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      Kris Xappa thought he’d moved away from being labeled a troublemaker. Thought his bruiser, “don’t want to meet him in a dark alley” features weren’t as important as his skills on the ice.

      But as he watched himself get arrested on the video playing on Coach’s laptop, he had to concede that his unearned troublemaker status wasn’t as far behind him as he’d hoped.

      On the video, shot with a wobbly cell phone camera by another pub-goer who clearly hadn’t thought twice before uploading it to social media, Kris watched himself get in the middle of the flying fists of a couple of guys he’d never met. Saw his mouth move as he tried to defuse the situation, though now, ten hours later, he couldn’t remember what he’d said. Winced as one of the guys landed a blow to his jaw.

      Leaning back in his chair, he rubbed the blooming bruise on said jaw. A small part of him was damn proud that the punch hadn’t laid him flat—the guy who’d hit him was bigger than him, and that was saying something because Kris wasn’t a small guy.

      The pleased feeling didn’t last. On the laptop, the two guys went after one another, fists flying, no second thoughts about innocent bystanders, and crashed onto a two-seater table that collapsed under their weight. There was no sound on the video, but Kris remembered the thunder of breaking wood and smashing glass. And then, finally, the reason Kris was in his team’s management offices downtown Toronto at nine o’clock on a Sunday morning—a pair of cops bursting through the front door, arriving in time to catch Kris hauling one guy off the other, and who’d proceeded to arrest all three of them.

      His gut clenched as the video automatically started again from the beginning. Coach slammed the laptop closed.

      The only reason Kris wasn’t still in a holding cell at the nearest cop shop was because several witnesses—including his favorite bartender/pub owner as well as the friends Kris had met for dinner—had come forward to speak on his behalf. And so they’d taken his statement and sent him on his way in the wee hours of the morning.

      But the damage was done. The video went onto social media and the press picked it up, slapping his name all over the news and claiming he’d been arrested for a drunken bar brawl that had involved damaged property, when that was the furthest thing from the truth.

      Well, maybe not the furthest thing, though it certainly wasn’t the full story either.

      If he was an ordinary guy with an ordinary job, none of this would matter. He’d be in bed sleeping off last night with an interesting story to tell his colleagues on Monday morning.

      But he wasn’t an ordinary guy with an ordinary job. He was an NHL player. Not a high-profile one, sure, like Taylor Cunningham or Mitch Greyson or Rory Stanton. He was somewhere firmly in the “we only notice him if he does something very good or very bad” camp.

      And he liked it there. He seldom did anything very good or very bad, which meant people pretty much left him alone, and that was how he wanted it.

      Unfortunately, this was something very bad. Didn’t matter that he wasn’t being charged with anything. Didn’t matter that he’d only been trying to stop the fight. Didn’t matter that the team’s media relations team had already put out a statement.

      This reflected badly on him, on his team, and on the organization.

      Without context, the video made it look like he was involved in the fight, and for some people, that was enough. He could shout his innocence until he was blue in the face, but people heard only what they wanted to hear.

      He’d learned that a long time ago.

      Coach Dabrowski pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Coach, I was only trying to—”

      “To help,” Coach interrupted. “I know. You’ve said. And we’ve got a press release out to . . .” He turned an expectant expression on Madeleine Schlagenhauf, head of media relations.

      “Everywhere,” she confirmed, looking sharp in a turquoise blouse tucked into slim black pants, bangles on her wrist, strappy, jeweled sandals on her feet, and chestnut hair pulled into a low ponytail. Ready for anything at the drop of a hat, even on a Sunday morning.

      Kris leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Would it help if I made a statement? Posted an apology to social media?” He could fix this. Someone just needed to tell him how.

      Madeleine grimaced. “Let’s wait and see. In the meantime, keep your head down and stay out of the press unless it’s because you got a hat trick.”

      He gritted his teeth. He did keep his head down. All the time. It was a lesson he’d learned as a kid—that people would judge him, assume the worst of him, based on his size and what his best friend, Emery, affectionately called his scary resting bitch face.

      Of course, the one time he didn’t keep his head down had gotten him arrested and painted as a drunken asshole. The irony was that he saved the excessive drinking for special occasions. A casual Saturday night at his neighborhood pub had been an excuse to hang out with a couple of friends, not drink himself under the table.

      Jesus.

      He scrubbed his forehead, frustrated with himself, the media, the two fighting idiots, and everyone in between.

      His agent’s voice came from the phone on the desk. “Xappa, we’ll have to postpone your retirement announcement.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Think about it,” Tom stressed, calm in the face of Kris’s burning frustration and embarrassment. “If we announce it later this week like we were planning to, on the heels of what happened last night? It’ll look like the organization is trying to get rid of you.”

      Of course. The organization—the team—came first.

      Normally that wouldn’t bother him. He’d been in this world long enough to know how it worked. But he was feeling uncomfortably vulnerable and exposed after last night, and all it did was burn a hole of misery in his gut.

      “We could postpone until Thanksgiving. Your Thanksgiving, I mean,” Tom added, Boston accent thickening with mild amusement. “This will have blown over by then, assuming you lay low in the meantime. But we can reassess before the holiday and see where you stand.”

      “Thanksgiving’s only three weeks away, though,” Madeleine said.

      Kris let them talk around him and dug his thumb between his eyes. He’d barely slept more than a couple of hours and a headache was starting to throb in his forehead. Though that could be from hunger. Last night’s dinner was very far away.

      Blowing out a breath, he squeezed his eyes closed. Coach, Tom, and Madeleine’s voices drifted around him. His final season was supposed to be smooth sailing. He was only a few months away from finally launching his nonprofit, and now this? Would anybody support his cause now or would they see him as unreliable? A risk? Too hotheaded to be trusted with donors’ dollars?

      Fuck.

      This was what he got for not thinking twice before getting in the middle of a fight he never should’ve been involved in.

      With a third directive to keep his head down, he was finally released from the office. The rest of the building was a ghost town, pure, eerie silence as he pushed through the office doors on the top floor, headed down the elevator, and out onto the street. Although it was less of a ghost town outside—a jogger, a dog-walker, a car honking on a nearby side street—it was nonetheless quieter than usual, most Torontonians still gearing up to face the day.

      The autumnal equinox was only three days away, yet the temperature was reminiscent of midsummer: sunny and humid. Unhooking his sunglasses from the collar of his T-shirt, he slipped them on and headed for the parking garage.

      As he entered the dim interior, he pulled his phone from his jeans’ pocket and scrolled through the notifications.

      “Jesus.”

      Missed calls. Voicemails. Emails. Texts. From his teammates, from friends, from the media, even though they were supposed to go through Tom. From a couple of his investors. His board of directors.

      Goddamn it.

      Wrenching open the door of his SUV, he flung the phone onto the passenger seat. It bounced once, bumped against the passenger door, and fell in the crack between the door and the seat.

      Didn’t matter. There was only one person he wanted to talk to anyway, except it was still early in Vancouver and Dad wouldn’t be up yet.

      Knuckles white on the steering wheel, he pointed himself toward home, mentally preparing himself to do damage control once he arrived.
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      Street hockey with the neighborhood kids probably wasn’t how most people wanted to spend their Sunday mornings, but Rory Stanton was in heaven. Any excuse to play hockey.

      Who cared that this wasn’t even his neighborhood?

      Not him. Not his teammate and best friend, Taylor Cunningham, currently standing in net opposite Rory, who did live on this street in Toronto’s High Park neighborhood. Sort of. Part-time, anyway. And certainly not the kids wielding small hockey sticks who were fighting for the dirty tennis ball—aka the puck—near Tay’s side of their makeshift rink: two nets set roughly twenty feet apart in the middle of this quiet side street.

      They’d waved to joggers and cyclists and dog-walkers and folks tending their yards, but they hadn’t had to move aside for any passing cars yet. Rory expected that to change soon as people left for brunch with family and friends or headed to church or did whatever people did on Sunday mornings that didn’t involve a dozen kids aged four to ten.

      “Come on, guys! Bring it home,” Rory shouted, waving his stick in the air in a way that would earn him a penalty in a real game. It was weird playing goalie when he’d trained as a forward for most of his life, but it’d be unfair of him to play his usual position with a bunch of children.

      Little Andy, four years old and not very good at hockey—although he had the enthusiasm to make up for it—somehow got the puck and sent it in Rory’s direction. Miraculously, the ball went straight, and in the spirit of friendly street hockey everywhere, the older kids made a show of trying to stop it, ultimately letting it bounce past them.

      It rolled to a slow stop next to Rory’s foot. Giving the kids on his team an apologetic grin, he subtly nudged it with his toes, sending it over the pretend goal line. What else could he do?

      He turned big eyes on Andy. “Andy! You did it!”

      “I did?” Andy’s own eyes went huge. “I did it!” He whirled on Tay. “Tay, did you see?” Without waiting for a response, he raced away toward a gray-bricked, two-story bungalow with a covered front porch that spanned the width of the house. “Daddy! Did you see? I did it.”

      Dakota Cotton sat on the top step of the porch and caught his son when Andy launched himself at him. “I saw. Nice job, buddy.” Over Andy’s head, Dakota winked at Tay, and Tay smiled so wide Rory could practically see his molars, even from twenty feet away.

      God, they were insufferably cute together.

      The party split up after that, kids moaning about having to go home for breakfast or family outings.

      “Good job, everyone.” Rory gave them high-fives.

      “Will you come back and play with us next Sunday, Rory?” one of the kids asked, a blonde girl with messy pigtails.

      “You bet.”

      He grabbed one net, Tay the other, and they hauled them back to Dakota’s, waving to the departing kids over their shoulders.

      And then it was all quiet on the street again, as though the past hour hadn’t been loud with excitement, the tapping of sticks on pavement, and little running feet.

      There hadn’t been much opportunity for street hockey when Rory was young. The kids in his neighborhood weren’t . . . nice. At least, not to him. He’d been the friendless, skinny freak with the thick glasses who’d been into trains and books.

      It wasn’t until he’d started playing hockey—actual ice hockey—when he was ten that he’d found a community where he felt like he belonged.

      And today’s hour of street hockey—hell, every sunny Sunday morning this past summer—was like making up for lost time.

      He and Tay stored the nets at the side of the house, then joined Dakota and Andy where they still sat on the porch. Andy stood on the stair below Dakota’s, leaning back against his dad as he played with Dakota’s fingers and chatted away about his first street hockey goal ever.

      Dakota glanced at Rory, dark eyes inquisitive. “Staying for brunch today? I made waffles.”

      “Ooh.” Rory rubbed his hands together. “I’ll never say no to waffles.”

      “Waffles,” Andy repeated. Turning, he grasped Dakota’s face in his hands and said, very seriously, “Daddy, did you make whipped cream?”

      “Of course. What do you take me for?” Dakota stood in one smooth motion, tall and trim, a squealing Andy secured over his shoulder. “Everything’s ready if you’re hungry.”

      Tay whimpered. “God, yes. Feed me.”

      Chuckling, Dakota led the way inside, Tay’s hand at the small of his back. Rory was stepping over the threshold when the phone in his back pocket vibrated.

      Oops. He had several missed calls, even more texts, and an email from his brother. All of which had come in the past twenty minutes. And it was barely eight o’clock in Vancouver.

      Concern wedged a spike into his heart. Shit, was someone hurt?

      “I’ll be right there,” he said to Tay and Dakota. “I’ve gotta call my brother first.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Stepping back outside, he took Dakota’s former seat at the top of the porch and dialed Emery.

      “Have you talked to Kris?” was his older brother’s first greeting.

      “Uh . . .” He blinked, surprise edging out concern before concern slammed back in. Was Kris hurt? And why had Emery, all the way back home in Vancouver, heard about it first? “Not since yesterday’s practice. Why? What happened?”

      A pause from Emery, then, “Didn’t you read the article I sent you?”

      “No, I just saw your seventeen missed calls and called you right back.”

      “It was four, thank you very much and . . . Never mind. Kris was arrested last night.”

      It was Rory’s turn to pause. “Kris . . . Xappa? We’re talking about that Kris?” The man who was as likely to get arrested as Rory was to jump out of an airplane?

      No wonder Emery was worried about his best friend.

      “At first they were saying that he got into a drunken bar fight. I quote.” Emery slipped into a British accent, which Rory assumed was his version of a posh reporter. “On Saturday evening, NHL forward Kris Xappa was arrested at a pub in Toronto for getting into a fight with two other men while under the influence that resulted in a few hundred dollars in damaged property.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “Yeah, some stupid blog wrote that up based on that stupid video.”

      What video?

      Emery went on before Rory could ask. “Your people released a statement earlier claiming he was trying to stop the fight, but the cops assumed he was actually in it, and he ended up getting arrested along with the two other guys.”

      Okay, that made more sense.

      “He isn’t being charged with anything and he’s been released,” Emery continued. “But I tried calling him and he’s not answering.”

      “Did it occur to you that maybe he doesn’t want to talk to you?”

      Emery huffed. “You’re being annoying.”

      “I’m the little brother. That’s my job.”

      “Can you just . . . please go check on him?”

      “Yeah.” Rory ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I will.”

      “And tell him to call me,” Emery grumbled. “I need to talk to him. He’s probably freaking out about the investors. I’ve already fielded my share of calls and it’s only eight.”

      “I’m sorry, the what? Investors for what?”

      “Never mind. Can you go by his place? Please?”

      Two pleases from his brother in less than a minute. Rory would’ve teased him about it if Emery didn’t sound like he was about to tear his hair out worrying over his best friend.

      “Yeah.” Rory stood. “I’ll go right now.”

      “Thank you.”

      He read through the article Emery had sent him first, which turned out to be the statement their media relations people had released earlier this morning. Then he did a Google search to see what other people were saying. That brought him to the video—it was every-fucking-where—and numerous blog posts from two-bit bloggers who wouldn’t know the truth if it bit them in the ass.

      But the comments were worse than the blog posts.

      NHL players proving that they’re goons on and off the ice.

      Drunk, huh? Not an auspicious start to the preseason.

      I mean, he looks the kind of guy who’d get into a stupid bar fight, so are we really surprised this happened?

      Not the first NHL player to get arrested and certainly not the last. We should make a bet on which one’s next. Who’s with me?

      As if the Toronto team hasn’t been in the news enough already. Guess Xappa wanted to move the spotlight off his teammates and onto himself. Attention-seeker.

      Rory’s jaw ticked at that last one. First, because Xappa had no interested in stealing anyone’s spotlight. He was firmly a “the less cameras on me, the better” kind of guy. And second, because those other spotlighted teammates were none other than himself and Tay, though more so Tay, who’d come out as bisexual this summer in an article featuring both him and Dakota. And then Rory—his team’s only openly gay player—had been asked to collaborate with Tay on an article about their coming out experiences for an LGBTQ-friendly sports blog run by a former professional soccer player and her wife. That article had been published earlier this month.

      Shaking his head, he went inside, pausing in the kitchen doorway. The little family of three sat around the table in the breakfast nook, munching on waffles and fruit. Tay and Dakota’s feet were tangled underneath the table and Andy’s shorter ones swung gently, heels kicking against the bench.

      It was a sweet morning picture, like a photograph edged in fuzzy light.

      Rolling his eyes at himself, he stepped into the kitchen. “Rain check on the waffles? I’ve got to head out.”

      “No problem,” Dakota said. “Want to take some batter home?”

      “I don’t have a waffle maker.”

      “Who doesn’t have a waffle maker?”

      “Um . . . twenty-three-year-old single guys?”

      Dakota chuckled.

      “See you next week, Andy.”

      Andy waved.

      “I’ll see you out,” Tay said, slipping out of the booth. When they were in the foyer, his brow creased and he pulled Rory to a stop. “Everything okay?”

      Rory explained where he was going and why and watched Tay’s eyes nearly bug out of his head.

      “Well, shit.”

      “Yeah.” Rory dug his car keys out of his pocket. “My brother’s asked me to check on him, so . . .”

      Tay waggled his eyebrows. “Maybe you can kiss him and make it better.”

      Just the thought of kissing Kris Xappa again made Rory’s heart skip a beat. He didn’t let it show. “Ugh. I never should’ve told you about that stupid kiss.”

      “He wants to kiss you again.”

      Rory huffed a laugh. “Trust me, he doesn’t.”

      “Trust me, he does.”

      Rolling his eyes, he stepped outside. “Bye, Tay.”

      “Text me later to let me know how he’s doing.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Heading out of Dakota’s neighborhood, he pointed his car west, wiping all thoughts of kissing from his mind.
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      Kris lived in Princess-Rosethorn, west of the city. Despite having lived in Toronto for several years, Rory wasn’t sure if this area belonged to the City of Toronto or to adjacent Etobicoke. Either way, Kris’s house was on a quiet side street full of family homes. The perfect-for-street-hockey type. Rory often wondered if his neighbors knew they had an NHL player in their midst.

      Rory’s teammates were scattered across Toronto and the surrounding suburbs. Kris, however, was perfectly placed. Twenty-five minutes to the arena in one direction and fifteen minutes to their practice facility in the other.

      Kris’s house was a single-story, white brick home with a peaked roof, arched portico, and attached two-car garage with the doors painted charcoal. Rory parked in the empty driveway, took the stone path lined with tiny red flowers to the front door, and knocked. It was cooler under the portico, though he shouldn’t relish it too much. Winter would hit sooner than he liked.

      Yes, winter meant hockey. But it also meant a cold so dry it hurt to breathe.

      Rory knocked again. When that proved just as fruitless as the first time, he texted Kris. When that yielded exactly nothing, Rory called him.

      Kris’s car wasn’t in the driveway, so maybe he wasn’t home?

      At least Emery wasn’t the only person Kris was ignoring. That ought to make his brother feel better.

      He knocked one more time, in case Kris was just getting out of the shower or something, and pursed his lips. Peeked into the front windows—sadly, the blinds were down. Planted his hands on his hips and drummed his fingers against his belly.

      He rounded the side of the house. Tested the handle of the wooden gate between Kris’s house and his neighbors’. And because he had no shame whatsoever, Rory scaled the fence and dropped onto the stone path on the other side.

      Twenty-three years old and this was the first time he’d ever climbed a fence to sneak into someone’s yard. Shouldn’t that have been a childhood rite of passage or something?

      The backyard was large, the type Rory would expect for this neighborhood’s target demographic of young families. The back half was all grass, with tall trees against the fence that blocked the view of the house behind Kris’s and a small shed tucked into one corner. The other half held a patio done in large, asymmetrical pavers. An outdoor couch and armchair sat around a stone fire pit. Next to it was an iron table and chairs big enough for eight people.

      Rory bounced up to the patio doors, cupped his hands around his eyes to cut the glare from the sun, and peered into the house. And there was Kris himself, as Rory had suspected. Where else would Kris go to escape the world?

      The sight of him sapped Rory’s breath.

      He didn’t need Tay’s teasing to remember that unrequited kiss. Kris’s sheer presence was enough to automatically bring it front and center, as though it had happened yesterday, not last December.

      It was after midnight at the organization’s holiday party and Rory was spectacularly—like, spectacularly—drunk, which was not a state he allowed himself very often. Mostly because he hated the puking his guts out part that came after. He preferred a nice buzz.

      Too late now. He’d let himself go this time, knowing he had the day off tomorrow.

      He was at that point where everything was hysterical, and he was laughing with Tay when he tripped over his own feet and fell onto his ass. Even that was funny, and he was still giggling when Kris gently helped him up.

      “Kris!” Rory fell onto him, inhaling his scent and snuggling into his warm body.

      “Let me call you an Uber, huh?”

      Aw. Most days it made Rory crazy that his older brother had sicced his best friend on him—as if Rory couldn’t take care of himself—but when he was too drunk to care about what Emery called an “older brother’s prerogative,” it was kind of nice to have someone looking out for him. Rory had been crushing on Kris hard since he joined the team, so if he let himself believe that Kris was being nice for reasons other than loyalty to his best friend, what was the harm?

      He followed Kris out of the event space the organization had rented downtown, waving goodbye to Tay over his shoulder. He was still laughing as they waited on the sidewalk, until he realized it was snowing, and he tried to catch snowflakes on his tongue.

      Kris laughed behind him, and Rory, feeling light as air and slightly dizzy from the white fairy lights twinkling merrily in a nearby tree, grinned widely at him. “Hi.”

      “Hi, Rory. How are you feeling?”

      Geez, did Kris always look this good in a suit? “I think I’m cold.”

      “It is winter.”

      “I like snow. But not the cold. Also, my mouth tastes like . . .” He moved his mouth like he was swishing mouthwash. “Tequila?”

      “Somehow, that’s not surprising.”

      An SUV pulled up to the curb. Kris checked something on his phone, then nodded at it. “This is you.”

      Rory pouted. “Aw. Do I really have to go?”

      “I have a feeling you’re about to pass out soon. Let’s make sure that happens in your own bed and not on a dance floor sticky with questionable substances.”

      For some reason, Rory thought that was hilarious, and he was again a giggling mess when Kris poured him into the car. Rory shouted a hello at the driver, who jumped, glanced back briefly, and went back to his phone.

      Kris leaned over him to buckle him in, his smile soft as he gazed at Rory like he was an adorable kitten instead of a drunken accident waiting to happen. Rory didn’t think he was all that adorable; in fact, outside of hockey, he was kind of a lost cause. But it was nice that Kris saw him as something else.

      The overhead light made Kris’s features more angular, and the cold night had added color to his cheeks. He was lovely. So lovely. Just, like, so nice and lovely, and also, Rory wanted to touch his face. So he did, brushing the tips of his fingers over Kris’s jaw. Kris turned to him with a smile full of tenderness that made Rory ache for more.

      Rory kissed him.

      Kris froze.

      Then he was pulling away and, with a wry twist of the lips, pushed Rory back into his seat. “Drink lots of water when you get home, okay?” He gave an instruction to the driver, backed out of the car, and shut the door.

      Something icky he couldn’t name slithered in Rory’s chest. Still, he pressed his face to the window before the driver could pull away and waved at Kris.

      Kris waved back with an amused smile.

      It had been only hours later, in the painful light of dawn, that Rory had realized it wasn’t tenderness and softness on Kris’s face. It was just Kris being nice. Kris taking care of his best friend’s little brother like Emery had asked him to when Rory had joined the team.

      And that hadn’t been an amused smile. That was pure caution mixed with confusion and probably a little bit of trepidation.

      So, no. No matter how much Rory might wish otherwise, Kris had no interest in kissing him again. Rory had even made a joke about it once, several months ago, after their team had clinched a spot in the playoffs last season. He’d been outside the pub after their celebrations, waiting for his Uber with Tay. Kris had joined them right as Rory’s ride had pulled up, and he’d shot Kris a flirty smile and . . .

      “Don’t suppose you want to buckle me in again?”

      Kris had choked and sputtered.

      Rory was officially a walking cliché: he had feelings for his older brother’s best friend.

      At least Kris wasn’t straight. Then Rory would be knocking two items off the gay boy’s list of don’ts.

      Don’t fall for brother’s BFF—too late.

      Don’t fall for straight guys—not an issue in this case, thank fuck.

      For as long as Rory had known him—which was basically forever—Kris had been more attracted to personality than the package it was wrapped in.

      Rory thought he’d grown up into a pretty cool guy. He’d given up his interest in trains when he’d started playing hockey, and he and Kris definitely had hockey in common. He had a great group of friends on the team, was always ready to lend a helping hand or sympathetic ear, and he liked to think he had a smile for everyone.

      He sighed gustily, breath fogging the glass. Guess there was still too much of the nerdy, skinny kid who’d been bullied until he was fourteen inside him for Kris to ever have feelings for him.

      Ugh. Feelings were stupid.

      Straightening, he took another secret look at Kris, sitting at his kitchen table. His lips moved, there was a Bluetooth earpiece in his ear, and his cell phone was face up on the table as he typed on a laptop. There was something seriously wrong with Rory if the deep scowl lines marring Kris’s forehead made his blood heat.

      About the time Rory started feeling like a creeper, he knocked.

      Kris jolted, scowl deepening into full-on anger, mouth pinched into a tight line. His expression relaxed when he spotted Rory, confusion nixing the anger.

      He was still talking as he rose, his deep voice drifting out to Rory the closer he got to the door. Rory couldn’t make out what he was saying, but the tightness to Kris’s shoulders didn’t proclaim anything good.

      Something to do with those investors Emery had mentioned?

      “Yes, sir, I realize how this looks,” Kris was saying when he swung the door inward. He stepped aside, letting Rory slide in past him, and pointed to his earpiece.

      Rory gave him a thumbs-up in acknowledgment.

      “Have you read the statement put out by the media relations team this morning?” Kris said, returning to his seat at the table. “The actual story is—”

      He broke off quickly, shoulders bunching up to his ears in response to whatever the caller was saying.

      Biting his lip, Rory looked around for something to do to help him.

      Kris’s house had a warm and homey feel Rory wouldn’t have expected from his teammate. The floor was wood throughout the entire house, the walls painted dark green with wooden accents. The kitchen table was separated from the kitchen by a long island. Beyond, the hallway led to a T. To the left, the family room and the master bedroom. To the right, the laundry room, the washroom, and a guest bedroom.

      The whole thing was made more personal with rugs and throw pillows Rory knew Kris had picked out himself, framed photos of his friends and family, knickknacks picked up from various away games gracing shelves and side tables, and several pairs of shoes sitting by the front door next to a table holding a set of keys, a wallet, and a pile of mail.

      There was an open takeout carton on the kitchen table next to the laptop, fries on one side, congealed breakfast sandwich on the other. Rory popped a fry in his mouth and grimaced. Stone fucking cold. How long had this been sitting out here? The cheese had cooled to a neon orange color and the egg jiggled when he poked it.

      He took the whole thing, most of it uneaten, and tossed it in the green bin.

      When he turned back to raid the fridge, Kris was glaring at him.

      Smiling, Rory waggled his fingers and was rewarded with a tiny twitch of the lips from Kris. It was enough to tempt Rory to keep doing dumb shit just to make Kris laugh, but this appeared to be an important phone call and Rory wasn’t about to do anything that might mess it up.

      He pulled ingredients out of the fridge as Kris talked—eggs, cheese, peppers, onions—trying to ignore Kris’s conversation altogether, but it was tough not to eavesdrop when Kris was literally right there. He kept his mind mostly occupied with cooking something that was actually edible, snippets of Kris’s conversation floating to him.

      “It’s only a minor setback . . . Yes, I’ll be speaking with her later today . . . Trust me, sir, I’m very aware of how this looks . . . I hope this incident won’t prevent you from championing this project to your network . . . What are you doing?”

      Rory tossed the chopped onions into a warmed pan to sauté and started slicing the red pepper.

      “Rory.”

      “Huh?” Whirling, he looked at Kris over the island. “You’re talking to me now? Sorry, I thought you were still on the phone.”

      Tugging out his earpiece, Kris stood and tossed it on the table. He rounded the table, then the kitchen island, and in no time, he was edging in next to Rory at the stove, all six feet three inches of him, with his wide shoulders, tapered waist, and biceps Rory couldn’t wrap his hand around.

      Rory gulped, blood heating again.

      “What are you doing?” Kris repeated, voice a rumbly growl touched with hints of intrigue and frustration—the latter of which Rory suspected wasn’t directed at him.

      “Making you a cheese and veggie omelet with some toast.” Rory waved at the toaster oven where two slices of rye bread were darkening.

      “Why?”

      “Because that pile of English muffin and fake eggs you call breakfast looked like it’d been sitting out for three days.”

      Kris heaved out a long breath and ran a hand down his face. “I picked it up a couple hours ago on my way back from meeting with Coach.”

      Rory winced. That must’ve sucked.

      “I’ve been too busy to eat, though.” As he inspected the countertop and the mess of Rory’s cooking, Kris swiped a couple pieces of bell pepper. “I hope you’re making enough for yourself too.”

      “Yeah.” Keeping one eye on his knife and the pepper, Rory inspected Kris from head to toe. Short, dark hair standing in every direction. Bruises the size of Rory’s palm beneath his eyes, obvious despite his summer tan. An actual bruise on his jaw, dark purple even through his scruff. Simple black T-shirt and black jeans with rips at the knees.

      Why did Rory so badly want to run his thumb over that little bit of exposed skin?

      He inhaled sharply, which only served to make his head spin. Kris must’ve showered sometime between his meeting with Coach and the phone call he’d recently ended—he smelled fresh and airy.

      Rory examined his face again. Frown lines, pinched lips, neck tensed with corded muscle. Ignoring how Kris’s bulk made him feel small and surrounded and safe, he said, “Want to talk about it?”

      Kris’s storm-colored eyes, the hue of the ocean before a rainstorm, met his. “About how spectacularly I managed to make myself and the team look bad? No, thank you.”

      Rory bumped their shoulders together. “Sorry you got arrested.”

      Leaning back against the counter, Kris rubbed his eyes. “I don’t even blame them, you know. The cops showed up as I was hauling one guy off another. From their perspective, it looked damning. Enough to haul us all in.”

      “If it makes you feel better, you’re not the first NHL player to get arrested.”

      Kris raised an eyebrow. “Any of them get arrested in the last week whose focus we could turn the media to?”

      “Nope. Sorry.”

      Kris only grunted acceptance of that fact. “What were you doing at my back door, anyway?”

      “You didn’t answer your front one.”

      Kris slow-panned in his direction. “So you thought you’d sneak into the back by . . .”

      “Climbing your fence, yes.”

      “Huh.” God, Kris’s smile was lethal. “Just checking.”

      Rory added the peppers to his pan and was about to whisk the eggs in a bowl when the phone on the table vibrated. The smile slipped off Kris’s face, and Rory cursed the phone gods everywhere, wishing he could do something to make Kris smile again, even if it was at his own expense.

      Sighing, Kris straightened. “Damage control number 782.”

      Rory stared after him as his long-legged stride took him back to the table. “What does that mean?”

      “Never mind.”

      “Emery wants you to call him, by the way,” Rory blurted before Kris could answer the phone.

      Kris blinked at him once. “Emery. Fuck. He must be dealing with the fallout too.” Sitting heavily in his chair, he ran both hands through his hair and yanked. The phone stopped ringing. “Goddamn it.”

      The toaster oven dinged. Rory moved the bread onto a plate, hissing when he burned his fingers. The toast was charred and smelling strongly of smoke. “Crap.”

      Kris huffed an unamused laugh. “Welcome to my life.”
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      Kris planted his elbows on the table and rubbed at his aching temples. Blinking blearily down at his laptop keyboard, he ignored his ringing phone and let it go to voicemail. Not a good way of dealing with his investors, the major donors who had committed to donating a lot of money to their little nonprofit that would help kids and teenagers from low-income situations pursue art, drama, mathematics, leadership training—whatever they were interested in.

      He still needed to call Emery, but he was reaching that point of exhaustion that overtook hunger, and he didn’t have it in him for another important conversation until after he passed out for a few hours. Quickly, he typed out a brief email outlining what had actually happened last night, finishing it off with Can I call you in a few hours? I’m beat.

      Emery’s responding text arrived within a minute. Get some rest. I got your back.

      Blowing out a long breath, Kris put his phone on silent and was about to flip it over to ignore for a couple of hours when it rang again in his hand.

      This person he actually wanted to talk to.

      “Dad.”

      Dad whistled low and long. “What on earth is going on over there, son? Are you okay?”

      Some of the tension in Kris’s spine loosened. Sinking back against his chair, he gave Dad the low down while Rory cooked, and ignored the beeping in his ear that signaled an incoming call.

      He was midway through last night’s—and this morning’s—sequence of events when he spotted Rory crouched on his haunches near the patio doors. He held a couple loose-leaf sheets of paper that looked like they’d been torn off the notepad in Kris’s junk drawer. Using one sheet, he nudged a tiny speck of something onto the other.

      An ant, Kris realized as the tiny speck crawled all over the second sheet.

      While most people would’ve either left it alone or squashed it before using a tissue to chuck the pieces in the garbage, Rory opened the patio door and gave the paper a shake with a muttered, “Out you go, little dude.”

      “Kris?”

      Shaking his head, Kris refocused on his phone call. “Sorry, what?”

      “You stopped midsentence.”

      “Oh. Uh. What was I saying?”

      Dad was silent for a moment. “Have you slept, son? You sound kind of . . . woozy.”

      “Not really,” he admitted, poking indiscriminately at his laptop. “Everything just feels so surreal, you know. Like I’m living someone else’s life right now. Never had to do a Breathalyzer test before. That was a new experience.”

      “What do you need from me?” Dad asked. “What can I do? You need me to come out there and knock some heads together?”

      Kris released what felt like the first true laugh since yesterday. Dad really would fly out here from Vancouver to knock heads together if Kris asked. “Are you trying to make me look worse?”

      Dad chuckled, the sound as familiar as ever. “Get some sleep, okay? We’ll talk more once you’ve had a chance to rest. I’m going to go create a Twitter account now so I can say nasty things about that jerk who released the video.”

      “Oh god.” Kris hid his face in his hand. “You really are trying to get me in more trouble.”

      “Fine, fine,” Dad grumbled. “I’ll keep my opinions to myself.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Love you, son. Don’t let anyone get you down. You did a good thing last night, trying to break up that fight. No one who actually knows you will believe you were the one throwing punches.”

      There was something about praise from Dad that made the whole experience worth it. “Thanks, Dad. Love you too.”

      As he hung up, he inhaled the scent of burned bread and simmering onions. His stomach made itself known, gurgling unpleasantly like it was about to eat itself. The handful of fries and two bites of breakfast sandwich he’d managed to scarf down on his drive home were long gone, forgotten in the hours since as he’d fielded calls from investors, friends, his agent, and well-meaning teammates.

      Rory’s had been one of the calls he’d ignored, but only because he’d been on another call at the time. Had he known he was calling to tell him he was at his front door, Kris would’ve let him in. Instead he’d hidden in his kitchen at the knock, frozen to his chair, worried some intrepid reporter had found out where he lived.

      He thought about Rory taking matters into his own hands, climbing the fence like some thief in the night, and stifled a laugh. It was very much a Rory Stanton thing to do.

      When he glanced past the island and to the stove, Rory was dishing the omelets onto two plates. Two slices of bread—perfectly toasted—went onto each plate.

      At some point while Kris had been occupied—or possibly when he’d been sitting here feeling sorry for himself—Rory had brought a bowl of grapes and blueberries to the table, as well as two sets of cutlery, two tall glasses of water, three different types of jam from the fridge, and two empty mugs. The smell of percolating coffee hit and Kris almost wept.

      Rory was surely here because Emery had asked him to come, but Kris didn’t give two shits about his motivations. As long as Rory fed him, the man could come by anytime he wanted.

      “You look like you need this.” Rory set Kris’s plate at his elbow. “And about twelve hours of sleep.”

      “You’re not wrong. Thanks for this.” Closing the laptop, Kris shoved it aside and brought his food closer.

      “Maybe stay away from fast food breakfast sandwiches in the future.” Rory wrinkled his nose. “That thing looked like poison.”

      Kris chuckled and shoved half a piece of toast in his mouth, not bothering with jam.

      Rory Stanton was one of those cute-as-a-button types. High forehead, small nose, big brown eyes. In Rory’s downtime, those big eyes were usually covered with glasses. Today, he wore his contacts, which meant he’d been outdoors. He’d complained, more than once, about the annoyance of changing from prescription glasses to prescription sunglasses and back whenever he went from indoors to outdoors to indoors again. He always seemed to smell like sunshine and grass, and his dark brown hair was constantly in a state of dishevelment.

      “You got a bit of a burn on your nose,” Kris said, pointing his fork at him.

      “Damn.” Rory’s eyes crossed. “I do? Didn’t think I’d need sunscreen for an hour of street hockey this late in September. Ah well.” Unconcerned, he dug into his meal.

      Kris stood, retrieved the ketchup from the fridge, and proceeded to smother his eggs in it.

      Rory stared at him. “God, you’re disgusting.”

      “Ketchup brings me joy.”

      For some reason, Rory thought that was hysterical, and he dissolved into snorted, hiccupy giggles. The same kind that had left Rory a snorting, laughing mess at last year’s Christmas party.

      The same night he’d kissed Kris.

      If Kris had thought about that sloppy, back-of-an-Uber kiss more than once in the intervening months, well . . . it wasn’t Kris’s fault. Despite tasting like a barroom floor, that kiss had awoken something in him. Not feelings. More of an awareness of Rory as something other than Kris’s best friend’s little brother. An awareness of Rory as a fully grown man.

      Frankly, Rory was fucking adorable. Understated sexy, sure, with his fit, six-foot frame, and he was one of the most skilled and competent hockey players out there. But he was also one of those unaccountably happy people who wore their hearts on their sleeves. He didn’t know what he’d do if he ever saw a Rory Stanton with his heart broken.

      He’d witnessed it once, a long time ago. He’d been seventeen to Rory’s ten. Emery had had to stay late after classes ended and had entrusted Kris to pick Rory up from school. Except Kris had arrived to find Rory’s classmates pushing him around and his toy trains scattered in a broken heap on the grass.

      As Kris had raced to his aid and sent the other kids scurrying off, Rory hadn’t cried. Simply hugged his arms to himself before squatting to quietly pick up his trains.

      That little kid wasn’t who Kris saw anymore when he looked at Rory, but he was reminded of him from time to time.

      That heartbroken expression, though? Rory’s curled shoulders as he’d picked up his toys, one by one, and lovingly put them in his backpack?

      Kris never wanted to see that look again. Rory deserved so much better.

      Still chuckling, Rory went back into the kitchen for the coffee pot and filled both their mugs. “Sure you don’t want to talk about what happened?”

      “What’s the point? Everyone else is talking about it. I made the mistake of going on Twitter, and trust me, everyone is talking about it.”

      Do we really believe he was trying to stop the fight?

      As if his team wouldn’t make a statement about it. Anything to make themselves look good.

      There have been some embarrassing arrests in the NHL over the years. Here’s one more to add to the list.

      Go back to Vancouver, Xappa. This city doesn’t want you.

      That last one had hurt considering he’d been playing for Toronto for five years.

      Maybe he’ll get traded. Hey, NHL! Someone want to take Xappa off our hands?

      He had a no-movement clause in his contract, thank fuck. Being traded or sent to the minors was one worry off his back. Not that another team couldn’t buy out the rest of his contract, but that was a possibility even without the arrest that wasn’t an arrest.

      And given the arrest that wasn’t, who would want to buy out his contract? Especially with only a year left on it.

      Rory winced. “Yeah, I read some comments on a blog post. People are kind of assholes, huh?” He said it with the long-suffering air of someone who’d experienced asshole behavior in the past. Considering he’d been bullied until high school, when he’d finally started to bulk up from puberty and hockey, Rory knew what he was talking about.

      Plus, he’d publicly come out about two and a half years ago. Rory was no stranger to vitriol aimed in his direction.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” Rory slathered strawberry-rhubarb jam on his toast. “I already retweeted the statement—”

      “You did?”

      “Of course,” he said, like it was nothing to insert himself in the middle of this bullshit to have Kris’s back. “I can take a picture of us right now and post it to Instagram and write something about how—”

      “Thank you.” Absurdly touched, Kris brushed the back of his fingers against Rory’s, ignoring how his hand twitched at the feel of Rory’s warm skin against his. He cleared his throat. “Really. But I’ve been told to keep my head down, so I’m trying to stay off social media.”

      “That’s what I can do!” Rory perked up. “I can monitor social media. I’ll put together a document with all of the comments from people who have your back. The organization, complete strangers, other players, friends, our teammates.”

      God bless his optimistic little soul.

      “You’re assuming our teammates do have my back.” Kris had heard from only a handful. That said, it was Sunday, and a lot of his teammates—especially the ones nearer his age of thirty—put their phones away for family time on Sundays.

      “Of course I am. Why would you say that?”

      “Because—”

      A knock at his door, loud and offensive, like someone was using the side of their fist, froze him to his chair. Had a reporter found him?

      “Yo, Xappa!” came a voice from outside, muffled through the door. Was that . . . van Kooten? Rory and Tay’s linemate?

      And then, an entirely different voice. “Open up, motherfucker.” Cherny?

      “I will break down this door if you don’t open up.” Staples?

      “We have bagels!” a fourth voice said.

      There was the muted thump of car doors slamming and friends greeting each other. Jesus, how many of his teammates were out there?

      Rory smirked. “You were saying?”

      Kris glanced at his plate. At Rory’s. At the empty pan that Rory had left on the counter to wash. “I hope you’re prepared to feed an entire hockey team.”

      Rory just grinned.
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      Two days later, Kris jogged off the bus in Montreal and was greeted with flashing lights and microphones in his face.

      “Care to comment on Saturday’s fight?”

      “How many drinks had you had?”

      “Who were those two guys? Why were you fighting with them?”

      Stunned stupid, he gaped at the reporters.

      Things had gone blissfully smooth the entire flight from Toronto to Montreal—not a reporter in sight—and he’d been lulled into a false sense of complacency. Now, blinded by camera flashes, all he could do was stare.

      The security team created a path between the reporters and photographers. A hand landed on the small of Kris’s back. “Keep walking.”

      Rory.

      Kris let himself be led to the rear entrance of the hotel. Let himself take some comfort from Rory’s presence. From his entire team, most of whom had shown up at his house on Sunday to show their support.

      Inside the hotel, someone from operations brought them to a side room where key cards were doled out. Kris wiped his damp palms on his pants, muscle ticking in his jaw.

      “You good?” Evan Lacroix, a D-man in his mid-thirties, squeezed his shoulder.

      “That was terrible,” Kris said, seeing no reason not to be frank. “I haven’t been accosted like that since I was traded to this team.”

      And that was five years ago. Then, the press had wanted to know everything about him—who he was, where he was from, who his hockey
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