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(Ezra’s POV)

The roar of twenty thousand fans hits me like a physical wave as the final buzzer sounds. We’ve won. Championship. The Stanley Cup is ours.

My teammates swarm me, gloves flying, sticks clattering to the ice. Hands slap my helmet, arms pull me into bone-crushing hugs. Someone’s screaming in my ear—probably Reeves—but I can barely hear him over the thunder of the crowd chanting our names. The arena lights blaze down on us, turning the ice into a stage, and we’re the kings of this moment.

“Calloway! Calloway! Calloway!”

My name echoes through the stadium, and I raise my stick above my head, grinning so wide my face hurts. This is it. This is everything I’ve worked for since I was six years old, learning to skate on frozen ponds in Minnesota. Every early morning practice, every injury, every sacrifice—it all led to this.

The Cup appears, carried ceremoniously by league officials in their crisp suits. It gleams under the lights, ancient and sacred. My captain, Torres, hoists it first, skating a victory lap while confetti cannons explode overhead in cascades of silver and blue. The noise is deafening. Intoxicating.

When Torres passes the Cup to me, the weight of it nearly buckles my knees. Twenty-four pounds of pure glory. I lift it overhead, and the crowd loses their minds. Cameras flash like stars exploding. My face will be on every sports channel, every magazine cover, every billboard from here to Vancouver.

The Golden Boy Delivers.

That’s what they’ll call me tomorrow. That’s what they always call me.

I skate my lap, drinking in the moment, the adrenaline coursing through my veins like fire. But even as I smile for the cameras, even as my teammates chase me around the ice spraying champagne, my eyes drift upward. Scanning. Searching.

The press box.

It’s high above the ice, a wall of glass reflecting the chaos below. Dozens of journalists crowd against the windows, some filming, some typing furiously on laptops. Most of them I couldn’t care less about. But there’s only one I need to see.

And then I find him.

Niko.

He’s standing near the far left corner of the press box, his dark hair slightly messy like he’s been running his hands through it—a habit he has when he’s stressed or concentrating. Even from here, even with all this distance and glass between us, I can feel the weight of his gaze. He’s not jumping or celebrating like some of the other journalists. He’s just watching me, his expression unreadable but his eyes—those impossibly deep brown eyes—locked on mine.

For one breathless second, the noise fades. The crowd disappears. It’s just him and me, connected by this invisible thread that’s been pulling us together for the past eight months. I want to skate to the boards, point up at him, shout that this moment means nothing without him here to share it. I want to climb up to that press box, grab his face, and kiss him in front of everyone.

But I can’t.

The weight of the Cup in my hands suddenly feels less like victory and more like chains.

“Yo, Calloway!” Jaxon slams into my side, nearly knocking me over. His face is flushed with excitement, champagne dripping from his hair. “Smile for the camera, pretty boy! You’re about to be everywhere!”

I force my attention back down to the ice, back to the performance. The ESPN cameras close in, and I flash my signature smile—the one that sells jerseys and makes sponsors drool. Confident. Charming. Untouchable.

“Ezra, how does it feel?” The reporter shoves a microphone in my face, her eyes bright with excitement.

“Unbelievable,” I say, because that’s what they want to hear. “This team, these guys—they’re my family. We fought hard all season, and bringing this Cup home is a dream come true.”

She eats it up. They always do.

More interviews. More photos. Someone hands me a phone to FaceTime my parents, and my mom is crying happy tears while my dad tells me he’s proud. I say all the right things, play all the right notes. This is what I do. This is who I am.

Ezra Calloway: NHL superstar, franchise player, fan favorite. The guy with the million-dollar smile and the perfect image.

Not Ezra Calloway: the man who’s been sneaking around with a sports journalist for eight months, stealing kisses in parking garages and pretending his heart doesn’t belong to someone he can never publicly claim.

The celebration moves to the locker room, where champagne flows freely and music blasts from someone’s portable speaker. Guys are stripping off their gear, taking turns posing with the Cup, recording videos for social media. The energy is electric, pure joy bouncing off the walls.

I participate, laughing and singing along, spraying champagne with the best of them. But my phone burns in my locker, and I know there’s a message waiting. There’s always a message.

When I finally get a moment alone—ducking into the shower area under the guise of rinsing off—I pull out my phone with shaking hands.

Niko: Congratulations, superstar. You were incredible out there.

Three simple sentences. No emojis. No exclamation points. Just measured, careful words that could pass as professional courtesy if anyone ever saw them.

But I know better. I can read the subtext in every letter. I’m proud of you. I wish I could tell you in person. I wish I could be down there with you.

My fingers hover over the keyboard. I want to say so much. I want to tell him I looked for him the second the game ended. I want to tell him this victory feels hollow without being able to share it with him properly. I want to tell him I love him.

Instead, I type: Thank you. Penthouse. Midnight. I need you.

The response comes immediately: I’ll be there.

I slip the phone back into my locker and return to the celebration, pulling the mask back on. Someone hands me another bottle of champagne. Cameras flash. My agent, Marcus, appears with several people in expensive suits—probably executives from the endorsement deal he’s been teasing for weeks.

“Ezra, my boy!” Marcus claps me on the shoulder, his voice booming with pride. “I want you to meet some friends. We’re going to make you a very rich man.”

I shake hands, nod in all the right places, let them talk about marketing strategies and brand alignment. They mention family values, wholesome image, the kind of athlete parents want their kids to look up to.

“You’re perfect for this,” one of them says, a silver-haired man with a too-white smile. “Young, talented, handsome. The girls love you. Hell, their mothers love you too.”

Everyone laughs. I laugh too, even though each word feels like a knife.

If only they knew.

The celebration stretches on for hours, but eventually I escape, claiming exhaustion. The team understands—I played forty-two minutes tonight, logged two assists, and made the game-winning play. I’ve earned my rest.

I make my way through the arena’s back corridors, avoiding lingering fans and media. My driver is waiting in the private garage, and soon I’m sliding into the backseat of the black SUV, the tinted windows hiding me from the world.

As we pull out onto the street, I stare at my reflection in the window. The Golden Boy stares back, still wearing his thousand-watt smile.

But underneath, where no one can see, there’s a man who’s tired of pretending. A man who just wants to go home and fall into the arms of the person he loves without fear, without shame, without the constant terror of being caught.

My phone buzzes again.

Niko: I’m proud of you. Really. No matter what happens next.

That last part sends a chill down my spine. No matter what happens next. Like he’s preparing for something. Like he knows we’re running out of time.

I close my eyes and lean back against the leather seat, the Stanley Cup championship ring already heavy on my finger before I’ve even received it.

In a few hours, Niko will be in my penthouse, and for a little while, I can drop the mask. I can be myself. I can be the man who loves another man and doesn’t have to hide it.

But as the city lights blur past the window, I can’t shake the feeling that our secret is a ticking time bomb.

And sooner or later, everything is going to explode.
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(Niko’s POV)

I’m standing at the floor-to-ceiling windows of Ezra’s penthouse when I hear the lock click. The city spreads out below me like a sea of lights, twenty-three floors of distance between me and the rest of the world. Up here, we’re untouchable. Invisible.

Or at least that’s what I tell myself.

The door opens and closes. I don’t turn around immediately. I can hear him dropping his keys on the marble console table, the rustle of his jacket being shed, his footsteps on the hardwood floor. Each sound is familiar, intimate. I’ve memorized the rhythm of his arrival over these past eight months.

“Niko.”

Just my name. That’s all it takes. The way he says it—rough with exhaustion and longing—makes my chest tighten.

I turn, and there he is. Ezra Calloway, still riding high on his championship win, his hair damp from the post-game shower, dressed in dark jeans and a fitted black t-shirt that shows off the body he’s sculpted through years of brutal training. His green eyes find mine across the room, and for a moment, we just stare at each other.

Then he crosses the space between us in three long strides, and suddenly I’m in his arms, his mouth on mine, desperate and hungry. I taste champagne on his lips, smell the expensive cologne he wears for public appearances. His hands cup my face like I’m something precious, something he’s afraid of losing.

I kiss him back with equal fervor, my fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer. This is what I’ve been waiting for all night—not the polite text message, not the careful distance we maintain in public. This. The truth of us.

When we finally break apart, both breathing hard, he rests his forehead against mine.

“I looked for you,” he whispers. “The second the buzzer went off, I looked for you.”

“I know.” I did see him searching the crowd, his eyes scanning upward even as his teammates mobbed him. “I saw.”

“I wanted to—” He stops himself, jaw clenching. We both know what he wanted to do. What he can never do.

“I know,” I say again, softer this time.

He kisses me once more, slower now, savoring it. Then he takes my hand and leads me to the massive leather couch that probably cost more than my annual salary. We sink into it together, his arm around my shoulders, my head resting against his chest. I can hear his heartbeat, still elevated from the kiss, from the game, from everything.

“Congratulations,” I tell him, because I haven’t said it to his face yet. “You were incredible out there. That play in the third period—the pass to Reeves—it was genius.”

He laughs quietly, the sound rumbling through his chest. “You’re the only person who’d call a hockey play genius.”

“I’m a sports journalist. It’s literally my job to analyze these things.” I tilt my head up to look at him. “And that was a championship-winning play, Ezra. You should be proud.”

“I am.” But there’s something hollow in his voice, something that wasn’t there before. “It’s just… different than I thought it would be.”

I sit up slightly, studying his face. Even exhausted, he’s devastatingly handsome—sharp jawline, those intense green eyes, the slight stubble that makes him look rugged instead of boyish. But right now, there’s a tension around his eyes, a tightness in his shoulders.

“What do you mean?”

He’s quiet for a long moment, his fingers absently tracing patterns on my shoulder. “There were cameras everywhere. Thousands of people cheering. My parents on the phone, crying. Marcus already lining up interviews and appearances.” He pauses. “And all I could think about was getting here. To you.”

My heart does something complicated in my chest—a twist of love and pain all at once. “Ezra—”

“I wanted to share it with you,” he continues, his voice dropping. “Not as a reporter. Not as someone watching from the press box. As… as my—” He stumbles over the word, unable to finish.

“As your what?” I ask quietly, even though I know the answer will hurt.

He doesn’t respond. Can’t respond. Because we’ve never defined what we are, not really. We exist in this liminal space—more than friends, definitely lovers, but without any of the labels or acknowledgments that make a relationship real.

I’m his secret. That’s what I am.

I pull away slightly, needing space to breathe. “Your agent was there tonight. I saw him.”

Ezra’s expression shifts, becomes guarded. “Marcus? Yeah, he was. Brought some people with him.”

“The endorsement deal?”

“Yeah.” He runs a hand through his hair, a nervous gesture I recognize. “They want to move forward. Contract’s worth fifteen million over three years.”

The number should shock me, but it doesn’t. Ezra’s marketability is off the charts—young, talented, conventionally attractive, with a squeaky-clean image that brands would kill for. Of course they want him.

“That’s incredible,” I say, trying to inject enthusiasm into my voice. “That’s life-changing money.”

“It is.” He won’t meet my eyes now. “They want to start the campaign next month. Photo shoots, commercials, public appearances. Marcus says it could be the biggest deal of my career.”

There’s something he’s not saying. I can feel it in the air between us, heavy and oppressive.

“What kind of image are they looking for?” I ask, even though I already know.

Ezra finally looks at me, and I see the answer written all over his face. “Family values. All-American hero. The kind of guy parents want their daughters to date.”

There it is. The knife sliding between my ribs, slow and precise.

“I see.” My voice sounds distant to my own ears.

“Niko—”

“So you’ll need to maintain your eligible bachelor status,” I continue, cutting him off. “Keep up the flirting with female reporters. Maybe get photographed at a few clubs with models. Really sell the fantasy.”

“It’s not like that.” But his protest is weak, and we both know it.

I stand up, needing to move, to pace. The penthouse suddenly feels suffocating despite its vast space. “How long, Ezra?”

“How long what?”

“How long are we going to do this?” I gesture between us, my frustration finally boiling over. “How long am I supposed to be the person you sneak around with? The dirty little secret you keep locked away in this tower?”

“That’s not fair.” He stands too, his own frustration rising to match mine. “You knew what this was when we started. You knew the situation.”

“I knew you were closeted, yes. I knew it would be complicated. But I thought—” I stop myself, shaking my head. “I don’t know what I thought.”

“What? You thought I’d come out?” His voice rises. “Just throw away everything I’ve built because—”

“Because you love me?” I finish for him, the words sharp. “Is that so ridiculous?”

The silence that follows is deafening. Ezra stares at me, and I can see the war happening behind his eyes. We’ve never said those words to each other, never crossed that particular line. We’ve kept everything carefully contained—amazing sex, genuine affection, deep connection—but never that four-letter word that would make it all too real.

“I do,” he finally says, so quietly I almost miss it. “I do love you, Niko. You have to know that.”

The words should make me happy. Instead, they feel like a consolation prize.

“But not enough,” I say. “Not enough to choose me over this.” I gesture around the penthouse, at the championship ring he’ll receive, at the life he’s built that I can never be a part of.

“That’s not—it’s not about choosing.” He moves toward me, reaching for my hands. “This is my career. My entire life. If I come out now, everything changes. The endorsements, the fan support, the way my teammates look at me. Marcus says—”

“Marcus says,” I repeat bitterly. “What about what you say, Ezra? What about what you want?”

“I want you!” His voice cracks. “I want you, and I want my career, and I don’t know how to have both. Why can’t you understand that?”

“I do understand.” And that’s the tragedy of it. I understand all too well. I’ve seen what happens to athletes who come out—the scrutiny, the hate, the sponsors who quietly back away. I know what he’d be risking. But understanding doesn’t make it hurt less. “I understand that I’ll always come second. That I’ll always be the thing you hide.”

“Just give me time.” He’s pleading now, his hands gripping mine tightly. “Please, Niko. Just… let me figure this out. The season just ended. This endorsement deal is huge. After that, maybe things will be different. Maybe we can—”

“Maybe what? Maybe you’ll introduce me to your teammates as your boyfriend? Maybe we’ll go to dinner without you checking over your shoulder every five seconds? Maybe I’ll get to kiss you congratulations in public when you win championships?” I pull my hands free. “When, Ezra? Give me a timeline. One year? Five? Ten?”

He can’t answer. We both know there is no timeline. There’s just this endless cycle of waiting, hoping, hiding.

I move toward the door, needing to leave before I say something I’ll regret. Or before I cave and agree to keep living like this indefinitely.

“Where are you going?” Panic edges into his voice.

“Home. To my apartment. The one I pay for with my journalist salary that doesn’t come with NDAs and image clauses.”

“Niko, please. Don’t leave. Not like this.” He follows me, and when I reach for my jacket, he catches my wrist. “Stay. Just tonight. We can talk about this tomorrow when we’re both not exhausted.”

I look at him—really look at him. At the man I’ve fallen impossibly in love with over these past eight months. The man who makes me laugh, who remembers how I take my coffee, who holds me like I’m the most important thing in his world. The man who just won the biggest championship of his career but couldn’t share it with me where it mattered.

The man who loves me but won’t choose me.

“Congratulations on your win, Ezra,” I say quietly, pulling free of his grip. “You deserve every bit of success coming your way.”

“Niko—”

“But I deserve more than this.” I shrug on my jacket, unable to look at him anymore. “I deserve to be someone’s first choice. Not their secret.”

I walk out before he can respond, before I can see the hurt in his eyes and let it change my mind. The door closes behind me with a soft click that sounds like an ending.

In the elevator, riding down from his tower in the sky, I stare at my reflection in the polished metal doors. I look exactly the same as I did an hour ago, but something fundamental has shifted.

I came here tonight to celebrate with the man I love.

I’m leaving wondering if love is enough when it comes with chains.

My phone buzzes before I even reach the lobby.

Ezra: I’m sorry. Please don’t give up on us.

I stare at the message for a long moment, then slip the phone back into my pocket without responding.

Outside, the city is still celebrating. I can hear distant cheers, see groups of fans in team jerseys stumbling happily down the sidewalks. They’re celebrating their hero, their golden boy, their champion.

None of them know that their hero is breaking.

And neither do they know that I’m breaking too.

I hail a cab and give the driver my address, settling into the backseat as we pull away from Ezra’s building. Through the rear window, I can see the lights of his penthouse, twenty-three floors up, still burning bright.

I wonder if he’s standing at those windows right now, watching me leave.

I wonder if this is the beginning of the end.

And I wonder—painfully, desperately—if he’ll ever love me enough to let me step out of the shadows and into the light.
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(Ezra’s POV)

I didn’t sleep.

After Niko left, I stood at those windows for hours, watching the city below, my phone clutched in my hand like a lifeline. He never responded to my text. I sent three more—each one more desperate than the last—and was met with silence.

By the time dawn breaks over the skyline, I feel hollowed out. Empty. But there’s no time to wallow. I have a press conference at nine, followed by the endorsement meeting at eleven. The Golden Boy has appearances to make.

I force myself through the motions—shower, shave, dress in the designer suit Marcus sent over last week. Navy blue, perfectly tailored, the kind of outfit that photographs well. I look at myself in the mirror and barely recognize the man staring back. The bags under my eyes are hidden with concealer I learned to use years ago. The smile comes automatically now, muscle memory.

I look perfect. Successful. Untouchable.

I look like a lie.

My phone sits on the bathroom counter, screen dark. Still nothing from Niko. I want to call him, to show up at his apartment, to make him understand that I’m not choosing my career over him—I’m just trying to figure out how to have both. But I can’t. Not today. Today, I have to be Ezra Calloway, franchise player and media darling.

Today, I have to pretend my heart isn’t breaking.

The press conference is held at the team’s practice facility, the media room packed with reporters, cameras, and recording equipment. I arrive fifteen minutes early—punctual as always—and Marcus is already there, working the room, shaking hands, making promises.

“Ezra!” He spots me and his face lights up with that practiced enthusiasm. Marcus Hendricks is fifty-two, silver-haired, with teeth too white and a smile too sharp. He’s been my agent since I was drafted at eighteen, and he’s made me millions. He’s also made himself millions in the process.

“Morning, Marcus.” I accept his handshake, his grip firm and performative.

“Big day, my boy. Big day.” He claps me on the shoulder, steering me toward a quiet corner. “The championship coverage is incredible. Your face is everywhere—ESPN, Sports Illustrated, trending on every social media platform. You’re the story of the year.”

“That’s great.” I try to inject enthusiasm into my voice, but it falls flat.

Marcus’s eyes narrow slightly. “You okay? You look tired.”

“Long night. Celebrating.” The lie comes easily.

“Well, shake it off. These reporters are going to eat you alive if you’re not on your game.” He straightens my tie even though it doesn’t need straightening. “Remember—confident but humble. Grateful to the team. Excited about the future. And for God’s sake, smile. You’re a champion now. Act like it.”

I nod, pulling the mask tighter.

The press conference starts exactly on time. I take my seat at the table, flanked by Coach
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