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	Prologue

	 

	Nate Hennessey’s head floated like a helium-filled balloon. His face hurt from all the smiling he’d done for the last several hours.

	The stench of dirty socks, body odor, and Lysol had hit him like a Zamboni when he’d first walked in. Though dressing rooms of professional athletes had a similar mix of scents. That mix didn’t include teenage hormones. Thank God.

	The concrete brick walls of the prep school hockey team dressing room were still painted a drab beige. The blue stripe circling the walls under the ceiling still needed retouching. The dark blue carpeting still needed replacement. Maybe he should make a donation. But that was a thought for another day. Today he’d come back to the school where he’d spent his middle and high school years playing hockey as the conquering hero.

	All hail Stanley Cup champion Nathan Hennessey. Heh.

	The current assembly of high school hockey players stood a respectful distance from the gleaming silver of the famed Cup, awe and envy on their faces. Nate stood on one side of the Cup, Elliot Jarvis, the Cup’s senior keeper, stood on the other, one gloved hand clasped around his other wrist.

	Nate’s heart thrummed like a hummingbird’s wings, leaving him slightly out of breath. He wasn’t a fan of public speaking; but he’d won the Cup and here he was. He tugged a bottle of water from his back pocket and took a swig. His gaze scanned the faces of the young men in front of him.

	Nate had been these guys seven, eight years ago, dreaming of a pro hockey career. The odds of any one of them making it to the NHL, much less hoisting the thirty-five pounds of silver and nickel that made up Lord Stanley’s Cup, were astronomical.

	But he’d done it. Two weeks ago, by a miraculous twist of fate, he and his team had been the last men standing after twenty-one games and the necessary sixteen wins. He was the first Lumberjacks player to enjoy his Cup Day. And he’d chosen to return to the prep school where his own dream had been given life.

	Coaches, admin staff, and several teachers stood at the back of the room, as did his sister, Claire, younger than him by eight years. He glanced at her, and she grinned. His mouth quirked in response. He wouldn’t have made it through the day without her support. She’d been his rock at the cemetery, their first stop this morning. God, he missed Jacob. This journey would have been a thousand percent better if his best friend had been a part of it.

	“Nate, what was it like?” The question came from a young man with bright blue eyes and dark, lanky hair. “Winning, I mean—the moment you knew you guys had it?”

	Nate nodded, blinked back into the present, and replayed the kid’s question. “Jase, right?”

	The kid nodded and beamed like it was some feat that Nate had remembered his name.

	“Honestly…no words. All I could do was scream for joy. My heart was already pounding because I knew. Sometimes you just do, you know?”

	A couple of heads bobbed.

	The moment was etched clearly in his mind.

	“No matter what the scoreboard says, no matter what the timer says—which was already in our favor—you know. I watched the play unfold from my end, and I was already skating forward. The crowd was a roar…this huge ball of noise and euphoria that fed our energy. The Liberty were already pulling back, conceding… Teammates were shouting from the bench. Then the puck went in, top-shelf. The noise, like, doubled in intensity. Arms, sticks, and helmets flew. I was across the ice and into the melee in a blink. Into a heaving mass of moving bodies. Everyone was laughing, crying. Me included. The experience was amazing.”

	A tall, bulky kid raised a hand.

	Nate made eye contact, nodded.

	“What’s the handshake line like? It’s gotta suck for the other team.”

	Nate huffed, his mouth quirking. He’d been there too. Once or twice. He’d rather lose in the first or third round of the Playoffs than lose in the Final ever again. It was too heartbreaking.

	Movement from the corner of his eye caught his gaze. Claire lifted his phone to her ear. Took a step back, turned away. His gut clenched, his heart thumped a bit harder against his ribs. He’d given it to her so he could focus on these guys. He needed to do that. But he’d had a sense of foreboding all day, all week really. He swallowed the sour taste in his mouth and returned his attention to the group. Whatever it was, good or bad, it would hold for another—he glanced at the large clock on the wall—ten minutes.

	He surveyed the group of young men in front of him. “How many of you have lost a major tournament?”

	Surprisingly, only a few hands went up.

	“That handshake line really does suck for the losers, doesn’t it?” he asked.

	Chuckles and snorts rippled around the room.

	“I’ve been playing hockey since I was nine. I’ve been through a few of those lines over the years. Being on the losing end never gets easier. The prevailing sentiment at the NHL level seems to be that if you don’t win the Cup—” He waved at the gleaming trophy. “—then the whole season was a failure.

	“I mean, I just won.” Nate patted the Cup while laughter rang around him. “But for the Liberty who weren’t even supposed to make it to the Playoffs, was it really a failure?”

	A couple of guys shrugged.

	“For them, it gets the younger guys experience of the grind that a Cup run really is. They’re the Eastern Conference champs. That’s worth some bragging rights, eh? And, more pragmatically, it gets butts in seats for anywhere from eight to sixteen more games and all the merch that goes with it. That’s profit for the franchise…

	“For the players who don’t win? Yeah, it’s salt in the wound.”

	A couple more kids raised their hands.

	“Okay, two more,” said Tim Wilder, the Cup’s other handler, from the back who was in charge of keeping them on schedule.

	Nate pointed at a couple of kids of color and held up a hand before either could speak.

	“A few things before we get these guys’ questions. First, I want to say how cool it is to see these guys here. Players of color have never had an easy time of climbing the hockey ranks. I hope with all my heart that there aren’t any kind of -isms or -phobias going on in this locker room. Second, some kinds of differences can’t be seen. I’m talking about learning disabilities and I’m talking about anyone whose sexuality is to the left or right of dead center cis-gendered heterosexuals.

	“Third, I’m an ally. I’m empowering the coaches and you, the players, to put a stop to the worst kind of trash talk. These are your friends. At the very least, these are teammates, and hockey is a team sport. Look out for each other on and off the ice. If you’re tearing someone down to get ahead, you’re not just failing them, you’re failing the team, you’re failing hockey, but most of all, you’re failing yourself and the fans. Be the kind of player people want to love, not hate.”

	Nate examined the faces of these young men. All eyes were glued to him either directly or through the screen of their cellphone. Some nodded. Some appeared thoughtful. One or two sets of cheeks took on a rosy hue. Whether from guilt or discomfort, he didn’t know and didn’t care as long as his words were making an impression.

	“And fourth, if you need help for any reason or know someone who does, you call this number…pull up your Notes app or whatever.”

	Most phones dropped as the boys did as instructed. “What’s the number, Claire?”

	She stood next to Tim once more, her expression neutral, and rattled off the hotline number.

	Once most of the boys had their phones up and eyes on him, Nate continued. “This goes for anyone—coaches, staff, management. I don’t care how old you are or what your gender is, what your race is, or what your sexuality is—if you need help or you know someone who does, you call that number and help will come.

	“Now, you—” Nate pointed to the kid who looked to be of Middle Eastern descent.

	“Um, my question is for Mr. Jarvis…what’s it like, traveling with the Cup?”

	Mr. Jarvis grinned, teeth and hair as white as the gloves he wore. “Extraordinary. I’ve been to some beautiful places around the country and around the world, seen some special moments, touching moments. But those are private, so you don’t get any details,” he said with a wink.

	With a nod from Mr. Jarvis that he was done, Nate pointed at the other kid who’d raised his hand earlier. “Okay, last one. Montel.”

	“Do you have any advice for making it?”

	Nate gazed at Montel and then at the rest of the group. “Learn your own shortcomings and work to improve them. Ask your coaches for input and work on those things. Look to the longest tenured or best guys in the game. Why are they still around? There’s a guy on the Dallas team, thirty-seven years old, still contributing at a high level despite never really having the legs. Why? Because he’s practiced tip-ins and deflections every single day. He gets to the net and he waits. Why is that guy from Pittsburgh still one of the best in the game despite being in his mid-thirties? Because early on, if someone said he had a hole in his game—guess what he did?”

	“He worked on it,” said a voice.

	Everyone chuckled, including Nate.

	“That’s right, he’d spend the following off-season fixing or learning or honing. He’s still at the top of his game in his mid-thirties because he worked on anything and everything, honed his 200-foot game. Does he have innate skill and a hockey IQ off the charts? Yes, he does, and that certainly helps. But not everyone is in that tier. The League has just under a thousand roster spots and there’s only a handful of the Gretzkys, the Lemieuxs, the Crosbys each season. The rest of those spots are filled with grinders like me. Like you. We do what we have to do to be the best player we can be.

	“But…” The anticipation ratcheted up just a hair. “…that doesn’t mean we should tear someone down to the point they quit. Or kill themselves.”

	The room went silent. Shit. Nate hadn’t meant to circle back around to hazing or bullying, but there he was. “Play hard, play clean, be kind.”

	Maybe if someone like him had said something like that while he and Jacob were in school, Jacob would still be alive.

	Discomfort rippled through the room, but Nate let it linger. He scanned the now-solemn faces. If that unease saved a life—totally worth making them squirm for a bit.

	After a respectful moment of time, Tim moved toward the Cup. “Okay, gentlemen, time for us to go,” he said, his moderate tone carrying in the hushed room. “File past Nate and shake hands.”

	While Mr. Jarvis and Tim bundled the Cup back into its wheeled case, Nate shook hands.

	Mr. Jarvis and Tim headed for the car a few minutes later and once Nate finished the handshake line, he joined Claire in the hallway, heart thumping.

	Nate’s stomach churned harder at her compressed lips and wide blue eyes. “What’s wrong?”

	She handed him his phone, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. Call Wade. You’ve been traded.”

	The words hit him like a slapshot to the gut. Nate leaned against the dingy beige wall, his phone heavier in his hand than the Stanley Cup itself. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed faintly. His mind roared with memories of the season—the triumphs, the camaraderie, the sacrifices. His fingers tightened around his phone. Traded? After winning them the fucking Cup? A thousand questions fought for space in his head, but all he could say was, “Fuck.”

	 

	
 

	 

	Chapter One

	 

	Nate entered the plush room on the fifth floor of the gentrified seven-story building. This suite was a little larger than the one he’d been given on his last visit to this club. Instead of cool blues, elegant greens dressed the decor. Textured pale green paper covered the walls. A light green broke up the dark emerald of the carpet in a honeycomb pattern. The king-sized bed sported a silky duvet with narrow stripes in alternated light and dark sage. Abstract prints provided added color and interest to the room. He found the visual presentation soothing, and some of the disquiet left his shoulders.

	He took a seat at the shiny high-end cherrywood table and scrolled through his socials while he waited for the assigned Dom. His knee bounced, and he let it work. Hopefully, the club had chosen one of the two Doms he’d already seen before. NDA or no NDA, yet another person knowing who he was and what he was about was always risky.

	The knock on the door stilled his knee, and he straightened. “Yeah, come in.”

	The lock clicked, the door opened, and in stepped a familiar man wearing slacks and a white button-down, collar open and sleeves folded up to mid-forearm. Golden-brown forearms sported a light dusting of soft hair.

	Nate’s pulse jumped and the last bit of tension left him. Ashton had been his Dom on his first trip, and Nate liked his bedside manner a lot. So much so, he’d requested him for this evening. Ashton had the looks to go with his personality as well. He was shorter than Nate by at least half a foot, but all-American boyishly cute with a slim though muscular build and long limbs. Nate suspected he ran to keep in shape. The low fade of his light brown hair looked recently trimmed.

	Ashton’s green eyes twinkled when he spotted Nate. “Hey, cutie. Thanks for the request.”

	Nate smiled and put his phone to sleep before standing. “Yeah. Sure. Good to see you.”

	The two shook hands and Nate sat back down. Ashton took a seat across the table from him.

	Nate had been in Omaha a mere two weeks the first time he’d visited the club, and Ashton had been the first Dom they’d paired him with. In fact, Ashton’s sweet, warm-hearted manner had engendered all sorts of good sentiments that had buoyed Nate’s mood for over a week afterward. Not getting Ashton the last time he’d scheduled a session had been more of a disappointment than he’d care to admit.

	Too bad he couldn’t find an Ashton of his own. Doing that would not only jeopardize his career, but he wasn’t sure he could handle being discarded once again.

	“Getting settled into your condo?” Ashton asked, poking at the tablet he’d brought in.

	“Somewhat...” Nate shrugged and huffed a laugh. “No, not really. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the trade. It came out of the blue and happened less than a month after we won the Cup. If it weren’t for me standing on my head in a couple of those games, there would have been no Stanley Cup.”

	“I’m sorry,” Ashton said, his face going soft and his tone sympathetic. “I can’t imagine what a shock that must have been.”

	“I got the call from my agent on my Cup Day, so yeah, it was a pretty big shock.”

	“Oh my God, that’s horrible.”

	“Yeah, and my agent couldn’t not call me. I’d have heard about it on social media or from people blowing up my phone anyway.”

	Ashton nodded. “Right.”

	“I’m grateful they found a place for me to live, I really am.” Nate fiddled with his phone. “But I really dislike the place. I can’t bring myself to unpack.”

	“Maybe there’s more to it than just the condo. Have you thought about counseling?”

	“It’s crossed my mind, yeah,” Nate said. It really had. “But I just...it’s just one more thing I have to take charge of doing.” Moving would also require him to take charge.

	“Which is part of why you’re here. To relinquish some control.”

	Nate nodded. There’d been a bit of pillow talk during that first session—okay, a lot of pillow talk. Nate hadn’t revealed all the details of his fucked-up childhood, but Ashton understood why he sought out submission in the bedroom.

	“Well, I think talking to a professional would do you a world of good, and if you need some help finding one, let me know.”

	“Aren’t you a professional?”

	Ashton rolled his eyes and smiled. “Here, yes; in the realm of mental health, not so much.”

	“I’ll think about it.”

	“Good.” With a nod, Ashton tapped the tablet’s surface with a fingertip. “I looked over the notes I entered into your profile last time we were together, read the notes from Brady. Are you looking for anything new this evening?”

	“No.” Nate shook his head. “As per usual, I don’t want to be in charge of you or me or the sex.”

	“All right. Is there anything on or off the table tonight that’s not already in your profile or that you want to alter just for tonight?”

	Training camp was a month out, but there were team events and activities he’d be expected to attend and participate in. In addition to settling into his condo, he needed to bond with the team. Make some acquaintances at any rate.

	Once the season ramped up, the more the spotlight would be on the team and on him as the new guy. Hockey was the only professional sport in town, so the team probably took center stage ahead of college sports, and the anonymity he currently enjoyed would disappear like a bottle of rum in his mother’s hands. He might have only one or two more chances to get a fuck fix before he became a known commodity to the city.

	“I want anal penetration.” He didn’t do it often, but it’d been a while since he’d fucked or been fucked and being fucked by Ashton was suddenly, definitely appealing. A slight frisson of something more than physical arousal whispered through Nate. Ashton’s empathy and kindness spoke to him on a human level, and it’d been quite some time since he’d been the recipient of that kind of warmth and compassion. Nate found himself not only grateful but drawn to him as well.

	“We can do that. You ready to get started?”

	“Sure. Yeah.” Legit desire flickered to life in Nate’s groin. His dick chubbed up and tried to shift and straighten, but the seam of his pants held it captive. His pulse fluttered eagerly in his veins.

	Too bad he’d met Ashton under these circumstances. Maybe if he ever felt comfortable enough being out—his former teammate Elijah had made it seem easy—he could find a guy to meet his needs in the bedroom on a permanent basis. One he didn’t have to schedule an appointment with. Finding that guy seemed impossible.

	He’d relish having a loving partner like many of his teammates over the years experienced. Instead, he carried a void in his innermost being. Unfortunately, a professional athlete revealing himself as gay was still a risky proposition despite the fourth-pairing d-man in Houston getting away with it. A higher-profile athlete like Nate coming out as gay and preferring a submissive role in the bedroom would be ridiculed and worse.

	For now, clubs and a stack of NDAs were the only way to guarantee his privacy. If Ashton were always his Dom, Nate could live with that for a while.

	“Why don’t you step into the en suite and take care of whatever business you need to and return naked.”

	Meaning—clean out your rectum and polish up your anus if you haven’t already.

	Nate’s stomach swooped; his pulse buzzed. “Yeah. Okay.”

	* * * * *

	The large bathroom was bright and shiny; the fixtures were an off-white porcelain with brushed silver accents. He’d taken care of business before he’d left his condo, but there was no way for Ashton to know that. Besides, he might as well take advantage of all the amenities the premium room had to offer. The products they used in these high-end suites smelled nicer than his own, so why not?

	After a quick shower, Nate dried off with the large white towel that was as soft and fluffy as expected. He flexed once into the large mirror and turned for the door, as ready as he’d ever be.

	The diffused lighting and the understated scent of vanilla and musk in the main room created warmth and coziness. The changes evoked a sense of tranquility
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