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Author’s Note I

If you’ve read the previous books in the series, you might be wondering when Risking the Shot takes place in the Stick Side universe. Risking the Shot starts shortly after the epilogue of On the Ice (Stick Side #1), and three years after the epilogues of The Nature of the Game (Stick Side #2) and Shots on Goal (Stick Side #3). Technically, this puts it in winter/spring 2015, at the tail end of the 2014-2015 NHL season—hence the 4-on-4 in overtime instead of the more recent 3-on-3.

 

Confused yet? Check out the Stick Side timeline on my website.


 

 

For everyone who, like me, didn’t know what day it was during the height of COVID-19. It’s okay, Tay doesn’t know either.
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FEBRUARY

 

Taylor Cunningham had never met a challenge he couldn’t kick the shit out of. It was how he’d made it to the NHL, by knocking down one roadblock after another. He lacked coordination in pee-wee hockey? He stayed another hour after practice to complete extra drills. His cross-ice passes weren’t crisp? Dad iced over their driveway and practiced with him before school. Backward crossovers tripped him up? Mom worked extra shifts at the fire station to be able to afford private skating lessons.

As a pseudo party decorator, however, he might’ve met his match.

“I don’t understand why I can’t get this to do what I want.” Tay stood in a mess of crepe paper streamers in blue and white and finally admitted to himself that just because he was great at hockey—he wasn’t on Toronto’s first line for nothing—didn’t mean he’d be able to grasp something as simple as twisting streamers into something pretty to be strung along the ceiling. Crafty he was not. The pile of ripped chunks at his feet was only growing bigger.

His linemate and best friend, Stanton, growled from where he held the roll ten feet away. “I literally don’t need you to do anything but stand there. Stop twisting your end.”

“But it got all wonky on your side.”

“I can fix it.” Behind his thick glasses, Stanton’s eyes were narrowed. “Just hold your end steady.” He walked backward slowly, carefully turning the roll of crepe paper as he went.

They stood in the middle of the dance floor of the party room the organization had rented in downtown Toronto’s Drake Hotel for tonight’s event celebrating the conclusion of the Foundation’s three-year campaign. As the organization’s charitable arm, the Foundation had surpassed their fundraising goal by thirty percent, giving tens of thousands of kids access to sports. Everyone associated with the Foundation, including its fifteen employees, Tay, and his teammates—all of whom had volunteered for the Foundation in some capacity or another—team management, the Board of Directors, and several key major donors—plus everyone’s families—would be in attendance tonight. There’d also be families who’d been directly affected by the Foundation’s programs, which was extra cool.

Around him, servers placed stark white covers over chairs and set the tables with cutlery, delicately folded napkins, and water glasses. A DJ was setting up in the corner opposite the bar. The hotel’s IT experts were testing the television that would play the Foundation’s thank-you video. And the rest of his teammates placed team swag at each seat, sprinkled blue-and-white confetti on each table, grabbed three or four chairs at a time from the adjoining storage storm to place around tables for the servers to cover, and hauled gift baskets full of donated items from their cars parked nearby for tonight’s silent auction. All proceeds benefiting the Foundation, of course.

Tay stared at his confetti-scattering teammates with envy. Someone had to be willing to trade jobs.

“Tay, pay attention.”

Shooting Stanton an apologetic smile, he focused once more on the stupid streamer, on keeping it steady. “Sorry.” In his peripheral, the party room door opened, admitting a teammate toting signed jerseys and hockey sticks for the auction.

“There,” Stanton said a minute later from thirty feet away, the rough length of the streamer. He gave a chin nod to the ladder behind Tay. “Up you go.”

“Good thing Coach isn’t here. He’d kill us if he saw us going up a twenty-one-foot ladder.” Ignorance for the win.

Lacroix, a D-man and one the oldest veterans on the team at somewhere in his mid-thirties, stopped on the other side of the ladder. “Here.” He set down his bag of confetti. Tay considered stealing it. “I’ll hold it steady for you, kid.”

Kid. Tay stiffened without meaning to, the word squeezing his chest and shooting outward to cast a cloud over his day, his sisters’ voices coming back from his childhood to haunt him.

“Mom, the kid got his pants dirty and my party starts in ten minutes.”

“Pedal faster, kid, or you won’t keep up.”

“It’s not all about you, kid.”

He’d been trying to keep up with his older sisters since he could walk, but at ten and twelve years older, they didn’t make it easy. He was constantly the little brother getting in the way or stepping on someone’s toes—literally—or getting dirty when he shouldn’t be or intruding on private moments. Twenty-three years old, two years since he’d been called up to the NHL from Toronto’s farm team, and two years into a Bachelor of Science in paramedicine, and bridging the gap was harder than ever, despite his success.

Just that his sisters—a lawyer and a doctor—were poised and sophisticated and smart, and he . . . was not. He didn’t always think before speaking, he liked loud bars with too many people, had always struggled with school, preferred his art classes over academics, would rather doodle on his iPad than study, and ate cold pizza for breakfast when he could get away with it.

His sisters loved him, he knew that, but they still treated him like he was ten years old. Tay respected the hell out of them for everything they’d accomplished; he just wished they saw everything he’d accomplished too. He’d made it to the NHL. Plus, his team was currently third in their division and it was looking good that they’d make the playoffs. Not to mention juggling a university degree with hockey was fucking hard.

Shaking off the urge to tell Lacroix not to call him kid—that was inviting him to tease him with the nickname for the rest of his life—he nodded his thanks and climbed up the ladder one-handed, careful with the streamer. Barely a quarter of the way up, he somehow twisted it wrong and got it all gummed up.

“Damn it.”

Why was decorating so hard? One would think that he didn’t have a creative bone in his body when that couldn’t be further from the truth. Hell, he’d been working on a comic book trilogy since high school. Not that anyone knew of it except for his immediate family, but that wasn’t the point. He was good at art.

Party decorating, he was coming to realize, was not art. Or, at least, not a form of art he’d ever excel in.

“Is Stanton scowling at me?” he called down to Lacroix.

“There’s a definite tick in his jaw,” Lacroix said.

Oops. It did give Tay a mental image of Rhys—one of the original characters he’d created for his comic. Rhys, too, was the clenched jaw type.

At first, the comic had been a one-page assignment for tenth-grade art class. But he’d loved his characters so much that it had evolved into a trilogy, the third installment of which he was now on. Once, he’d thought that he’d share it online just for fun, but then he’d chickened out. How did authors and artists and creative people put themselves out there without freaking out?

At the top of the ladder, he plucked packing tape he’d precut off the top rung and secured his end of the streamer to the ceiling above the chandelier. “That good?” he called down to Stanton.

“Yup!”

Able to use both hands now, Tay climbed down much faster than he’d climbed up. At the bottom, he turned to Lacroix. “Thanks, man. Can you help me get this thing over by the wall? Stanton needs to put up his end.”

Together, they got the freakishly tall ladder closed and maneuvered it between tables, waitstaff, and teammates to the far wall, where they opened it back up again.

“Yeah, there’s good,” Stanton said. “Thanks, Lacroix.”

Lacroix grunted. “Don’t kill yourselves.” He went back to his confetti. Tay almost tackled him for it, but Lacroix was bigger than him and it would hurt.

Stanton rolled his eyes and started up the ladder while Tay held it steady. Across the room, one of the waitstaff propped the door open. Alex Dean, Tay’s teammate and temporary roommate, wheeled in two dollies stacked with boxes of yet more items for auction.

Temporary because Tay was staying in Dean’s guest room while workers finished the renovation of the sixteenth-floor hallway of his condo building—his floor. He dared anyone to try to get in a much-needed pregame nap, or get any schoolwork done in their minimal spare time, to the sound of hammering and sawing and shouting. Tay had lasted two days and would’ve ended up living out of a suitcase in a staid hotel room for weeks if Dean hadn’t offered his guest room.

Tay lived out of hotels enough as it was while he was on the road with his team.

Or worse, he would’ve ended up on the couch at Gran’s or on a tiny blow-up mattress in the spare room at his parents’ that they used as an office. He loved them to death, but he’d been on his own long enough to never want to live with parental figures ever again.

He hadn’t known Dean that well before he’d gone to stay with him three weeks ago—a mere week before Dean’s husband, Mitch “Grey” Greyson, had been traded to their team from LA. Tay was a forward; Dean was defense. They naturally ran in different circles.

Living with them was nice, though. Dean—gently prodding him to stay on top of his schoolwork and checking in once in a while to make sure he was doing okay. Grey—acting like the younger, brattier sibling Tay had never had, even though, technically, Grey was two or three years older than him.

Oh, and the way Dean and his husband shared tender touches or little kisses or bumped hips as they cooked dinner while Tay studied at the dining room table? Honestly, they were cuter than a couple had any right to be.

When Grey had first arrived from LA, Tay had caught them sharing the most passionate of kisses in their front hallway that had been all about comfort and security. It had been hotter than any porn he’d ever watched—gay or straight. Dean and Grey were out to the team, but not publicly, so they kept their smooches and flirting confined to their home.

Tay too—the out-to-the-team thing, not the smooches thing. He didn’t currently have anyone to smooch with. But he’d stopped hiding his bisexuality from his teammates over a year ago. Coming out publicly? That was a whole other matter entirely, one he’d been seriously considering for a few months but hadn’t yet acted on. There were sponsorships and team dynamics to consider, as well as backlash from fans and season ticket holders, and so many expectations to handle. Now wasn’t the right time anyway. It was the third week of February, which meant he had to concentrate on playing the best hockey he could and focus on passing his midterms.

Stanton was the only one who was out publicly. Still, that made five players who were out to the team—their goalie was the fifth member of what Tay had secretly been calling the Queer Brigade—and how many NHL teams could say that?

“Are your parents coming to family skate tomorrow?” Stanton asked as he climbed.

“Nah.” Tay braced one foot on the bottom rung. “They’re both working.” A nurse and a firefighter, his parents’ schedules were unpredictable and irregular.

“Your sisters?”

“Nope,” Tay said, popping the p. And that was fine. Great, even. He could skate with the kids, take pictures with babies, and sign jerseys without worrying about whether his sisters were enjoying themselves. “What about your family?”

“They’re not able to fly out here.” Above, Stanton taped the streamer to the wall, pausing to admire their handiwork. “My brother was going to come and stay with Xappa since I don’t have an extra bed, but he had a team thing come up.”

Right. Stanton’s older brother was best friends with their teammate, Xappa, who, Stanton had once bemoaned, had been tasked by said brother to keep an eye on Stanton while they played together on the same team. Considering the most trouble Stanton ever got into was being late to a live show at the theater, it was slightly misguided.

Must be nice, though, to have siblings who worried about you.

A server came through the doors carrying a stack of white linen.

“You won’t see him until tonight, you know,” Stanton said when he reached the bottom of the ladder. He hopped down from the second rung.

“Who?”

“Your hunky, single dad. You think I haven’t seen you eyeing the door this whole time?”

Also in attendance at tonight’s event . . . ? A large chunk of the reason Tay was looking forward to it: the aforementioned hunky, single dad, Dakota Cotton, one of the Foundation’s fundraisers Tay was nursing a two-year crush on. Dakota was all long limbs and angular features and seductive confidence. Tay had met him several times when he’d visited the Foundation’s offices to meet with the programs and volunteer coordinator about his volunteer gigs, and each time he’d gotten a spark of recognition that made no sense and perfect sense all at once. Like locking eyes with someone from across a crowded bar and knowing you’d hit it off before you’d even introduced yourselves.

“The fundraisers aren’t coming to help decorate.” Stanton picked at a small piece of tape stuck to his palm. “This is their party. Coach asked the team to decorate as a thank you to them, remember?”

“I don’t,” Tay admitted. “If I had, maybe I would’ve been able to concentrate on the stupid streamers instead of watching the door.”

“Speaking of.” Towing Tay back to the dance floor, Stanton pulled several more crepe paper rolls out of a plastic bag and held them up for Tay to see.

Tay’s shoulders slumped. “Ugh.” He grabbed his nearest teammate, clamping a hand around their upper arm and hauling them close. “Xappa!”

“Ow, what?” Xappa righted the box tucked under the other arm.

Stanton’s brother’s BFF. Maybe not the best person to ask, but Tay was desperate. “Switch jobs with me.”

“What? No.” Xappa tried to yank his arm away, bicep bulging beneath Tay’s hand.

Tay held firm. “I’ll owe you one.”

Small eyes narrowing, Xappa looked to Stanton, to the box, back to Stanton. In the box was the branded swag for each seat: a rolled-up T-shirt, a hat, a beer koozie, and a pen, all somehow wrapped together using sparkly white ribbon.

“You buy my drinks tonight,” Xappa said.

“Done!”

Stealing the box from him, Tay headed for the nearest swag-free table, leaving behind a best friend who just rolled his eyes at him before handing Xappa one end of the streamer.
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As much as social gatherings of more than four people weren’t his thing, Dakota Cotton couldn’t keep the grin off his face even two hours into the Foundation’s celebration party. They might work for the same organization, in different capacities, obviously, but most of the Foundation’s employees and the members of the team hardly interacted outside of friendly hellos if they happened to cross paths at the arena, where the Foundation’s offices were located on the fifth floor. This was the first time he’d ever been in the same room as an entire NHL team. Just the thought tickled him.

By now, he should’ve been used to hanging out with professional hockey players—his youngest brother played for Vermont—but there was something about meeting them and conversing with them and generally breathing the same air that spoke to every one of Dakota’s childhood fantasies.

Speaking of childhood fantasies, he had a four-year-old son who’d disappeared into the crowd ten minutes ago, Sharpie in one hand, Toronto jersey in the other. Dakota sought out Andy’s dark head while pretending to pay attention to the conversation he’d somehow become a part of, but there were too many large bodies.

Through no fault of his own, he’d ended up in a conversation with two of the team’s communications interns. As a thirty-four-year-old, divorced, full-time, single dad with a mortgage, preschool costs, a son whose current hobby was 3D puzzles, and an ex-wife whose participation in their lives had been almost nonexistent since the divorce three years ago, he didn’t exactly relate to early twenty-somethings. Especially early twenty-somethings who spent their Friday evenings grabbing a drink with men or women they’d met via dating apps and their Saturday nights in dance clubs with too loud music, too many people, and too expensive drinks.

Hell, he wouldn’t have related to them when he was a young twenty-something himself. He’d always been a “stay at home with a good book” kind of guy. If he was feeling particularly extroverted, he’d headed to his best friend’s to play video games and drink cheap beer he’d outgrown before he’d hit thirty.

Excusing himself, he navigated around tables, groups of conversing people, and running children, none of them his.

With the pre-event networking hour over, dinner eaten, speeches heard, and videos thanking donors and highlighting successes aired, the evening had turned into a dance party. They had a private party room at the Drake Hotel, the trendiest hotel you ever did see, with a large dance floor in the center upon which half the attendees were currently dancing to the live band’s cover of “Mr. Vain.” Servers cleared off the tables of any last remaining dishes, and a large crowd had formed at the bar where experienced bartenders twirled and slung bottles, putting on a show to match the room’s decor—Art Deco, low ceilings, dim lighting. Dressed in a black suit paired with a pale blue shirt and red tie, Dakota felt out of place among the players’ designer suits and the glitz and glamor that was the Drake.

A circuit of the outer perimeter of the room didn’t yield an Andy Cotton, but he did spot his broad-shouldered cousin—Dakota’s plus one—speaking with a few of the players, Lacroix, Staples, and Barnes. Of course, Calder would be right in the middle of the action.

Dakota caught his eye and mouthed, Andy?

Calder looked over his shoulder, then sent Dakota a thumbs up. Taking that to mean that Andy was having a good time and didn’t need him and trusting Calder to keep an eye on him, Dakota headed for the bar.

“A glass of the Oban 14, please,” he said to the bartender who, surprisingly, came right over.

“Ice?”

Dakota wanted to nurse it, so . . . “No, thanks.”

Maybe he’d been mistaken for one of the players. Dakota wasn’t a fool—he knew what he looked like. Add his good genetics to his six-two height and he could pass for one of the players, if only his shoulders were wider and his thighs thicker.

As much as he was enjoying himself, his mouth was dry from the many conversations he’d held in the last couple of hours and his energy was starting to wilt. Thanking the bartender for his scotch, he turned and found yet another crowd, this one surrounding the table the sheet cakes had been brought out on. Each cake was decorated like a hockey rink, complete with the team’s logo at center ice, red and blue lines, face-off circles, and goal creases. There were even little edible nets on each end made of fondant and two tiny plastic blue-and-white hockey players in a face-off.

“I don’t want to cut into it,” he heard someone mutter as he walked by. “It’s too nice.”

Dakota smirked to himself. He didn’t need to see the cake; he’d decorated the damn thing.

Needing a few minutes to recharge his introverted batteries, he removed himself from the festivities and found the corner that was always the quietest at these kinds of things—the coatroom.

Set into an alcove near the front, the coatroom was actually a series of four separate rooms lined with winter coats and boots. At the back of each was a mirrored wall and, sandwiching it, benches. Dakota chose one at random and sat, effectively hidden from view unless someone came all the way to the back. With the buffer of coats and walls, the music wasn’t as loud, and he could finally hear himself think.

The party was a nice buffer from the day-to-day grind of an office job he’d somehow fallen into before Andy was born. It wasn’t the bakery Dakota and Calder—the cake decorator and the baker, respectively—had once dreamed about, but it was meaningful work with predictable hours, giving him a work-life balance many people dreamed of and providing stability for Andy. At the end of the day, his son’s happiness was all that mattered.

If that dream poked at the back of his brain when he was planning his next telephone or mail fundraising campaign, or calculating the ROI of the last one, or comparing revenue versus costs, or monitoring his KPI reports for year-over-year donor counts, donor retention and response rates, and average monthly donor gifts, it’d just have to wait until he had a bigger nest egg saved up. A new business venture wasn’t something he was willing to risk if it would leave him in debt up to his eyeballs. Making sure Andy had food to eat, a roof over his head, and a solid foundation on which to grow was his number one priority. Number two, actually. Number one was ensuring Andy knew he had one parent who loved the crap out of him.

The second parent, well. She’d decided she didn’t want to be a mom shortly after Andy was born. Still wanted to be part of Andy’s life, just not raise him. Although, if her interpretation of “I still want to be in his life” meant making the trip from nearby Hamilton to visit Andy only a handful of times a year and ignoring Dakota’s texts about her next visit, then she was doing great. Personally, Dakota thought she should be all in or all out. Her frequent cancellations and rare visits with Andy were just confusing the poor kid.

Leaning his forearms on his knees, drink in one hand, he pulled his phone out of his pocket, surprised to find a missed text from Calder. He’d attached a photo of Andy posing with Taylor Cunningham.

Man, he was cute—Andy, not Cunningham—in his brand-new midnight blue suit, dark brown hair parted to the side. Andy had lost the jacket at some point—Dakota made a mental note to track it down before they left—leaving him in dress pants and a white shirt topped with a vest and matching blue bowtie. His smile was so wide as he held up his signed jersey; Dakota couldn’t help but smile back.

And the other guy was cute too, he had to admit. Taylor Cunningham’s wheat-blond hair was done in one of those stylish haircuts—shorter on the sides, longer on top—that managed to meet somewhere between unapproachable superstar and I woke up like this. Wide-set eyes roughly the same shade as his hair, a small forehead, eyebrows that arrowed almost into the bridge of a pert nose, pale lips, and a smooth jaw. What made Dakota take a second, longer look was the “just call me Tay” smile caught in a laugh that hit his eyes. Something that said Tay would be everybody’s best friend. That he wanted to be everybody’s best friend. But, then, there was also something in that boyish face that spoke to Dakota in a different way, made him want to ruffle his hair before kissing him silly. It was the same feeling he got every time he’d bumped into Tay in the Foundation’s offices.

Laughing softly under his breath, Dakota shook his head, mildly amused with himself. Okay, so maybe Taylor Cunningham was a level past cute and up to attractive, but in a way that was boyish and sweet. Which wasn’t something Dakota was normally attracted to, so he didn’t know why he was giving the picture a second glance except that it had been a long time since his dick had seen any action other than his own hand.

Voices outside the room had him sitting up. Was his refuge about to be invaded?

“I’ve got to get more cash out of my wallet,” someone said from the next room over. “Fucking Xappa’s milking this for all he’s worth.”

“Shoulda put a cap on it,” someone else said.

“Lesson learned.”

There was the sound of hangers squeaking across metal bars, then a curse as one of them appeared to trip over something.

“Where the fuck’s my coat?”

“Dunno.” That one sounded wholly unconcerned. “Try another room. I’m gonna get more cake. See you out there.”

Footsteps retreated. Seconds later, a second set followed, only to detour into Dakota’s room.

And speak of the damn devil. Taylor Cunningham, in the flesh, cheeks flushed from dancing or drinking, maybe both, hair side-parted similarly to Andy’s. Even his suit was almost the same blue as Andy’s, something Dakota had missed in the photo.

Upon seeing Dakota, Tay stood straighter, taller, shoulders pulled back. “Oh, hey.” In person, Tay’s smile flashed brighter. He raked Dakota up and down, lingering on his lips, the exposed column of his throat, the way his pants stretched taut over his crotch, something flaring behind his eyes.

Well, hey there. Into men and apparently not afraid to show it. Dakota returned the look, taking in Tay’s smooth jaw, the cut of his unbuttoned suit jacket fitted to his wide shoulders, the stretch of his shirt over a chest that appeared firm, and the suit pants that hugged long legs.

Tay leaned against the nearest support column, a smirk playing about his lips that made his eyes gleam, and shoved his hands in his pockets, pulling the material across his groin. “Sorry. Didn’t see you there.”

“No problem.” Dakota blanked his cell phone screen. Tay didn’t need to see him ogling his photo.

Seeming to shake himself out of it, Tay went back to going through the coats. “You know what’s annoying?” he asked. “Everyone’s coat is the same color. How am I ever supposed to find mine?”

It was very much a sea of black, blue, and gray.

“Next year, I’m buying a red one.”

You’d look good in red. Dakota sipped his scotch, swallowing the words. “Do you have a distinctly patterned scarf maybe?”

“It’s fucking blue like everything else. That’s a good idea, though.” Giving up, he sank onto the bench across from Dakota, popping up again a second later. “We need cake. I’ll be right back. Wish me luck that I don’t bump into Xappa.”

He was gone before Dakota could wish him luck or tell him he didn’t want cake. Dakota snorted a small laugh and shook his head. Had he ever been that . . . youthfully exuberant? He didn’t think so. As the oldest of five boys, he’d always been level-headed and sensible. Still was. Tay’s energy was electric in comparison. Let him have it, though. Dakota would much rather spend an evening decorating his cakes or spending time with Andy or catching the game on TV.

Less than a minute later, Tay was back, bearing a plated slice of cake in each hand and a bottle of water tucked into his armpit.

“Thanks.” Dakota forked a bite into his mouth; it’d be rude not to after Tay had gone to the trouble. The marble cake was moist and rich, just like all of Calder’s cakes. “Xappa?”

Tay grinned. “Successfully avoided.”

“What do you owe him money for?”

“I don’t. I owe him drinks as payment for taking over the streamers when we decorated earlier.”

Dakota moved fondant off his cake before taking another small bite, unsure what taking over the streamers meant. “I didn’t realize you decorated.”

Mouth full, Tay nodded. Swallowing, he said, “The whole team pitched in. We all get to stay late and take it down too. At least, those of us not roaring drunk. I’m half afraid a couple of the guys will sleep through family skate tomorrow even though it’s in the afternoon.” He shoved another forkful of cake into his mouth without seeming to pause for breath. “Will I see you there?”

“Mm-hmm. With Andy and Calder. My son and my cousin,” Dakota explained, although it turned out he didn’t need to; Tay was already nodding.

“I met them earlier. Took a photo with your kid. He’s adorable.”

“He is. But then, I’m biased.”

Tay chuckled and uncapped his water bottle. Took a sip.

Forcing his gaze off his bobbing Adam’s apple, Dakota said, “Thanks for that, by the way. The photo. Andy’s a huge fan.”

“And you’re not?” Tay’s smirk was teasing.

“No, I am.” Setting his plate aside, cake barely touched, Dakota picked up his beverage. A small swallow had Tay’s gaze focusing on his lips again. “Which is why I don’t feel bad telling you that you guys have been playing like crap the last few games.”

“Ugh.” Tay slumped. “I know. I think the upcoming trade deadline has all of us on edge and playing for shit.”

“Can’t be easy knowing your whole life and career can change at the whim of what someone else wants or needs.”

“Yes.” Tay blinked at him, the hand holding his plate at torso-level dropping to his lap. “Yes, exactly. You get it.”

“My brother plays for the NHL, in Vermont.”

Another blink, slower, Tay’s brow furrowing in a way that was not cute; damn Dakota’s under-utilized libido.

“The Vermont Trailblazers?” Tay said. “Owen Cotton’s your brother?”

Dakota nodded.

“Huh. Cool. We were drafted the same year.” Tay poked at something on his plate.

“It’s fondant,” Dakota informed him.

“It’s not very good.”

That startled a laugh out of him. “No, it’s generally used for decorating, but it doesn’t taste great.”

“Why use it at all then?”

“It’s like play dough, easily pliable so you can make things with it. Like those nets on the cake.”

“I saw those.” Tay was still poking the fondant. “They’re edible?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“How d’you know?”

“’Cause I made it. Or decorated it, I should say. Calder made the cake.”

Tay’s head jerked up. “Shut the fuck up. You decorated that?” A pause, then, “Do you take custom orders?”

Raising a brow at him, Dakota sipped his scotch.

“I’m serious. We’re celebrating my mom’s sixtieth birthday in a few weeks. Big party, lots of people. I’m in charge of the cake.”

“If you’re serious, then here.” Out of his pocket, Dakota pulled out a slim case and extracted a business card for his and Calder’s custom cake business. “Get in touch and we’ll talk.” Their fingers brushed when Tay took the card, sending a zing up Dakota’s arm.

Was it bad that he wanted Tay to get in touch for a different reason altogether? It was strange that he was attracted to someone eleven years his junior. Dakota quickly scratched out any thought of Tay being boyish—he was all broad shoulders, playful grin, and flirty eyes. All man, and Dakota wanted him.

In bed. He didn’t have time for anything else or the inclination. Not to mention that he didn’t plan on introducing anyone into Andy’s life who might not stick around. Andy already had a mother whose job took her to the far corners of the world on the regular. He didn’t need someone else like that in his life.

Tay took the card. “Thanks, I’ll—”

“Tay!”

The shout came from outside their room, making them both jump.

“Shit,” Tay muttered. He drew his legs onto the bench and tucked himself into the corner. How he managed to curl his bulk into a tiny ball was a minor miracle. “You haven’t seen me,” he whisper-shouted to Dakota.

Dakota swallowed a laugh.

“Tay!” Xappa entered the room, pausing halfway in when he spotted Dakota. “Oh. Hey, have you seen Tay? Taylor Cunningham?”

Dakota shook his head. “Sorry.”

“Motherfucker.” Xappa stomped out.

Across from Dakota, Tay was silently laughing, shoulders shaking so much he almost dropped his cake. Unable to do anything else, Dakota laughed along with him.
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The attraction? It wasn’t one-sided. Tay would bet his not inconsiderable NHL contract on it.

Twenty minutes after Dakota sent Xappa away, Tay sat on the same bench as Dakota. They both leaned back against opposite walls, facing each other, one leg bent onto the bench. It hiked their pant legs up, exposing their socks. Dakota, striped black and gray. Tay, a bright purple dotted with blue bowties to match his suit.

Dakota held his drink on one knee. Next to Tay were two empty cake plates—Tay had eaten both his and Dakota’s, and while his taste buds thanked him for it, his stomach did not.

He wasn’t sure why he’d gone back into the party to grab the cakes in the first place. An uncharacteristic bout of nerves had hit when he’d first spotted Dakota sitting here, and he’d bolted like a child running away from confrontation. Getting cake had given him an extra minute to compose himself. This was what he’d wanted for so long—time alone with Dakota so they could talk and get to know each other.

Tay rubbed his stomach and asked Dakota how he’d gotten into cake decorating.

“It was a gag gift from one of my brothers when I was in high school. A three-hour cake decorating lesson.” Dakota tilted his head back against the wall, lips gently curved upward. “Something to get me out of the house for a few hours. I was brooding after a bad breakup. Little did he know I’d take to it.”

With his head at that angle, it exposed his long neck and the underside of his jaw, a dark evening shadow growing in. Tay bit his lip against the urge to invade Dakota’s space and stick his nose in that neck, inhale Dakota’s earthy cologne, nibble at his jaw, working his way up to Dakota’s pink lips. Just the thought made his stomach clench with desire.

Dakota Cotton looked exactly like the thirty-something professional he was. His black suit with black pinstripes was fitted and sleek, showcasing strong shoulders that tapered to a trim waist and legs that went on for days. The crisp, light blue shirt and red tie with thin black pinstripes, along with his black hair slicked back into a short pompadour, brought out his skin tone, a warm honey three shades darker than Tay’s own winter-white skin that matched his palest pencil crayons. A high forehead that dipped down from a straight hairline, deep-set eyes the shade of an overcast sky, a prominent nose, and an angled jawline covered in the same dark shadow as his neck.

And that belt, all thick, black leather. Was there anything sexier than a man in a belt? Yes. When that belt was paired with a suit Dakota could’ve been born in.

“Are you listening?”

Tay dragged his gaze up from where it had lingered over the material of Dakota’s pants, stretched oh-so-enticingly over his privates. Unrepentant, he shrugged. “Sorry. Your face distracted me.”

Dakota choked on his drink. Nabbing Tay’s water bottle, he swallowed back the last quarter. “You weren’t looking at my face.” His voice was gravelly. An effect of choking or something else? It was a little less rough when he added, “You’re very forward.”

Why beat around the bush? “Well, I am a forward, so . . .”

Pointing the empty water bottle at him, Dakota said, “That is a very bad joke.”

“You’re laughing. Can’t be that bad.”

“Don’t mistake this for humor. I’m just trying to make you feel better about yourself.”

“I’m feeling pretty good, not gonna lie.”

Dakota nodded at his stomach, which Tay was still rubbing. “Oh yeah?”

“Totally the cake’s fault.”

“That asshole.”

Tay laughed, smile stretched so wide his face hurt. And then there they were, grinning at each other while sitting in a coatroom at a party, the music loud enough for them to hear but not so loud they had to yell at each other to be heard. The live band started a cover of “I Gotta Feeling,” which, yeah. Appropriate. Tonight was a good night.

“Okay, tell me again.” Tay straightened a leg and prodded Dakota’s knee with the top of his foot. “How you got into cake decorating.”

“Should I turn around so my face doesn’t distract you?”

Tay winked at him. “I can multitask.” Maybe. Dakota’s face really was very distracting. Like an itch on the sole of your foot while you were driving. But nicer.

“Uh-huh. Well, my brothers gave me—”

“No, yeah. I got that part. The gag gift. But how did that one lesson turn into—” He removed the card Dakota had given him from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “—a business?” Once Upon a Time Cakes the card read, along with a phone number and email address.

“It was something Calder and I started in high school. He’d bake and I’d decorate. For family stuff, mostly—birthdays, Sunday dinners, bake sales at my little brothers’ school. Until we started taking orders from friends and family, and then friends of friends. It sort of snowballed from there.”

“Did you ever want to make it into a full-time thing?” It had to be hard, juggling a full-time job with the Foundation, a four-year-old, and a side gig.

Dakota stared into his glass. “Once upon a time.”

Tay ran his thumb over the raised lettering on the business card. Was that how the business had gotten its name?

“But then life happened. I got married. Moved here. Had a kid. Got divorced. Making sure Andy had stability was the most important thing.”

“Moved here from where?”

“Halifax.”

“Is that where you’re from?” Tay asked. “Is your family still there?”

“Calder’s here and Owen’s in Vermont, but my parents and other brothers are still there, yes.”

“Brothers? Plural?”

“There’s five of us. I’m the eldest. And you? Any siblings?”

Tay’s mouth pulled down. “Two older sisters.”

A short pause where the music changed again. Dakota said, “You’re not close, I take it.”

“Ah.” Tay jerked a shoulder in an awkward shrug and glanced away. “Not really.” He turned the business card around and around in his hand. “My sisters are . . .” Poised. Elegant. Intelligent. “Older.” Although they probably weren’t that much older than Dakota. “They don’t get me. And it created a wall between us. I don’t know, maybe it’s the age difference.”

“Owen and I are eleven years apart, and of all of us, he’s the one I’m closest to.”

“How come?”

“Our entire family’s close.” Dakota scratched his jaw. Tay followed the movement of his hand, enjoying how the scratching sound of his evening scruff against his nails made his belly tingle. “When I got old enough to drive, I started taking him to games and practices. It gave us a lot of time together and we . . . I don’t know. Bonded, I guess. It helped me get to know him. Made me realize that because he was smaller and younger, it didn’t mean he didn’t know what he wanted. Because he did and it took him all the way to the NHL.”

Had Tay’s sisters ever tried to get to know him instead of assuming they knew best what he needed? Not really. It was all “You should think about what you’re going to do after hockey, Tay. Here’s a university catalog.” And, “I don’t think you should get your own condo. What if you get traded?” And, “Are you sure you’re bisexual? You’ve only ever brought women home.”

Family get-togethers were a study in patience.

His parents were amazing. They’d always been behind him, one hundred percent, and constantly put a stop to his sisters’ teasing when he was a kid. Now that he was older, he’d expected their words not to affect him as much. Unfortunately, such was not the case. Why was it so hard for them to see him as an equal? Why didn’t they understand how hard he’d worked and how many sacrifices he’d made to get to the NHL? Maybe it was because they’d never played sports, focusing on academics instead.

Shaking his head, he started to ask Dakota if he had plans to move back home, when the sight of Dakota’s lips closing over the rim of his glass caused his mind to flare and blank.

So. Maybe not so good at multitasking then. At least not when it came to Dakota.

Clearing his throat, he said, “What are you drinking?”

“Oban 14. Scotch,” Dakota added at Tay’s questioning look.

“Smells good.” The scent had been wafting in his direction since he first sat down, strong and vaguely smoky, peaty. It reminded him of Dakota for reasons he couldn’t name.

Scooting forward on the bench, their knees touching, he said, “Can I try it?”

Dakota’s gaze caught his, gray and shadowy and searching. Tay held it, refusing to break eye contact. Let Dakota see how attracted he was to him. Dakota must already know anyway. What was the point of holding back? Tay wanted Dakota and he wasn’t shying away from it.

Without looking away, Dakota leaned forward, bringing their faces within inches of each other. Dakota’s soft breath whispered across Tay’s lips, making his own breath catch. Holding his glass out, Dakota still didn’t look away as Tay brought it to his mouth, placing his lips over the outline of Dakota’s on the glass.

Dakota didn’t miss it, his smile turning knowing. The heat in Tay’s blood had nothing to do with the scotch.

Which, in itself, was . . . “Holy fuck, this is good.” Strong and smoky, yes—even the taste reminded him of Dakota—with hints of fruits and honey.

Dakota made a sound in the back of his throat, an acknowledgment that sounded like a groan. The heat in Tay’s blood spread outward, flushing his cheeks, dotting his temple with sweat. Fuck, it suddenly got very, very warm in this coatroom. Warmer still when Dakota’s gaze dipped down to Tay’s mouth.

“See, Uncle Calder.” A child’s voice snapped them backward. Tay’s hand clenched on the glass, scotch splashing over the rim. “Told you Daddy’d be where’s quiet.”

“Uh-huh.” While Andy clambered onto the bench between them, Calder stood next to it, acute gaze going from Dakota to Tay and back, his lips pressed together, unsuccessfully hiding a grin.

“Hi, Mr. Cunningham, sir,” Andy said.

Tay rearranged his suit jacket, hiding his semi from the four-year-old. “What did I tell you earlier? It’s just Tay.”

Andy beamed, signed jersey clutched in both hands.

Clearing his throat into his fist, Dakota turned, setting both feet on the ground and leaning forward to hide his own semi. Tay rubbed a hand over his mouth to hide a smile.

“Did you get everyone?” Dakota asked Andy.

“Yup. ’Cept Chernyshevsky.”

Tay’s eyebrows flew up. “Wow. Even I can’t say his name without stuttering. He’s just Cherny to the rest of us.”

“Don’t be fooled,” Dakota said, arm going around Andy’s shoulders. “He can’t say umbrella.”

“I can! Ballela.”

“Nice.” Tay held his hand out for a fist bump. “Cherny couldn’t make it tonight.” To Dakota, he said, “Family thing. He’s away for the weekend. I can take that if you want, Andy. Have Cherny sign it. I’ll give it back to your dad this week.”

Score one for him for thinking up an excuse on the fly to see Dakota again.

Andy clutched the jersey to his chest. “But I wanna wear it to family skate tomorrow.”

“Ah. Of course. What was I thinking? Keep it then.” Tay tickled Andy’s chin, making him giggle and squirm. “I’ll take it from you after the skate and get it signed this week.” He looked to Dakota to make sure that was okay, only to find Dakota’s attention already lasered on him.

“Thank you.”

A different kind of warmth this time, nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with mushy feelings. “No sweat.”

Dakota stood and Tay followed suit, pleased, for some reason, that they were evenly matched in height. And if his gaze snuck down to check out the state of Dakota’s crotch again, well hey. He was a horny fucker.

“Let’s go home, Andy.” Dakota took a tiny suit jacket from Calder and held it open for Andy.

“Noooooo, Daddy.”

“Yes.” Gently firm, Dakota helped Andy into the jacket, then pulled a four-year-old sized winter coat off a hanger. “It’s time for bed. Your eyes are drooping.”

“No.” Andy forced his eyes comically wide. “I’m not tired.”

Chuckling, Dakota handed a peacoat to Calder. “Sure you’re not.”

“You.” From the entrance to the room, Xappa pointed a finger at Tay. “I knew you were hiding from me.”

Tay scowled. “I wasn’t hiding.” He definitely was, but that was need-to-know. And Xappa didn’t need to know. He moved out of the narrow room to give Dakota, Calder, and Andy room to get dressed, deliberately brushing his shoulder against Dakota’s.

Something else Dakota didn’t miss.

“It’s my fault,” Dakota interjected smoothly, zipping up Andy’s coat. His words stopped Xappa with his mouth half-open for a rebuttal. Stopped Tay too, right in the doorway. “We were talking business.”

“We were? We were.” Tay nodded—very convincingly—at Dakota’s side-eye.

Dakota pulled on a three-quarter-length, wool coat the same hue as his eyes, shrugging to settle it on his shoulders.

Tay swallowed hard. Fuck. He loved himself a well-dressed man.

“That’s right,” Dakota said, pulling a red scarf off the hanger and draping it around his neck. “Tay’s agreed to be our signatory for our next direct mail appeal.”

Say what now? What the hell was direct mail?

“Oh yeah?” Xappa leaned against the doorjamb. “That’s real nice of you, Tay. I did it last year.”

“Right. Nice. I’m a nice guy.”

Dakota coughed to cover a laugh. He was last out of
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