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Kasper

The puck came off the boards wrong, skittering low and fast toward center ice, and Kasper Solberg was already moving before he'd finished thinking about it. That was the only way to play against the Moscow Sables—thinking got you killed, or at least got you flattened into the glass by a man built like a cinderblock with better balance than anyone six-foot-three had any right to have.

He got his stick on the puck at the blue line, one soft touch to send it ahead of him, and heard the crowd's pitch change before he saw the reason for it. Twelve thousand people in Oslo's arena made a sound like weather when something was about to happen.

Maksimilian Kedrov hit him a half-second later.

It wasn't dirty. Kasper would give him that much, later, grudgingly, with ice on his shoulder and his jaw clenched around the word later like it cost him something. It was clean and it was total, a shoulder check that folded him sideways into the boards hard enough that the glass shuddered and the whole building made a noise like a held breath let out wrong.

For one white, ringing second, Kasper didn't know which way was up. Then he did, and he was staring at Maks from four inches away, both of them tangled against the boards, gloves gone, Maks's forearm braced against his chest like he meant to pin him there out of spite.

"You good?" Maks said. Not sorry. Not even close to sorry. His voice had the low, flat calm of a man checking a scoreboard, not a body.

"Never better," Kasper said, and shoved him back hard enough that Maks's skates slid before he caught his edge.

The linesman was already between them, and the crowd was already screaming for a fight that neither of them started, not really, not with fists—Kasper got two hands on Maks's jersey and Maks got a fistful of Kasper's collar, and for three or four seconds they held each other at that ugly, close distance, faces so near Kasper could see the fine white scar above Maks's left eyebrow and the place where his jaw ticked when he was furious and trying not to show it.

"Nice trip," Kasper said, low, just for him.

"Nice face-plant," Maks said back, and there—right there—something in his mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile, gone before Kasper could be sure he'd seen it. Then the officials had them apart, and they were skating to opposite penalty boxes with matching minors, and the game went on around the space where that almost-smile had been, like nothing at all had happened.

Kasper sat in the box with his stick across his knees and watched Maks across the ice doing the same, elbows on his knees, staring dead ahead like he was waiting out a storm. Two minutes felt like a long time to sit fifteen feet from a man he'd spent four seasons hating on principle, mostly because hating him was easier than admitting how often his eyes drifted to the other bench during warmups, cataloguing things he had no business cataloguing. The set of Maks's shoulders. The unhurried, contemptuous economy of his skating. The way he never once looked rattled, not when the crowd booed him, not when reporters asked him leading questions in three languages, not now, sitting in a box in enemy territory with ice water sliding down the back of his neck.

Kasper's team won by one goal in overtime, which made the postgame press conference almost bearable. He answered the usual questions—how do you feel about the physical play tonight, was that hit late, are you worried about the head-shot review—with the usual answers, careful and boring and designed to give the reporters nothing they could turn into a headline. He'd learned that skill the hard way, three years ago, when one unguarded sentence about a linesman's eyesight had cost him a fine and a week of being called the mouth of Oslo in three tabloids.

He was three questions from done when a woman near the back—Emilie Strand, according to the press pass clipped to her jacket, young, sharp-eyed, notebook instead of a phone, which made him instantly more careful—asked, "Some fans online are saying you and Kedrov have a rivalry that goes back further than hockey. Any truth to that?"

"We're rivals because he plays for the other team," Kasper said. "That's usually how it works."

It got a laugh. It also got him thinking, on the walk back to the locker room, about the particular way she'd phrased the question—further than hockey—and about the fact that reporters didn't usually invent that kind of thing out of nowhere. He filed it away with everything else he didn't examine too closely.

His equipment manager, Henrik, was waiting by his stall with a garment bag and an expression Kasper recognized as trouble.

"What," Kasper said.

"You're going to want to sit down for this."

"I'm not sitting down for anything that requires a garment bag."

Henrik unzipped it anyway, revealing a suit Kasper hadn't ordered, in a shade of navy too fine for anything but a wedding or a funeral. Tucked into the inside pocket was a cream envelope, heavy as a paperweight, sealed with wax the color of dried blood.

"The club got a call this morning," Henrik said. "From the Palace. Actual palace. As in, a royal family, in an actual country, wants you at a Christmas dinner in ten days. You, and four other guys from the league they deemed photogenic and marketable. Congratulations. You're basically a Christmas ornament now."

Kasper turned the envelope over. The seal held a crest he didn't recognize—a stag, antlers tangled with something that might have been holly. "Why me?"

"Because you're likable, you're single, and you don't get arrested. Apparently that's a short list this year." Henrik hesitated, and that hesitation was somehow worse than anything he'd said so far. "Also—and I want you to hear this from me and not from a group chat—Kedrov's on the guest list. Whole Sables leadership got the same invite. Both teams, mingling, in ball gowns and tiaras, for charity and diplomacy and whatever else royal families do at Christmas."

Kasper looked at the suit hanging innocuous and expensive on its rack, at the envelope with its bloody wax seal, and felt something in his chest that wasn't quite dread and wasn't quite the opposite of it.

"Ten days," he said.

"Ten days," Henrik agreed. "Try not to hit him with anything heavier than a champagne flute."

Maks

MAKS KEDROV'S MOTHER kept a shrine of sorts on the mantel of her Moscow apartment—not religious, exactly, though she'd have crossed herself at the word shrine—three framed photographs and a single hockey puck mounted on a little brass stand. The photographs were of Maks at seven, ten, and sixteen, each one captured mid-stride on the ice, each one with the same fierce, unsmiling concentration that had followed him into every locker room since.

There was no photograph of him at twenty-eight, sitting on her worn green couch two days after a game he'd won, turning a mug of tea in his hands like it might tell him something useful if he waited long enough.

"You hit him too hard," his sister Anya said from the doorway, not looking up from her phone. "It's all anyone's talking about. The Norwegian. Solberg."

"He got in the way."

"You threw him into a wall, Maks."

"That's what walls are for."

Anya made a sound that was equal parts exasperation and affection, the sound she'd been making at him since they were children, and dropped onto the couch beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched. She was two years older and infinitely less patient with his particular brand of nonsense, which was, he suspected, exactly why he told her more than he told anyone else—a coach, a teammate, a girlfriend he'd once pretended to have for eight uncomfortable months in his early twenties.

"You've been strange since the game," she said.

"I got hit in the head twice tonight. Strange is generous."

"Not that kind of strange." She studied him with the unbearable attention only an older sister could deploy. "You looked at him. In the box. I saw the clip. Everyone saw the clip, it's already got half a million views, someone put a love song under it as a joke—"

"It was a penalty box, Anya. There's nowhere else to look."

She didn't push it, which was its own kind of pressure, the quiet of someone who knew exactly how far she could go before he shut a door and didn't open it again. He was grateful for it and resented it in the same breath, which was, he'd come to understand, roughly how he felt about most things involving his sister and all things involving himself.

The call from his team's front office came the next morning, while he was still in his workout clothes, sweat cooling unpleasantly under his collar. It was Irina Volkova, the Sables' Director of Communications, a woman whose voice could turn a compliment into a threat without changing pitch.

"You're going to a Christmas dinner," she said, no preamble, the way she said everything.

"I have plans."

"Cancel them. It's a royal invitation, Maks. Diplomatic. Sponsors love it. Do you understand what it means for the club to have players at a European royal gala? It means new contracts. It means the Americans finally take us seriously as a market. You will smile, you will wear the suit we send you, and you will not—I cannot stress this enough—get into another physical altercation with anyone from another team while wearing a tuxedo in front of a member of a royal family."

"Define altercation."

"Maksimilian."

He rubbed his eyes. Outside his window, Moscow was doing its December best—gray sky pressing down over gray buildings, snow that had stopped being pretty sometime in November and become simply an obstacle. "Fine. Ten days of smiling. I can do that."

"Good. Also—" and here her voice did something he recognized, a slight, careful shift, the tone she used when she was about to say something he wasn't going to like dressed up as something ordinary. "The Oslo Ravens are invited too. Their whole leadership group."

He went very still. "Solberg."

"Among others, yes. I imagine you two will be seated at entirely different tables, given the—optics—of your history."

"Fine," he said again, and this time it cost him more to say it. He didn't examine why. Examining things was for people who had the luxury of not needing every part of themselves locked down at all times, and Maks had learned very young that he wasn't one of those people.

He hung up and sat for a long moment with the phone in his hand, thinking not about diplomacy or sponsors or contracts, but about a pair of pale eyes four inches from his own, and a voice saying nice trip like an insult that hadn't quite landed as one.

He thought about the way something in his chest had gone loose and unfamiliar for exactly as long as that eye contact had lasted, and how quickly he'd needed it to stop.

He put the phone down, went back to his workout, and didn't think about Kasper Solberg again for at least eleven minutes, which he considered, privately, something of a personal record.
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The Gala and the Morning After
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Kasper

His mother called the night before he left for the airport, which meant she'd been waiting for an excuse, and the royal dinner was exactly the kind of excuse Ingrid Solberg had been engineered by God and decades of provincial Norwegian propriety to seize.

"A palace," she said, for the third time, like repetition might make it more real. "Kasper. Do you understand what this means?"

"It means I have to wear a suit that isn't mine and smile at people I've never met."

"It means people will be watching you. All of them. The whole country, probably other countries too." A pause, weighted with the specific anxiety she reserved for his public life, which she treated with the same nervous protectiveness other mothers reserved for a child's health. "You'll be careful. Won't you?"

"Careful how?"

"You know how." Her voice dropped, gentler now, which somehow made it worse. "You've worked so hard, kjære. Don't give anyone a reason to write something ugly about you. Not this year. Not with the contract renewal coming."

He knew, more or less, what she meant, even though she'd never said the actual words, not once, not in twenty-eight years, not even the time he was nineteen and half-drunk and had almost told her everything at his cousin's wedding before losing his nerve at the very last syllable. She meant: don't be seen holding a man's hand. She meant: don't be the reason a headline exists that we can't take back. She meant it with love, which was the worst part, because it meant he couldn't even be angry about it cleanly.

"I'll be careful," he said, and it was true, and it made something in his stomach curdle to say it.

He was folding the borrowed suit into a garment bag when his phone buzzed with a text from his linemate, Ola, who had somehow gotten hold of the guest list two days before Kasper had.

heard the Sables are going too. you gonna behave yourself, killer?

I behave fine, Kasper typed back. He's the one who put me into the boards.

Uh huh. and you thought about it for the rest of the game. saw your face in the box, my friend. you looked like a man doing long division.

Kasper stared at that for longer than the joke deserved. He typed three different responses and deleted all of them before settling on: shut up and pack your own bag, we leave at six.

He didn't sleep much that night. He told himself it was the flight, the schedule, the strange formality of the whole affair—a royal dinner, God, when had his life become the kind of thing that included a royal dinner—but somewhere under the surface of that easy explanation was another, quieter one he wasn't ready to hold up to the light: that some part of him had already decided the ten days ahead of him mattered for reasons that had nothing to do with diplomacy, and everything to do with a scar above an eyebrow and a mouth that almost, almost smiled.

Maks

THE PALACE LOOKED EXACTLY the way palaces looked in the movies his mother used to watch on Sunday afternoons—improbably lit, snow falling with theatrical precision onto grounds too perfectly manicured to belong to any real winter, guards in ceremonial coats standing at attention like they'd been carved there.

Maks stood at the edge of the motorcade drop-off with his teammates, adjusting his cufflinks for the fourth time, and thought, not for the first time, that he would rather be doing wind sprints in subzero weather than whatever this was about to be.

"You look like you're about to be executed," said Pavel, the Sables' captain, clapping him on the shoulder hard enough to nearly dislodge him.

"I feel like I'm about to be executed."

"It's a party. Free champagne. Royalty. Just don't hit anyone."

"I only hit people on the ice."

"You hit Solberg so hard his own coach flinched." Pavel grinned, delighted with himself. "Speaking of. He's inside already. Saw the Ravens' bus pull up twenty minutes ago."

Something in Maks's chest tightened in a way he refused, on principle, to name. "Good for him."

The ballroom, when they finally reached it, was the kind of room designed to make a man feel simultaneously important and completely irrelevant—soaring ceilings strung with garlands of pine and gold ribbon, three separate chandeliers throwing light onto marble floors polished to a mirror shine, a string quartet playing something classical and unbothered in one corner while servers in white gloves circulated with silver trays. The air smelled of roasted chestnuts and candle wax and, underneath it, the sharp green scent of real pine boughs, heaped everywhere in careless, expensive abundance.

He saw Kasper before Kasper saw him. That was, he would think later, somehow the worst possible way for it to happen, because it gave him three full seconds to look—really look, the way he never let himself look on the ice, where looking too long got you checked into the boards—at the man across the room in a navy suit that fit him like it had been made for exactly this moment, blond hair combed back, laughing at something one of his teammates had said with his whole face, unguarded in a way Maks had never once seen him be during four seasons of trying to put him through the glass.

Then Kasper's eyes found his, across fifty feet of marble and pine and candlelight, and the laugh died into something quieter, and neither of them looked away first, which felt, somehow, like the most dangerous thing that had happened between them yet.

Anya's voice echoed in his head, unhelpfully, unbidden: you looked at him.

He looked away first, in the end. He told himself it didn't count as losing.

Kasper

THE FIRST TOAST CAME from a man Kasper was fairly sure was a duke of something, though the specifics slid past him in a haze of formal titles and careful diplomatic language about the unifying power of sport and the warmth of the season bridging even the fiercest competition. He clapped when everyone else clapped and drank when everyone else drank and spent most of the first hour successfully not looking at the far side of the room, which took considerably more effort than he wanted to admit.

He gave up around the second course, when the seating arrangement—some royal aide's idea of diplomatic symmetry—put him three seats down from Maks at a long table draped in white linen and studded with candles in crystal holders, close enough that he could hear fragments of Maks's low, accented voice answering some minor royal's questions about Russian winters with the careful courtesy of a man performing charm rather than feeling it.

"You're staring," Ola muttered beside him, not quietly enough.

"I'm looking at the centerpiece."

"The centerpiece is directly behind Kedrov's head, so, sure, that tracks."

Kasper elbowed him and focused very hard on his soup.

By the time the dancing started, the wine had done its work on the room in general—even the royal family's aides had loosened their posture, and somewhere a group of players from both teams had commandeered a side table and a bottle of something clear and strong that a Sables defenseman swore was "traditional" and everyone else recognized as a bad decision waiting to happen. Kasper had three shots pressed into his hand over the course of twenty minutes and drank all of them, because it was Christmas, because the room was warm and gold and unlike anything he usually let himself enjoy, because some reckless, unguarded part of him wanted to feel loose for one single night in a season otherwise built entirely around control.

He found himself, sometime after that, standing near the edge of the dance floor with a flask someone had passed him—actual whiskey, not the terrifying clear stuff—and Maks standing three feet away, having apparently arrived at the same spot by the same drifting, half-accidental logic.

"You're not dancing," Kasper said.

"I don't dance."

"You skate. It's the same thing, just with worse footwear."

Something crossed Maks's face—not quite a smile, but its close cousin, the same almost-expression from the penalty box, and up close, under the chandelier light, Kasper could see it clearly enough to be sure of it this time. "Skating doesn't require a partner who might step on your foot on purpose."

"I'd never step on your foot on purpose." Kasper offered the flask. "Only during games."

Maks looked at the flask for a long moment, then took it, his fingers brushing Kasper's for a fraction of a second longer than the exchange required. He drank, and Kasper watched the line of his throat move, and thought, with the sudden clarity of a man three drinks past sensible, that he had never once let himself notice how good-looking his rival was, because noticing had always seemed like handing him a weapon.

"You hit hard," Kasper said. "For the record. That was a good hit."

"You went down easy. For a forward with a reputation."

"I have a reputation?"

"Everyone has a reputation, Solberg." Maks handed the flask back, and this time his fingers stayed a half-second longer, deliberate, and Kasper's pulse did something complicated and inadvisable in response. "Yours is that you never say anything interesting to the press."

"That's not a reputation, that's a survival strategy."

"Same thing, usually."

They were standing closer than the conversation strictly required, Kasper realized—close enough that he could smell the whiskey and, underneath it, something warmer, cedar and clean soap, close enough that the noise of the room had receded into something distant and unimportant. Somewhere across the ballroom, a cluster of teammates from both sides had noticed them and were watching with the avid, delighted attention of men who sensed entertainment coming and had no intention of missing it.

"They're staring," Maks said, not moving away.

"Let them stare."

Kasper wasn't entirely sure which of them said it first, or whether it mattered, because the next thing that happened was the chant—low at first, three or four voices, then a dozen, then most of the room, rising in that drunken, delighted cadence that meant someone had noticed the sprig of mistletoe hanging directly above where they were standing, wired to a garland with more mischief than the royal decorators had probably intended.

Kiss, kiss, kiss.

Kasper's teammates were grinning. Maks's teammates were grinning harder. Somewhere Ola had his phone half-raised, and a woman in a tiara Kasper genuinely believed might be an actual princess was laughing behind her champagne glass.

"We don't have to," Kasper said, quiet, just for the two of them, underneath the noise. It mattered to him, suddenly and urgently, that this be true. "Say so and I'll tell them to go to hell."

Maks looked at him for a long moment—longer than the chant, longer than was comfortable, long enough that the crowd's noise blurred into something Kasper stopped hearing entirely.

"Do you want to?" Maks asked. Not a challenge. Not quite a dare. Something rawer than either.

"Yes," Kasper said, before he could decide to be careful about it.

Maks's hand came up, slow, and closed around the back of Kasper's neck, and said, low enough that only Kasper heard it, "Then stop asking."

And kissed him.

It wasn't the chaste, comic peck the crowd had been chanting for. It lasted several seconds too long for that, Maks's mouth firm and certain against his, one hand fisted loosely in the front of Kasper's jacket, and Kasper—who had told himself, a hundred times, in a hundred careful, controlled ways, that this was not a thing he allowed himself to want—kissed him back with a thoroughness that had nothing accidental in it at all.

The room exploded into cheering.

They broke apart to a roar of laughter and applause, teammates howling, someone's champagne glass shattering somewhere in the commotion, and Maks stepped back half a foot, jaw tight, eyes wide with something that hadn't fully caught up to what his body had just done.

"Holiday spirit," Kasper managed, breathless, aiming for lightness and mostly missing.

"Mistletoe," Maks said, equally unconvincing, and disappeared into the crowd before Kasper could say anything else, leaving him standing under the garland with his pulse hammering and the ghost-warmth of another man's mouth on his, and the distinct, dizzying sense that something had just cracked open that he had no idea how to close again.

Maks

HE DIDN'T SLEEP. HE lay in the absurdly opulent guest room the palace had assigned him—gold curtains, a bed big enough for four people, a window overlooking gardens dusted white—and stared at the ceiling and catalogued, with the same relentless discipline he applied to game film, every single mistake he'd made in the last six hours.

Mistake one: drinking past the point where his judgment functioned properly.

Mistake two: standing close enough to Kasper Solberg for a crowd to notice.

Mistake three, and this was the one that kept circling back no matter how many times he tried to file it away—asking do you want to instead of simply stepping back, laughing, playing it off the way any sensible man would have.

Mistake four: meaning it. Wanting the answer to be yes.

He got up before dawn and went for a run through the palace gardens because his body needed to do something and his mind needed to stop, and neither, in the pale gray light before sunrise, cooperated with the other. The gardens were beautiful in the punishing way that beautiful things were when you couldn't enjoy them—manicured hedges under frost, a fountain frozen mid-splash, the kind of quiet that made every thought too loud.

He thought about his sister's voice. You looked at him.

He thought about fifteen years of never once letting anyone see him want anything he couldn't immediately explain away. He thought about the danger of a photograph, of a rumor, of a single unguarded moment in a country not his own, at an event with more cameras than the arena back home. He thought about his mother's shrine of photographs on the mantel, the fierce, unsmiling boy who had never, not once, let himself be soft where anyone could see.

He thought about Kasper's mouth, and the way it hadn't felt like a performance at all.

By the time he made it back inside, his teammates were already awake, and Pavel took one look at his face and grinned like Christmas had come twice.

"So," Pavel said. "You and Solberg."

"It was a joke. There was mistletoe. Everyone was drunk."

"Everyone was drunk," Pavel agreed cheerfully, "and yet somehow you're the only two people whose video is currently the top trending clip in three countries."

Maks's stomach dropped through the floor. "What."

Pavel turned his phone around, and there it was—a shaky, ballroom-lit clip, twenty-two seconds long, already at four hundred thousand views. The caption read: Rival hockey stars settle their differences under the mistletoe 🏒❄️💋

Below it, thousands of comments flooded in real time: I NEED THEM TO BE REAL, the way he looks at him though, enemies to lovers speedrun, this is the most romantic thing I've ever seen.

"It's fine," Pavel said, watching Maks's face do something complicated. "It's cute. People love it. Nobody's going to think anything of two guys getting roped into a Christmas tradition."

Maks said nothing, because there was nothing he could say that wouldn't reveal considerably more than he intended, and went to find coffee instead, and did not look at the video again, and thought about it anyway for the rest of the morning, in the involuntary way a tongue returns to a sore tooth.

Kasper

HE WOKE TO SUNLIGHT and the memory arriving before he'd fully opened his eyes—the exact pressure of Maks's hand at the back of his neck, the low, rough certainty in his voice. Then stop asking. Kasper lay there a long moment just breathing, feeling something in his chest that he recognized, with some alarm, as pure and uncomplicated happiness, the kind he hadn't let himself feel in longer than he wanted to think about.

He got up and found his phone full of texts, most of them from Ola, several with alarming numbers of exclamation points, one simply reading: check twitter. actually don't. actually do.

He checked. The clip had multiplied overnight into something with its own momentum, hashtags, and—God help him—fan art, already, some enterprising soul having drawn a cartoon version of the two of them in matching Santa hats. Most of the commentary was gleeful and harmless, the internet's endless appetite for a good story overriding whatever complicated thing had actually happened between the two of them. A smaller, sharper thread of comments had already started asking questions Kasper didn't want asked, in the speculative tone the internet reserved for anything involving two men and a moment that lingered a beat too long to be entirely comedic.

He thought about calling his mother before she saw it and decided, cowardly and pragmatic in equal measure, to let her find out on her own time.

He found Maks an hour later, entirely by accident, in the corridor outside the breakfast hall, both of them dressed down from the night before, both of them visibly having slept badly.

"Morning," Kasper said.

"Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Whatever you're about to say. Don't."

"I was going to say good morning. You're the one assuming I had a follow-up."

Maks looked at him for a long moment, something guarded and tired behind his eyes, and Kasper felt the previous night's warmth curdle slightly into something more cautious. "It shouldn't have happened," Maks said, quiet, glancing once down the empty corridor like he expected an audience to materialize from the wallpaper.

"Which part."

"Any of it."

"You asked me if I wanted to," Kasper said, keeping his voice low, keeping the hurt out of it as best he could. "I said yes. You could've stopped it. I could've stopped it. Neither of us did."

"I was drunk."

"You weren't that drunk."

Maks's jaw tightened, and for a second Kasper thought he might simply walk away, the way he had the night before, disappearing into a crowd rather than finish a conversation that had gotten too close to something real. Instead he stood there, visibly fighting something, and said, finally, low and clipped, "It can't happen again. Whatever it was. It can't. You understand why."

"I understand you're scared," Kasper said, gentler than he meant to be. "I don't understand why you think that's the same thing as it being a mistake."

Maks didn't answer that. He turned and walked into the breakfast hall instead, and Kasper stood in the corridor a moment longer, watching the door swing shut, and thought that for a man who'd spent four years hitting him into the boards without hesitation, Maks Kedrov ran from vulnerability like it was the only opponent he'd never learned to beat clean.

Maks

HE AVOIDED HIM FOR the rest of the day, which required an almost professional level of tactical planning given that they were confined to the same wing of the same palace for another forty-eight hours of diplomatic events. He managed it through breakfast, through a state tour of the grounds that he endured mostly by walking at the very back of the group, through an afternoon of photographs with sponsors that he smiled through with the hollow competence of a man performing a role he'd rehearsed for years.

By nightfall, he'd run out of places to be.

He found himself in the palace gardens again, later, the frozen fountain lit blue-white under floodlights, snow falling in slow, deliberate flakes that seemed designed for exactly this kind of moment, and he thought, standing there alone in the cold with his breath fogging in front of him, that his sister would tell him he was being an idiot, and she would be right.

Footsteps on the gravel behind him. He didn't need to turn around to know.

"You're hard to find," Kasper said. "For someone who plays a sport that requires being visible from three hundred feet away."

"I wasn't hiding."

"You were absolutely hiding."

Maks turned. Kasper had his coat collar up against the cold, hands in his pockets, and something in his expression that wasn't anger, which was almost worse—it was patience, careful and deliberate, the look of a man who'd decided not to be baited into a fight he could see Maks trying to start.

"I'm not doing this," Maks said.

"Doing what? Standing in a garden? Because you're doing that already. I'm just standing near you while you do it."

"You know what I mean."

"I do," Kasper agreed. "I'm asking you to say it anyway. You're better at saying things that hurt on purpose. I want to hear you say this one on purpose, not just run from it."

Maks felt something in his chest crack slightly, an old, familiar pressure valve giving a half-inch. "It's not that simple."

"I know it's not." Kasper's voice softened. "I'm not asking for simple. I'm asking for honest."

The garden was silent except for the distant, muffled sound of the gala still going on somewhere behind them, string quartet and laughter filtering faintly through stone walls. Maks looked at him—really looked, the way he'd allowed himself to across the ballroom the night before and regretted immediately—and found, for once, that he didn't have a clever, deflecting answer ready.

"I've never told anyone," he said finally, quiet, the words costing him more than he expected. "Not my team. Not my family, not really, not out loud. I've spent my whole career making sure nobody ever had a reason to ask the question you're asking me right now."

"I'm not asking you to tell anyone anything," Kasper said. "I'm asking if what happened last night meant something. That's it. That's the whole question."

Maks looked at the frozen fountain, at his own breath fogging white in the cold, at anything that wasn't Kasper's face, because Kasper's face made it very hard to lie.

"Yes," he said, finally. "It meant something. That doesn't mean I know what to do about it."

Something in Kasper's shoulders loosened, relief he was clearly trying not to show too plainly. "Nobody's asking you to know that tonight."

They stood there a while longer, not touching, close enough that their shoulders nearly brushed, the snow coming down steady and quiet around them, and it was, Maks thought, the first entirely honest conversation he'd had with another human being in longer than he wanted to admit—and it terrified him considerably more than any hit he'd ever taken on the ice.
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Kasper

They didn't kiss again that night. They talked instead, for nearly an hour, standing in the cold until neither of them could feel their feet, trading pieces of themselves with the careful, deliberate honesty of two people who'd spent years perfecting the art of giving nothing away and found, unexpectedly, that they wanted to try something else for once.

Maks told him about learning to skate on a frozen pond behind his grandmother's house outside Moscow, about a father who'd wanted a boxer and gotten a hockey player instead and never quite forgiven the substitution. Kasper told him about the canal behind his childhood apartment, about a mother whose love came wrapped so tightly in expectation that he'd spent half his life unable to tell the two things apart.

"Your English is very good," Maks said at one point, apropos of nothing, and Kasper laughed for the first time all day.

"I've been playing against Canadians for a decade. You pick things up."

"I thought Norwegians were supposed to be reserved. Quiet."

"We are. I'm an exception."

"You're not quiet at all."

"I'm quiet on the ice."

"You are not," Maks said, with real feeling, "quiet on the ice. You talk constantly. It's very annoying."

"You hit me into the boards two nights ago and you're complaining about my talking?"

"I complain about many things. It's a talent."

They exchanged numbers before they finally went inside, both of them too cold to pretend otherwise, and Kasper walked back to his room feeling lighter than he had in years—the kind of lightness that comes with a price tag he hadn't yet read. But tonight, standing in a frozen garden with a man who'd been his enemy for four years, he decided the cost could wait. For now there was only this: the cold air, the quiet, and the choice to let himself be happy before the world demanded he explain why.

Interlude: Oslo Christmas Market

Kasper

THE IDEA ARRIVED THREE days before Christmas break started, in a text so casually worded that Kasper spent a full minute rereading it, searching for a catch.

If you're not doing anything on the nineteenth, Maks had written, there's a market in Oslo. Big tree. Overpriced almonds. You'd hate it.

I would hate it, Kasper agreed. What time.

That single sentence had done more to Kasper's pulse than four years of open-ice hits ever had.

He told himself, standing at the base of Stortorvet's enormous tree on the nineteenth with his hands shoved in his pockets and his breath climbing in slow clouds, that he was only there early because practice had let out ahead of schedule. Not because he'd left the rink forty minutes before he needed to. Definitely not that.

The tree itself seemed determined to make a point—lights wound in generous, uneven spirals from base to crown, tall enough that somewhere behind him a child was already crying about not being able to see the top, which Kasper understood to be, more or less, a Norwegian Christmas tradition in its own right. Somewhere near the cathedral steps a brass quartet played something that could have been a carol or could have been a dirge, depending on the trombone. The whole square smelled like roasted almonds losing a slow territorial war against mulled wine.

Maks was nine minutes late, which for Maks was practically a formal written apology, and arrived pink-cheeked and audibly annoyed at his own tardiness before he'd even said hello.

"Don't," he said.

"I wasn't going to say anything."

"You were assembling something. I watched it happen on your face."

"I was assembling a simple, undramatic observation that you are nine minutes late."

"My flight rerouted through Stockholm. I've been awake since four. I ate one pastry that did not, structurally, qualify as breakfast. I would like the record to reflect that I am still, technically, earlier than you have any right to expect given the circumstances."

"Noted," Kasper said. "Welcome to Oslo."

"It's enormous," Maks said, tipping his head back at the tree. "Is there a reason it needs to be this large?"

"National pride. It's not a real Christmas until at least one child cries because he can't see the top. Look—there's one now. Right on schedule."

"That tracks with everything else I know about this country."

They bought mulled wine from a stall with a queue that moved at the unhurried pace of people with nowhere else to be, and gingerbread cut into something between a heart and a house, and stood eating it near the tree with the furtive economy of two men perpetually aware of who might be watching, and from what angle.

A woman a few feet away lifted her phone toward the tree, and Maks stepped back—smoothly, without seeming to move at all—until a clean six feet separated them.

"Six feet," he said, once she'd taken her photo and walked on, clearly having wanted nothing but the tree. "That's the rule now, in public. Minimum, unless it's unavoidable."

"You measured it."

"I paced it out in my hotel room this morning. I have a system."

"Of course you do."

The gap didn't close again for another minute or so, out of what Kasper had come to recognize as pure reflex by now rather than actual fear, and when it finally did, neither of them mentioned it.

"Your Christmas," Maks said eventually, turning the last piece of gingerbread over in his fingers, "is very organized. Everyone agrees on the same day. Everyone does roughly the same thing at roughly the same hour."

"It's not that organized. My mother has strong opinions about the correct ribbing on a Christmas sweater and will die on that hill every single year."

"In Russia the real one is New Year. Christmas is the seventh of January, Orthodox calendar—smaller, quieter, mostly church, mostly older relatives sitting very upright. New Year is the one with the tree and the presents and the countdown. It's strange, explaining it to people who assume Christmas is Christmas everywhere, on the same date, in the same order."

"Do you like it? The New Year version?"

Maks considered this with more care than the question probably warranted. "I like the candles. I like the hour before midnight when everyone stops arguing long enough to actually mean the toast they're making. The rest of it—" A small shrug, more private than dismissive. "The rest of it sometimes feels like something I'm performing rather than something I'm having. I say the right words. I stand where I'm meant to stand. I'm not sure how much of it is mine, versus inherited and worn smooth from habit."

"I know that feeling," Kasper said. "Mine's the same shape, different filling. Same table, same songs, my father telling the same story about the year the pig got loose, which by now I suspect isn't even fully true—it's just the version we've all agreed to keep telling. It's good. I love it. I'm just not always sure it's mine, exactly. It's my family's, and I happen to be standing inside it."

"That's a very specific kind of homesick," Maks said. "Being home and still missing something."

"Yes," Kasper said. "That."

They drifted past a stall of hand-blown glass ornaments, each one lit faintly from within by a thread of colored bulbs strung through the display, and Kasper stopped, without entirely meaning to, in front of a small blue-grey one, no bigger than a plum, the glass swirled through with something pale that caught the light and held it.

"That color," he said, mostly to himself.

"What about it?"

"It's the lake. Outside Lillehammer. Early, before the sun decides what color it's going to be for the day. It sits like that for maybe ten minutes, and then it's just—ice-colored. Ordinary. But for those ten minutes it's this."

Maks looked at the ornament for a long moment, and then at Kasper, and said nothing at all, which by now Kasper had learned meant something had landed exactly where it was meant to.

Kasper bought it. The vendor wrapped it in tissue paper with the brisk, cheerful competence of someone who did this forty times a day and required no further conversation to do it.

While he paid, Maks wandered off toward a coffee stand with a small attached café and came back holding two cardamom buns—one of which he handed over without comment—along with a paper café receipt, folded once, which he pressed into Kasper's free hand.

Kasper unfolded it right there under the enormous, unnecessary tree, and read: Cabin. Frozen lake. 07:00. The color before it becomes any other color. / So you know I was paying attention.

"You were listening," Kasper said.

"I'm always listening. You talk like you don't expect anyone to actually be doing it."

"That's an unfair character assessment."

"It's an accurate one. Eat your bun."

They walked slowly along the row of stalls, and near the end of it Maks stopped at a
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