four. Basic shit they teach you in minor leagues when the pressure gets too big.

We hit the ice.

The boos are immediate. Visceral. Personal.

“TRAITOR!”

“FUCK YOU, HAYES!”

Signs in the stands: Boston Bleeds Gold, You’re Just Yellow. Creative. Real creative.

I skate a lap during warm-ups, and every touch of the puck brings fresh jeers. The muscle memory is all wrong—this used to be home ice, my sanctuary, and now it’s hostile territory. These people loved me six months ago. Bought my jersey. Chanted my name after goals.

Everything’s temporary. Everyone leaves or gets left.

Miles glides past me during passing drills. Doesn’t look. Doesn’t acknowledge. Just another reminder that I’m alone in this.

The game is brutal from the first drop.

Boston comes out flying, hitting everything that moves, and I’m their primary target. Every shift is a war. Jackson—used to be my linemate, used to grab beers after practice—catches me with an elbow to the ribs in the corner. Legal but vicious.

“Miss me, Hartsy?” he says, using the old nickname like a knife.

I don’t answer. Just dig for the puck and take the hit.

By the second period we’re down 2-0 and I’m playing angry. Stupid angry. The kind that makes you chase hits instead of plays, that makes you forget the system and just want to hurt something.

Coach benches me for a shift. “Get your head straight, Hayes.”

I sit. Breathe. Watch Miles win a faceoff clean and set up a scoring chance we don’t convert. He’s playing like this game doesn’t bother him. Like nothing bothers him. Must be nice.

Third period. We need a goal. Coach reunites our line—me, Miles, Rodriguez.

I’m back on Boston ice, and the crowd noise is white noise now. I’m numb to it. Numb to everything except the puck and the space and Miles yelling “CARTER!” for a pass I deliver tape-to-tape.

We cycle in the offensive zone. I crash the net, take a crosscheck to the kidneys that the ref ignores. The puck squirts loose. Jackson is there, and suddenly we’re tangled up, sticks and elbows and that particular kind of violence that lives in the corners.

“You always were a fucking coward, Hayes,” he mutters, breath hot through his cage.

I shove him off. “Says the guy who’s losing.”

“At least I’m not a—”

The word he uses makes time stop.

It’s not creative. It’s old and ugly and hits like a slapshot to the solar plexus. The arena noise vanishes. Everything vanishes except that word hanging in the cold air between us and the fact that he doesn’t even know—he’s just throwing slurs like everyone does in hockey, casual violence that’s supposed to mean nothing.

Except it means everything.

I freeze.

And then Miles is there.

He drops his gloves before I process what’s happening. Grabs Jackson by the jersey and throws a punch that connects with his jaw hard enough I hear the impact.

“Say that again,” Miles snarls, and it’s not his captain voice. It’s something raw and furious I’ve never heard from him. “I fucking dare you.”

Jackson recovers
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