

    
        
          Light The Lamp

        

        
        
          Puck & Pen, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Sam LaRose

        

        
          Published by Ink Stained Fingers Press, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LIGHT THE LAMP

    

    
      First edition. May 23, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Sam LaRose.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215259337

    

    
    
      Written by Sam LaRose.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Sam LaRose

	    

      
	    
          
	      Dark Little Town

          
        
          
	          Dark Little Town: Complete Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Real Talk

          
        
          
	          Pants Optional

          
        
          
	          Something More

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dylan Duology

          
        
          
	          Grand Romantic Gesture

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Puck & Pen

          
        
          
	          Light The Lamp

          
        
          
	          On the Power Play

          
        
          
	          Top Shelf Biscuit

          
        
          
	          Ripple the Mesh

          
        
          
	          Dirty Dangle

          
        
          
	          Final Score

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Freedom to Choose

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Sam LaRose’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Sam LaRose

Dedication

Author’s Note & Content Warning

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-one

Chapter Forty-two

Chapter Forty-three

Chapter Forty-four

Chapter Forty-five

Chapter Forty-six

Chapter Forty-seven

Chapter Forty-eight

Chapter Forty-nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-one

Chapter Fifty-two

Chapter Fifty-three

Chapter Fifty-four

Chapter Fifty-five

Chapter Fifty-six

Chapter Fifty-seven

Chapter Fifty-eight

Chapter Fifty-nine

Acknowledgements

Sign up for Sam LaRose's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the Minnesota Wild, whose hockey games played in the background to much of the editing process of this book (and the writing of others to come).

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author’s Note & Content Warning
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If you have previously read my Dark Little Town series, the Puck & Pen novels have much more sexual content. In my previous series, I often wrote sex scenes and then cut them later or faded them out. I hope I did a decent job mixing of the type of scenes, between practically-on-the-bed-with-them to fade-to-black.   

Second, I feel I should warn readers that these two individuals are people. I hope they feel as real to you as they do to me. That means they’ve both been through some shit, including various forms of trauma. For Harper, it has been a lifetime of bullying and gaslighting due to their size, appearance, and identity. For Pietr, feelings of inadequacy and sexual abuse. None of these traumas are specifically addressed in this novel, other than conversationally, but if you stick around, they will come up again in more depth.

I have also enjoyed creating a character who better represents me (and I hope others!). Harper is about 80% me. We agree on a lot of things, like writing dudes is more fun, sushi is amazing, and we don’t care much about what pronouns people chose to use for us (unless they’re being assholes about it). But our experience is not universal. Not all non-binary people are like us. Everyone’s experience is unique to them, and all are valid. Harper is not a universal standard and I do not claim to speak for all non-binary people. I really can’t emphasize that enough. 

While this is a complete work of fiction, I hope I kept things close enough to a possible reality, that any inaccuracies can be forgiven –for the sake of the story. If anyone knows a professional in the hockey world who would answer some questions for me, I’d love to pick their brains.

Thanks for picking up Light the Lamp. I appreciate you. 

TL;DR Content Warning: Consensual on-page sex, off-page childhood trauma and sexual abuse, LGBTQIA relationships, frank discussions of sex including group sex, and mild kink including pegging.
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Chapter One   
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Pietr Ivanov grunted as he hit the boards, bouncing off and back into the game. The black puck skittered across the ice to his teammate, Adam Hale. A second later, he caught it back against his own stick, guiding it in a nearly full circle. His eyes flicked over his opponents, looking for the opening. There it was –back to Hale, who whipped the puck at the goalie. It made a sickening thump into Rychtik’s glove.

“Fuck,” he swore under his breath. The opposing players swarmed in a miniature celly for the Osprey’s starting goalie. His own teammates shook it off, preparing to face-off for the puck once more.

“Hey,” Adam punched him softly in the shoulder later in the locker room, “that was a good practice game.”

Pietr frowned at him. “We lost by two. To the fourth-liners and rookies.”

“Yeah, but we were taking it easy on them, right?”

“You, maybe,” Pietr replied grumpily. “I’m not saying they are better than me. I am saying I feel out of practice after summer break.”

“You took what you could off after that impressive cup win. Now you’re flying with the Osprey.” Adam gave him a half grin smirk. “Your summer is still going to be short, but it’s worth it.”

“I already have three Stanley Cup rings,” Pietr reminded him. “...I would not turn down a fourth.”

“Don’t think so small. You’re on contract for three seasons. We’ll get you to six.”

Pietr laughed. “I have heard that you are kind of a cocky asshole. I see it now.”

Adam laughed too. “Look, I know you’re new to the city. As team captain, it’s my solemn duty to make sure you’re getting your feet planted.  How do you feel about joining my husband and I for drinks tonight? We usually go to the Mounting Bison.”

“Is that a gay bar?” Pietr asked. He paused, not sure how to explain his asking. “It doesn’t matter. Just clarifying.”

“Yes, but my best friend owns it. His boyfriend and Seth are bartenders there. It’s quiet and low key. Think Cheers not, umm...Coyote Ugly?”

“I am not familiar with either of those references, but I will take your word for it,” Pietr declared. “What time should I meet you there?”

“Seven?” Adam suggested.

Pietr nodded. “Okay. I will see you then.”

Adam gave him another shoulder nudge before making his way over to his own stall to finish changing. Pietr took his sweet time getting dressed. Post-practice he had a chiropractor appointment, some paperwork to fill out he’d been lapse in doing since the trade, and an interview with a small hockey blogger for a late lunch.

Pietr had started his NHL hockey career at twenty with the LA Scorch. He’d been born in Russia but had lived in North America since he was sixteen. Roughly. His parents had supported him to play with International Youth Leagues, which led down a path to the NHL. He’d spent his summers at home in Russia until he joined the Scorch. Then, he started working toward U.S. Citizenship, which had been granted to him three years previously. His parents joined him in Florida when he was traded to the Tampa Gators after five years. He had played with the Florida team for another five seasons. While he had enjoyed his time with both teams, he’d had no particular qualms when he had been traded to the New York Osprey as his contract was ending. A few teams had reached out due to his Free Agent status, but the Osprey had made him a deal he couldn’t refuse in a 3 year no-trade contract.

The Osprey were a good team. They’d made play-offs every season for the last ten years and gotten two Stanley Cups in that time. What killed him was leaving his parents behind in their retirement community. He knew his parents loved it there. They had made friends with most of their neighbors, including a few fellow Russians. But he still felt guilty. He’d promised to take care of them, which he was more than capable of doing. But he hated that the care was mostly depositing an annual budgeted amount into their bank account every January.

He also couldn’t help but admit that...he was lonely. He’d moved to New York a month before to take part in development camp. He hadn’t met anyone outside the team. He hadn’t put in much effort, to be honest. He’d wanted to make sure he fit in, that he clicked with the guys. So far, he did, and was building solid relationships with not only the captain, but a couple others too. At the end of the day, he still went home to his far-too-big-for-one-person apartment by himself. Slept in a far-too-big-for-one-person Alaskan King bed by himself. And relaxed by watching a lot of TV and playing video games –surprise, surprise! By himself.

While he didn’t have huge hopes of finding anyone worth talking to at this Mounting Bison, Pietr was willing to meet his teammate’s husband and get to know them better. Besides, while he wasn’t out, Pietr knew full well he was interested in both men and women. It wasn’t something he dwelled on often. He’d found his attempts at relationships in the past had quickly fizzled due to his busy hockey schedule. He had also never seen the appeal in quick one-time hook-ups either. So, the Mounting Bison wouldn’t be his first pick of a place to make some friends, but it wasn’t the worst place either. Maybe he’d get surprised.

––––––––
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Hangers clicked together as Harper Wyatt flicked through their wardrobe. They were meeting their best friends in twenty minutes, at their favorite bar, to celebrate their book release –and they still hadn’t decided on what to wear. They’d spent the day inside, working on the book after the next book. The tank top and black leggings were definitely not appropriate bar attire. At least, not for them. No, if going out in public, then the bigger bits of themself had to be adequately hidden. Under multiple layers, if possible. Harper had become a master, they thought, at making their very plus-size figure blend into the background of any social occasion.

They reached, tucking a lock of blue hair behind an ear then grazing their fingers over the shaved side of their head. They finally pulled out a colorful button up that they could wear open over the tank top and swapped their leggings for denim capris. It was probably going to be chilly, as fall was finally starting to inch its way over the city, but Harper didn’t care. Their PCOS and thyroid issues made them run hot anyway.

They took one last look in the mirror. Harper made a minor adjustment to the tank top, hiding the binder beneath it. They finally stooped to pull on their canvas sneakers, shove a small wallet into their back pocket (absolutely no reason to take a bag), and made their way out of the apartment.

The Mounting Bison was not what they had expected of a Manhattan gay bar. Their friend Bex, a born-and-raised New Yorker, had introduced them to it, along with her partner Tobey and Harper’s best friend Tanner. Harper and Tanner had grown up together in rural Wisconsin before going to college together in Chicago. Then, they’d made the decision to move to New York together; Harper to write novels and Tanner was a corporate accountant. Bex, who they’d met while competing in college level Forensics, was a sex therapist and her partner Tobey was a doctor. All of Harper’s friends seemed to make more money than them –but they were also twenty times more excited by their success than any of their own. After all, Bex had said more than once, “It simply takes a lot of education to get a regular job. It’s something completely different to be a creative.”

To make ends meet, Harper waited tables at a restaurant called Rock Salt. They mostly liked it. It was popular and people tended to tip well even though they weren’t obligated to. It was one of those woke restaurants that paid a living wage, so the tips were pooled together and split at the end of the shift. A nice bonus at the end of each day. And the food! The food was good. Plus, the customers varied from tourists to celebrities, and you never knew what to expect.

“You’re here!” Bex got up from the table that their group always shared as Harper entered the bar. “Finally! I was about to call you.”

“Sorry,” Harper flushed pink, “I was having a dysphoric moment and didn’t know what to wear.”

“You look cute as always,” Tanner assured them. “Have you heard anything about first-day sales?”

“I don’t pay any attention to that stuff.” Harper waved a hand. “Besides, sales figures won’t be in until midnight.”

“We’re so proud of you,” Tobey broke in. He pushed a bottle of their favorite hard apple cider across the table. “I can’t wait to read it.”

“Tobes, you could have read it six months ago when the ARC came out.”

“I know, but then I’m obligated to review it and you know I’m so terrible at that.”

“Reviews equal sales,” Harper sing-songed, picking up the cider and taking a sip. “It’s fine, don’t worry about it.”

“Now, while Tobey is fine with the e-book, what is it going to take to get my hands on a paperback?” Bex asked, steepling her fingers under her chin.

Harper laughed. “A million dollars in sales? You know I’m e-book exclusive right now. And no, there isn’t anything I can do about it.”

Bex pouted.

“So, how did today’s writing go?” Tanner asked. “Wrapping up book three quickly?”

“Sent to the final editor yesterday, but don’t even get me started on book four.”
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Chapter Two   
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Pietr sat in the booth across from Adam and Seth. He had a vodka in front of him that he wasn’t entirely pleased with and made a mental note to stick to beer. Since he’d arrived, he’d been introduced to Seth, who seemed very nice. He and Adam looked comfortable together and at ease in the public space. Adam’s best friend, Ben Waggoner, the proprietor, had also stopped to say hello briefly. As had his boyfriend Quinton, who was bartending. Seth and Quinton were obviously very close friends.

“If I hadn’t met Adam when I did, I would have dated Quinton,” Seth had admitted easily and with a wistful sigh. “He’s still too fucking cute...”

Adam elbowed him in the side.

“He is!”

“I’m sitting right here!”

“You’re cute too, babe,” Seth cooed. He reached up to tug at the ends of Adam’s hair. “Besides, you put a ring on it. So, no worries.”

Adam hid his face in his beer for a moment before turning his attention onto Pietr. “I probably should have asked you to another place, huh? Not much chance of meeting someone here for you.”

“Is fine. I am not one for casual hook-ups,” Pietr answered.

His eyes slid over the other patrons of the bar. There was a lesbian couple at the bar, along with a single man whose eyes were glued to the baseball game on the TV. There was one other small group of four on the other side of the room. Three men and a woman. Or... He paused, tilting his head to the side. No, the other person was female. Right? It didn’t matter, he decided. They were fucking gorgeous.

Pietr had been teased about having peculiar taste. When it came to men, he generally liked guys like himself. Athletic. Hard. Defined musculature. When it came to women...complete opposite. He liked a big gal. Soft, round, heavy. Someone who’s size could compete with his strength, so to speak. Which wasn’t bad in a man either, but bigger guys tended to see him as a gym rat. Women were often flattered at the attention but not always confident enough to entertain his attraction. He watched her laugh with her friends, wondering how he might introduce himself. ...Wondering whether he would be barking up the wrong tree to do so.

He took a sip of his vodka, realizing he’d been tuning out Seth and Adam for too long and they were staring at him.

“I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

“I was saying,” Seth replied, “that just because the Bison is a gay bar doesn’t mean it caters only to gay people. Although it is quiet right now. It’s still early.”

“This is a trait of married people, da? Wanting to get their single friends into relationships so that they can be as miserable –I mean, as happy as they are?” He smiled, hoping it was enough to show his teasing.

Seth laughed. Pietr let his eye be pulled back to the table of four. Seth followed him this time.

“Ah,” he spoke up, “I should warn you, Bex and Tobey are married. Tanner is gay. Harper is...well,” he contemplated, “Harper is single.”

“Is Harper the pretty girl with the glasses?” Pietr asked, trying to keep the hopefulness out of his voice.

“Harper isn’t a girl. But yes, the one with glasses.”

Pietr frowned, his eyes flicking back to Seth. “Harper is man? I thought that at first, but...”

“No, no,” Seth shook his head, “Harper is non-binary.”

“Non-binary,” Pietr repeated. “I don’t know if I have heard this before.”

“Non-binary means that Harper isn’t a man or a woman. They’re neither. Or both.”

“Harper is gender-nonconforming,” Adam added, unhelpfully.

“Gender non-con...” Pietr pursed his lips. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, frowning. “I am an open-minded guy and willing to learn. But I don’t know if I understand.”

Seth took a drink of his beer before he leaned in, trying to find a tactful way to explain. “So, everyone has an assigned gender at birth, right? Based on what a doctor says your sex is when you’re born.”

“Okay. So, sex and gender are not the same thing?”

“No. God no.” Seth shook his head again. “I mean, I’m not an expert but it’s a whole thing. But to keep it simple, Harper doesn’t feel their gender matches the one they were assigned at birth. Instead, they choose to be neutral.”

“They?”

“Harper uses They/Them pronouns,” Adam said. “It’s kind of confusing for a while, but you get used to it.”

“Okay, I understand that gender is different. But, that doesn’t tell me what they have in the, eh, downstairs?”

“Oh my god, Pietr, you can’t ask that.” Seth covered his face with his hands.

“Why?”

“Because it’s not your business until you’re actually going to sleep with somebody.”

“But that is why I need to know,” Pietr countered. “I don’t care what is there, but I would be very surprised if I were to expect one thing and suddenly, oh no! Equipment doesn’t line up that way!”

Adam snorted and Seth moaned, giving his husband a small swat in the arm.

“Adam, please. Help?”

“Hey, I think it’s valid. I would be very confused if I were into someone like Harper,” Adam admitted. He leaned back slightly to get a better look at the table before looking over at Pietr. “Trust me on this one, bud. You don’t want to get involved with that.”

“That?” Pietr repeated. He felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle. He wasn’t sure why, but he was suddenly very irritated.

“Adam, don’t be an asshole,” Seth warned.

“I didn’t say anything.” Adam held up a hand in defense. “I’m staying out of it. I gotta take a leak. I’ll grab us another round on the way back.”

Seth waited until Adam was halfway across the room before he pulled out his phone. “I should explain more about Harper. They’re a writer.” He tapped a few buttons on his phone before turning the device toward Pietr. Pietr leaned in, taking in the cover of a very steamy looking book.

“Sexy hockey novels? What is the problem with that?”

“They’re gay sexy hockey novels. And very good! I spent all day reading their new release. In fact, that’s probably why they’re here. The new book dropped today.”

“Okay, so why doesn’t Adam like Harper?”

Seth frowned. “Harper’s first book may have some correlations to Adam’s coming out, and how he met me. But if he’d actually sit down and read the fucking thing, he’d see that he’s being an overreactive asshole. Like I said, they’re fun!”

“I see. You don’t have a problem with the book?”

“No, of course not! Harper has never said more than ten words to Adam in the whole three years he’s been coming to this bar –even before Ben bought it last year. Heck, they were a regular way before he was. It’s part of why Quinton and I are more friendly with them. They’ve absolutely never, to my recollection, approached any of the Osprey players when they’ve come in. They keep to themself, they’re quiet, they tip well, and they’re really nice. You could do way worse than taking a shot with Harper.” Seth’s head tipped in a ponderance. “Pietr, are you queer?”

“Queer? I am not sure that is the word I would use,” Pietr replied. “I have never actually applied a label to myself. I don’t care so much about what they have, so much as who they are.” He looked back up at Harper’s table where he could see them laughing into the neck of a bottle of cider.

“You want me to introduce you?”

He hummed before throwing back the last of the vodka. “No. If I am going to make a fool out of myself, I don’t need the help. Where is the men’s room?”

“The bathrooms are unisex.”

“Ah. Does one have urinals or are they single-stall?”

“The one on the left,” Seth pointed toward the back of the bar. “You’ll probably pass Adam on the way.”

He did pass Adam and stopped him long enough to ask him to get him a beer for the next round. Then he stepped into the bathroom. He was zipping up his jeans and turning toward the sink when the current object of his affection pushed through the door. 
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Chapter Three   
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Harper jumped as they walked straight into a solid wall of muscle.

“Ohmigosh, I’m so sorry,” they squeaked. They had to tip their head back to look up at the man that had appeared in front of them. Harper slid left, as he did the same, then to the right. After a third simultaneous shift, he cleared his throat.

“My bad.” The soft Russian accent made their insides swim. His hands went to their shoulders and he stepped right before releasing them again. “Sorry to lay hands on you, but that could have gone on for a while.”

“T-that’s okay,” they stammered then cleared their throat. The man watched a red blush creep up their neck. They darted quickly into one of the two stalls. Harper heard the sink turn on. They were thankful for the cover noise. A moment later, they stepped back out and the man was still drying his hands.

“You are a writer, da?” He asked. “That is what Seth said. You have a new book?”

“Um, yes.” Harper nodded, surprised. They rinsed their hands off, definitely not washing them for the full thirty seconds recommended by the CDC. They grabbed three pieces of paper towel and dried their hands just as quickly.

“Your name is Harper, but that is not what you write under.”

“No.” They shook their head. “My pen name is N.B. Wyatt.”

“Where does that come from?”

“Wyatt is my last name,” they said, “and N-B is an abbreviation of non-binary. It’s kind of my way of showing my identity. Not that it’s not in my author bio too.”

“I see. Non-binary. This is new term to me. Explain it?” He asked.

“It means I don’t identify as a woman or a man,” they explained. “Gender is a bullshit social construct.” Their eyes widened slightly, unsure if they had overstepped. Some folks took their gender very seriously. They definitely did not want to get on this guy’s bad side. “Not that anyone who identifies within the binary isn’t valid. I just never have.”

“I see.” He continued to look calm and not at all offended. “I’m not sure I understand completely, but I will try.” He tossed the paper towel he was still holding into the trash. “Seth called you they.”

“I use They/Them pronouns, but,” they shrugged, “I don’t mind being called she or him or any of the others.”

“There are more?” His eyes widened in surprise.

“Sure. Ze/Zir, Em/Es, fae/faer. There are tons of neopronouns.”

“Oh. ...English is already very hard.” He sounded a little exasperated.

Harper laughed, completely taken in. “If it helps, you can refer to me as she. I don’t mind. It’s more like, being considered a woman has always felt like a lie.”

“Then I will not call you that,” he declared. “No one deserves to live a lie.”

“That’s very progressive of you.”

“I am progressive guy.” His eyes flicked around as though he suddenly realized they were still standing in the bathroom. “I should get back to my friends.”

“Yeah. Mine are probably wondering where the hell I am too.”

“Perhaps we could talk more about pronouns sometime?” He suggested.

Harper felt themself nod before they could think too much about it. “I’d like that. They reached into their back pocket, pulling out a phone. “You could give me your number and I’ll text you.”

“Da.”

“And maybe you’ll tell me your name?” Harper pressed.

“I thought you would know my name. Being big hockey fan.” He looked up at them as he finished typing his number, handing back the phone.

The red flush reached their cheeks. “Oh my god. Seth showed you my book.”

“Da.” He smiled.

“Fuck.” Harper’s face burned.

“Is okay. Hockey can be very, eh...” he had to think hard for the word, “homoerotic?”

They laughed again, relief sweeping over them.

“The new book is also about hockey players?”

“Y-yes,” they admitted. “It’s a series. I swear it is not in any way inspired by any of the Osprey or other players that have hung out here.”

“Ah, so other book was Adam Hale fictional biography.”

“No! Not at all.” They shrugged. “That was my editors doing.” 

“I see. So, where do your ideas come from then?”

“I don’t know. It’s this nagging inkling of what-if.”

“I understand this nagging feeling.” The man took a step closer. “Like, this voice in my head that keeps telling me to kiss you.”

Harper’s eyes widened slightly. “What? Why?”

“Why?” He sounded surprised. “Why not? You are the sexiest person in this bar. You stood out to me right away.”

“Hardly,” they breathed.

The man didn’t seem to think twice, closing the space between them. His lips found theirs. Even though it was only a few seconds, it was longer than Harper expected. It was a longer kiss than they’d had in eons. And it was good! Sweet. Citrus wafted off him and his lips were vaguely salty –probably the bar pretzels. 

“Text me when you are ready to leave. I will be ready too.” He took a step back, licking his bottom lip. “No pressure. We can get coffee. Or a drink somewhere with better vodka.”

Harper swallowed, still surprised. “Yeah. Okay.”

“I will be seeing you later then.” He gave their arm a squeeze before disappearing from the bathroom.

Harper blew out a breath, shocked. They looked down at their phone. He hadn’t put in his name –just “Sexy Russian Guy” and sent himself a kissy face emoji. They let out a laugh. Okay. He was going to make them work for it... Google it was.

They opened the phone browser and searched Hockey, NY Ospreys, trade, and the year. A moment later, his face filled her phone. He looked stoic in a new publicity photo, wearing an Osprey jersey. Pietr Ivanov. Born in Russia, thirty years old, had played for LA before being traded to Tampa, and now he was in New York following a Stanley Cup win the year before. His third. While he was a Russian citizen and had played for Russia in the last Olympics, he was a dual American citizen now.

“Harp?” The bathroom door swung open. “Jesus, we thought you fell in.” Tanner, stepped inside. “You okay? We saw that big guy leave. Did he give you a hard time? You should tell Seth or Quinton.”

“No.” Harper shook their head. “He was very...” they pushed up from the sink, “he was nice. I was on my way back.”

“Good. Get out. I can’t pee with someone else in here.”

Back at the table, Bex and Tobey were pulling their coats on.

“Hey, we gotta get going. I’ve got an early appointment tomorrow and Tobey starts a new rotation next week.” Bex stopped to give them a brief hug. “You and Tanner have fun. Don’t drink too much. I’ll call you later.”

“Yeah. See you.”

“I’m very proud of you.” Bex pressed a kiss to their forehead. 

“Bye bae.” Tobey bumped their shoulder as he passed. “We’ll see you Monday? Karaoke?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” they assured him. “Bye.”

They looked down at their phone as it pinged again.

[SRG] Your friends are leaving you?

[HARPER] I still have one left. Do you want to leave already?

[SRG] I wanted to leave with you the second I heard your laugh.

[SRG] I wonder what it will sound like when you’re in my bed?

Harper swallowed. They knew he was watching their expression as their thumbs hovered over the screen. The little ellipse bubble appeared when they took too long to respond.

[SRG] Too much? Sometimes I don’t know where the line is. My bad.

[HARPER] Let me say goodnight to my friend. Then we’ll talk.

[SRG] Okay. 

He sent a thumbs-up emoji.

Tanner slid into the booth across from them. “I should probably go too, hun. I’m getting too old to stay out this late.”

“You’re barely thirty,” they teased.

“Don’t remind me.”

They laughed. “Go ahead. I’ll take care of the tab with Quinton.”

“No, I’ll do it. We were celebrating your accomplishment. You can’t pay for all our drinks.”

“You shouldn’t pay for all of them either,” they countered.

“Let me.” He reached across the table, squeezing their hand. “Really.”

“Okay fine. Go on.”

“See you later. Text me when you get home.”

“I will,” Harper promised. They watched Tanner head for the bar, picking up their cider. Their stomach was a flurry of butterflies. After Tanner left, they weren’t surprised to see Pietr make his way across the bar to slide into the booth across from them. 

“I was inappropriate,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Look,” Harper leveled their voice, “I’m not a casual hook-up person. If that’s what you’re looking for, then let’s not even entertain—”

His head dipped to the side. “What if I said I wasn’t either?”

“I...” They closed their mouth, looking down at the cider bottle. “I’m very flattered. Maybe if we run into each other here, we could get to know each other better. Or, you know, text a bit. But...”

“I see beautiful person and get carried away,” he said. “I do understand your hesitation. You don’t know me. I am big, perhaps scary guy? All you know about me is what is on internet. I could still be a psychopath. I am not, by the way. I think I am pretty normal.”

Harper let the words sink in. A few beats passed before they looked up at him. “Do you still want to go get a coffee? The Java Pub is down the street. They’re open late.”

“Da. I would like that a lot.” A smile tugged at Pietr’s lips. The corners of his eyes crinkled.

“Let’s go then.”

“Okay.” He scooted out of the booth again. “Let me go throw some cash at the pretty bartender.”

Harper slid their jacket on while Pietr paid his tab. He chatted with Quinton for a minute, handing him some cash and waving off any change. When he returned, he offered an arm. They hesitated for a second before sliding their own around his.

“You are not cold?” He asked after the two of them had stepped out onto the sidewalk.

“Are you cold?”

“Am Russian. This is, how you say? Beach Weather.”

They laughed again and saw how the sound seemed to make his eyes sparkle a bit.

“I tend to run hot,” Harper told him. “I don’t really feel cold until it starts to hit the twenties. Even then, my toes can be completely frozen while my back sweats. Super attractive.”

“You need warmer socks. Wool. Alpaca, maybe? That is popular here.”

“I have a pair of alpaca socks, actually. My Mom sent them to me from a local farmer. I’m from Wisconsin.”

“Oh? Where in Wisconsin?”

“Small town across the border from the Twin Cities.”

“I like Minnesota as place to visit. Their team leaves much to be desired. They haven’t made a successful cup run in their whole twenty some years of existence.”

“What can I say? They’re my home team.”

“There are thirty-six teams in the NHL. You can pick better one to like. Osprey. They are a good team. Or Colorado. Edmonton, if you like an underdog story.”

“I do enjoy Misha Levin,” they admitted. “I’ve sort of followed him since he was drafted by the Northern Lights. He’s probably the only player I pay much attention to. Sorry.”

“Yes, yes, Meesh is very dream-cicle.” Pietr exaggeratedly rolled his eyes. “He has a big attitude but is nice guy when he is not on the ice.”

“Do I detect a note of jealousy?”

“Nyet.”

“I think I do.” Harper pressed their elbow into his side. “Is it because he’s attractive or because he’s Russian too? Is there some kind of hidden rivalry thing happening?”

“Hush.” He grinned, slid their arms apart, linking fingers instead. “Is just friendly ribbing thing. We played together in Olympics. Nine years ago? We are friendly enough. I have his phone number, but we aren’t like texting buddies.”

Harper looked up at him. A pink flush was creeping up his neck. “I got you flustered. That’s an interesting development.”

“Is that the Java Pub?” He pointed ahead, ignoring the declaration.

“Yes.”

“Good. You like coffee?”

“I prefer tea,” they said. “I like their cappuccino when it’s cool like this.”

The bell over the door tinkled as they entered. A barista looked up from where he was wiping down the counter. 

“Hey Harper. Heard about the new book. Congrats. Can’t wait to read it.” He registered the sizable man beside them. “You made a new friend.”

“Danny,” Harper introduced him, “this is Pietr. Pietr, Danny.”

“Ah, wrong pronunciation, but was good guess.” Pietr grinned. “Most Americans say Peter like it is the same thing. So annoying.”

“How am I saying it wrong?” Harper asked. “Sorry, I was a phonetic learner.”

“Only two syllables. It’s more of a soft E. Peh-ter. Or, that is how my mother says it, so that is how I say it.”

“Wow, haven’t even properly exchanged names yet. I’m so excited to be part of this meet-cute situation,” Danny teased. “What can I get you two?”

“Large French Vanilla cappuccino with a hazelnut shot,” Harper requested.

“Your usual cold weather fallback then.” Danny scribbled Harper on the right sized cup. “And for you?” He looked up at Pietr.

“Small black Americano is fine,” he answered.

“It’s late. Either of you want decaf?”

“Caffeine hasn’t had an effect on me in years,” Harper reminded him.

“Same,” Pietr intoned, which made Danny chuckle. Harper realized they had still been holding hands as soon as Pietr let go to pull out his wallet. He bumped them gently out of the way to hand the cash over to Danny.

Danny slid Pietr’s cup down to his co-worker and started working on Harper’s drink. There was a hum throughout the café. It wasn’t empty, plus the three baristas on duty.

“Are you hungry?” Pietr asked. “They have cookies.”

“No, but you can get one.”

He frowned. “No, I can’t. Stupid training diet.” He sighed heavily. “I can only eat what I want for about three months out of the year. As long as I keep up a work-out routine. It is fucking horrible.” His expression softened. “I mean, I still cheat, but I have a game this week. I better not.”

“It’s just a cookie.”

“It starts as just cookie. Then turns into three or five cookies, an ice cream cupcake, and a big bag of Skittles. Fucking love those little candies.”

Harper couldn’t help it. Their laugh sounded out again as Pietr’s expression softened, thinking about the rainbow candy.

“Here you go.” Danny set their cups in front of the pair. “You headed home or you going to grab a table for a bit?”

“Uh,” Harper looked up at Pietr, “I don’t know. Do you want to walk me home while we drink these? I’m a few blocks over.”

“You trust me to walk you home?”

“Danny knows you’re with me. I’m one hundred percent sure that Seth and Quinton saw us leave together. If you do something untoward, at least three people know who to suspect.”

“You’re cautious. I like this.” Pietr hummed, pleased. “Yes. I will walk you home. For your safety.”

“Text me when you get there,” Danny called.

“I will,” Harper called back. The pair stepped back out into the cold. 

They sipped their drinks as they walked down the sidewalk together.

“So, Skittles, huh?”

“I like the Originals,” he said. “The tropical ones taste funny. You?”

“Starburst are my weakness. I love the strawberry. I hate the cherry.”

“Da. Cherry is gross. Tastes like plastic.”

“Exactly!” Harper exclaimed. “Finally! Someone who gets it.”

The pair continued their walk, chatting about candy, then food, until Harper pulled up short in front of a sort of run-down looking apartment building.

“This is me.” They motioned toward the building.

“Oh.” He looked up. “Is it a nice place?”

“It’s cheap,” they said, “but it’s not a complete shit hole. It’s comfortable.”

“Can I come in and finish my coffee?”

Harper thought about it for a moment before nodding. “Yeah. Okay.”
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Comfortable was a generous word, Pietr decided. It was bare essential, plus a little personality. At best it was a small, efficiency style with a micro kitchen and a bathroom. A full-size bed took up most of the space. A small desk was set up with a laptop. Above it, a bulletin board was covered in hockey information and story notes. He stepped closer, taking in some of the information they had pinned. Basics about the game; positions on a team, some inspirational thirst-trap pictures of men in hockey gear that he didn’t recognize. Small notes like Steve has two sisters, Cat named Stanley, and Henrik is Swedish/Dutch.

“This looks like police detective crime board,” he said.

“I stick notes on there, so I don’t forget stuff. I don’t plan my books. They just happen. I research as I need to.”

“I see. That works for you?”

“So far,” they nodded.

“How many books have you written?”

“Dozens. But I’ve published four now. The last two, by a traditional publishing house. The first two I published myself.”

“I see. You make good money?”

“Better money on the traditional route,” they said, taking a seat on the bed. It was the only place in the apartment to sit, other than the big desk chair and a cozy wing-back with a small footstool in front of it. The TV was on a dresser in front of the bed, making it the most likely place to relax.

“You go to a lot of hockey games?” He asked, taking another sip of his coffee. He told himself that when it was gone, he was going to have to excuse himself. Even if he wanted nothing more than to find out how comfortable that bed was.

“Not really,” they admitted. “I mostly watch games online or TV. I’m a broke creative. Can’t even afford nosebleed seats.”

“Would you like to come to a game? Good seats. You can probably see us sweat through the glass.”

“Oh, I couldn’t.” Harper shook their head.

“Why not? Perk of being a player. We can usually get tickets to every game for family or friends. I don’t have family in the city.” He bit his lip, coming to stand in front of them. “I don’t have any friends who are not on the ice with me either.”

They looked conflicted. The edge of the to-go cup pressed to their lips.

“It is no problem. We play against Edmonton on Friday. You can ogle Levin from afar.” He grinned at them. “I could heckle him into going to the Bison after the game. Introduce you.”

“Oh god!” They laughed again. “I’d fan girl the fuck out.”

“I like it when you curse. Is very sexy.”

“Really? Most men don’t like it when girls curse.”

“You are not a girl, so it is not problem.”

They flushed. “I think I feel more like a girl, talking to you, than I have in eons.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

Harper shook their head. “I don’t mind it, actually.”

“The non-binary,” he said, “it doesn’t mean neither or both. It means...” he hesitated, “it means you don’t have to choose?”

“Sort of. Today, I’m dressed more masculine. I’ve got my binder on. Button-up. The short hair definitely mans me up.” They pulled at the front of their shirt. “Every so often, I wake up and think, fuck, I want to wear a dress today. Feel feminine.”

“I think you’d look very pretty in a dress,” he said.

“Sometimes,” they agreed. “In the right dress. I can’t wear skirts though. A part of my brain keeps trying to tell me I can. Then, when I go look in the mirror, I look wrong.”

“Wrong?”

“My shape. It doesn’t lend well to certain styles.” They forced a laugh. He didn’t like this one. It was hard and self-deprecating. “You may have missed that I’m doughy.”

“I noticed right away. I like extra to hold onto.”

“Well, I have plenty to hold on to.” Their tone was still disparaging, and it made his heart hurt.

“Da,” he answered. “I hope you’ll let me at some point.”

Fuck, he really needed to finish the coffee...

“Sorry. Inappropriate. Maybe I am drunk. Coffee is not doing its job.”

The real laugh sounded and he felt better.

“You’re a very interesting character, Pietr Ivanov.”

“Da.”

“If you’re serious, I’d love to come watch the game this week.”

“Good. I’ll text you the details.” He grinned. “I look forward to you seeing me play. I will put on a good show for you.”

“I’m sure it will be fun, either way.”

“Oh, right. You are Minnesota fan.” He rolled his eyes. “I will make sure you see us kick their asses too, when we play them.”

“Happy to be your motivation.” They tipped back the last of their cappuccino before standing. “You still drinking that?”

“No,” he admitted. He’d finally taken the last drink out of it. “I should go.”

“Okay.”

“I will text you,” he said. “Do you have another job that takes up your time? Or are you flexible?”

“I’m flexible. I wait tables at a restaurant down the street. Lunch shift, so my mornings and evenings are free.”

“Good. My evenings, except for games, tend to be free too.”

“Maybe tomorrow you’d like to meet for lunch? I have off.”

“I would like that a lot,” Pietr confirmed. “Do you mind if I pick the restaurant?”

“Your diet is much stricter than mine. If you have a place you like, that’s fine with me. Let me know where to meet you. What time?”

“Ah, later? One o’clock? I tend to sleep in on a lazy Saturday.”

“Me too.” Harper took his coffee cup. They walked to the kitchen, tossing the cups into the recycle bin.

“You could have kept my cup. Sold on eBay for rent money,” he teased.

“I’m sure I’ll get plenty of your DNA to sell to rabid fans,” they replied. “At least enough so I can quit working at the restaurant and really focus on writing for a while.”

“Is that something you want to do? Quit the day job?”

“Yes. I was not built for a laborious forty-hour work week. Not that I work forty hours.”

“Writing does not feel like work?”

“No. Not usually. When I’m really in the zone, it’s like all I want to do is sit and tell the story.” They cut themself short. “You were trying to leave.”

“I was not trying,” he said. “I was making myself.” He suddenly sensed how tired he was. It was late. So late. But, god, he wanted to lie down on that bed and hear them laugh. And moan. He’d bet his salary that a moan would go straight to his cock.

“We’ll talk more at lunch. Text me the place. I’ll be there.” They ushered him toward the door.

“Okay. Until tomorrow.” He turned back as they held the door open for him. “One more thing before, I go.” He pressed his lips to their cheek. “Thank you for the chat. I’ve enjoyed you, Harper. I can’t wait to enjoy you more.”
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Harper awoke the next morning to the sound of their phone alarm. They groaned, reaching over to turn it off. They slid open the bed-side table drawer taking out the round plastic week-long pill box and blinked blearily, trying to find the box labeled SAT. It snapped open to reveal a small assortment of pills. They picked out a blue colored one, tossing it into the back of their mouth before gulping down some water from the bottle on the table.

Morning meds down, they looked at their phone notifications.

[TANNER] Glad you got home safe.

[DANNY] Pietr is cute!!! Did anything happen?

[SRG] Rock Salt, 1 PM. It’s not far from your apartment. Do you know it?

They ignored Tanner, sent an absolutely not response to Danny, and then considered Pietr’s message.

[HARPER] Yes. I work there.

They didn’t expect a quick reply. It was only eight in the morning, but Pietr must have been awake.

[SRG] Then maybe not. How about Maxxy?

[HARPER] The food is better at Rock Salt. I don’t say that because I work there.

[HARPER] It might be awkward to have a date where I work though. If this is a date?

[SRG] Yes, is date Harper.

[SRG] Give me minute to see other places.

Harper smiled at the confirmation. They took another drink of water before getting out of bed. The phone was left behind while they crossed to the kitchen. It pinged again as they dropped two slices of bread into the toaster.

[SRG] How about Yurihana? Is owned by Iron Chef guy.

[HARPER] Holy shit! No way.

[SRG] Is not good?

[HARPER] Even if you could get a reservation, it’s fucking expensive.

[SRG] Is not a problem.

[SRG] You maybe did not notice my contract figures when googling me. Please don’t look up now. But trust that I can take you to nice lunch. 

Harper loved that he texted the same way he talked. They could hear the deep accent in the typed words.

[HARPER] If you can get a reservation, I’ll be there, if it’s your treat.

[SRG] Yes. I get paid the big bucks. Is least I can do to woo you, yeah?

Harper shook their head, typing back quickly.

[HARPER] You’ll never have to buy me, Pietr. I like you so far. You’re sweet.

[SRG] I know. Is my best quality.

[HARPER] I have to get some writing done this morning. Let me know if you get that reservation or have another choice.

They went back to their toast, buttering it lightly before going to the desk. They spent the next hour or so checking e-mail and social media. Then, they finally opened up their most recent word document and stared at the last few paragraphs they’d written the day before.

The phone pinged again and they got up to check it.

[SRG] Reservation for 1:30. A little later than we discussed. Will be worth it.

[HARPER] I’ll see you then.

[SRG] Can I ask a maybe rude question?

[HARPER] Sure?

[SRG] Are you feeling masculine or feminine today?

[HARPER] I haven’t done a personal assessment yet.

[SRG] Okay. I’m wondering if I should expect to be seeing you in a cute dress?

Harper considered it for a moment before they replied.

[HARPER] Yurihana is a nice place. Most of my dressier clothes are feminine. So, maybe.

[SRG] I know you will look gorgeous regardless of what you are wearing.

[HARPER] Flatterer. Now let me get some writing done. 

––––––––
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Pietr took a ride share from his apartment to the restaurant that afternoon. He was unexpectedly nervous as he realized he hadn’t been on a date in...awhile. He never had a hard time finding people to go out with when he put his mind to it. Mutual friends and other odd connections meant he always had arm candy when it was necessary for appearances. However, he hadn’t even tried a relationship in almost a year. His ex had been a lovely woman, but his schedule didn’t sync to being a good boyfriend, and ultimately they’d ended it. Since then, he’d focused on his game, and the year before he’d taken Tampa to the Cup Finals, where he’d gotten his name on it for a 3rd time with a 2nd team. As much as the Gators would have loved to keep him, the Osprey had made an offer he couldn’t refuse. Plus, for as much as he loved his parents, the distance was probably a good thing.

He pulled out his phone to text Harper and let them know he had arrived. While he waited, he tapped to clear notifications on a couple of apps. The team’s social media manager had tagged his Instagram, posting a few photos from that morning’s practice. He noted a few other posts from friends and former teammates. He liked a few photos before closing the app and shoving the phone back into his pocket.

“Hey!”

Harper’s voice made him turn. He couldn’t stop the immediate smile that came from seeing them. They hadn’t gone for the dress, he noted. Instead, they looked comfortable in a pair of dark jeans, a black v-neck t-shirt, and thick blue cardigan. The sweater seemed to do the job of classing up the casual wear.

“Am I late?” They asked, coming to a stop in front of them.

Pietr shook his head. “Nyet. I was a little early.” He caught himself starting to lean down to kiss them, then thought better of it. The night before, he could blame his forwardness on drinking. Now, he was totally and completely sober. “Should we go in?”

Harper nodded. He liked that they felt comfortable enough to slide their hand into his as they approached the door. Inside, the hostess did a doubletake between the pair, which confused him until she gawked directly at Harper.

“Harper, are you on a date?”

“Hi Celeste.” Harper let go of his hand to give the hostess a hug. “I haven’t seen you since you left Rock Salt. If I’d known, I’d have called in the reservation myself.”

“So you do have a reservation,” Celeste confirmed. “Oh thank god. I did not want to have to tell one of my buddies they were out of luck.”

“It is under Ivanov,” Pietr offered.

“Oh! Of course –there it is.” Celeste gave her reservation book an appraisal. She made a mark, then referred to the table chart. “Your table should be ready. Let me grab you some menus and I’ll show you over myself.”

Pietr leaned over to whisper in Harper’s ear, “You know this person?”

“We worked at Rock Salt together. She left a few months ago,” Harper whispered back.

“Here you are.” Celeste ushered them into a table along one of the walls. “I figured you’d like some privacy. I see Greta is already on her way over. Have a good time. Harper, good to see you.”

“You too.” Harper smiled at her before opening their menu.

Greta appeared as Celeste left. She moved off toward the kitchen after getting their drink orders. Pietr skimmed the menu, not quite sure what he wanted. Harper seemed to make up their mind quickly though and set the menu aside as Greta returned with their drinks.

“Do you need help deciding?” Harper asked.

“Maybe? What are you getting?”

“Chef’s Choice sushi platter,” they answered. “And a bowl of their miso soup.”

“You like sushi?” He asked.

“I love sushi. It’s my favorite. Mind you, I’m not a picky eater.” They looked down at themself briefly. “Obviously.”

Pietr flicked his eyes up at them, over the menu. There was a voice in his head that said he should say something. That the self-deprecating humor wasn’t amusing. Tell them that they were perfect, just the way they were. But, then rationale broke in that: he shouldn’t overwhelm them with his attraction. So, instead, he ignored it.

“I think I’ll have the chicken yakisoba,” he decided. He closed the menu as well, laying it aside. “Do you always run into people you know when you go out places?”

“I know a lot of people in the service industry,” Harper said. “Between catering, bartending, and waiting tables, I’ve worked in a lot of different places. So, yeah, I run into them occasionally.”

“Do you like doing that kind of work?”

“It’s easy. It’s flexible. It makes ends meet,” they said. “I wouldn’t say it was my dream job. Some days are better than others. On a good night, I can pull a couple hundred dollars in tips, on another I might only get like fifty bucks. Depends on what kind of customers I have.”

“Sounds inconsistent.”

“It is, but I make a living wage so it’s bonus money,” they explained. “I’d ask about you, but obviously you love hockey.”

He took a sip of his water before he nodded. “I do love hockey, but it is also hard. Long hours make it hard to make friends and connections outside the team. It’s hard on the body. There’s always something that hurts.” He laughed. “It’s worth it though. I was smart from the beginning, so I should be able to live frugally, but comfortable, when I’m ready to retire.”

“You’re only thirty and you’re already thinking retirement?”

“God no.” He shook his head with a smile.

“What’s on the radar, future wise for you?”

“Right now, I would like to play for as long as I am able. Afterwards, I don’t know what I will do. There are options to stay in the game. Doing media, coaching, team management, refereeing. There are positions in non-profits as well. I’m not sure what fits for me yet. I’ll figure that out when I get to that point.”

“And what are you into when you’re not playing hockey?”

“Normal stuff,” he answered. “Video games. My best friend from LA does a stream now, playing games. He’s so bad at everything, but still is fun. I read. Different stuff, but a lot of comics. Helped with my English when I first came to the US.”

“Do you read mostly in English then?”

“Da. Is that surprising? Teammates have teased me that I talk lazy, dropping the little words sometimes. Prepositions? ...It’s been so long since I was in an English class. To be honest though,” Pietr leaned in conspiratorially, “my Russian is getting rusty. There weren’t any other Russians on my team in Tampa. My parents try to stick to English at home too. But my papa called me last week to see how the move went. He started talking Russian. It took me way too long to, eh, click back over? I don’t know how to describe.  Do you speak another language?”

“No,” Harper admitted. “I took some basic Japanese for a Study Abroad program in college. I know enough Spanish to not be a hindrance in a restaurant kitchen.”

“Areas of the US can be very sporadic about teaching other languages,” he noted. “Once you know two or three, it can be easy to pick up others.”

“You speak more than Russian and English?”

“Da. My French and German are okay, but I have to keep up on my language learning apps so I don’t lose them.”

Greta reappeared to take their orders. While they waited, they continued talking. They moved from the languages to books and comics. Harper told him about going to conventions in college, but that they hadn’t been to one in a long time. Then they moved to their streaming queues. Conversation flowed easily and Pietr felt like the meal ended all too soon once their food arrived.

“This was fun
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