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PLAYLIST


Time to Pretend — MGMT

I’ve Just Seen a Face — Jim Sturgess

Royals — Lorde

Stay — Rihanna ft. Mikky Ekko

Ice Ice Baby — Vanilla Ice

Best Song Ever — One Direction

Truly Madly Deeply — Savage Garden

I Touch Myself — Divinyls

Baby Got Back — Sir Mix-A-Lot

High — Lighthouse Family

A Sky Full of Stars — Coldplay

Crush — Mandy Moore

Crush — Jennifer Paige

Magic — Selena Gomez

Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic — The Police

Black Magic — Little Mix

Kiss Me — Sixpence None the Richer

Renegades — X Ambassadors

Sugar — Maroon 5

First Date — Blink 182

Lego House — Ed Sheeran

Your Song — Elton John

Closer — Travis

Somebody’s Eyes — Karla Bonoff

Shake It Off (Taylor’s Version) — Taylor Swift

Tender — Blur

Head Over Feet — Alanis Morissette

Love Me Like You Do — Ellie Goulding

At Your Side — The Corrs

Whatcha Say — Jason Derulo

Ho Hey — The Lumineers

These Are the Days of Our Lives — Queen

Leave Right Now — Will Young

The Christmas Song — Chris Jamison

White Christmas — Michael Bublé ft. Shania Twain

Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree — Brenda Lee

Santa Tell Me — Ariana Grande

All I Want For Christmas Is You — Mariah Carey

Building a Mystery — Sarah McLachlan

All Night — Icona Pop

Like I’m Gonna Lose You — Meghan Trainor ft. John Legend

Uptown Funk — Mark Ronson ft. Bruno Mars

Somebody to You — The Vamps

World of Our Own — Westlife

Angel of Mine — Monica

Listen to the full playlist here: https://bit.ly/IOTCplaylist


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Icing on the Cake is the first book in The Barracudas series. It can be read as a standalone.

While it is mostly fluff, there are a few content warnings readers might want to be aware of before diving in.

	Explicit language 

	Multiple explicit sex scenes between consensual partners 

	On page alcohol consumption 

	Discussions about race 

	A flashback to an attempted mugging scene 

	Bullying 

	A scene involving a drunk creep 




As such, this story is intended for mature audiences.


For all those who dared to dream, love, and live


TEAM ROSTER


PLAYERS

Gerard Gunnarson, #7, right wing

Oliver Jacoby, #10, left wing & captain

Drew Larney, #27, center

Kyle Graham, 31, goalie

Nathan Paisley, #13, defenseman

Jordan Chase, #33, center

Taylor Colson, #3, forward

Mason Bay, #9, defenseman

Will Dixon, #11, right wing

Sebastian David, #22, left wing

Francisco Ruiz, #56, forward

Jonas Patterson, #11, backup goalie

COACHES

Head Coach: Jack Donovan

Assistant Coach: Riley Dunn

Goalie Coach: Isaac Novak

Team Doctor: Marty Zuckerman


PROLOGUE
AN ICE QUEEN BLOG POST



Out with the Old. In with the New.

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

Ferris Bueller was right; life sure does move pretty fast. Wasn’t it only yesterday that we were gearing up for the first puck drop of the season? And now, we’re basking in the afterglow of another incredible Frozen Four victory.

I know! I couldn’t believe it either, and yet, it happened. Our boys skated to the top, leaving behind a trail of shattered records and broken hearts.

It’s been an absolute pleasure following their journey over the past two years, and I couldn’t be prouder of what they’ve accomplished. But amid all the glory and the confetti, one player has captured my attention like no other.

Gerard Gunnarson, or as his most devoted fans call him, Gunnarson the Great.

He’s a legacy-in-waiting; his father traversed the same rink twenty-something years before. While Gerard possesses the same skills, he’s been able to distinguish himself from his father in ways other legacy children have never.

Now, what has made Gerard the apple of my eye? Perhaps it’s his smoldering good looks. Or the way he commands the ice with a single stride. Or, maybe it’s the hint of mystery surrounding him.

Gerard’s a private guy. He has no girlfriend, and no one has ever caught a puck bunny sneaking out of his bedroom the morning after a raucous party at the Hockey House. And if he’s not partying or playing hockey, he’s attending all his classes like a good college student.

So, what gives? There’s gotta be more to this power(ful) forward than simply his killer slapshots and knockout smile, right?

While prying into someone’s life isn’t my day job, I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about shaking things up on my blog. After all, we’re entering year three at BSU. Change can be a good thing if we embrace it.

So, sit back, relax, and enjoy the summer sun. Because once the leaves change and the water freezes…I’ll be back!

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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GERARD


At two in the morning, I stumbled down the hallway like a naked, sleep-deprived zombie to use the bathroom. Five hours later, I’m still awake and staring at a mess of epic proportions.

Jeans and shirts carpet the hardwood floor. Sweatshirts in shades of blue and gray huddle under the dim light. And my colorful socks, those not-so-little balled-up devils, have transformed into makeshift landmines.

I’ve never been the tidiest person. Just ask my mom; she probably had ten aneurysms a month cleaning up after me when I was a kid. In my defense, what boy wants to clean his room when he can be chasing after a puck on the ice?

A gust of chilly air from the open window brushes over my skin, but it does nothing to soothe my anxiety.

Where on earth could that darn hockey stick have vanished to?

Keeping track of my belongings has never been my strong suit. Going to class without my cell phone is about as common for me as scoring goals on the ice, which is all the time.

But forgetting a phone makes sense. It’s small and compact and can easily get misplaced. A hockey stick, on the other hand, is big and long and—oh my gosh, am I describing my penis?

I glance down, and…indeed I am.

Focus, Gerard.

My hockey stick, my loyal companion on the ice, might be buried under Mount Clothesmore. Or it’s lodged between Wall Jeans and the Fortress of Solitude—that’s my bed, by the way.

There’s only one way to find out.

I lower myself to the ground and start an army crawl through the treacherous landscape of socks, where every inch is filled with peril and the potential for explosive discoveries.

A sock with questionable stains clings to my arm, and I grimace as I peel it off, half expecting it to remove a layer of skin with it.

Yeesh, this thing’s crustier than week-old bread. How did I let my room get this bad?

Dodging the rogue socks reminds me of weaving through enforcers on the ice. Every move I make is calculated to avoid a career-ending hit—or, in this case, a career-ending infection from Sock Ebola.

I make it to Mount Clothesmore, which is no ordinary pile of clothes. It’s an Everest of forgotten laundry because my procrastination skills are top-notch.

As I study it the way I study a Jenga tower, I notice a pair of eyes staring back at me. “Holy mother of Gretzky!”

My hand shoots to my chest as my heart leaps into my throat. But upon closer inspection, I realize it’s not a monster but a homemade sock bunny.

Don’t ask me why I have a sock bunny; I do strange things when bored.

I grab it out of the pile of clothes and chuck it toward the laundry pile. It somersaults through the air and lands with a soft thud.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand, and I dive for it, thinking it’s the Hockey Gods calling to tell me my stick’s whereabouts. Instead, it’s a reminder: GAME DAY!!!

As if I could forget. This isn’t just any game; it’s the season opener. The one where scouts from all over will be watching. The one where I’m supposed to debut my new curve—and I don’t even have my stick.

I belly-flop onto the bed and peer between Wall Jeans and the Fortress of Solitude. Could it have fallen into the crack? I stretch an arm down, fingers groping in the darkness like a blind man searching for his cane. But all I come up with are enough dust bunnies to form a dust bunny hockey league.

God, I’m so screwed.

Still lying on my belly, I thump my bare feet on the floor like a toddler throwing a tantrum. The sound echoes through my cavernous room, mixing with the early morning bird chirps outside.

This is it. This is how I go down—defeated by my own disorganization.

Think, Gerard, think!

The last time I remember having my hockey stick was after practice. I playfully jabbed Oliver in the butt with it as we headed to a nearby burger joint with the team. 

Post burgers? It gets fuzzy there.

A sudden urge to scream rips through me, but I bite my tongue. I don’t want to wake up the entire house. The last time I did that, it was an absolute circus.

It all started innocently enough. I was studying for an important test and had the genius idea to brew coffee—loads of it—to stay awake.

I tiptoed like a thief in the night into the kitchen, and everything was going swell until I dropped the can of coffee grounds.

The sound of metal clanging against tile might as well have been an air-raid siren. Lights instantly flicked on, followed by a parade of confused and irritated hockey players thundering down the stairs.

Imagine it: nearly thirty sleep-deprived giants in various states of undress, hair standing in every direction possible, and faces creased not only from sleep but also from emerging anger.

Drew, our team’s center, was the first to reach me, rubbing his eyes with his massive hands while trying to make sense of what lay before him—a sea of coffee grounds and one incredibly guilty teammate.

“Gerard,” he had sighed, half exasperated, half amused. “What on earth⁠—”

Before he could finish, Oliver appeared at the top of the stairs, looking more like a mythological beast than a college student and my best friend. You could hear a pin drop—or, in this case, a bead of sweat from my forehead hitting the ground—that’s how quiet the house got.

Oliver wasn’t the type of person who got mad often. So, I knew I was dead meat.

My punishment? A week’s worth of cleaning duties around the Hockey House, including scrubbing bathrooms and the kitchen, until they shined as brightly as the championship trophies we all coveted.

And let me tell you, cleaning up after a bunch of college athletes is no joke. It’s like trying to erase evidence at a crime scene where everyone constantly commits new crimes.

Now, I know what you’re thinking. It’s physically impossible for a house on Fraternity Row to fit an entire hockey team inside. But I’m here to tell you that it’s entirely possible when the house is four stories tall and as wide as the Titanic.

The only downside to living in a house that probably belongs in Whoville is the bathroom situation. The fourth floor, where the seniors are tucked away, is a slice of heaven. Each room has a bathroom—complete privacy, no queues for showers, and no arguments over who left the sink looking like a swamp creature’s habitat.

But for everyone else? It’s a whole different story.

Think of it as an extreme team-building exercise—the freshmen, sophomores, and juniors sharing one full bathroom on the first floor. It’s practically a nightmare during the morning rush or before bed when nobody wants to be up till midnight waiting to brush their teeth.

You learn a lot about your teammates when fighting for mirror space or negotiating time to shower. And God forbid you need the toilet five minutes before a house meeting.

Thankfully, this year will be different. And that’s all thanks to Oliver.

At our first house meeting this semester, Oliver presented us with a bathroom schedule that breaks down each player’s shower time, a designated towel hook, and color-coded towels. 

Mine is a lovely shade of periwinkle—I know, very manly. I’d have preferred pink, but apparently, Walmart was out of stock.

The only part of the bathroom schedule that made me blush harder than a nun in a cucumber patch was Oliver’s addition of “private time” slots.

I mean, I get it. We’re dudes; we masturbate. But seeing it officially listed on the schedule, in Oliver’s precise handwriting no less, is almost more than I can take.

I’m scheduled for a 6:30 a.m. shower and a 6:45 a.m. “private time” session. Thankfully, I’m not one of those guys who can only do it standing up. Since we got this schedule, I’ve been jerking off nightly in my bed.

Sure, I go through more socks now than ever before, but it’s a small price to pay than to have the guys know what I’ve been getting up to at a quarter to seven.

Masturbation slots notwithstanding, I have to hand it to Oliver. He’s thought of everything, including a sign-up sheet for “Emergency Poops” because when you gotta go, you gotta go.

The entire system is ingenious, and that’s precisely why the team elected him captain this year. He’s not simply crafty; he’s the type of dude who wants us to live in peace and harmony.

A knock on my doorjamb startles me. I glance over my shoulder, wondering who else could be up at this godawful hour.

It’s Oliver, who is nothing short of a sight for sore eyes. His short black hair is mussed from sleep, and his green eyes have that half-lidded drowsiness of someone who doesn’t want to be awake right now.

He’s also shirtless, and I can’t help but notice how ridiculously jacked he’s gotten over the summer. Seriously, his arms are as thick as logs, and his pecs are gigantic fluffy pillows.

My eyes linger longer than they should, and I make a mental note to do more bench presses next time I hit the gym.

“You okay?” He rubs the back of his neck as he crosses the threshold into my room. The motion makes his shoulder muscles ripple, and I force my gaze back to his face.

“Do I look okay?”

Oliver cocks his head to the side, and I can see the moment it clicks for him. His eyes widen just a fraction, then narrow with amusement.

“Dude!” He stifles a laugh. “You look like you’re making love to your mattress.”

I roll over onto my back, letting it all hang out, and flip him the bird. “Jealous?”

He chuckles and raises his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, whatever gets you in the zone for the big game.” He pulls out my desk chair, turns it around, and sits. “What’s going on, G? You’re usually the last to rise, not the first.”

A knot of anxiety twists in my gut as I blurt out, “It’s gone. I’ve looked everywhere.”

“What’s gone?”

“My stick!”

He quirks an eyebrow as his gaze drops to my lap. I roll my eyes, knowing exactly where his mind went.

It’s not something I’m embarrassed about, per se. But it’s also not something I wave around like a flag at a parade. It’s simply another body part, such as my nose or ear, that the good Lord gifted me with.

Again, I know what you’re thinking. “Gerard, stop beating around the bush and tell us what you’re talking about.”

And to that, I say, “Fair enough.” While I love beating around my bush, there’s no point in delaying the inevitable truth.

So…here goes nothing.

I, Gerard Anthony Gunnarson, have a big penis.

I know, I know. It’s not exactly something you bring up in polite conversation. But when you’re constantly in the locker room with a bunch of other dudes, word gets around.

It started back in high school when puberty hit me like a freight train. One summer, I was a chubby little thing, and the next, I was towering over my teammates with a deep voice and a bulge that was impossible to ignore.

The first time my teammates at BSU caught a glimpse of my, shall we say, “impressive” equipment, jaws dropped, eyes widened, and a hush fell over the room.

Then, the ribbing began.

Everything from the classic, “Is that a hockey stick in your pants, or are you just happy to see me?” to Drew hollering across the room, “Damn, G! Should we start calling you Ankle Spanker? Or how about King Dong?”

From that day forward, I suddenly became the go-to guy for all things penis-related. Need advice on how to impress a girl in bed? Ask Gerard. So what if he’s still a virgin?

Wondering if that bump on your junk is normal? Gerard’s your man.

It was like I had become the team’s unofficial dick doctor. And let me tell you, it’s not a title I ever aspired to have.

But the ribbing and the questions were just the tip of the iceberg—pun very much intended. The real challenge was the jealousy from some of my teammates.

I remember one particular incident in the showers after a grueling practice. I was minding my own business, lathering up my hair with shampoo, when I felt a presence behind me. I turned around to find one of the seniors glaring at my junk.

“Dude, seriously. How big does that thing get?”

I sighed, knowing this conversation was inevitable. “I don’t know, man. I’ve never measured it.”

The dude scoffed. “Bullshit. You expect me to believe you’ve never whipped out a ruler and checked?”

I shook my head, sending suds flying everywhere. “Nope. I’ve never seen the point.”

“The point is, you’re packing some serious heat down there. And inquiring minds want to know.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s probably around eight inches. Maybe eight and a half on a good day.”

His jaw nearly hit the floor. “Eight and a half? Jesus Christ, G. You could be in porn with a dick like that.”

I cringed at the thought. “Not my cup of tea, thank you very much.”

The dude walked off, muttering something under his breath about the unfairness of life and the distribution of penis sizes. I could only shake my head and chuckle.

Every season, it’s the same old song and dance. New guys join the team; they glimpse my package in the showers, and I’m suddenly the talk of the locker room again. “Did you meet the dude with the giant schlong?”

Over time, I’ve come to appreciate my penis’ fame, even if I still don’t fully understand the fascination.

Maybe it’s because we’re in a world where everything is so uncertain, and my penis is a constant. It’s always there, ready to impress and be a topic of conversation.

Or maybe it’s because in a sport where size matters—the size of your muscles, the size of your heart, the size of your determination—having a big dick is just another feather in your cap.

But what none of them realize is that having a big penis isn’t all sunshine and rainbows.

For one thing, finding pants that fit is a nightmare. I can’t tell you how often I’ve split the crotch of my jeans sitting down too quickly. And don’t even get me started on underwear.

Boxers are the only thing that allows my buddy to breathe. Boxer briefs or tighty-whities? Forget it. I’d end up in the emergency room.

When it comes to jockstraps, you’d think that with all the advancements in sports technology, someone would’ve figured out how to make one that can accommodate a guy of my proportions.

But no. Every time I tried to squeeze into one, it was like stuffing a watermelon into a thimble.

I’ve had to resort to ordering custom XXXL jockstraps online. And let me tell you, the look I got from the equipment manager the first time I submitted my gear request was priceless. He did a double-take, his eyes nearly bugging out of his head as he read “XXXL” next to “jockstrap.”

I guess he didn’t realize that it’s not only my dick that needs the extra room. Hockey butt is a real thing, and I’ve got it in spades. Years of skating and squatting have left me with glutes that could crush a man’s skull.

I also have hands the size of bear paws and feet that can give Bigfoot a run for his money. I’ve had to be sponsored by some major companies to get skates that fit, and finding gloves that don’t cut off the circulation in my fingers is a constant struggle.

Sometimes, I think the universe saw God creating me and thought, “You know what? Let’s make this kid the biggest, most awkward human possible. That’ll be hilarious.”

And hilarious it is—at least to everyone else.

Despite everything, I’ve learned how to use my largeness to my advantage. My long reach helps me scoop pucks from the other teams, my long legs and big feet help me get from one end of the rink to the other before anyone can even blink, and my massive frame keeps the other team from stealing the puck back.

But I digress. Talking about my God-given talents won’t save me from Coach’s wrath if I show up at the game tonight empty-handed.

I shoot Oliver a glare that probably comes off as menacing as a puppy’s scowl. “I’m talking about my hockey stick, you jerk.”

“Hmm.” He rubs his jaw thoughtfully. “ You had it with you at the burger joint. Did you still have it when you left the library?”

“The library?”

“Yeah…you said you needed to get a book for class.”

I jump to my feet. “Holy snickers! You’re right!”

Books and me? We go together about as well as peanut butter and pickles. Given the choice between lacing up my skates or staring at words on a page, I’ll always choose the first option. So, forgive me for forgetting where I went after practice.

I rush to the far side of the room, tossing junk over my shoulder until I find what I’m searching for. A beat-up copy of It by Stephen King that I triumphantly hold over my head.

Oliver feasts his eyes on the super-long novel. “I’ve always wanted to read that book.” He walks over to me and takes it from my hands. I’m not surprised when he opens it and reads the first chapter. The dude’s a secret nerd. A few minutes go by before he hands the book back to me. “You should check the library’s lost and found. Maybe someone turned it in.”

“The library has a lost and found?”

“Dude, every place has a lost and found. You wouldn’t believe how many room keys get left behind at The Brew.”

Ah, The Brew. Oliver’s employer and BSU’s version of Central Perk. It’s the hangout spot on campus where students can relax before, between, and after classes.

“Alright. First stop, The Brew.” Before I can walk out, Oliver stops me with a hand around my wrist.

“Uh…Gerard?” His eyes dart down my body, and I follow his gaze.

Yikes! I’m still naked. I can only imagine the call my parents would’ve gotten from the dean had it not been for Oliver’s quick thinking. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Gunnarson. This is the dean at BSU. Your son was arrested for public indecency.”

I chuckle nervously, blushing from head to toe. “Right. Clothes. Probably a good idea before I go out in public, huh?”

Oliver snickers. “You think? I know you’re proud of what you’ve got, G, but I doubt the librarians would appreciate the view as much as the puck bunnies.”

I groan and cover my face with my hands. “Please, not the puck bunnies right now. I’m mortified enough.”

“Hey, I’m only trying to help. We both know Coach will rip your dong right off if you end up in the slammer before the big game. And then I’ll have to call you ‘Dickless Gerard.’”

“Ha ha, you’re hilarious.” My eyes narrow. “You’re also enjoying this way too much.”

Oliver raises his hands in a “what can you do” gesture and grins. “It’s not every day I get to see Gunnarson the Great flustered.”

I flip him off and scan the room for something clean to put on. “Keep it up, Jacoby, and I’ll leave a giant turd in the toilet before your turn in the bathroom.”

He laughs and heads for the door. “Alright, alright, I’ll let you be. Just remember that wearing only a jockstrap is still considered indecent.”

“Out!” I chuck a balled-up sock at his head that he easily dodges as he slips out of the room.

By the time the sun has fully risen, I’ve finally gotten myself dressed in pink socks, semi-clean shorts, and a BSU sweatshirt that barely passes the sniff test. Take that, Oliver.

Slipping my feet into some beat-up Adidas slides, I rush out of my room, only to dash back in to grab my cell phone.

Satisfied that I have everything this time, I race down the stairs, narrowly avoid barreling into one of the freshmen, and burst out the front door.

As I head for the library, I pray my hockey stick is there. Otherwise, “Gunnarson the Great” will soon be known as “Gunnarson the Hopeless.”
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ELLIOT


I’m this close to pulling my hair out. What was supposed to be a peaceful morning at work has turned into an all-out nightmare. 

College students in hockey jerseys have taken over every inch of the library. And while I can appreciate the sport as much as the next person, this isn’t the time or place to be betting on Gunnarson the Great pulling off another hat trick tonight.

I’m about to tell off some jerks for attempting to search porn on the computers when two large hands hover over my glasses and obscure my vision. “Guess who!”

I know who it is—that jovial voice is unmistakable—but I play along anyway. “Ryan Reynolds?”

“Nope.”

“Ryan Gosling?”

“Nope, again.”

“Ryan Phillippe?”

“Geez, Elliot. Do you have a thing for guys named Ryan or something?”

“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. What’s it to you?” I turn around and flash my best friend, Jackson Monroe, a rare smile. He’s BSU’s star quarterback and the only guy on campus who doesn’t make me want to gouge my eye out with a rusty spoon. Taking in his appearance, there can only be one reason he’s drenched in sweat and breathing heavily. “Went for a run?”

“You know it!” I get a thumbs-up for my correct guess. “Care to join me sometime?”

I scoff. “When pigs fly.” Another group of hockey fanatics enters the library and my eye twitches. “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”

“Can’t a guy visit his best friend at work?”

“A guy can…when he doesn’t reek to the high heavens.”

Jackson’s jaw drops. “Are you saying you don’t like this smell?”

“I’m saying it’s not even a scent a mother could love.”

Ignoring his glare, I walk over to the circulation desk where I’d been categorizing event flyers before the entire campus decided my workspace should be a meeting point.

“Dude, why are you seconds away from having a brain aneurysm?” Jackson hops up onto the desk with a wolfish grin. He knows I hate when he treats everything like it’s his kingdom.

He also knows I won’t do a thing to stop him.

I run my hands through my hair and tug. “Have you seen this place, Jackson? It’s a zoo, but instead of cute animals, it’s…them.”

He follows my gaze, taking in the chaos and chuckles, which only pisses me off more.

“Is this funny to you?”

“A little bit.” He has the nerve to wink at me, the rat bastard. “They’re excited, Elliot. Tonight’s the season opener. I thought you knew that.”

“I do.” Everyone who doesn’t live under a rock knows that tonight is Berkeley Shore’s version of Mardi Gras.

BSU is a small school, but we’re massive when it comes to hockey. The sport is practically a religion here, with Infinity Arena serving as the student body’s makeshift cathedral. While I understand school spirit, the level of fanaticism for the BSU Barracudas knows no bounds.

The current team is considered nothing short of legendary. They’ve taken home the Frozen Four championship two years running, and everyone expects them to three-peat. What makes this season even more remarkable is who’s playing on the first line: Gerard Gunnarson, Oliver Jacoby, Drew Larney, and Kyle Graham.

The Fearless Foursome.

Of the four of them, Gerard Gunnarson is the most popular. Almost every student in here right now is rocking his jersey. His nickname is Gunnarson the Great, and he certainly lives up to it.

Gerard’s a right winger; with his size and strength, he’s a powerhouse on the ice. I’ve been to a few games with Jackson, and I’m always left gobsmacked at how Gerard can bulldoze through the other team’s defensemen like they’re made of sticks.

He’s not only brawn, though; his puck control and ability to read the game make him deadly in offensive plays.

Then there’s Drew Larney, playing center. He’s the strategist and a real playmaker. His ability to predict where players will be before they know it themselves makes him indispensable. He sets up plays that most of us can barely follow with our eyes.

The one thing about Drew that everyone knows is that he’s a total sleaze. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve seen him sneaking out of random janitors’ closets in different buildings on campus, followed by girls—and sometimes guys—who look thoroughly fucked.

I don’t get the appeal. Sure, he’s conventionally attractive with his chiseled jawline and perpetual bedhead, but who in their right mind would want to be just another notch in someone’s belt?

“Earth to Elliot.” Jackson waves a hand in front of my face. “You spacing out on me?”

“I just don’t understand how one person can sleep with half the campus and still have time to practice,” I say, more to myself than to Jackson.

“Who are we talking about now?”

“Larney. I swear that dude has an actual harem.”

Jackson shrugs. “Some people are just super efficient with their time.”

I glare at him. “You’re not defending him, are you?”

“Different strokes for different folks. Not everyone wants the same thing.”

“Yeah, well, some of us want more than a quickie in a broom closet.”

Jackson raises an eyebrow at me but doesn’t press further because two girls in skintight leggings and crop tops approach the circulation desk with a stack of books.

I recognize them immediately as two of Oliver Jacoby’s puck bunnies. Their type is easy to spot: doe-eyed, gossipy, and dressed to kill.

I swipe the first girl’s student ID and note the barcode on the top book. “Chemistry for Non-Majors. Sounds riveting.”

Jackson hops down from the desk, and I can practically see his tail wagging. “Hey, ladies.”

Unfortunately for him, they’re too absorbed in their hushed conversation to even give him a cursory glance.

“Do you think he’ll notice me if I wear his jersey?” says the first girl.

The second girl scoffs. “He’ll notice me more if I paint his number on my cheek.”

I roll my eyes so hard it hurts. Jackson leans over the desk, trying to insert himself into their line of sight. “You guys talking about the game tonight?”

The girls pause, blink at Jackson like confused kittens, then return to their chirping.

“Oliver is just so dreamy,” says the first girl with a sigh that could power a wind farm.

“Yeah, I can’t wait until he scores and points up at us,” says the second.

I finish scanning the last of their books and slide them across the desk. “Due back in two weeks.”

The girls take their haul and strut off, still babbling about Oliver like he’s the second coming of Wayne Gretzky.

Jackson scratches his head, genuinely baffled. “What was that? Did I lose my touch or something?”

“They’re not interested in you, Casanova.” I start organizing a stack of returned books. “They have their sights set on bigger prey.”

Jackson pouts. “I thought hockey and football ran in the same circles. Like, shouldn’t we be allied jocks or something?”

“Maybe if this were a bad 80s teen movie.” I glance over at Jackson, who’s still sulking. God, he has such a fragile ego. “Don’t take it personally. Those two are obsessed with Jacoby.”

“Isn’t he…?” Jackson trails off, but I know what he’s getting at.

“Yup. As gay as a musical number in Glee.”

“So why⁠—”

“Because they’re delusional,” I cut in. “They think he’ll magically switch teams if they throw themselves at him hard enough.”

Jackson shrugs again. He does that often when he has nothing useful to add but still wants to seem agreeable.

I think about telling him how stupid it is for them to pin their hopes on a guy who isn’t even interested in their gender, but then I remember how many times people have tried to give me “helpful” advice about things they don’t understand.

“They’re just wasting their time,” I finish lamely.

Oliver Jacoby holds down the fort as the left winger and team captain. His leadership isn’t as loud or extravagant as the captains before him, but he can still command the team. Partially because of his booming voice, partially because of his beefy body, and partially because of his kind eyes.

And yet, despite his insane build and masculine energy on the ice, it should be pretty apparent that he’s gay.

The way he carries himself off the ice is a dead giveaway—not that most people seem to notice.

Maybe it’s because they’re too blinded by his rugged good looks and the mythos of heterosexuality that surrounds jock culture. Or they’re just as delusional as those girls, refusing to see what’s right in front of them.

I see it because he reminds me of my high school ex. An athlete who every girl wishes was straight.

But who am I kidding? Even if someone like Oliver gave me the time of day, it’s not like anything could happen. I’m nobody special.

“Elliot?” Jackson interrupts my thoughts again. “You’re staring.”

“I was thinking about how Jacoby balances everything,” I lie. “School, practice, and now the captaincy.”

“Yeah, Ollie’s got a lot on his plate,” Jackson says, and I’m momentarily surprised that he calls Oliver by a nickname—as if they’re friends. But then again, Jackson loves the BSU Barracudas as much as the puck bunnies do.

I remember how Jackson nearly burst an eardrum screaming when Kyle Graham, the goalie, did the splits to block the shot that netted our school another Frozen Four win.

It’s his signature move, and no one ever expects it. Watching a beefy, six-foot hockey player stretch his legs wide like a gymnast is something else, especially when he does it with that amount of precision and speed.

The puck ricocheted off his pad and sailed harmlessly into the corner, and the crowd went ballistic.

Hockey players, especially goalies, are surprisingly flexible. With all that muscle, you’d think they’d be stiff as boards, but nope. They’re limber as fuck.

It’s one of those hidden aspects of the sport you don’t appreciate until you see it up close. The agility and balance are almost like watching a ballet if the ballet includes high-speed collisions and missing teeth.

Kyle’s save played continuously for weeks on every TV in town, including the one in Jackson’s dorm. Every time I visited him, his eyes were glued to the TV, and his mouth hung open in pure, unfiltered fanboy joy.

If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought he had a crush on Graham. His ears turned pink when I asked him what he thought of Kyle stretching out like a Cirque du Soleil performer.

“It was an impressive save,” he muttered.

Uh-huh. Sure.

“So, would this be a bad time to tell you I have tickets to tonight’s game and wanted to see if you’d be my plus one?” Jackson crosses his fingers and shuts his eyes.

I want to say no and tell him I have plans, but he and I both know I never have plans.

I live and breathe school. If I’m not studying, I’m here working at the library. And if I’m not working, I’m still at the library, getting lost in romance novels and wondering when I’ll fall in love with the man of my dreams.

“I don’t know,” I hedge. “The last time I went to a game with you, you ended up giving me a bloody nose.”

Jackson’s eyes pop open and turn wide with alarm. “That was an accident, Elliot, I swear! I was…too into the game and, you know, had a few too many beers.”

I smirk. “Sure, Jackson. ‘Too into the game.’ That’s one way to put it.” But inside, I’m not as unforgiving as my tone might suggest. 

The incident at the hockey game was an accident—a chaotic intermingling of excitement, alcohol, and bad luck that ended with my nose bleeding and a trip to the emergency room.

Jackson had been ecstatic. The Barracudas had scored a winning goal, and in his booze-fueled jubilation, he turned too quickly, and his elbow connected squarely with my face.

Despite the pain, I found the situation somewhat humorous. After all, how often do you end up in the ER with your best friend over a celebration gone wrong?

“I promise it won’t happen again.” Jackson clasps his hands together, an earnest expression on his face. “So, what do you say? I’ll even buy you nachos and your favorite overpriced Slurpee.”

I roll my eyes, but I’m secretly pleased with the offer. “Okay, fine. But if you elbow me again…”

Jackson’s smile lights up his face, and he holds up three fingers. “Not gonna happen! Scout’s honor.”

And there you have it. We’re set for tonight’s game.

Despite my reservations, one thing is undeniable: There’s nobody else I’d want to see a BSU hockey game with.

The first time we met, I was sure it would be a disaster. A month into my freshman year at BSU, I had to interview a football player for a journalism assignment. Of all the players on the team, Jackson was the only one willing to sit down with me.

I was a fish out of water searching for Jackson in the locker room, which smelled distinctly of sweaty jockstraps and cheap cologne. All I had to go by was a blurry picture I found on the school website.

“Hey! You must be Elliot.” Jackson’s voice had this melodic lilt that quickly put my nerves at ease. He was sporting an easy grin and wearing nothing but a towel slung low around his hips.

My heart thumped wildly against my ribcage as I approached him. It wasn’t the setting that unnerved me. I was worried I’d make a fool of myself.

Jackson didn’t mind my nervousness, though. Or that I could barely meet his eyes without blushing. He chuckled and said, “Don’t worry, man, we’ll keep it chill. Pretend we’re best buds catching up, yeah?”

It was bizarrely easy talking to Jackson. He had this knack for breaking down walls without you even realizing what he was doing. As we wrapped up, him still in that ridiculous towel and me with pages of surprisingly good notes, he clapped a hand on my shoulder.

“See? Not bad for your first sports interview.” He winked, and somehow, I knew we’d end up friends.

The sound of books crashing to the floor pulls me back to the present. “For fuck’s sake.”

I storm off for the history aisle, where I find a tangled mess of limbs and paperbacks sprawled beneath a now-disheveled bookcase.

“Seriously?” I push my glasses up the bridge of my nose as frustration bubbles inside me. It’s always something.

Jackson follows hot on my heels. His smile falters as he surveys the scene. “Guys, come on.” His tone is light but edged with enough authority to make the culprits pause mid-scuffle.

The tallest one, a guy with a mustache reminiscent of a porn star, grins sheepishly at Jackson from the floor. When his eyes land on me, he snickers. “Oh, chill, librarian.”

He stands up and brushes off his shirt, unconcerned that he nearly destroyed library property. 

My patience, which has been on thin ice all morning, finally snaps. “Out. Now.”

This is my domain—books, order, and quiet—and I’ll defend it more fiercely than Kyle Graham defends the goal.

The group doesn’t move until Jackson steps forward. His presence looms large, even without pads and a helmet. His hands find my shoulders in a gesture that steadies my simmering anger. “Yeah, you heard him. Clear out…and apologize.”

One by one, they mumble apologies that sound more amused than sincere as they shuffle past us. Silence resettles over the aisle the second they’re gone, and the tension bleeds away from my shoulders under Jackson’s reassuring grip. He gives them a slight squeeze before letting go.

“Thanks,” I mutter, grabbing the scattered books. Their titles blur before my eyes—histories of wars and revolutions momentarily trivial after our tiny skirmish.

“No problem.” He flashes me a big smile.

With practiced hands, I put the books back where they belong. Jackson quietly helps. 

“You’re always rescuing me.” I focus intently on aligning spines perfectly on the shelf, knowing I’ll break if we make eye contact.

“That’s because I always have your back.”

“Yeah.” I smile faintly. “I know.”
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GERARD


Running across campus in shorts and slides isn’t one of my brightest ideas. By the time I reach the quad, I’m pretty sure I’ve developed frostbite.

The weather in Berkeley Shore is as unpredictable as the winning lottery numbers. Yesterday, it was hot enough to tan my butt cheeks, but today, I’m afraid my dick will be an icicle by the time I make it to the library.

But that doesn’t mean I’m miserable, far from it. I love this time of year. The trees are all sorts of colors, from red and orange to yellow and shades of brown. The leaves crunch under my feet as I hustle past the old brick buildings that make up most of the campus.

Even the lampposts get into the spirit, with little pumpkin and scarecrow decorations tied around them. It’s cheesy, but in a way that makes you feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Well, maybe not warm—I’m still freezing my penis off—but you get the idea.

Bulletin boards plastered with a million different flyers dot the walkway like colorful confetti, and I screech to a halt to scan the more interesting ones.

There’s one for a poetry slam this weekend at The Brew, another for the knitting club, and even one for a weekend trip to Boston to see the aquarium. I linger a bit longer on that last one; I’ve always wanted to see the penguins.

As fun as everything sounds, hockey takes up most of my time. Practices, games, and the occasional team bonding session leave me with a schedule tighter than a new pair of skates.

I think about tearing down the flyer for the poetry slam. Oliver would probably like that kind of thing, and it could be an excuse to hang out with him outside of the Hockey House. Then again, he might think I’m trying to bribe him to get out of bathroom cleaning or something. I leave it up and keep moving.

If Coach finds out that I misplaced my hockey stick, he’ll have my head. Dad will probably have something to say about it, too. He’s the reason I’m here, after all.

An alum of BSU, he made a name for himself as the Barracudas’ star center in the early 90s. Growing up, our house was a shrine to his college days—framed jerseys, team photos, and his collection of hockey sticks taking up every inch of available wall space.

My earliest memories are of him holding my hand as I wobbled around like a newborn giraffe on the frozen lake behind our house. From that moment on, I was hooked.

There’s something about being on the ice—the way it glides beneath you, the sharp bite of cold air in your lungs, the sound of blades carving paths. It makes me feel alive.

A gust of wind cuts through my shorts, and I run faster. The library is so close I can almost feel its warmth seeping into my bones.

It wasn’t a huge surprise when BSU offered me a scholarship. The Gunnarson name still carries weight here, and I know a big part of it is Dad’s legacy. But I’m not naïve; having a famous last name will only get me so far. I need to prove myself on the ice and in the classroom if I want to make him proud—and if I want to make a name for myself.

But lately, I’ve found myself at my wit’s end with two full-time jobs—hockey and school. While the former comes easily for me, the latter one-hundred percent does not.

Calling me studious is as accurate as saying a hockey puck is soft. My sixth-grade teacher, Mrs. Henley, bless her soul, spent more time with me than her crossword puzzles, trying to drum the mysteries of fractions into my dumb blond head.

“Remember, Gerard,” she’d say, pointing at the numbers as if they were positions in a play. “The bottom number is your team—it decides how you play.” It made sense when she put it that way.

In English class, I was the student who always struggled to stay on topic. I’d be writing about my summer vacation and somehow end up with three paragraphs about why dogs chase their tails. Or how clouds sort of resemble marshmallows if you squint hard enough.

As the years have passed, I’ve continued to be stumped by the world of education.

Take last semester, for example. Statistics was kicking my butt harder than a mule in a temper tantrum. I was this close to flunking when Oliver sat me down and showed me how to calculate averages using our season stats.

It clicked like a well-oiled gear, and I scraped by with a C-minus.

Now, I do that with all my classes. I find a way to relate them to something I care about—usually hockey—and muddle through as best I can. Sure, it’s more effort than coasting, but nothing worth doing is ever easy.

I round the corner of a building and see students sitting on benches, enjoying their morning coffee and huddling close together to stay warm. The smell of wet leaves and espresso fills the air, and I take a deep breath, savoring it.

Puck bunnies from my sociology class spot me and giggle. One beckons me over, but I don’t stop to flirt. Instead, I flash a smile and keep on running.

My teammates would slap me across the face for not giving them the time of day. They’re beautiful with long hair and breasts you could get lost between, but I don’t want to lead them on. Other guys might be fine with hump-and-dumps, but not me. I want my first time to be with someone special. Someone I care about for what’s on the inside, not the outside.

Sappy? Maybe.

As I pound the pavement, a pair of solid-looking dudes cross my path, nearly making me stumble. I recognize them immediately—they’re from the BSU rugby team. These guys are built like brick houses, with shoulders as wide as doorways and hands that could crush coconuts.

“Whoa, there!” the taller one says, steadying me with a meaty paw. “Where’s the fire, Gunnarson?”

I catch my breath, feeling like a puny mortal in the presence of demigods. “Just trying to get to the library before my toes fall off.” I bounce on the balls of my feet to keep warm.

The shorter one, who’s still a good six inches taller than me, chuckles. “Aren’t you hockey guys supposed to be used to the cold?”

“Normally, yeah.” I grin sheepishly. “But I’m not wearing a hundred layers.”

Their eyes travel the length of my body, and for some odd reason, it feels nice. They’re not checking me out the way puck bunnies do. They’re appreciating what I bring to the physique table.

“I can’t find my hockey stick.” I continue. “I think I may have left it at the library.”

Their eyebrows shoot up in unison.

“Dude, that sucks.” The tall one shakes his head sympathetically. “I’d be lost without my rugby ball.”

“Totally,” his buddy agrees. “It’s like a part of you, you know?”

I nod, feeling a surge of brotherhood. These guys get it. They understand the bond between an athlete and their gear.

“Well, good luck finding it, man,” the tall one says, holding his fist out for a bump. “I’m sure it’ll turn up.”

I stare at his outstretched fist, marveling at its size. If my fists are considered big, his are downright colossal. Each knuckle is like a small boulder with the skin stretched taut over solid muscle and bone.

The shorter guy goes in for a high-five, and I brace myself for impact. His palm collides with mine, and the force of the impact reverberates up my arm and into my shoulder. I wince, trying to play it off as a grin, but holy snickers, that stung!

“Thanks, guys,” I say, feeling a renewed sense of determination. “I appreciate the support.”

As they walk away, I flex my hand to check that all my fingers are still attached. It’s no secret that hockey players are built differently—we’re tall, broad, and packed with muscle. But these rugby guys? They’re in a league of their own.

I’ve seen them in action on the rugby pitch, barreling through opponents like a herd of rampaging bulls. It’s a wonder anyone survives those matches without being flattened like a pancake.

In a way, I envy them. Don’t get me wrong, I love my hockey team. They’re my family, my brothers-in-arms. But there’s something about the rugby guys that just seems…different. Like they’ve tapped into some primal force of nature that the rest of us can only dream of.

I chuckle to myself as I continue my trek to the library. Look at me waxing poetic about a bunch of dudes in short shorts. If the guys could hear my thoughts, they’d never let me live it down.

But I can’t help it. There’s just something about being in the presence of raw, unbridled strength that gets the blood pumping. It’s like standing at the foot of a mountain and feeling utterly dwarfed by its majesty.

As I walk, I rub my still-stinging palm against my thigh to try and erase the tingling sensation. Note to self: never challenge a rugby player to a high-five contest. You will lose, and you will regret it.

Breadcrumbs crunch under my feet, and I glance down in confusion. “What in the world?”

Suddenly, it hits me. Last night, an email blast went out to the entire student body stating that we can feed breadcrumbs to the pigeons. I think some people went overboard, though.

My feet crush the breadcrumbs into nothing more than dust, and the pigeons take notice. They turn their beady little eyes on me, and the next thing I know, they’re soaring high into the air, wings flapping like a thousand wet towels, before aiming straight for my devastatingly handsome face.

I shriek like a girl. “Gah! Shoo! Get away from me, you flying rats!”

As if on cue, their attack intensifies. Beaks and claws swipe at my hair, my ears, my nose. I throw up my hands to fend them off, but they’re too quick. Too determined.

“Come on! I didn’t mean to—” A sharp pain lances through my scalp as one of them yanks on a tuft of my hair. “—trample your stupid bread!”

I stumble backward, swatting at the air like a drunkard. A girl on a bicycle swerves to avoid me and nearly eats the pavement.

“Sorry!” I yell, ducking as the pigeons make another pass. Their rustling wings create a miniature hurricane around me, and I catch glimpses of angry little faces and beaks open in silent screeches.

This is not how I envisioned my morning. All I wanted was to find my stick and catch up on some sleep before the big game tonight. Now I’m going to end up on the five o’clock news as the boy who got pecked to death.

With one last desperate lunge, I break free from the flock and run for my life. The pigeons give chase for a few yards before deciding I’m no longer worth the effort.

I slow to a jog, then a walk, breathing hard and muttering made-up curses. It’s a weird quirk of mine; don’t ask.

The library looms ahead, the glass doors sparkling in the morning sun. Usually, I’d avoid this place like the plague—too many bad memories of cramming for exams—but today, it’s my only hope.

I push through the front doors, and a wave of warm air smacks me in the face, making my whole body tingle as the blood rushes back to my extremities.

I glance down at my toes to see if I can wiggle them again, and sure enough, all ten of them are now doing a happy dance.

The library is the tallest building on campus. With five floors and more nooks and crannies than a mansion, it’s easy to get lost. Trust me, I know. Thankfully, I’m a guy who learns his lessons and knows where to go this time.

The information desk.

It’s not as fancy as some places, but it gets the job done. The desk has enough space for a computer and maybe a person to perch on top of it while they talk to the poor soul working behind it.

Today, that poor soul is a guy with black hair and glasses. He’s sporting a deep tan that screams summer and a scowl that suggests winter frost. His attention is buried in a book, and he doesn’t notice me as I walk up to him with a pep in my step.

“Excuse me,” I say, probably too loud for library standards. The guy doesn’t flinch. I clear my throat and try again, even adding a friendly wave. “Hey, can you help me out?”

Nothing. It’s like he’s in a reading coma.

Crossing my legs at the ankles, I lean on the desk with one hand, tuck the other in my pocket, and try to peek at what he’s so engrossed in.

Maybe it’s one of those steamy romance novels with the shirtless pirate on the cover. I smirk at the thought before remembering why I’m here.

“Dude!” I tap the wood surface with my knuckles. “I’m kind of in a rush here.”

He finally looks up, and I’m struck by how his eyes resemble two dark chocolate chips, all melty and warm. I unconsciously lick my lips as my stomach growls softly.

From the way he continues to glower at me, I think he’s going to tell me to screw off, but instead, he sets the book down and sighs.

“What do you need?” His voice is soft, almost bored, but there’s an edge to it.

“Have you seen a stray hockey stick wander through here? It’s big, kinda like me, and hard to miss.”

His eyes flick down to my hand on the desk before coming back up to pin me with a long, evaluating stare.

I’ve never felt this scrutinized before. I don’t know what to say or do. Something tells me he’ll bolt if I make any sudden movements. So, I don’t breathe. I don’t blink.

I don’t even scratch the itch on my balls.

After what feels like hours, and without any change in his facial expression, he finally breaks the silence. “Did I say, ‘I can help who’s next?’”

Fiddlesticks. Is this one of those places where you have to take a number and wait your turn?

I glance around the desk for a sign or a ticket dispenser but come up empty. “Uh…no?”

“Exactly. So, step back about ten paces and wait…your…turn.”

I scratch my head, trying to calculate what ten paces would be for a guy my size. I wear a size fifteen shoe, so ten of my paces could put me back in the lobby. Maybe even outside in the pigeon war zone.

The librarian scowls harder and returns to his book. I’m starting to miss the pigeons.

Straightening up, I take ten dainty, toddler-sized steps backward and clasp my hands behind my back.

Several agonizingly silent seconds tick by, and I start rocking on my heels and whistle. The librarian flips a page, then another, not bothering to engage in any further conversation with me.

My eyes wander to a bulletin board advertising study groups and yoga sessions. One has a picture of a cat doing a downward dog pose, and it makes me smile. It’s the simple things, you know?

Suddenly, my stomach growls again, but louder this time. I skipped breakfast in my rush to find the stick, which is totally not my style. I’m the guy who could eat a horse and still ask, “What’s next?” because I have a bottomless pit where my stomach should be.

Just as I’m about to give up and find the nearest vending machine, the librarian closes his book with a thud. The sound echoes through the library like a gunshot, making several students duck for cover.

He stretches, pulling his sweatshirt up his body to reveal a small patch of his flat belly. His skin is smooth, and I wonder how it would feel under my fingers.

I clear my throat. “So…do you know how long the wait is?”

The librarian shrugs and fixes his glasses before scanning the lobby. He deliberately avoids making eye contact with me.

“Depends,” he says.

“Depends on what?”

“How long it takes me to finish helping the next person.”

Is this guy for real? I’m the only one in line.

“There’s no one else here,” I say, stating the obvious.

He raises an eyebrow. “Is there not?”

I throw my hands up in defeat. “Come on, man! I’ve got places to be.”

The librarian leans back in his chair and steeples his fingers together. A slow, sinister smile creeps across his face.

“You’re one of the Fearless Foursome.” It’s not a question, but I nod anyway. “That explains so much.”

Before I can ask what he means by that, a young woman wearing a cardigan and holding a stack of books strolls up to the information desk. “I’d like to check these out, please.”

The guy smiles kindly at the woman and scans her books into the computer system.

My eyes narrow as I take him in, studying how his thin lips curve and his dark eyes crinkle at the corners. It’s disarming, especially when his gaze flicks to me, and his smile morphs back into a smirk.

I should be pissed. I want to be pissed. But instead, I feel this weird jolt of…something to my gut that makes my toes curl.

What the heck is wrong with me? Maybe I’m just tired. Or hungry. Or both.

Or maybe it’s because I haven’t jerked off since last night.

Yeah, that’s probably it. My body is just confused and pent-up.

The woman walks away with her books in a bag, leaving me with Mr. Jekyll and Hyde again.

He picks up a pen and taps it on the desk, still smirking. “So…” He drags out the word as if it’s the most beautiful syllable he’s ever heard. “Where were we?”

I’m about to take a step forward but think better of it. “Look, I really need to find my hockey stick. Coach will kill me if I don’t have it for the game.”

He shrugs again, and that infuriatingly casual motion makes me want to shake him by the shoulders. “Not my problem.”

“Can you at least check the lost and found?”

He crosses his arms over his chest, leans back in his chair, and closes his eyes. “Maybe later. Nap time.”

That strange jolt hits me again, stronger this time, like my body is rebelling against my brain’s attempt to stay calm.

Why do I care so much about what this twerp thinks? He’s nothing more than some cranky librarian. I’ve faced worse than him on the ice.

But those melty chocolate eyes…ugh.

I run a hand through my hair, exasperated more with myself than with him. “Dude, please? I’ll owe you one.”

His eyes snap open at that, and he sits up straight. “You’ll owe me?”

“Yeah. Whatever you want.”

He tilts his head to one side like a curious bird as he considers my offer. “Interesting.”

I wait, holding my breath. This has to work. It’s my last shot.

“Alright. I’ll check the lost and found.”

Relief washes over me, but it’s quickly tempered by suspicion. This was too easy.

“But…” He holds up a finger, and for some reason, I’m mesmerized by how thin and long it is. “I get to decide when and how you repay the favor.”

This sounds dangerously like a deal with the devil, but what choice do I have? “Fine. Deal.”

He stands and motions for me to wait as he disappears into an office nearby.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I pull it out to see a new message from Oliver lighting up the screen.

Oliver


Any luck at the library?




Me


The dude’s checking for me now.




Oliver


Fingers crossed, man!




Me


Eyes and toes, too!




The librarian returns, clearing his throat to get my attention, and I pocket my phone. “Sorry, man. I checked the lost and found and only saw a couple of wallets, a school ID, and some headphones.”

Fiddlesticks. “I appreciate you checking. If it does turn up, would you⁠—”

“I have an idea.”

The interruption comes from another woman walking up to the desk. But this one acts as if she owns the place.

When she peers up at me and smiles, I get the strongest urge to shout, “Awooga!” and then cross my eyes and strum my lips like Bugs Bunny. But that would make me come off as a complete tool, so I don’t.

This woman, whoever she is because she’s not wearing a name tag—and come to think of it, neither is he—is beautiful. Her hair is a dark brown that stops at her shoulders. Her skin is milky white, and her lips are as red as mine, which is very.

“You were here yesterday, right?” she asks.

“Yes! I checked out⁠—”

“A Stephen King book. Maybe you left your stick on the third floor in our horror section?” She shrugs. “We don’t see much foot traffic in that part of the library because most of those books have creepy covers. Elliot can take you if you want some company.”

Ah, so his name is Elliot. For some reason, I file that away for safekeeping.

The look Elliot gives the woman is downright vicious. I’m talking Pennywise the Clown meets Hannibal Lecter levels of pure evil.

My poor penis, already confused by both Elliot’s and the woman’s presence, decides it wants absolutely no part of this and retreats so far into my body that I swear it’s now neighbors with my spleen.

Surprisingly, the woman meets Elliot’s death glare head-on, and it’s like watching two gunslingers at high noon, but instead of pistols, they’re armed with library cards and overdue book fines.

I shift my weight from one foot to the other and contemplate breaking the silence. But what does one say in a situation such as this?

Elliot tears his gaze from the woman, and a flicker of embarrassment crosses his face. But it vanishes so quickly that I’m unsure if I imagined it. “Fine. Follow me.”

He stalks off toward the elevator, and I follow him, hot on his heels, like a good boy.
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ELLIOT


“Who was that girl?” Gerard asks when we step into the elevator, and the doors close, trapping us inside.

“That…was Sarah. She works here.”

“I got that. Is she a friend?”

I decide not to answer that question. Had he asked me yesterday, I’d have said yes. But now, because she meddled when she had no business doing so, the magic eight ball says to ask again later.

“Girlfriend?” Gerard squeaks out when the silence becomes too much.

I realize neither of us pressed the button for the third floor, and I ignore him as I contemplate if I can reach the button without brushing against him in the process.

The elevator is small, and Gerard seems to occupy every inch. Heat radiates from his body, and the subtle scent of his cologne—musky with a hint of icy mint—makes my head spin.

I’m not blind. Gerard’s a very handsome man. I’ve seen girls fawn over him, guys idolize him, and teachers bow down to him like he’s the second coming of Jesus.

But that doesn’t mean that I want anything to do with him today. I’ve already spent time with one jock; I don’t need to do it again.

“Relative?” Gerard asks when I still haven’t answered him.

Deciding to put him out of his misery, I simply say, “Coworker.”

I don’t define the stumped expression on his face as adorable. I really don’t.

“I’m—”

“I know who you are.”

“Right. And you are⁠—”

“Elliot. The librarian.”

“Right. So, how long have you worked here, Elliot the Librarian?”

I guess Gerard wants to make small talk. Little does he know it’s one of the things I hate, along with jocks who aren’t Jackson.

Peering up at him through my lashes, I’m shocked he’s trying to make eye contact with me. Most jocks that take a ride in the elevator with me spend their time checking out their reflection in the shiny metal doors.

“This will be my third year.”

“Wow.” His eyes widen imperceptibly. “You’re a junior, then?”

“Yes.”

“Sweet. Me⁠—”

“I know.”

“Right.” His brow furrows as he thinks of something else to ask. I pray he doesn’t, but God doesn’t hear me. No surprise there. “What’s your favorite part of the job?”

“When it’s quiet.” There’s an edge to my tone, and I hope he takes the hint and shuts up.

“Is it not?”

“Usually, it is. But on a day like today…”

“What’s today?”

My eyebrows shoot into my hair as I throw my head back to look up at him. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“No?” He scratches his head with his index finger, and again, I don’t define it as adorable.

“The season opener? The one you’re playing in?”

“Oh, right!” His cheeks turn ruby red. “That is if I can find my dang hockey stick.”

Dang? What college student purposely censors themselves?

“Which brings me to a question of my own. How do you misplace a hockey stick? Aren’t those things big and long?”

His cheeks redden, and I have no clue why.

“Y-yes. Hockey sticks aren’t tiny. But I tend to be forgetful. Especially if other things are on my mind.”

“And last night, your mind was on…what?”

“Honestly? I can’t remember.”

The elevator stops on the third floor, and the bell rings louder than it should, making me wince.

“You okay?” Gerard asks, clearly still watching me.

“I think I have a migraine coming on.”

“Ouch. I’ve had those before. They suck.”

“Tell me about it.”

The doors slide open, and I step out, inhaling deeply now that I’m not squished into a tiny box with a massive hockey player.

Gerard steps up beside me and places his hands on his hips. The action oozes masculinity, and I avert my gaze before I make a fool of myself and start drooling.

Some people have foot fetishes. Others have muscle fetishes. I, Elliot Jerome Montgomery, have a hand fetish. And Gerard’s hands are the size of my head.

I can’t tell you when I first realized I had a thing for hands. One day, I was beating my meat to a video where this one guy was gripping another guy’s waist, and I blew my load like Mount Vesuvius.

Nobody knows about it. Not Sarah. Not Jackson. Not even my high school ex.

“Alright. Lead the way, Elliot.” He gestures forward with his right hand, and it takes all my willpower not to grab it. Feel it. Remember it.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath before trudging forth.

The layout on each floor is deliberately confusing. It’s designed to make you lose yourself in the stacks—literally and figuratively. Study nooks are carved out of the walls with desks and lamps, like something out of an academic fairy tale. And plush chairs are scattered about for those who are claustrophobic.

I lead Gerard down a winding path toward the horror section. He follows closely, his footsteps heavy on the thin carpet. His presence looms over me, not unlike a friendly giant unsure of how to interact with the villagers.

“We shelve things by genre up here,” I explain, more to fill the silence than because I think he needs to know. “Fiction takes up most of this floor. Non-fiction is downstairs on the second.”

Gerard nods. “Cool. I don’t read much fiction.”

Of course, he doesn’t. I imagine his nights are filled with ESPN and protein shakes. Not novels.

As we turn a corner, I glance back at him. “What do you read when you do?”

“Textbooks, mostly.” He shrugs. “Whatever I need for class.”

That figures. However, to be fair, most college students are in the same boat. Finding time for pleasure reading is hard when you’re drowning in assignments.

We arrive at the horror section, and I scan the shelves for any sign of a misplaced hockey stick. Nothing jumps out at me.

“I thought your coworker said it was here,” Gerard whines, sounding more puzzled than accusatory.

“She said maybe here. Someone probably moved it.” I start walking toward the tables at the far end of the floor.

As we weave through more stacks, my mind drifts to the romance section we just passed. The spines of those books are like old friends to me. Jackson always makes fun of me for reading them—calls me a housewife-in-training—but they’re what give me hope. 

Hope that one day I’ll have a steamy romance of my own, complete with passionate kisses in the rain and heartfelt confessions during sunset walks on the beach.

We reach the tables, and I ask the student worker spraying Lysol over everything if anyone turned in a hockey stick. She shakes her head.

“Looks like you’re out of luck,” I tell Gerard.

“Dang,” he says again. Seriously. Who is this guy?

I walk toward the elevator, assuming our business is done, but Gerard lingers. “You never said if you’re into hockey.”

“I watch enough to keep up with Jackson.” I lie because he doesn’t need to know the truth. “He’s obsessed.” I’m obsessed.

“Jackson Monroe?” Gerard’s face lights up like a Christmas tree.

“You know him?”

“No, not personally. But I’ve been to a few football games. The dude has a killer arm.”

“That he does.”

Jackson has been the star of our college team since his freshman year, and now that we’re juniors, scouts are starting to notice. He’s even been getting emails and letters from NFL teams expressing interest in signing him.

He downplays it all, but I know he’s thrilled. He’s worked so hard to get to this point, and I hope with everything in me that he makes it.

“That guy is going places,” Gerard says, still grinning.

I nod. “Yeah. He is.”

An awkward silence settles over us. I’m not sure what else to say to this giant ray of sunshine who seems determined to make small talk with me. I want to ask him why he’s suddenly so interested in my life, but I fear the answer.

“Can I use the restroom before I go?” Gerard asks, breaking the silence.

I shrug. “It’s a public library.”

“Right.” He bounds toward the restrooms, puts his hand on the door, and turns back to me. “I really appreciate your help, Elliot.”

“Don’t mention it.”

He disappears into the restroom, and I war with myself on whether I should head back down to the circulation desk or wait to see if he’ll come back out and try to chat some more.

“My stick!”

For a split second, my mind goes somewhere dirty. But then, it dawns on me, and my eyes roll so hard that they nearly fall out of my head.

Gerard bursts out of the restroom and waves his hockey stick the way King Arthur brandishes Excalibur. His face is beaming, and I fight the smile that threatens to break out across mine.

“Can you believe it? I left it in here!”

“Imagine that,” I deadpan.

He jogs over to me, and I brace myself for whatever comes next. A high-five. A bro-hug. A boop on the nose.

Thankfully, he stops short and smiles down at me. “I owe you one.”

“You owe me nothing.” Although that earlier deal sounded sweet, I don’t think I could ever take him up on it. What could I ever possibly want or need from Gunnarson the Great?

“No, seriously. Thank you.” He hesitates, then adds, “Will I see you tonight? At the game?”

“We’ll see.” I don’t dare tell him yes. Can’t have him thinking we’re suddenly best friends who will gossip and braid each other’s hair. He would make a pretty boy with his curls all done up, though.

His smile falters for a brief moment before coming back full force. “Take care, Elliot.”

I watch Gerard walk away, and my eyes are immediately drawn to his ass. His hockey butt stretches the thin material of his athletic shorts to their limit. As he takes his first step down to the second floor, his cheeks quiver like two enormous bowls of jello being carried by a clumsy waiter.

I’d give an arm and a leg to bury my face between those massive cheeks, feel their weight on either side of my head, and inhale his musky scent.

I’d bet my life’s savings that under all those bulging muscles and bravado, he’s secretly aching to be pinned down and tongue-fucked into oblivion.

God, what I wouldn’t give to be the one to introduce him to that pleasure. I’d start slow, teasing him through his shorts with gentle strokes and nips before revealing the untouched skin of his perfect glutes.

He’d shiver under my touch as my fingers trail along the cleft of his ass. Goosebumps would pebble his flesh as my breath coasted over him.

Unable to resist any longer, I’d dive in face-first, parting those juicy cheeks and dragging the flat of my tongue from his perineum up to his tailbone. He’d gasp and moan, overwhelmed by the foreign yet electrifying sensation.

I’d do it repeatedly, lapping at him like he was my favorite ice cream flavor.

Once he’s slick with my spit, I’d stiffen my tongue and zero in on his fluttering pink hole. I’d trace tight circles around the furled muscle, coaxing it to relax and let me in. It wouldn’t be long before he’d be loose and pliant enough for me to spear my tongue past that resistant ring and plunge into his scorching heat.

I’d tongue-fuck him deep and filthy, holding his cheeks open wide so I could get as far inside him as possible. He’d be a wreck above me, hands scrabbling for purchase, thighs trembling, broken pleas tumbling from his lips.

I’d keep going until he sobs from the intensity. Until he can’t take it anymore and explodes untouched all over the library carpet.

Fuck. I adjust myself in my jeans, trying to will away my arousal. The last thing I need is to be caught with a boner in the middle of the stacks. Especially a boner for Gerard goddamn Gunnarson.

No matter how delectable his ass looks in those shorts, no matter how much I want to eat him out until he cries, I can’t let myself go there.

He’s straight, and more importantly, he’s a jock. Guys like him don’t go for guys like me.
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“Bro! You talked to Gerard Gunnarson?” Jackson stares dumbfounded from the bench press.

I drag my eyes over to him and choke on my saliva when I realize how much weight he’s lifting. “Damn, Jackson. Can Arnold Schwarzenegger even lift that much?”

Jackson snaps his fingers in my face to bring my attention back to him. “Elliot. Gerard. You talked to him?”

“Yes, Jackson.” I roll my eyes, which is something I seem to be doing a lot of today. “And no, we didn’t talk about you—wait. Actually, we did.”

“What?!” Jackson squeals, shooting to his feet and eliciting curious stares from the other gym rats, who are a specific breed of student.

They wear cut-off tanks and compression shorts, and their skin is perpetually sheened with sweat. Veins pop like overfilled water balloons, and their necks have all but disappeared into their traps. They communicate in grunts and the occasional bro-speak, a language Jackson has become fluent in.

I, on the other hand, am completely out of my element here. My wiry frame and bird-like limbs make me look like a stick figure someone’s plopped into a Renaissance painting. I’m dressed in my usual workout attire: an oversized BSU sweatshirt and track pants that do nothing to hide my lack of muscle.

Jackson knows better than to ask me to lift with him. The one time I tried, I couldn’t manage more than a five-pound dumbbell without my arms giving out like wet noodles. Instead, I usually just watch him work out and read whatever book I’ve got on hand.

Today, it’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. I’m halfway through the chapter where Dorian starts his downward spiral when Jackson interrupts with more of his squealing.

“Calm down,” I hiss, stuffing the book into my tote bag. “All he said was that he’s been to a few of your games and knows that you have a killer arm.”

Jackson’s eyes glaze over as if he’s replaying every moment he’s spent on the football field, searching for the exact times Gerard might have been there. “He talked about my killer arm?”

“Yep. Congratulations. You’re famous.”

Jackson flops back onto the bench with a dopey grin plastered on his face. “Wait. Why was Gerard talking to you anyway?”

I ignore the way that it sounds like Gerard wouldn’t be caught dead talking to me without a reason because that couldn’t be farther from the truth. “He lost his hockey stick and came to the library looking for it.”

“And you helped him find it,” Jackson states as if it’s an undeniable fact of nature, such as gravity or the anabolic window.

“I had nothing better to do.”

“Sure.” Jackson starts loading plates onto the barbell, far more than any human should be able to lift without mechanical assistance. “We’re still on for the game tonight, right?”

I hesitate. “Maybe.”

“Elliot.” Jackson gives me a stern look. One that’s comically serious, considering it’s coming from someone who usually radiates goofiness. “You said you would. I know you love watching them play, even if you never admit it.”

He’s right, of course. Watching hockey is one of the few concessions I’ve made to jock culture. But what Jackson doesn’t know is that I love watching it because there’s something erotic about the speed and violence of the sport.

Seeing beefy college guys get slammed into the boards, pull off their helmets after the game, and have blood and sweat dripping down their faces does something to me.

Sometimes, when I’m alone at night, I imagine myself in the thick of it. Not as a player—because who are we kidding? I’d last all of two seconds on the ice—but as some kind of perverse athletic trainer.

I’d have my little first aid kit filled with gauze and antiseptic, dabbing at split lips and swollen eyes. My hands would linger longer than necessary, feeling the heat of their exertion radiate through their skin.

In my fantasy, they’re grateful for my attention, but it’s not enough to be healed. They need an outlet for their pent-up aggression, and I’m all too willing to oblige. 

One by one, they’d take turns roughing me up in the locker room—throwing me against the lockers, delivering body checks that rattle my bones. I’d go home every night with a new constellation of bruises, each one a souvenir from a different player.

I know it’s twisted, but the pain would make me feel alive.

But now that I’ve met one of the Fearless Foursome, that changes things.

“Earth to Elliot.” Jackson waves a hand in front of my face. “You totally zoned out. Were you thinking about Gerard?”

“No,” I lie. “I was thinking about whether I have time to finish my statistics homework before the game.”

Jackson shrugs. “You’re a nerd. You’ll get it done in like ten minutes.”

Again, he’s right. Most of my coursework is laughably easy at this point, which leaves me with an abundance of free time that I usually spend reading or brooding—or, as of today, fantasizing about Gerard Gunnarson’s ass.

“You know what? Fine.” I pinch the bridge of my nose to stave off the second migraine of the day. “I’ll go to the game.”

“Yes!” Jackson pumps a fist in the air. “It’ll be awesome to see Gerard in action after you guys bonded.”

“We didn’t bond.”

“Whatever you say.” Jackson starts his next set, grunting with each rep. “Maybe you can ask him for a favor,” he says between lifts.

“What kind of favor?”

“Like…getting me an autograph or something.”

I snort. “You realize you’re just as much of a big deal as he is, right? Maybe even more, considering college football is seen on national television more than college hockey.”

Jackson finishes his set and sits up to wipe sweat from his brow with a towel. “Yeah, but he’s been my idol since freshman year. It’d be weird if I just walked up to him and fangirled all over the place.”

“So, instead, you want me to fangirl for you? Makes total sense.”

Jackson flashes me that lopsided grin of his. “You’re the best, Elliot.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“But you will.” He stands and stretches out his arms, his torso elongating like a rubber band. “I’m gonna hit the showers. You coming?”

I glance at my tote bag, where Dorian Gray pokes out seductively. I didn’t lift a single weight, so I’m not sweaty. However, I’m going out tonight and want to smell my best.

“Alright. But you better not flash me your dick again.”

“Hey!” Jackson scowls, hands on his hips. “I didn’t flash you my dick. I slipped on the wet floor, my towel fell off, and my dick happened to pop out.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, ‘bro.’”

I grab my tote bag and take off for the showers, cackling like a hyena as Jackson chases after me when I tell him I’ve seen bigger.


ICE QUEEN BLOG POST #1



Gerard Gunnarson’s Butt: A Cheeky Appreciation Post

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

I hope you’ve all enjoyed your summer vacations and are refreshed and ready to go. Because it’s a whole new semester, a whole new season, and this year, things are getting shaken up!

If you remember, at the end of last semester, I decided to dedicate my time this season to giving you all the deets about the man, the myth, the legend—Gerard Gunnarson. Because with back-to-back Frozen Fours under his belt, Gerard’s quickly become the “it boy” on campus. And who would I be if I ignored such a hot commodity?

Now, for those of you in the comments who were saying how this will change the blog for the worse, don’t fret. You’ll still get plenty of gossip, Gerard-centric and otherwise! But I will need your help this time.

A third year of college means the coursework will be much harder and more time-consuming. So, I’ve created a new section on this blog where you can send me tips, photos—the works! Whether it’s a benign locker room encounter with the hockey coach or a wild night out on the town, it doesn’t matter. You send it, I’ll read it.

With that being said, let’s get this show on the road!

By now, you’ve gotten a good look at the title of this post. You’re probably thinking that me talking about Gerard’s ass was not on your bingo card. I’m sure it wasn’t. But I’d be a fool if I didn’t devote my first post to the most important feature of Gerard.

Yes, he’s got crystal-blue eyes and a killer smile that makes panties melt and boxers tent, but I’ve always been a booty gal, and Gerard Gunnarson has a booty that deserves its time in the sun. Nobody wants a pasty-white ass, right?

We’ve all seen Gerard in action—he’s a force to be reckoned with. But did you know that his perfectly rounded globes are the perfect combo of firm and springy? I wouldn’t be surprised if those cheeks could function as airbags if Gerard ever takes a backward fall on the unforgiving ice.

And because I love fashion, we can’t forget to discuss how Gerard’s wardrobe ranks when showing off his prized asset.

1. Jeans.

They don’t simply hug his butt—they worship it. Jeans on Gerard is a campus traffic stopper, causing accidents and close calls everywhere he goes. I know this because I was privy to a front-row show in a class I shared with Gerard last year.

He was wearing the tightest pair of jeans known to mankind—I’m talking vacuum-sealed, painted-on, leave nothing to the imagination denim—and I was trying to focus on the lecture. But then Gerard went and dropped his pencil.

When he bent over to pick it up, I swear, time stood still. The fabric stretched to its limit, seams screaming in protest as they fought valiantly to maintain structural integrity. A hush fell over the classroom—or so it seemed—as everyone (okay, probably only me) held their breath, wondering if this would be the day that Gerard’s jeans finally met their match.

Inch by tantalizing inch, the denim stretched outward from the crevice of Gerard’s ass crack, straining…straining…until finally, mercifully, his fingers closed around the pencil, and he straightened back up. The jeans remained intact but were forever changed by the experience. As was I.

You better believe that not only did I never skip that class, but I always snagged the same seat right behind Gerard—in case lightning decided to strike twice. Because there are few things in this world more awe-inspiring than watching Gerard Gunnarson’s jeans struggle to contain the magnificence of his hockey butt.

2. Sweatpants

The champs of casual comfort. If you ever see Gerard in a pair of gray cotton, do yourself a favor and observe how the soft fabric molds to Gerard’s buns.

The real magic happens, though, when he moves in those sweats. With every step, the fabric rides up…and up…and up until they’re lodged so deep in Gerard’s crack that they practically split his cheeks the way Moses parted the Red Sea.

And the most amazing part? Gerard is utterly oblivious to the effect his sweatpants-clad ass has on those around him. He goes about his business, striding across campus with purposeful intent, while behind him, his wedgied ass cheeks put on a show that would make the Chippendales weep with envy.

3. Shorts

I know it’s a long way off, but warm weather is God’s gift to us puck bunnies. When that time of year is upon us again, watch Gerard’s already scandalously short shorts creep up his tree trunk thighs and reveal the barest hint of untanned cheek.

It’s a beautiful sight, especially when Gerard bends over to tie his shoe or pick up a dropped textbook. Because bam! Hello, butt cheeks!

Feel free to drop in the comments your thoughts on Gerard’s ass, pictures you’ve sneakily taken of all the junk in his trunk, and your guesses for who’ll be the first to see what lies beneath.

I would love it if we could all unite and share our love for Gerard’s plump rump.

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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GERARD


Here’s the skinny. I know when someone is checking me out. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and my body buzzes with delight. 

When I walked away from Elliot at the library, the signs were all there. His eyes were on my butt the way my eyes are on a rotisserie chicken at the supermarket.

I don’t blame the dude. My butt is, without a doubt, the best and biggest on the entire campus. Oliver’s is probably the second best and biggest, but don’t tell him I said that. He’d make me clean the toilets for the rest of the semester.

Having my butt ogled doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it always makes me giggle. I’ve stared at butts myself, so I understand the appeal. And if it were any other day, I wouldn’t think twice about it.

But for some reason, as soon as I step out of the library, I know something is up.

Eyes bore into me from every direction. People on their phones stop dead in their tracks and tell whoever is on the other end that they’ll have to call them back. Students texting find their thumbs hovering over their phone screens, twitching out of reflex.

I do my best not to look anyone in the eye because this isn’t the usual “let’s gawk at Gerard because he’s a mini-celebrity on campus.” They don’t want me to acknowledge them or stop for a selfie. They want me to keep walking so they can keep gawking.

Did Elliot send out a call to stare at my butt? Did someone else do that, and Elliot was only following orders?

I hurry past the giant water fountain outside the administration building, where a gaggle of girls are soaking up the sun. When they see me, their nipples harden into tight nubs beneath their shirts. I catch a few of them whispering and giggling, their eyes locked on my backside as I stride past.

The cool breeze wafting off the fountain must have made their nipples erect, I tell myself. It’s a chilly day, after all. But a small, insistent voice in the back of my mind suggests otherwise.

Maybe the sight of me and my sublime hockey butt is what caused their bodies to react in such a way.

Typically, a thought like that would send a thrill straight to my dick. Knowing that I can turn on a group of hot co-eds without even trying? Talk about an ego boost. But right now, even with all these eyes on me, my penis remains as limp and uninterested as an overcooked noodle.

I quicken my pace, weaving between gawking students and faculty members. The back of my neck prickles with awareness, like a thousand tiny fingers stroking my skin. I know they’re all staring at my butt, but I can’t figure out why.

Did I sit in something at the library? Did I rip my shorts when I bent down to pick up my hockey stick off the bathroom floor? That reminds me…I need to give it a Silkwood shower when I get back to the Hockey House.

As I hurry towards the Hockey House, seeking refuge from the relentless ogling, fragments of hushed conversations reach my ears.

“...Ice Queen’s latest post...”

“...all about Gunnarson’s butt...”

“...I can’t believe how big it is...”

Ice Queen? A post about my butt? What the heck is going on?

My cheeks burn with embarrassment and confusion as I pick up the pace, practically speed-running across the quad.

I need answers, and I need them now. But first, I need to find a mirror and check out this apparently newsworthy butt of mine. If it’s causing this much of a stir, it must be even more spectacular than I thought.

I scan my surroundings, and The Brew catches my eye. At this hour, it should be pretty deserted since most students—well, the ones who aren’t out here salivating over my rear—are in class.

Yanking the door open, I slip inside. The aroma of coffee beans and warm spices wraps around me in a comforting hug. I don’t get the opportunity to appreciate it, though, because the place isn’t as dead as I’d hoped it would be.

The sight that greets me is something straight out of a cartoon. Every single person in The Brew is frozen in place. Muffins are suspended halfway to mouths, mugs paused at lips, all eyes fixed on me with a mix of curiosity, amusement, and something else I can’t quite put my finger on.

I give them a polite smile—the kind you’d offer an elderly neighbor who just told you she’s taken up pole dancing—and beeline for the restrooms in the back.

This day keeps getting stranger, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.

This level of attention on my butt is ridiculous. Did I wake up in some alternate universe where buttocks have replaced faces as the primary focus of human interaction?

I walk up to the mirror above the sink, turn around, and crane my neck to get a look at my reflection. My butt looks the same as it always does: big, round, and muscular. The tight athletic shorts I’m wearing leave little to the imagination, but there’s nothing obscene about them.

No stains, no rips, no rogue toilet paper trailing behind me.

I head to a stall for some privacy, pull out my phone, and open my social media accounts. Maybe there’s some clue there.

A notification pops up—ten new friend requests. All girls, all from BSU. That’s typical for me.

I scroll through my feed and find what I’m looking for. One of the girls from the fountain posted a status a few minutes ago: 

Just saw Gerard Gunnarson’s butt IRL! Even more epic than in the pics! #HockeyButt #GunnarsonGlutes


Pics? What pics?

A gentle voice sounds from the stall next to mine when I thump my head on the stall door. “Hey, are you okay in there?”

I freeze. Fiddlesticks. How did I not check to make sure I was alone first? Some guy probably heard me groaning like a crazy person. Great, just great.

I debate whether to respond. Maybe if I stay completely silent, he’ll think he imagined the noise and leave me alone. But I’m desperate for answers, and unless this guy has been living under a rock, he might know what the heck is going on. I figure I have nothing to lose at this point.

“Uh, not really.” My voice echoes slightly, and I talk softer. “This is going to sound weird, but have you noticed anything…different happening on campus today?”

There’s a pause, and for a second, I think the guy left without me noticing. But then he speaks again, realization dawning in his tone. “Wait a minute. You’re Gerard, aren’t you? The hockey player?”

I blink in surprise. “Yeah, that’s me. Do I know you?”

“No, but I know of you. Everyone does after that blog post.”

“Blog post? What blog post?” My brows knit together in confusion.

“You haven’t seen it? The one by the Ice Queen? It’s all anyone’s talking about on campus this morning.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, dude. Can you fill me in?”

“Sure.” The guy clears his throat. “The Ice Queen is this anonymous student who writes a gossip blog about the BSU hockey team, and today, she posted this long, detailed entry about your…”

“Butt?”

“Yep.”

My face flushes hot with embarrassment. “The Ice Queen wrote a blog post about my butt? Why?!”

“Beats me. She went on and on about how it looks in sweatpants and jeans. She even included some pictures of it.”

“She what?! That’s why everyone’s been staring?”

“You’re the talk of BSU, man. The Ice Queen has declared your butt the finest on campus. That’s high praise coming from her.”

I let my head thump against the stall door, suddenly exhausted. “This cannot be happening. I have a game tonight! How am I supposed to focus on that when everyone is focusing on…that?”

“No idea. But look at it this way—it could always be worse.”

“How? How could it be worse?” I don’t expect the guy to answer my rhetorical question. I mean, he’s not God. He doesn’t have all the answers to life’s problems, especially not the ones concerning my booty. But to my surprise, he does respond after a brief pause.

“You could be known for having a tiny dick instead.”

I snort at that. He’s not wrong. In the grand scheme of things, I suppose being known for my ample behind is better than being known for a baby carrot between my legs.

The following silence is charged with awkward tension, and I realize he probably thinks my lack of response is because he hit the nail on the head. “I can assure you that’s not the case. The hockey gods blessed me in both departments.”

“Good to know,” he replies, a smile in his voice. “Not that I was wondering or anything.”

“Sure you weren’t.” I grin. “I appreciate you filling me in on all this Ice Queen stuff. I feel slightly less crazy now.”

“No problem. And hey, try not to let it get to you too much. People will find something else to gossip about soon enough.”

“I hope so. But knowing my luck, the Ice Queen is probably typing up a sequel as we speak. ‘101 Things I’d Like to do to Gerard Gunnarson’s Glorious Glutes’ or some crap.”

The guy laughs. “If she does, you can always come find me for a recap.”

“True. Thanks again…” Shoot. I don’t know his name.

“Matt,” he supplies. “I’m Matt.”

“Thanks, Matt. I owe you one.” I push off the stall door and unlock it, suddenly lighter than when I first barreled my way in here. Talking to Matt, even through a bathroom stall, has helped ease some of the anxiety swirling in my gut.

I exit the stall and approach the sink to splash some cool water on my heated face. I pat my skin dry with a rough paper towel, and right as I’m about to leave, Matt calls out to me. “Hey, Gerard? I think the best way to get this to blow over is to embrace it.”

“Embrace it? You mean…flaunt my butt?”

Matt chuckles. “Not necessarily flaunt it, but don’t hide it either. Own it, you know? Show everyone that their stares and giggles don’t faze you.”

I consider his words. He has a point. Running away and hiding will only add fuel to the gossip fire. But embracing it? Easier said than done.

“How exactly should I embrace my rear end?”

I spot Matt’s feet moving beneath the stall partition as he readjusts his position on the toilet. “I follow you on social media. You’re always posting pictures of your feet, and your fans go crazy over them.”

I nod slowly, figuring out where he’s going with this. “You think I should post a picture of my butt?”

“Yeah, and caption it with something that acknowledges the Ice Queen’s blog post. Show everyone that you’re cool with the post. That you’re in on the joke.”

“Matt, you’re a genius! What would I do without you?”

“Hey, all I’m doing is helping a fellow student.”

“Seriously, Matt, I’d give you a high-five right now if you weren’t, you know, taking a dump.”

Matt’s laughter bounces off the bathroom tiles. “Tell you what, next time I see you around campus, I’ll hit you up for that high-five. Sound good?”

“You got yourself a deal, dude.” A smile forms on my face. “Thanks again for the advice.”

“No problem, Gerard. Good luck with the post. And the game tonight. I’ll be rooting for you.”

“Appreciate it. Catch you later, Matt.” With a final wave he can’t see, I exit the bathroom significantly more at ease than when I’d entered.
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The walk back to the Hockey House is spent brainstorming photo caption ideas. By the time I’m climbing the front steps, I’ve got a pretty good one in mind.

I find the living room empty, which is a relief. The last thing I need right now is to be bombarded with questions from my teammates about why I’m suddenly the most talked-about guy on campus. I’m sure they’ve all seen the blog post by now.

Flying up the stairs, I head to my room and close the door behind me. I store my hockey stick in my closet with the rest of my gear, glad that that mystery has been solved. Now comes the hard part: taking a picture of my butt.

I position myself in front of the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my closet door. It takes a few attempts of twisting this way and that, but eventually, I snap a few shots that showcase my butt in all its rounded perfection.

I stare at the best photo of the batch, my thumb hovering over the “post” button. Am I really about to post a picture of my butt on the internet for the whole world to see?

Before I can second-guess myself, I type out the perfect caption:

Heard y’all were talking about my booty. Well, here it is in all its glory! Shout-out to the Ice Queen for appreciating what the good Lord gave me. #HockeyButtsMatter #BlessedByTheHockeyGods #IveGotBackAndImNotAfraidToShowIt


I read over the words, a grin spreading across my face. It’s cheeky (pun intended), playful, and entirely on-brand for me. I hit the “post” button and watch as the photo and caption pop up on my feed.

Setting my phone aside, I turn back to the mirror, pull my shorts and boxers down to my ankles, and analyze my backside critically. I’ve never taken the time to study it before. Sure, I’ve caught glimpses of it while getting dressed and innocently felt it up when taking a shower, but I’ve never paid any further attention to it.

It’s big, there’s no denying that. Each cheek is round and firm, sticking out proudly. I give one a tentative squeeze, amazed at how it fills my palm. The flesh is supple yet muscular beneath my fingers.

I can see why the Ice Queen and everyone else on campus are obsessed with it. It’s a darn fine butt. Perky, plump, and practically begging to be squeezed, smacked, and worshipped.

As I continue to ogle my butt in the mirror like a narcissistic weirdo, a chuckle from the doorway startles me. I whirl around to find Oliver leaning against the now-opened door with an amused smirk.

He’s shirtless, wearing low-slung sweatpants, and has a frilly white apron tied around his waist. The “Kiss the Cook” emblazoned on the front is smudged with what appears to be flour. “Admiring the merchandise?”

Heat floods my cheeks for the millionth time today as I scramble to yank my shorts back up. I nearly trip over my own feet in the process. “Ollie! I, uh, didn’t hear you come in.”

Oliver saunters into the room and crosses his arms over his chest. The frilly apron makes him look ridiculous, but somehow, he makes it work. “Clearly. You were too busy checking out your ass.”

I rub the back of my neck, the skin growing hot with embarrassment. “I was…trying to see what all the fuss is about, you know? With the Ice Queen’s blog post and everything.”

“Ah, yes. The infamous blog post. I’ve seen it. So has the team.”

I groan and flop face-first onto my bed, burying my face in a pillow. “Fan-freaking-tastic. I’m never going to hear the end of this, am I?”

The mattress dips as Oliver takes a seat beside me. He pats my back sympathetically. “At least they’ll be talking about your ass and not your dick for a change.”

I lift my head to shoot him a half-hearted glare. “Gee, thanks for the pep talk, Captain.”

He chuckles. “Anytime, G. But seriously, try not to let it get to you too much. Yes, the guys will give you shit, but they’ll move on to the next thing soon enough.”

I sigh and roll onto my side, facing away from Oliver. Staring at the wall, I wonder how my day has reached this point. “I know. It’s just…weird, you know? Having everyone drooling over my butt all of a sudden.”

“Can you blame them? It’s a nice butt.” Oliver gives said butt a playful swat, making me yelp in surprise.

“Dude!” I rub the offended cheek. “Hands off the merchandise.”

Oliver holds his hands up in surrender and grins. “Sorry, sorry. Couldn’t resist. But seriously, G, you’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. So what if people are appreciating your ass? Own it.”

“That’s what Matt said too,” I mutter, more to myself than to Oliver.

Oliver’s brows furrow in confusion. “Who’s Matt?”

I wave a dismissive hand. “Some guy I met in the bathroom at The Brew. He overheard me freaking out and gave me some advice.”

“Advice, huh? What kind of advice?” Oliver waggles his eyebrows suggestively.

I roll my eyes and sit up to punch him in the arm. “Not that kind of advice, you perv. He said I should embrace the attention instead of hiding from it.”

“Matt sounds like a smart guy.”

“He is,” I say with a smile. “That’s not all he suggested, either. He also said I should, uh, post a picture. Of my butt. On social media.”

Oliver’s eyes widen comically before he bursts out laughing. “Wait, wait, wait. Let me get this straight. Some random dude you met in a bathroom told you to post a picture of your ass online, and you did?”

I duck my head, suddenly feeling silly for taking the advice of a stranger. “Well, when you put it like that, it sounds ridiculous. But I don’t know, Ollie. It made sense at the time. If everyone’s already talking about my butt, I might as well give the people what they want, right?”

Oliver shakes his head, still chuckling. “I can’t believe you, G. You’ve got some serious balls, my friend.” He reaches for my phone, which sits on the bed between us. “Let me see this masterpiece.”

He quickly unlocks it, knowing my password by heart after years of friendship. I watch nervously as he navigates to my social media profile and finds the post.

“Holy shit, Gerard!” His eyes nearly bug out of his head as he stares at the screen. “This is…wow. I mean, I’ve seen your ass plenty of times, but damn. You sure know how to work those angles, huh?”

I snatch my phone back from him as my entire face flushes crimson. “Shut up.” I toss the device aside. “It’s not like I make a habit of taking butt selfies.”

“Could’ve fooled me. That photo is practically professional quality. The lighting, the pose, the way your shorts cling to your cheeks? I’m impressed, G. Truly.”

I bury my face in my hands and wish the mattress would swallow me whole. “I can’t believe I posted that. What was I thinking?”

“You were thinking that you have a fantastic ass, and it’s about time the world knew it,” Oliver says matter-of-factly. He pries my hands away from my face and forces me to look at him. “Seriously, Gerard. I know this whole Ice Queen thing isn’t something you need right now, but you’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about. Your butt is great, and if people want to appreciate it, let them. It doesn’t change who you are as a person or a player.”

I search Oliver’s eyes for any hint of mockery or judgment, but all I see is sincerity, a touch of pride, and maybe lust. The dude’s as queer as a three-dollar bill, and my butt is the size of Mount Everest. Can’t say I blame him for being a tad horny.

He’s right, though. I can’t let this Ice Queen situation get to me. So what if the whole campus is suddenly obsessed with my butt? It doesn’t define me as a person or an athlete. I’m still the same Gerard Gunnarson—college hockey player and all-around good guy. Just with a little extra junk in the trunk. “Thanks, Ollie. You always know what to say to talk me off the ledge.”

Oliver claps me on the shoulder. “What are best friends for? Besides, someone’s gotta keep that big head of yours from exploding.” He stands up and adjusts his apron, which has ridden up to reveal a sliver of his toned abs. “Speaking of big heads, I better head down to the kitchen before Drew starts a fire. We have a hungry hockey team to feed.”

“Since when does Drew cook?”

“I’m punishing him for that prank he pulled on Nathan last week.”

I chuckle at the memory of Drew replacing Nathan Paisley’s protein shake with a concoction of his own making, complete with a generous helping of laxatives. The poor guy had to sprint off the ice mid-drill to avoid crapping his pants in front of the entire team. Classic Drew. “Good luck with that.”

He pauses at the door and glances back at me, his expression turning serious. “But for real, G, you good?”

I nod and give him a thumbs-up. “I’m good, Cap. Thanks again for the pep talk.”

“Anytime, bud. Anytime.” With a final smile, Oliver disappears down the hallway, leaving me alone with my thoughts once again.

I flop back onto my bed and stare up at the ceiling, letting the events of the morning replay in my head. From my missing hockey stick to the stares and whispers on the quad. From my impromptu bathroom confessional with Matt to Oliver’s unexpected but much-needed words of wisdom. Man, it’s been a day already, and it’s not even noon.

In a flash of inspiration, I realize there’s one other person I need to thank for all this butt-related hullabaloo—the mastermind herself, the Ice Queen.

Grabbing my laptop, I boot it up and visit her infamous blog. It takes some scrolling past posts about locker room pranks, post-game keggers, and speculations about which players are hooking up with guys on the baseball team, but I finally find the “Contact Me” link buried at the bottom of the page.

I click it and watch as a blank email pops up on my screen. My fingers hover over the keyboard as I contemplate what to say to the mysterious blogger who’s turned my butt into the most talked-about body part on campus.

After a moment’s hesitation, I type:

From: gunnarsong@bsu.edu
To: theicequeen@blog.com
Date: October 2, 2015
Subject: This is Gerard
Dear Ice Queen,
First off, I have to say I’m flattered. When I woke up this morning, I never imagined my butt would be the subject of a viral blog post, but here we are.
I’ll admit, at first, I was freaked out by all the attention. I’m used to people staring at me, but usually, it’s because of my sick hockey skills or my dashing good looks, not because of my backside. But then I realized if I’ve got it, flaunt it, right?
So, I guess what I’m trying to say is thank you.
Thank you for the entertaining blog post that has me simultaneously laughing and blushing.
As a token of my appreciation, I’ve attached something for you. Consider it a behind-the-scenes (pun intended) peek at the booty that has launched a thousand rockets.
Keep doing you, Ice Queen. And keep talking about the finer things in life…like me!
Sincerely,
Gerard Gunnarson and his Giant Peach


I attach one of the other butt selfies to the email and hit the “send” button.

There. The Ice Queen has been thanked, and the world has been graced with another glorious image of my backside. My work here is done.
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ELLIOT


Two years earlier

“Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?”

I shake my head at the bus driver as I step off the bus for my campus tour. Of all the colleges I’ve been to, Berkeley Shore University takes the goddamn cake. The world is painted in a lush shade of green, and the cheerful melodies of birds fill the air. The peaceful stillness here is a far cry from the constant hustle and bustle of Boston.

Walking through the gated entrance, I realize that this isn’t just a place to get a degree; it’s a chapter waiting to be written.

I fall in line behind the other passengers disembarking from the bus and make my way toward the center of the campus. As I approach, I’m taken aback by the large crowd of students already milling about. There must be at least fifty of them chatting excitedly and introducing themselves with overeager handshakes.

My stomach twists into knots as I imagine having to make small talk with these strangers. I’ve never been good at idle chatter, frankly, because I’ve never understood it. Why do we have to pretend to give a shit about each other’s hometowns and intended majors?

I hang back from the group, hands shoved deep in my pockets, and do my best to make myself as invisible as possible. Maybe if I’m lucky, no one will notice me, and I can blend into the background.

Fat chance of that. My caramel skin and glasses mark me as an outsider amongst the sea of preppy white faces.

The tour guide, a peppy blonde girl with a megawatt smile, launches into a spiel about the history of BSU. I tune out her chirpy voice and instead scope out my potential peers from the safety of the sidelines.

There’s the typical collection of jocks and cheerleaders bonding—and by that, I mean flirting. A few artsy types with colorful hair and quirky fashion sense. And, of course, the overachievers who are undoubtedly gunning for valedictorian hanging on the tour guide’s every word.

I don’t fit into any of those neat little boxes. I don’t have an athletic bone in my body nor the ability to flirt. My clothes are plain and boring. I’m smart, but I don’t care about being at the top of the class.

I’m nothing more than a grumpy scholarship kid with a chip on his shoulder and a burning desire to prove himself. The only thing I care about is graduating with a degree. I’ll be damned if I become another statistic of a Latino kid from the wrong side of the tracks failing at life.

The tour winds its way through the manicured paths of the campus, and I’m once again struck by how beautiful the scenery is. The groundskeepers must spend hours making sure every tree, shrub, and flower is picture-perfect. I’m almost afraid to step off the sidewalk for fear that a siren will sound and I’ll be expelled before I’ve even started here.

We walk down a slight hill and take in the track and field down below. We meander past a small pond where ducks quack and birds swoop down to catch some fish. We get a close-up look at the new state-of-the-art athletic complex, which all the jocks pop boners over.

The more we see, the more I can’t believe I’m not dreaming. I’m from one of Boston’s grittier neighborhoods. It’s the kind of place where the sidewalks are cracked and littered with broken glass, and graffiti tags compete for space on brick walls. The closest thing we have to a green space is the overgrown lot behind the old textile mill.

Don’t get me wrong; my hometown has its charm. It’s loud, it’s busy, it’s alive. But it’s also a struggle. Mom works two jobs just to keep us in our tiny apartment, and I’ve been hustling since I was fourteen—first at the corner bodega, then delivering pizzas, and now working at the barber shop as a receptionist. We make do, but there’s never been any extra.

My high school is a rundown relic from the 1950s. The linoleum floors are chipped and peeling, and the lockers are rusted and permanently dented from decades of abuse. Most of the windows are covered with metal grates, giving the place a prison-like aesthetic. We don’t have a pond with ducks or a state-of-the-art gym, and we’re lucky if the heat works in the winter.

Education-wise, it’s about as bottom-tier as you can get. Our textbooks are older than I am, and half of them are missing pages. The teachers do their best, but they’re overworked and underpaid. A lot of kids drop out before they even make it to junior year, and those who do graduate aren’t exactly heading off to Ivy Leagues.

Can I actually see myself here? That’s the question gnawing at me. It’s not just about fitting in—though that seems like an uphill battle—it’s about believing that I deserve something this nice.

I’ve always been different. From a young age, I knew that I wanted more than what my neighborhood had to offer. I buried myself in books and studied late into the night by the dim light of a desk lamp. I took AP classes, joined clubs, and did everything I could to stand out from my peers.

But even with all my hard work, I’ve always felt like an outsider. The teachers don’t quite know what to make of me. The other students glare at me with envy and disdain. They think that I act as if I’m better than them.

And maybe I do. But can you blame me? When I look at the manicured lawns and gleaming buildings of BSU, I feel like all those years of my mom and me busting our asses might actually pay off.

The tour guide’s voice snaps me out of my reverie. We’re standing in front of the library. A magnificent five-story building that glows in the midmorning sun. Huge windows line each floor, and when a student walks out, I swear the wind blows the aroma of paper and ink right at me.

Teasing me.

Tempting me.

For the first time since I arrived, excitement flickers in my chest.

I may not fit in with the other students, but in that library, surrounded by the written word, I know I’ll find my home.
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Our final stop on the campus tour is the administration building, where a giant statue of the school’s mascot—a stony, fearsome-looking Barracuda—stands guard in the center of the water fountain.

The tour guide holds up a stack of flyers and shouts, “Don’t forget to check out The Brew! It’s our on-campus coffee shop, and your first drink is free with this coupon.”

My feet are sore, and I contemplate heading straight to the bus station, but maybe one cup of coffee can’t hurt.

The Brew is located around the corner from the campus cafeteria. As soon as I walk through the door, the smell of freshly ground coffee overwhelms me, and…oh, God. It’s heaven.

The space itself reminds me of New York City with its industrial furnishings, concrete floors, and exposed brick walls. Mismatched armchairs and loveseats invite students to sink in and stay awhile. The tables are made of reclaimed wood and metal, and each one is outfitted with a small succulent plant.

I stand in line, and my eyes are drawn to the massive chalkboard menu behind the counter. It spans the entire length of the wall, and one of the baristas is up on a ladder, carefully writing out the day’s specials in swirling calligraphy.

There are clever names for each drink, like “The All-Nighter” and “Procaffeinating.”

I stifle a laugh. I’m definitely not in Kansas anymore. Back home, all we have is a dingy Dunkin’ Donuts.

As I inch closer to the front of the line, I scan the menu for something familiar, but it’s all foreign to me.

What the hell is a flat white? And why would anyone want a lavender oat milk latte? I feel like I need a translator to order a damn coffee. But then I remember the coupon. My first drink is free. I can afford to be adventurous.

Maybe I’ll try one of those fancy pour-over coffees. Or a cold brew with vanilla sweet cream. The possibilities are endless.

I’m so engrossed in my mental debate that I don’t realize it’s my turn to order until the barista clears her throat. “What can I get for you?”

I blink, startled. “Oh, um...” My mind goes blank. I glance up at the menu again, but the words blur together. “I’ll have a…medium coffee?”

It comes out like a question, but thankfully, the barista smiles kindly. “One medium drip coming right up. Room for cream?”

“No, thanks. Black is fine.” I hand over my coupon, and she rings me up.

I take a seat at one of the empty tables in the back as soon as I get my drink. I pull out my phone, but instead of scrolling mindlessly through social media, I find myself people-watching.

There’s a group of students frantically typing away over what I assume is a group project. A couple shares a pastry, giggling and sneaking kisses between bites. A guy with a man bun and a beard works on a Sudoku puzzle. There’s even a professor—I can tell because his suede jacket has elbow patches—playing Words with Friends.

A few minutes pass before a couple of good-looking guys stroll in wearing hockey jerseys. They’re tall, broad-shouldered, and wear easy smiles. The jerseys are deep navy blue with white lettering that reads “BSU Barracudas.”

I remember reading about the Barracudas when I was researching BSU. Apparently, they’re a big deal around here. While most schools are all about football, BSU is hockey-obsessed. The team has won multiple Frozen Fours—whatever that means—and even produced a few NHL players over the years.

My eyes follow the guys over the rim of my mug as they order their drinks and settle down at a nearby table. I almost wish they chose to sit with me. Not because I have anything to say to them but because it would be nice to bask in their cheerfulness.

Growing up, I was never into sports. I preferred burying my nose in a book or tinkering with computers. Hockey existed in the background on TV screens in crowded restaurants or in snatches of overheard conversations.

But here, it’s a way of life. I overheard some guy on the bus mention that the arena downtown is always packed with students cheering themselves hoarse. There are even special hockey-themed events throughout the year, like a Dinner & Skate with the Barracudas Night and a charity tournament.

It’s a whole different world that I’m not sure I’ll ever fully understand or be a part of. But then again, that’s the beauty of college, isn’t it? The chance to explore new things, step outside your comfort zone, and discover parts of yourself you never knew existed.

Maybe I should give hockey a chance. Go to a game or two and see what all the fuss is about. Who knows, I might even enjoy it. And if not, that’s okay too.

I’m still lost in thought when a deep voice asks, “Is this seat taken?”

I glance up to see a very handsome, very tall, very beefy boy standing over me. His halo of golden blond curls shimmers under the warm lights. His ruby-red lips curve into a kind smile as his crystal-blue eyes meet mine.

He’s wearing a BSU Barracudas hockey jersey, too. But on him, it looks different. Better. The deep navy blue fabric stretches enticingly across his broad chest like it was made specifically for him.

A backpack is slung carelessly over one shoulder, and his large hand grips the strap with an ease that speaks of strength and confidence. Everything about him exudes warmth and approachability, and it sets off butterflies in my stomach.

I realize I’m staring with my mouth slightly agape, and I quickly snap it shut.

“Uh, no. It’s not taken,” I stammer out.

His smile widens. “Mind if I join you then? All the other tables are full.”

I nod dumbly, no longer trusting my voice. He sets his backpack down and slides into the seat with an inherent gracefulness that seems at odds with his size. His thick legs spread wide, and it takes all my strength not to start drooling. This boy is big with a capital B, and he’s even more beautiful up close.

His skin is smooth and sun-kissed. A smattering of light freckles dusts the bridge of his nose. His jawline looks like it was carved from marble by Michelangelo himself.

In short, he’s beautiful.

“Are you a student here?” He asks me, even though I’m staring with my mouth open again.

I close it and shake my head. “Not yet. I’m here for a campus tour. Still deciding where I want to go in the fall.”

The guy’s face lights up like a kid on Christmas morning. His eyes sparkle with excitement, and his smile grows even wider, revealing a set of perfectly straight, white teeth. “You’re considering BSU? That’s awesome! You absolutely have to come here. It’s the best school ever.”

He leans forward, resting his elbows on the table, and clasps his hands together. “I mean, just look at this campus. It’s beautiful, right? And the academics are top-notch. Plus, the hockey team is legendary. Have you seen them play?”

I chuckle at his uncontrolled enthusiasm. While this guy is a walking, talking advertisement for BSU, it’s endearing how he gushes about the school. This place means something to him.

“I haven’t had the chance to see the hockey team play yet,” I admit, gesturing to his jersey. “But I take it you’re a fan?”

A pretty red blush spreads across his cheeks, nearly matching the color of his plush lips. He glances down at his chest as if he’s only now realizing what he’s wearing.

“Oh, this? It’s actually my dad’s old jersey. He played for the Barracudas back in the day. I guess you could say hockey runs in the family.” He runs a hand through his curls, making himself appear bashful. “I’ll be going to BSU in the fall as a legacy student. Can’t wait to carry on the tradition, you know?”

I nod, impressed. “That’s really cool. Your dad must be proud.”

“He is. He’s always telling me stories about his glory days on the ice. I hope I can live up to the hype.”

He says it jokingly, but I detect a hint of nervousness in his voice. It must be a lot of pressure to fill such big skates.

“I’m sure you will,” I reassure him. “With a legacy like that, how could you not?”

His answering grin is blinding. “Thanks, man. That means a lot.” His mouth pops open, and he slaps his forehead. “Oh, shoot! Where are my manners? I haven’t even introduced myself. I’m Gerard. Gerard Gunnarson.”

He sticks out his hand, and I accept it gladly. I’m surprised to find that his palm is as smooth as butter. I was expecting calluses and rough patches of skin.

His grip is firm, but it doesn’t hurt. It’s as if he knows the amount of power that’s in his body, and he’s being careful not to squeeze too hard.

I open my mouth to tell him my name, but before I can get a syllable out, a booming voice calls out from the entrance of The Brew. “Gerard!”

Gerard’s eyes widen comically, and his cheeks flush an even deeper shade of red. He’s the spitting image of a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

“Oh man, that’s my dad,” he says apologetically, already gathering his backpack and standing up. “I totally forgot he wants me to meet the dean. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

I nod in understanding while also trying to hide my disappointment that my conversation with a cute guy has been cut short. Story of my life.

Gerard slings his backpack over his shoulder and gives me one last blinding smile. “It was really nice meeting you…uh…” He trails off, realizing he never got my name.

I attempt to tell him again when his dad yells even louder, “Gerard!”

Gerard cringes, and it’s adorable how even the tips of his ears blush. I watch him go, admiring the way his hockey jersey stretches across his back. And the way his jeans mold perfectly to his ass.

Right as he’s about to disappear from view, he stops abruptly and spins around. He presses his face against the glass window, and his breath fogs up the pane as he waves enthusiastically.

I can’t stop the laugh from bubbling out of me. This guy is ridiculous.

Ridiculously charming.

I wave back, and his grin somehow grows wider.

After one more exaggerated wave, he pushes off the window and walks away, leaving behind his massive handprint on the glass.

Did that really just happen? Did I have a conversation with a cute hockey player and live to tell the tale?

It feels surreal. Like something out of a cheesy rom-com. The grumpy introvert and the sunny jock bonding over coffee.

As I gather my things and head out of The Brew, I’ve decided that I will go here. Come hell or high water.
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Present Day

The roar of the crowd is deafening as I take my seat next to Jackson in the stands of Infinity Arena. The place is packed to the rafters with BSU students and fans decked out in the school colors and waving banners.

Down on the ice, the team warms up. My eyes are immediately drawn to the tallest figure. The one wearing the number seven.

Gerard Gunnarson.

He moves around the ice in a way that shouldn’t be possible for someone so big. His skates carve effortless patterns as he and his teammates pass the puck back and forth in a game of Keep Away.

I’ve never told anyone that I met Gerard once before. Talked to him. Been worthy of his presence.

Because I barely believe it myself.

And I’m not surprised he doesn’t remember me. The encounter was so brief that he’d have to have an eidetic memory to recall it. Considering he was freaking out over his missing hockey stick this morning, I think it’s safe to say he does not.

I’ve worked hard to suppress the memory of our first meeting. But every time I see his grinning mug on a poster or social media, I’m immediately reminded of how that gigantic smile was once focused on me.

That’s the real reason why I go to these godforsaken hockey games. Why I brave the drunken crowds and the bone-chilling cold. I want to remember what it was like to be on the receiving end of Gerard’s kindness. His childlike wonder. His unbridled optimism.

His sunshine.

Jackson clasps his hand on my thigh and squeezes, startling me out of my Gerard-induced haze. He’s grinning from ear to ear, and his brown eyes sparkle under the lights.

“Can you believe it’s finally here? The season opener, baby!” He has to shout to be heard over the din of the crowd. “I’ve been counting down the days all summer.”

I nod and feign enthusiasm. “Yeah, it’s pretty exciting.”

“Are you still going to introduce me to Gerard after the game?”

I roll my eyes so hard I’m surprised they don’t get stuck in the back of my head. “For the last time, we talked for like five minutes. He’s probably already forgotten about me.”

Jackson scoffs. “Please. Have you seen yourself, Elliot? You’re unforgettable.”

He says it with such sincerity that I turn as red as a tomato. “Even if he did remember me, which he doesn’t, how exactly am I supposed to introduce you? It’s not like I have backstage passes or anything.”

Jackson’s grin turns sly. “Oh, don’t worry about that, bud. I have my ways.”

I narrow my eyes at him suspiciously. “What did you do?”

He holds up his hands in a placating gesture. “Nothing illegal, I swear! I just pulled some strings with the athletic department, called in a few favors, and…”

Jackson reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper. He unfurls it with a flourish, revealing a detailed blueprint of Infinity Arena.

My eyes widen in disbelief. “Where the hell did you get that?”

Jackson winks at me conspiratorially. “I told you, I have my ways.”

He lays the blueprint flat on his lap and starts tracing his finger along the intricate lines and symbols. His nail is perfectly manicured, the cuticles pushed back, and the edges filed into a neat oval shape. It’s the hand of someone who has never done a day of manual labor in his life.

“Okay, so here’s the plan.” Jackson lowers his voice to a whisper, and I lean in to hear him better. “After the game, we’re going to slip away from the crowd and find this hallway here.” He taps a long, winding corridor that snakes deep into the heart of the building. “It’ll take us directly to the locker room.”

I study the blueprint skeptically. The hallway is a far cry from the straightforward route the players take from the bench.

“Are you sure about this? What if we get lost?”

Jackson waves away my worries with a flick of his wrist. “Please, I’ve got this memorized like the back of my hand. I could navigate it with my eyes closed.”

I shoot him a dubious look. “Okay, Tom Cruise. This isn’t Mission Impossible. We’re not trained spies.”

“Speak for yourself,” Jackson retorts with a grin. “I’ve been preparing for this moment my whole life. I was born to sneak into locker rooms and charm the pants off hockey players.”

I laugh at his audacity. “Alright, fine. We’ll do it your way. But if we get caught, I’m saying you kidnapped me and forced me to be your accomplice.”

Jackson clutches his chest in mock offense. “Elliot! I thought our friendship meant more to you than that.”

“Our friendship means the world to me,” I assure him. “Which is why I don’t want to see you get arrested for trespassing. Or worse, expelled.”

Jackson’s expression softens, and he squeezes my thigh again. “Hey, don’t worry. We’re not going to get caught. Trust me, I’ve thought of everything.”


ICE QUEEN BLOG POST #2



It’s Hockey Season, Baby!

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

College hockey is back, baby! Raise your hand if you’re as excited as me!

Now, for those of you who spent the last year in a coma—or worse, studying—let’s do a quick refresher on where we left off: Our boys made it all the way to the Frozen Four, and in a nail-biting, heart-stopping, make-your-grandma-swear-like-a-sailor final game, they brought home the championship.

The hero of the hour? None other than Gerard Gunnarson, whose last-second goal—the third of the night—not only sealed the win but also caused a seismic event measurable on the Richter scale. That, or it was just the entire campus jumping for joy. Hard to say.

With the new season upon us, the boys are back on the ice and looking to defend their title. Practices are in full swing, and let me tell you, the sound of skates cutting through ice is sweeter than a pumpkin spice latte.

Speaking of sweet, some of you may remember my first blog post of the semester: “Gerard Gunnarson’s Butt: A Cheeky Appreciation Post.” Who knew that one little homage to the most famous derrière on campus would cause such a stir?

So, how has our humble hero handled all this publicity? According to not only my sources but also the man himself, Gerard has taken it all in stride—much like he takes everything else—with that trademark Gunnarson grace. But that doesn’t mean he’s escaped unscathed. The locker room banter has been especially brutal—and by brutal, I mean hilarious.

It all started this afternoon when the team arrived at Infinity Arena. They peeled off their clothes, ready to don the blue and white for tonight’s season opener. Gerard was sitting at his locker, fiddling with his jockstrap, when Drew Larney strolled over with his phone in his hand and a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Yo, G-man. Have you seen the latest comments on the Ice Queen’s blog? Someone started a petition to get your ass its own zip code.”

Gerard rolled his eyes and smiled. “Fiddlesticks. I thought they were going to name a state after it.”

Kyle Graham chimed in from across the room. “Make sure you update your résumé, Gerard. ‘Professional Model for Yoga Pants’ is a solid backup career.”

Not to be left out, freshman defenseman Nathan Paisley—sporting his trademark pink hair—added his two cents. “I hear Lululemon is desperate to sign you as their new brand ambassador.”

The ribbing continued, with various teammates offering unsolicited advice on squat techniques and protein intake, until Coach Donovan came in and told them to get their heads out of Gerard’s ass and into game mode. Quite frankly, I couldn’t have said it better myself.

While the attention on Gerard’s glorious glutes is all in good fun, they have to focus. There’ll be plenty of time after they win tonight to discuss whether Gerard’s hockey pants make his ass look big.

But if they desperately need an answer, they know who to ask!

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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GERARD


There’s a reason why I’m considered one of the best NCAA Division I Men’s Ice Hockey power forwards of the last decade. As I propel myself down the ice, I have the innate ability to keep one eye on every player and the other on the path ahead.

I’m so in tune with the game that I’m pretty sure I could do it with my eyes closed. But I won’t test that theory tonight. We’re only ten minutes into the first period, but I can already tell that this is going to be an extremely close game.

The team we’re up against tonight is the North Shore Academy Vikings. They’re no joke. Over the past few seasons, they’ve built a roster that’s deep with talent.

Guys like Landon Hayes and Connor Mills are starting to get the same kind of attention that Drew and I have been getting. Sportscasters are even predicting that a few of them might go pro straight out of college.

It ticks me off.

Not because they’re good—we respect good players—but because we worked our butts off to get here. The Barracudas have been an elite program for decades, and now these upstarts think they can waltz in and take our throne?

No way. Not on my watch.

I steal a glance at the scoreboard. Still 0-0. My legs are burning from the constant sprints, but there’s no time to let up. Every shift counts. Every play could be the one that breaks the game open.

Coach calls for a line change, and I glide over to the bench, tapping gloves with my teammates as I take a seat. Drew plops down next to me, breathing heavily and grinning like an idiot.

Back on the ice, our second line is grinding hard. Jordan Chase wins a face-off, and Will Dixon rips a shot from the point, but the Vikings’ goalie snags it with his glove. The kid’s hot tonight, and that’s trouble for us.

Five minutes later, the ref blows the whistle, and I’m back on my feet, stretching out my quads and cracking my neck side to side. Drew stands and adjusts his helmet.

“Let’s show these kids how it’s done, G-man.”

We hop over the boards as Jordan and Will take a seat. After the ref drops the puck, Drew snags it, passing it to me.

I take off down the ice like a missile, deking around two defenders before dishing it to Oliver. He gives us his best slapshot that ricochets off the post with a clang that echoes through the arena.

So close.

The Vikings recover and start a rush of their own. I recognize their play immediately and fall back into our zone to intercept a pass meant for Mills.

He curses as I poke it away and clear it down the ice for an icing call.

My chest heaves as we circle back for the face-off. This is what it comes down to: who wants it more?

The Vikings may have talent, but we have history. We have tradition.

And most importantly, we have each other.

Drew leans in close. “Remember freshman year?”

How could I forget? It was another season opener, just like this one. We were down by two goals against Dartmouth with five minutes left in the period.

A defenseman tried to cut me off, his stick poised to swipe at the puck as soon as it came within reach. But with a quick flick of my wrist, I sent the puck sailing between his skates.

I spun around the defenseman and quickly reclaimed possession. The thrill of outsmarting and outmaneuvering the opposition was almost as euphoric as that feeling I get right before I bust a nut.

The goalie prepared to block my shot, his beady little eyes, hidden behind his mask, darting frantically as he tried to predict my next move.

I reared back, channeling all my strength into one explosive shot that hit the back of the net with a satisfying swish. It was my first college hockey game ever, and it was because of me we won. From that moment onward, I was the go-to guy when in a pinch.

And I’m ready to do my duty once again.

Our game plan is simple but deadly, not unlike a well-placed sniper shot. It’s something we’ve been working on all preseason with Coach Donovan’s guidance. A quick give-and-go that exploits even the slightest defensive lapse. We call it the “Barracuda Bite.”

Drew wins the face-off clean, and I’m already in motion, skating backward to our blue line. He flicks the puck to me with a nonchalant ease, then takes off like a rocket down the center of the ice. The Vikings’ defense collapses around him, thinking he’s going for a breakaway.

I survey the ice as my heart pounds in my ears. This is the moment where all our practice either pays off or leaves us floundering. I wind up as if I’m going to launch a Hail Mary pass, and the defenders bite hard, peeling away from Drew to intercept.

Suckers.

With a delicate touch, I saucer the puck over two sticks and right onto Drew’s blade. He doesn’t even break stride as he bursts through the now-gaping hole in their defense.

The crowd sucks in a collective breath.

Drew ends up one-on-one with the goalie, and I can see every muscle in his body tense with focus. He fakes left, then right, then left again. The goalie overcommits, sprawling out like a starfish on too much eggnog.

Time slows to a crawl as Drew whacks the puck viciously.

I watch as it arcs over the goalie’s flailing glove and kisses the top corner of the net with a soft tick.

Silence.

Then, the arena explodes with noise as our fans leap to their feet, screaming and hollering. The goal horn blares from the speakers, and I rush over to Drew, tackling him in a bear hug.

We skate to our bench for high-fives and fist bumps. Coach Donovan gives us an approving nod. His usual stern demeanor cracks just enough to show he’s pleased.

The announcer’s voice crackles over the PA system. “Scoring for the Barracudas, number twenty-seven, Drew Larney! Assisted by number seven, Gerard Gunnarson!”

Drew’s already talking about the next play, but I let his words wash over me. For now, I just want to bask in this moment—the first goal of the season. The first of many.
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Depending on who you ask, being slammed into the boards can either be fun or agony. For me, it’s rejuvenating. There’s nothing like having a two-hundred-plus-pound guy flattening me like a pancake as the fans jump back in horror.

Sometimes, there’s blood, but not today.

For those of you keeping track, I’ve been slammed into the boards no less than five times, and my eyes are doing a jig inside my skull.

I shake my head in an attempt to clear the cobwebs, but it only makes the pain worse. The Vikings are playing a physical game, and I’m their favorite target.

Despite the blurring vision, I’m able to intercept a sloppy pass and skate up the ice. The crowd roars as I gain speed and weave through the Vikings’ defenders. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Drew break toward the net with his stick at the ready.

But before I can dish the puck, I feel a sharp crack between my shoulder blades. The next thing I know, I’m hurtling towards the boards at breakneck speed. I brace for impact, but it’s like trying to stop a freight train with a feather.

WHAM!

My helmet cracks as I collide with the plexiglass. For a moment, I’m not sure which way is up, then gravity takes over, and I slide down the boards like a cartoon character.

I lie motionless on the ice, a human starfish. I don’t move. I don’t breathe. Everything hurts.

The arena ceiling swirls, and white lights streak together in a dizzying dance when I try to focus my eyes. I blink, once, twice, hoping it’ll clear the fog that’s settled over my brain. It doesn’t.

Seconds turn to minutes as I struggle to stay conscious. The cold of the ice seeps through my gear, and sounds that were once sharp and clear are now muffled hums. I know the fans are shouting, and the refs are blowing their whistles, but none of it registers.

I recognize this feeling all too well. Welcome to concussion number…aw, heck, I’ve lost count.

Skates carving into the ice grow louder as they draw near. I see Drew’s face first, his mouth moving with words I can’t make out. Concern lines his forehead. Behind him, Oliver and Nathan quickly follow, their expressions similarly tight.

“G-man, you okay?” Drew’s voice finally pierces the haze.

I nod, but the movement sends a jolt of nausea through me. “Just…catching my breath.” God, even talking hurts.

“That was a dirty hit,” Oliver huffs. “Fucking Vikings.”

“Their coach is acting like he didn’t see shit,” Nathan adds.

Drew bends closer to me. “Can you get up?”

I take a deep breath and will my limbs to move. My hands slip on the ice as I try to prop myself up on my elbows. The world tilts, and I flop back down as stars burst behind my eyes.

Yeah, this isn’t good.

Coach Donovan is at the boards now, shouting obscenities that would give my mom a heart attack. He’s so mad that the vein in his forehead is seconds away from bursting. His face is as red as his hair, and I laugh hysterically.

Everyone stares at me, thinking I’ve lost it. I very well may have.

Where’s Marty when we need him? He’s the team doctor and a fine one at that.

Coach places a meaty hand on the plexiglass and shouts, “Gunnarson! Talk to me!”

“I think he’s concussed,” Drew calls back.

Two of the Vikings’ players skate over; one of them is Anders Kraft, their captain and supposed hotshot NHL prospect. He looks almost apologetic on behalf of his teammate.

“Sorry about that,” he says. “Wasn’t intentional.”

“Save it,” Drew snaps.

I don’t have the energy to play peacemaker right now. All I can do is hope that someone calls my parents because I’m pretty sure I’m about to pass out.

“Larney, Jacoby, get him to the bench,” Coach Donovan says.

Drew and Oliver slide their hands under my arms and lift me slowly. My legs are useless beneath me as they half-drag, half-carry me towards the bench. New waves of pain course through my head and neck, and I groan loudly.

I collapse onto the bench like a sack of potatoes. Marty rushes over with a towel and some smelling salts. He carefully removes my helmet before dabbing at my forehead, where it’s starting to bleed.

“You’re a pal, Marty.” I pat the side of his face. He’s a young guy, no older than thirty-five, and our team would be lost without him. He’s patched us up more times than I can count. The dude should get a medal or something.

The fans boo as the ref escorts the offending Viking to the penalty box. I appreciate their support, and I show it by giving them all a megawatt grin.

Everyone cheers, relieved that I appear to be okay.

Because I am, or I will be, once that ringing in my ears stops.
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The rest of the game is a blur, literally. I spend most of it with an ice pack pressed to my head while watching my teammates battle it out. The Vikings continue to play dirty, but we continue to play smarter.

In the final minutes, Drew nets the game-winner, and the arena explodes with joy. Barracudas: 3, Vikings: 2.

After the obligatory handshakes, Marty pulls me aside. “You know the drill, Gerard.”

I do. This isn’t my first rodeo when it comes to head injuries. I follow Marty into his office, where he runs me through a series of tests—tracking his finger with my eyes, reciting numbers forward and backward, and standing on one skate with my eyes closed.

I fail more than I pass, but it’s enough for him to make the call. “You’ve got a slight concussion. Nothing too serious, but you need to take it easy for a few days.” He hands me an ice pack and some Tylenol. “Sit tight. I need to update Coach Donovan.”

Marty’s office is a small space cluttered with medical supplies and old sports memorabilia. Framed photos of past teams line the walls. In the corner sits an ancient exercise bike that looks like it hasn’t been used since the Reagan administration.

I shift in my seat and wince as another bolt of pain shoots through my neck. The ice pack has already lost its chill, so I toss it onto the desk and rub my temples instead. A dull throb pulses in time with my heartbeat.

Concussions are funny things. It’s not always the initial hit that does you in; sometimes, it’s the whiplash or the immense shock to your system.

I think the slam into the boards stunned me more than anything else. I’ve taken worse hits and walked away fine.

Footsteps echo behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see Marty returning with a grim expression. “Coach isn’t happy, but he understands.”

“Thanks, Marty.” I start to stand, but he waves me back down.

“Gerard, you need to be honest about how you’re feeling. We can’t afford to have you out long-term.”

“I’ll be fine.”

He studies me for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Remember what happened to Jake?”

Everyone remembers what happened to Jake. He was our team captain my freshman year—a spitfire of a player and an even better leader. One too many concussions ended his career—and his life—prematurely.

“We don’t want that for you.” Marty pauses, then adds, “Take this seriously, Gerard.”

“I will,” I promise, though I’m not sure he believes me.

Marty hands me a sheet of paper with concussion recovery guidelines—stuff I could recite in my sleep by now—and gestures me out the door. “Get out of your gear, shower, and then go home and rest.”

What he really means is that I shouldn’t go out and party with the team tonight. But I’ve never been the best at playing by the rules. At least not when it comes to hockey.

I walk down the hall and into the locker room, where the team is already stripping out of their gear. They’re sweat-soaked and exhausted but riding high from the win.

“Gunnarson, you alright?” one of the freshmen asks. I think his name is Billy, but honestly, I’m too foggy to be sure.

“Yeah, just a slight concussion. I’ll live.”

He goes back to whatever he was doing, and I slump onto the bench in front of my locker. The combination of adrenaline and pain is making me shaky, and all I want to do is close my eyes—but I can’t. Not yet.

A water bottle is passed to me. I examine the hand holding it, recognizing the large, meaty fingers.

“Hydrate.”

My head snaps up. Oliver stands over me, taking in every inch of my body.

I know what he’s doing. He does it with every player who gets injured. Yes, he trusts Marty and Coach, but that doesn’t mean he won’t assess things himself.

“I’m fine, Ollie. Honest to God. I’ll be back to my normal self in no time.”

“Still…hydrate.”

I unscrew the cap and take a few sips. The cold water trickles down my throat and momentarily soothes the heat radiating from my core.

Feeling marginally better, I peel off my shoulder pads and jersey. Kicking off my skates takes more effort than it should, though. I liken it to trying to pry open a rusted-shut treasure chest with a plastic spoon.

Each tug sends a jolt up my already tender legs, and my fingers are too numb and uncooperative to get a good grip on the laces.

I take a deep breath and give one last heave, nearly toppling off the bench when the skates finally come free. My socks are drenched in sweat, and my feet throb with the release of pressure.

I stretch out my legs, wincing as the muscles protest. The room is loud with post-game chatter. Guys are rehashing key plays, making plans for the weekend, and joking around like they always do.

I stand and shimmy out of my hockey pants, then sit back down hard as the room spins again. Fiddlesticks. Maybe I’m worse off than I thought.

With slow deliberation, I peel off my socks and sigh. The cool tile beneath my feet feels heavenly. I wiggle my toes, letting the chill seep in and take away some of the throbbing.

One of the guys walks by and slaps me on the shoulder. “Hell of a game, G!”

I muster a weak smile and nod as someone starts blasting music from a portable speaker. I want to enjoy it because it’s one of my favorite rock songs, but it only makes the throbbing in my head worse.

Kyle notices my discomfort and slaps the guy over the head.

“Sorry, G. Wasn’t thinking,” the culprit mutters as he lowers the volume to a more tolerable decibel.

I wave off his apology. “It’s all good. You want to celebrate. I get it. Don’t let me rain on your parade.”

Standing up more cautiously than before, the world steadies enough for me to walk. I stagger down the hall toward the communal shower. It’s a relic of another era, with shower heads lining the walls and several Bradley shower poles in the center.

When Infinity Arena was remodeled a few years ago to become the state-of-the-art facility it is now, the owners wanted to turn the space into private shower stalls. The team at the time protested; privacy had never been a concern, and shockingly, the contractors listened.

Steam billows around me as I twist a knob on one of the shower poles and let hot water cascade over my body. The heat penetrates my skin, loosening tight muscles and washing away the sticky residue of sweat and pain.

A few of the guys trickle in, talking and laughing as they claim shower heads and poles. It’s a ritual as old as time—sharing soap and shampoo, making lewd jokes about each other’s bodies. It’s one of those traditions that bonds us closer than just teammates.

Drew saunters in last, unashamed of his perpetual half-chub.

“Gunnarson, you sure you’re okay?” he asks, though his concern is tempered with the confidence of someone who just scored a game-winner.

“I’ll live,” I say, letting the hot water pummel my scalp. “Nice goal, by the way.”

He grins and shrugs modestly. “Had to do it for you, buddy.”

My head is a balloon, bobbing on a too-long string, but the hot water and steam make it slightly more bearable.

I finish showering and stand there as my skin prunes. I know I should get out before I’m as wrinkled as an old man, but the thought of facing the cold air in the locker room keeps me rooted in place.

Nathan yells across the room, “Hey Gerard, who do you think has the best butt on the team?” His pink hair is flattened on his forehead, and he’s grinning like an idiot.

“Besides me? Probably Oliver.”

Oliver shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I can tell he’s pleased with the recognition.

“See? Told you!” Nathan says, high-fiving Jordan.

I shake my head and laugh softly. These guys.

Shutting off the water, I grab a towel from the stack by the door. My muscles have loosened up, but my head still feels stuffed with wet cotton balls. I wrap the towel around my waist and make my way back into the locker room.

The cool air hits my skin, and my body rebels against the sudden temperature change. Goosebumps pop up my arms and legs, my nipples harden, and my balls retreat into my body.

I plod over to my locker stall but don’t bother getting dressed yet. I sit down on the bench and ignore the fact that my towel is growing damper by the minute. I clutch my face and will the dull pain away as more guys filter out of the shower.

“G, you sure you’re up for celebrating?” Oliver asks. “We can always do something low-key at the house and party hard another day.”

I gape at him. He knows as well as I do that a “low-key” thing at the house will turn into a rager. That’s how it always goes with this team.

“I’m up for it,” I say, though I’m not entirely convinced. “Just need a few more minutes.”

Oliver nods but doesn’t move away. “You know we won’t think less of you if you sit this one out.”

I sigh. “I know.”

He claps me on the shoulder and heads over to his locker between Drew and Kyle. They’re my best friends in the world, but right now, I kind of hate them for being whole and uninjured when I’m such a wreck.

Leaning forward with my elbows on my knees, I close my eyes and hang my head. Memories of past game nights flash through my mind—celebrating our first win as freshmen, dancing like idiots after making it to the Frozen Four, last season’s tear-filled bash when we sent off the seniors.

I open my eyes and stare at my feet. Getting dressed feels like climbing a mountain right now, but if I don’t make a move soon, someone will come over and drag me out half-naked.

Screw it. I stand up and immediately regret it as the room tilts on its axis. I close my eyes again and take a few deep breaths until things level out.

One night. That’s all it is. It won’t be the death of me.
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ELLIOT


“Jackson!” I hiss as he takes off down the hall. “I’m not a jock. I don’t run.”

He screeches to a halt, his sneakers creating scuff marks on the pristine tiled floor, and scowls at me. “Pretend like the building is on fire.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because then you’ll run.”

“I’m not running.” I walk at my usual pace—languidly—and Jackson rolls his eyes.

“For Pete’s sake.” He jogs back to me, his athletic shorts swishing with each stride.

Before I can protest, he grabs my hand in his larger one. “Jackson, what are you—” He takes off again, dragging me along like a rag doll. I nearly fall on my face, trying to match his pace. “Slow down!” I wheeze as we careen around a corner. The squeak of our sneakers against the polished floor is almost as loud as my heartbeat.

Jackson shoots me a mischievous grin over his shoulder. “Can’t. They’re gaining on us.”

I risk a glance behind me and nearly trip. Two burly security guards have appeared at the end of the hall, their faces set in grim determination.

“This is ridiculous. They’re going to catch us.”

“Not if I can help it.” Jackson’s grip on my hand tightens as he pulls me through a set of double doors. We emerge in a dimly lit stairwell with concrete steps that disappear into the gloom above and below.

“Up or down?” My voice echoes in the cavernous space.

“Down. Definitely down.”

We take the stairs two at a time, and I’m pretty sure my lungs are about to explode. I haven’t done this much cardio since…never.

Just as we reach the bottom, the door above us bangs open. “They went this way!”

Jackson yanks me through another door, and we stumble into a deserted hallway. The air here is thick with the smell of sweat and stale popcorn. A sign on the wall to our left reads, “Security Offices.”

“We’re busted,” I moan as we creep past.

Jackson shushes me, his finger pressed to his lips. He’s having the time of his life. His cheeks are flushed, and his hair is mussed from all the running.

I want to be annoyed, but it’s actually kind of fun living a scene from an action movie.

We round another corner and come face-to-face with a dead end. Jackson curses under his breath.

“Now what?” I demand, my hands on my hips.

He spins around, his eyes darting left and right. Then he spots something, and his face lights up. “There.”

I follow his gaze to a small door tucked into an alcove. Janitor’s closet.

“Oh no.” I shake my head wildly. “No way. I am not hiding in a closet with you.”

“And pass up the chance to tell Sarah I came out of the closet?” Jackson snickers as he grabs my hand again and tugs me inside.

The door clicks shut behind us, and we’re plunged into darkness. It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the sudden lack of light. The closet is cramped and stinks of cleaning supplies and stale mop water.

“Ow,” I hiss as my foot collides with something hard and plastic. I stumble, my hands flailing in the darkness, and collide with Jackson’s solid chest.

“Watch it,” he grumbles against my ear. “There’s a broom stabbing me in the ass.”

I snort. “How do you think I feel? My foot is literally in a bucket right now.”

Jackson shifts his body closer to mine in the confined space. “Seriously, how can you like something up the ass? This hurts like a motherf⁠—”

I clap my hand over his mouth, my heart leaping into my throat as heavy footsteps echo outside.

The security guards. They’re close. Too close.

We freeze. Jackson’s arms wind around my waist, and he pulls me flush against him. The rapid rise and fall of his chest and the thudding of his heart do nothing to calm my nerves.

The footsteps draw nearer and pause. A gruff voice mutters something unintelligible. I squeeze my eyes shut and brace for the inevitable. For the door to be flung open, for light to flood the cramped space and expose us like deer caught in headlights.

But the moment never comes. The footsteps recede, fading into the distance until all I can hear is my ragged breathing.

I exhale shakily before sagging against Jackson in relief. “That was close.”

“Agreed.” His arms tighten around me. “You okay?”

I nod, then remember he can’t see me in the darkness. “Yeah. You?”

“I think the broom violated me, but I’ll live.”

A laugh bubbles up in my throat, born of relief and the absurdity of the situation.

“This is ridiculous.” I carefully untangle myself from Jackson’s embrace. “We should just go back to your dorm before we get caught and expelled.”

“Aw, come on.” Even in the darkness, I can see Jackson pouting. “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“It died when my foot got stuck in this bucket.” I wiggle my toes, wincing as pins and needles shoot up my leg.

Light floods the closet as Jackson cracks open the door, making me squint. He pokes his head out, glances both ways, then sucks in a sharp breath.

“What?” I whisper while standing on my tippy-toes to see over his shoulder. “Is it the guards?”

He shakes his head mutely. I’ve never seen Jackson rendered speechless before. It’s unsettling.

Curiosity gets the better of me, and I nudge him aside. I follow his stunned gaze, my own eyes widening when I see the plastic lettering above a set of swinging doors.

BARRACUDAS LOCKER ROOM

Holy shit. We made it.

“Dude,” Jackson breathes. “It’s the Holy Grail.”

I snort. “The Holy Grail is a cup, not a locker room.”

“You know what I mean.” He takes a step forward, hand outstretched like he wants to touch the doors to make sure they’re real.

Apprehension curls in my gut. “Jackson, I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“Why not? We came all this way.” His brown eyes go all puppy-dog. “Just a quick peek.”

“A quick peek,” I echo skeptically. “Right. Because that always ends well.”

Jackson rolls his eyes. “Don’t be such a buzzkill, Elliot.”

“Excuse me? I am not a buzzkill. I’m practical. Sensible. Things that you are not.”

But Jackson isn’t listening. He’s already slipping through the swinging doors, leaving me no choice but to follow when I hear footsteps again.

Pushing my way inside, I immediately run smack into Jackson’s back.

“Jackson?” I poke him in the ribs. “What’s wrong with you?”

He doesn’t respond. Just makes a strangled noise in the back of his throat.

Frowning, I peer around his body to see what has him so shell-shocked. That’s when I see them.

The BSU hockey team. Staring at us with wide, disbelieving eyes.

Shit.

Sitting on a bench in the center of it all is Gerard. He’s wearing nothing but a white towel slung low on his hips. His tanned skin glistens with droplets of water from his post-game shower. His blond hair is matted to his forehead, and his bright blue eyes are wide with shock.

“Elliot?” His voice is laced with confusion and shock.

“Uh, hey, Gerard. Fancy seeing you here.”

Gerard blinks at me, then glances at Jackson, who is still making incoherent noises. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, you know.” I wave a hand airily. “Wanted to take a tour of the place. Check out the sights. The sounds. The smells.” I wrinkle my nose. “Definitely the smells.”

Gerard’s brow furrows. “But how did you get in here? This area is off-limits to non-team members.”

I open my mouth to respond, but Jackson beats me to it. “We snuck in. We wanted to see where the magic happens.”

I cringe inwardly. Way to play it cool, Jackson.

To my surprise, a slow smile spreads across Gerard’s face. “Well, in that case”—he stands up and adjusts his towel—“welcome to the Holy Grail of the Infinity Arena.”

He spreads his arms wide, encompassing the entire locker room, and I take the opportunity to study his body now that it’s free from clothing.

His biceps are the size of cannons, and his thighs are even thicker. His calves are carved from granite slabs, tapering down to thick ankles that flex and relax as he shifts his weight.

And then there are his feet—they’re enormous.

“Look at those pecs!” Jackson blurts.

I smack his arm, but it’s too late. The damage is done.

Gerard and some of his teammates laugh. “Thanks. Lots of bench presses.”

I study his chest now that he’s given me permission—well, not really permission, but I’m going with it anyway. His pecs are two slabs of meat, thick and heavy, with pink nipples the size of dollar coins perched on top like cherries. It’s the kind of chest you could use as a pillow—not that I’m thinking about doing that or anything.

Gerard runs a hand through his damp hair, bringing my attention to his handsome face.

His long eyelashes perfectly frame his bright blue eyes, and his lips are full and red as if he’s wearing lipstick, though I know he isn’t.

He’s beautiful in a way that’s wholly unfair for a guy who’s supposed to be a rugged athlete.

I suddenly remember that I’m supposed to be taking in the room, not the boy who’s making my heart race, and look away.

The room is larger than I expected, with an open, airy feel. Each player’s locker has their last name and jersey number engraved on a plaque at the top. The stalls are arranged in a U-shape around the center of the room, and it’s giving luxurious clubhouse rather than college locker room.

Sweaty gear is strewn about, and a large BSU Barracudas logo is emblazoned on the center of the floor, surrounded by scuff marks from countless skate blades.

“Gentlemen!” Gerard’s voice rings out, loud and clear, and draws everyone’s attention. “I want to introduce you to Elliot and Jackson.”

Heat creeps up my neck as I wave awkwardly at Gerard’s teammates, who are in various states of undress. Some are fully clothed, others are shirtless, and a few are wearing nothing but towels like Gerard.

My gaze lands on the other three members of the Fearless Foursome. Oliver Jacoby is at his locker, the V of his obliques disappearing beneath a white towel slung low on his hips. His short black hair is spiked with water from his recent shower. He regards Jackson and me with warm green eyes and a kind smile, not unlike a big brother welcoming us into the fold.

Drew Larney, on the other hand, is eyeing us with unabashed interest. He’s completely naked, his muscular body on full display as he lounges on the bench with his legs spread wide. He clearly doesn’t give a shit that he’s showing us the goods. He’s half-hard, his cock resting heavily against his thigh. He catches me looking and winks salaciously.

Finally, there’s Kyle Graham. He’s fully dressed in a BSU T-shirt and athletic shorts, and his sandy brown hair is still damp from his shower. He studies us with a grumpy scowl, his arms crossed over his chest. I get the distinct impression that he’s not thrilled about our impromptu visit.

But none of them compare to Gerard. Even in a room full of half-naked athletes, he’s the one my eyes keep coming back to. The way the fluorescent lights glint off his wet skin, highlighting every dip and curve of his muscular body. The way his towel clings precariously to his hips, threatening to slip off at any moment. The way his blue eyes could drown me if I stare into them too long.

He’s a Greek god among mortals.

“What do you think of our little slice of heaven?” Gerard’s voice snaps me out of my funk, and I tear my gaze away from his chest and meet his eyes.

“It’s…impressive,” I manage to say without squeaking. “Very impressive.”

His smile widens. “I’m glad you think so. We work hard to keep it in tip-top shape.”

“I can see that,” I mumble, my eyes drifting back down to his towel-clad hips.

Get it together, Elliot. Stop ogling the straight boy.

But it’s hard not to ogle when he’s standing there like a wet dream come to life.

Jackson, bless his heart, comes to my rescue. “Gerard, would you be willing to give us the grand tour?”

Gerard claps his hands together. “I thought you’d never ask! Follow me, gentlemen.”

He turns on his heel and walks us over to a row of doors with gold nameplates on them. “Over here, we have the coaches’ offices. They’re usually pretty busy during the season, watching tape and strategizing plays.”

The first office is for Head Coach Jack Donovan. The second office belongs to Assistant Coach Riley Dunn. The third office is for Goalie Coach Isaac Novak. The last office is for the team doctor, Marty Zuckerman.

We walk down a short hallway to the next area—a large room filled with sticks, pads, helmets, and skates. “This is our equipment room. It’s all top-of-the-line gear.” He picks up a stick and tests its flex.

“Dude!” Jackson reaches for one of the helmets, but Gerard swats his hand away.

“Gotta earn the right to wear that on your head, bud.”

He replaces the stick and ushers us to a room with exam tables and a large tub that could easily fit Gerard and a few of his equally massive teammates.

Gerard notices me eyeing it and chuckles. “Our cold tub. Gotta take care of the muscles after a game. You guys are welcome to try it out sometime. There’s nothing like submerging yourself in freezing cold water after a grueling practice.”

“Looks cozy,” I say sarcastically.

“It’s not for everyone. But it does help with muscle recovery and reducing inflammation.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” We turn down another hall, and I realize we’re walking in a circle. Interesting layout.

“And here’s the most important part.” Gerard spins around, and I nearly collide with his chest. This close to him, I can see individual droplets of water clinging to his skin.

“Last but not least, I give you…the showers. It’s big enough for the whole team to use at once, which comes in handy after a tough practice or game.”

Jackson waggles his eyebrows suggestively. “I bet it does.”

“Get your mind out of the gutter, Jackson,” I admonish.

Gerard chuckles. “It’s not as exciting as it sounds. Mostly just a bunch of sweaty dudes trying to get clean as quickly as possible. See for yourself.”

We turn our heads, and I’m not prepared for the sight that greets me.

Steam rises in thick clouds, obscuring the far end of the room, but what I can see up close is more than enough to short-circuit my brain.

Several players are still in the showers, their naked bodies on full display. Water sluices over rippling muscles and toned flesh. Asses of various sizes are covered in suds. And then there are the dicks. Dear Lord, the dicks.

A small part of me wonders where Gerard falls on the scale of average to holy-shit-that-thing-is-a-monster. Judging by the size of his hands, his feet, and what genetics gifted him in the back, I dare say it’s probably closer to Empire State Building status.

“Whoops!” Gerard quickly ushers us down the hall, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “Guess I should have checked that it was empty first.”

He grins bashfully and rubs the back of his neck. Seeing this big, tough hockey player get flustered is strangely cute.

Meanwhile, Jackson is uncharacteristically quiet. I glance over and see that his face is beet red, too.

I can relate. That was…a lot to take in. I shift uncomfortably and discreetly adjust myself. Thank God for this baggy sweater.

“Anyway.” Gerard clears his throat, snapping us out of it. “Let’s head back. I need to finish getting dressed.”

We follow Gerard to his locker and avert our eyes as he drops his towel and begins to get dressed.

It’s not that I’m a prude or anything; it just feels weird to openly ogle him now that we’ve officially met. Like, I should at least buy him dinner first before getting an eyeful of his junk, you know?

To distract myself, I let my gaze wander over the contents of his locker. It’s meticulously organized, with his gear arranged just so. Everything has its place, from his skates to his stick to his…is that a bobblehead?

I lean closer, squinting at the small figurine perched on the top shelf. Yep, that’s definitely a mini Gerard staring back at me with a goofy grin and wearing a tiny replica of his jersey.

Unable to resist, I reach out and give the bobblehead a flick. Its oversized head wobbles comically on its spring, and I snicker.

“Having fun?” Gerard’s amused voice makes me jump. I glance over to see him watching me, his lips quirking in a lopsided smile. Thankfully, he’s dressed now, though his shirt clings to his damp skin in a way that’s entirely too distracting.

“Sorry,” I say sheepishly, snatching my hand back. “I’ve just never seen a bobblehead that actually looks like the person it’s supposed to be. Usually, they’re more…generic.”

“Oliver got that for me as a gag gift last year,” Gerard explains, leaning against the locker next to his. The scent of his body wash wafts over me, making my head swim pleasantly. “He said it captures my ‘essence.’ Whatever that means.”

I study the bobblehead again, taking in its bright blue eyes and megawatt smile. “I mean, he’s not wrong. It does kind of have your whole”—I gesture vaguely at his face—“thing going on.”

“My thing?” Gerard raises an eyebrow, looking entirely too amused.

“Yeah, you know.” I shrug, feeling my cheeks heat again. “The whole golden boy, all-American charm thing. Like you stepped out of an Abercrombie ad or something.”

Gerard throws his head back and laughs. “An Abercrombie ad? Really?”

“I said what I said.” I lift my chin defiantly.

“Well, I’ll take it as a compliment.” He reaches out and flicks the bobblehead himself, making it nod frantically. “Though I think mini me here is much more charming.”

“Oh, definitely,” I agree solemnly. “The real you is a total ogre.”

Gerard laughs again. It’s a nice laugh, I decide. Rich and full-bodied like a good wine.

Jackson watches our exchange with barely concealed amusement. “You two are an adorable old married couple.”

I shoot him a withering glare. “Shut up, Jackson.”

But Gerard is unbothered by the comparison. “I don’t know. I think we’d make a pretty cute couple.” He winks at me, and my traitorous heart skips a beat.

To hide my flustered reaction, I turn my attention back to his locker and take in the rest of its contents.

There’s a well-worn copy of The Outsiders tucked into one corner, its pages dog-eared and spine cracked from repeated readings. A half-empty bottle of Gatorade sits next to it with condensation beading on the plastic.

But what really catches my eye is the cluster of Polaroid photos taped haphazardly to the side wall. They’re slightly faded and curling at the edges as if they’ve been there for a while.

Most of them are of Gerard with his teammates—their faces flushed and eyes glassy in a way that suggests they’re not entirely sober.

In one, Gerard has his arm slung around Drew’s shoulders as they both grin goofily at the camera. In another, he’s giving Kyle a noogie while Oliver laughs in the background.

But there’s one photo that stands out from the rest. In it, Gerard is crouched down next to a little girl with the same golden hair and bright blue eyes as him. They’re both smiling widely, with their faces pressed close together to fit in the frame.

“Who’s that?” I ask before I can stop myself, pointing to the photo.

Gerard follows my gaze, and his expression softens. “That’s my little sister, Lily.” I detect a note of fondness in his voice. “She’s the light of my life.”

“She’s cute.” I study the photo more closely and surmise that she can’t be more than six or seven, at least when the picture was taken. Her cheeks are still round with baby fat. “You two look alike.”

“Yeah, we get that a lot.” Gerard’s smile turns wistful. “She’s the best. Smart as a whip and sassy as can be. Keeps me on my toes, that’s for sure.”

“I bet.” I try to picture Gerard being bossed around by a pint-sized version of himself. It’s an adorable mental image.

“Do you have any siblings?” He glances at me curiously.

I shake my head. “Nope. Only child.”

“That’s cool. Being an only child has its perks. Don’t get me wrong, I love Lily to death. But siblings can be a real handful sometimes. They always get into your stuff, hog the bathroom, rat you out to your parents…” He shakes his head ruefully, and a stray lock of golden hair falls into his eyes. “I bet it’s nice to have your parents’ undivided attention. You don’t have to compete with anyone or share the spotlight.”

I blink in surprise at what Gerard’s saying to me. I’ve never thought about it that way before. Being an only child has always been a curse rather than a blessing. Sure, I never had to fight for the last scoop of ice cream or worry about being made fun of for wearing hand-me-downs. But I also never had anyone to play with on lonely summer days or someone to commiserate with when my mom was being particularly unreasonable.

“I always wished for a sibling. Someone to share inside jokes with or to show me the ropes of getting through life. It gets pretty lonely sometimes being the only kid.”

Gerard nods sympathetically, his full lips pursing slightly. “I can see that. Grass is always greener and all that jazz, right?”

“Exactly.” I’m grateful that he understands. “But hey, at least now I have Jackson to keep me company. He’s been my surrogate brother since I got here.”

“Damn straight!” Jackson throws an arm around my shoulders and pulls me into his side. “I taught this one everything he knows. From how to get the nerve to skip class to flirting with girls—er, I guess that last one didn’t take, did it?”

I smack his stomach. “Shut up, Jackson. You’re not nearly as smooth as you think you are.”

Gerard chuckles at our antics. “You two are funny. I can see the brotherly love.”

Then he does something that takes my breath away. He reaches out and ruffles my hair affectionately. Every muscle in my body locks up tight as his fingers card through my short strands and inadvertently tug at the roots in a way that sends shivers down my spine.

I have the sudden, wild urge to lean into his ministrations like a touch-starved kitten. But I don’t. Because that would be weird and inappropriate. “We should probably get going, Jackson. I’m sure Gerard wants to go celebrate with his teammates.”

Gerard takes his hand back. A brief flicker of something I can’t name flashes across his face before he smiles broadly. “Oh, good call.”

“Thanks again for letting us meet the team,” Jackson says as Gerard walks us out of the locker room. “And for the tour. It was awesome.”

“Yeah, thanks.” I try to sound enthusiastic, but my mind is a whirlpool of conflicting emotions.

Gerard leans against the door frame. “Anytime. I’m glad you guys snuck in here.” His blue eyes lock onto mine. “Elliot, I hope to see you around campus more.”

My heart does a stupid little somersault. “Uh, yeah. Maybe.”

With that, Gerard pushes off the door frame and saunters back into the locker room.

“Gerard, wait!” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

He pops his head back out, one eyebrow raised quizzically. “What’s up?”

I chew on my bottom lip, second-guessing myself. But the concern won’t let me go. “Are you okay? That slam into the boards looked pretty intense.”

Gerard’s eyes widen a fraction before he schools his features into an easy smile. “Oh, that? I’m fine. Just a little knock to the noggin. Nothing I can’t handle.”

But I saw the way he stopped breathing for a split second after the impact like the wind was knocked out of him. “Are you sure? It looked like you might have a concussion.”

Gerard waves a dismissive hand. “I’m good. I’ve taken worse hits than that and walked away just fine.” He taps the side of his head. “Built like a brick wall up here.”

Despite myself, I snort. “I don’t think that’s the saying.”

“Well, it should be. Because it’s true.” He grins, and my stomach does that stupid fluttery thing again.

I don’t know why I’m so concerned. It’s not like Gerard and I are friends. We barely know each other. But there’s just something about him that makes me want to wrap him up in bubble wrap and keep him safe.

Which is ridiculous. He’s a grown man. A collegiate athlete. He can take care of himself.

But still, the image of him slamming into the boards replays in my mind. The way he crumpled to the ice.

It should horrify me. But instead, it sends a thrill down my spine.

There’s just something so…primal about hockey. The raw physicality of it. The barely contained violence simmering just beneath the surface, ready to explode at any moment.

It’s caveman stuff. And it shouldn’t turn me on as much as it does.

“Well, I’m glad you’re okay, regardless.”

“Thanks, Elliot. I appreciate that.” Gerard’s teammates call out to him, and he glances over his shoulder. “Have a good night, Elliot.”

“You too, Gerard.”

The door swings shut behind him, and I’m left staring at the spot where he stood, at a loss for words.

Jackson turns to me with a huge grin plastered on his face. “Dude.”

I blink at him, still processing everything that just happened. “What?”

“He has a thing for you.”

I scoff, but it comes out weaker than I intend. “You’re delusional.”

“I’m serious! Did you see the way he was looking at you? Oh, and what about how he pointedly said he hopes to see you around campus? Come on, Elliot. Even you can’t be that dense.”

I run a hand through my hair and muss it up worse than Gerard did. “He was being nice. He’s probably that way with everyone.”

Jackson shrugs. “Maybe. But I’ve got a good feeling about this.”

A good feeling. That’s what worries me most. Because despite all my reservations and knowing better than to get involved with a jock, some irrational part of me hopes Jackson is right.

And that hope is dangerous.
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GERARD


BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

The sound that rips from my throat is more of a lion’s roar than a human groan. My screaming alarm clock won’t shut up. The sun is out in full force, burning my eyeballs from beneath my eyelids. My teammates are clomping down the hall for their morning showers, workout routines, and God knows what else.

I know I need to get up and face the day, but nothing—not even a juicy cheeseburger—will get me moving anytime soon.

I’m lying on my stomach with my face smooshed into the world’s fluffiest pillow. Turning my head, I crack open an eye and gaze blearily at Barry the Barracuda resting on the floor. He’s a stuffed animal I’d gotten for my sister but never gave her because he was too darn cute to give away.

His glassy eyes pierce deep into my soul. He’s silently judging me for my wild weekend when I should have been resting.

“Don’t give me that look, dude,” I mumble, my voice raspy and broken. “I had to celebrate.”

Had to. As if it were a requirement for my grade or something. But really, how could I not party like it was 1999? The whole team was amped up, and the adrenaline carried us through a rager that started Friday night and somehow bled into early this morning.

I don’t remember much except that I drank a lot of beer and got a lot of butt slaps from the guys. My poor cheeks are still tender from all the congratulatory whacks.

With a herculean effort, I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling. Nope. Bad move. Shockwaves of pain ricochet through my skull. I force myself to breathe through the nausea rising in my throat.

As incredible as the weekend has been, I’m paying for it now. My mouth feels stuffed with cotton balls, and every inch of my body aches from the top of my head to my little pinky toe.

I glance over at my nightstand, hoping to find a bottle of water, but all I see is an opened tube of lube. I guess drunk me got lucky with drunk me at some point last night. Good for him.

My muscles scream in protest when I pull myself up into a seated position. I turn my head this way and that, cracking my neck and moaning in ecstasy. My dick perks up at the sound, but I shake my head. “Down, boy. I don’t think I have the energy for that right now.”

My phone buzzes on the nightstand, and I grab it with all the enthusiasm of a man reaching for a live grenade.

Oliver


Dude, u alive? We’re downstairs waiting for you.




Fiddlesticks. The weekly house meeting completely slipped my mind.

I haul myself out of bed and study myself in the mirror that hangs on the back of my door. Yikes. My usually bright blue eyes are dull as dishwater, and my hair could double as a nest for a family of sparrows. Even my skin has taken on a grayish hue, like week-old meatloaf.

“Barry, I think I’m getting too old for this.” I realize how pathetic I sound. I’m only twenty, but I’ve woken up in the body of a washed-up has-been trying to relive his glory days. Ha, I’m my dad!

Don’t tell him I said that. He’d cuff me upside the head.

I pat my hair into submission and throw on a BSU hoodie and gym shorts. I pluck a pair of neon green socks off the floor and put them on my feet, enjoying how they instantly warm my toes.

As I shuffle toward the door, I give Barry a thumbs up. “Stay cool, Bar.”

He stares back at me with that same toothy grin. He knows something I don’t. Weird.

I trudge out into the hallway and make my way to the stairs. The third floor is quiet, which is unusual for a house of hockey boys, but I’m not complaining. The silence is a gentle caress on my shattered eardrums.

I descend the stairs slowly because each step sends a jolt of pain through my still fragile body. When I reach the bottom, I peek around the corner and see the whole squad crammed into the living room.

Even Alex Donovan is here. As Coach’s son, he’s practically another member, though he prefers to watch rather than partake.

I shuffle into the room, and a wave of snickers and giggles washes over the team as all eyes turn toward me. “What’s so funny?”

“G, you, uh…got drool on your cheek.” Oliver gestures to his own with his index finger. But it’s the way he emphasizes the word “drool” that causes my stomach to clench.

Suddenly, my mind flashes back to my room. The opened tube of lube. Barry’s toothy grin. Oh, god.

Turning on my heel, I book it to the bathroom at the end of the hall and don’t return until my face has been thoroughly scrubbed.

I plop down on the couch next to Drew, who’s biting his knuckle to keep from laughing out loud. I glare at him, but all I get back is an innocent shrug.

Oliver stands and clears his throat. “Alright, now that Gerard’s back, let’s get started.” The room quiets down, though a few guys continue chuckling softly. “First order of business: groceries.”

Every week, we pool our money and send someone to stock up on essentials—mostly protein powder, eggs, and enough pasta to feed an army. It’s a thankless task.

“I’ll go.” I raise my hand, and the team stares at me in surprise. Usually, we have to draw straws for this kind of thing.

“Are you sure?” Oliver asks. “You don’t⁠—”

“I’m sure.” Anything to get me out of this room and away from whatever stupid thing everyone is laughing about.

Oliver nods slowly. “Alright. Gerard’s got groceries this week.”

I sink into the couch and close my eyes. Maybe if I pretend hard enough, I can will myself back to bed.

“Next,” Oliver continues, “the Halloween party.”

My eyes snap open. The Hockey House Halloween party is legendary—bigger than homecoming, bigger than Spring Fling. We’ve been throwing it for thirty years straight, and alumni still talk about their favorite parties from back in the day.

This year will be my third as a resident of the Hockey House. And if history is any indication, it will be epic. Not that I have any idea how we’re going to top last year’s Haunted Rink theme or the Zombie Apocalypse from two years ago.

“We need ideas,” Oliver says.

Suddenly, a slew of hands fly up into the air, my own included.

Oliver points to Nathan first. Nathan’s still in that eager-to-please phase where he thinks the older guys give a crap about his opinions. It’s cute.

“We should do a superhero theme!” Nathan bounces in his seat as he talks. “Everyone could dress up as their favorite hero or villain, and we could have a costume contest and⁠—”

“Lame,” Drew interrupts. “They did that five years ago.”

Nathan’s face falls, and I feel bad for the kid. “It’s not a bad idea, Nathan. Maybe the team can do that again in another couple of years.”

Drew leans back and puts his hands behind his head. “How about an orgy theme? Everyone comes in bedsheets with holes cut out for easy access. But privates are still covered for the prudes.”

The room erupts in hoots and hollers, and I roll my eyes. As ridiculous as Drew is, he sure knows how to play to his audience.

Oliver grimaces, mirroring my thoughts. “Orgy sounds like every other party we throw. Let’s keep it PG—for now.”

Kyle Graham raises his hand. “What about a toga party? It’s similar to the orgy idea but more traditional. Plus, we wouldn’t have to spend money on costumes.”

“Togas are so last century,” says someone from the back. I think it’s Jordan, but I’m not sure.

Oliver points at me. “Gerard, you had an idea?”

“Wait!” Alex Donovan cuts in, and the whole room goes silent. He rarely speaks during these meetings. “What if we did a retro theme? Say an ’80s or ’90s night? People could dress up in old-school stuff, and you could make a playlist with classic hits.”

Oliver glances around the room, gauging the team’s reactions. Most of the guys are on board, though a few have already checked out of the party planning and are scrolling through social media on their phones.

I clear my throat. “Or we could keep the music on a theme but let everyone dress up as whatever they want.”

The room buzzes with newfound excitement. Eyes glaze over as everyone imagines their costumes.

“I like it,” says Oliver. “That way, everyone can get creative without being restricted by a theme.”

I glance at Alex. “Props to Alex for the idea.”

Alex’s face lights up as he shoots me a grateful smile from where he sits between Kyle’s spread legs. Kyle nods approvingly, making me think I’ve finally measured up to his expectations.

“Then it’s settled.” Oliver makes a note on his phone. “We’ll need a playlist, decorations, and some themed drinks. But first, we’ve got to carve the pumpkins.”

Every year, we line the front yard with dozens of homemade jack-o’-lanterns. It’s a huge undertaking, but it’s tradition.

“Gerard.” Oliver points at me again. “You’re in charge of the pumpkins this year.”

I nod, accepting my fate. I skipped out on everything last Halloween because I spent all of my free time shopping for a rad costume. Figured I’d be paying my dues this year because of it.

“And Alex,” Oliver continues. “You’ll help him out.”

Alex’s eyes widen in surprise. There’s a hint of uncertainty in his expression. I reach out to ruffle his hair, but Kyle slaps it away. Rude.

“That’s all I have for this week.” Oliver claps his hands. “See you all here next Sunday. ”

Guys filter out of the room, discussing potential costumes and other plans for the party.

I follow close behind, my feet taking me to the kitchen, where we keep a whiteboard with our weekly needs scribbled on it.

As I take a picture with my phone, Drew comes up behind me and leans against the fridge. “Can you do me a favor, G-man?”

I sigh internally. Drew’s favors are never simple. “What is it?”

“I’m in a bind and can’t get to the store until later.”

“What do you need, dude?”

Drew’s lips curl into a mischievous grin. “Condoms.”

My stomach drops. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. Ultra-thin and ribbed for his and her pleasure.” He winks.

“Can’t you just⁠—”

“Come on, dude. You’re going to the store anyway.” He stands up straight, confident I’ll cave. “I need them for tonight.”

“Why don’t you use one of Kyle’s?” I grasp at any excuse to get out of this.

Drew shrugs. “We’re different sizes.”

I blanch at that information. It’s way more than I ever wanted to know about either of them. Drew cackles, already halfway down the hall. “You should see the look on your face, G-man! Priceless!”

I flip him off, even though he can’t see it. The jerk always manages to put me in these situations. Why do I keep agreeing to his stupid requests? Probably because deep down, I know he’d do the same for me—though not with nearly as much complaining or blushing.

Storming out of the kitchen, I grab my slides from the hallway and walk out the front door. The cool air hits me like a splash of cold water, momentarily cooling my burning face. I take a deep breath and trot down the driveway to my car.

Once inside, I adjust my rearview mirror and back out onto the road. As I enjoy the fifteen-minute ride, I mentally brace myself for the chaos that awaits at the Berkeley Shore grocery store on a Sunday morning after church. And for the ultra-thin, ribbed-for-his-and-her-pleasure aisle.
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The parking lot is a madhouse, as expected. I have to circle twice before snagging a spot in the back next to a rusted-out pickup. The walk to the entrance isn’t too bad, but it’s going to suck later when I’m pushing an overflowing shopping cart.

Inside, the store is pure chaos. Families swarm the aisles like locusts, stripping shelves bare of cereal and canned goods. Screaming kids filter in and out of earshot as they race around corners and collide with unsuspecting shoppers. Mischievous teenagers poke at produce and dare each other to chug bottles of sriracha. Elderly couples move at a glacial pace, creating human traffic jams as they deliberate over brands of cottage cheese.

I make a beeline for the stack of shopping carts near the entrance, only to find them completely wiped out. My heart sinks. There’s no way I can haul all the stuff we need without a cart. I scan the area, hoping someone will abandon theirs, when I spot a lone cart near the customer service desk.

I sprint and claim it just as another set of hands grabs the handle. I look down to see a kid who can’t be more than ten years old, wearing a Spider-Man hoodie that’s two sizes too big.

“Let go,” the kid commands, his voice cracking with prepubescent bravado.

“Where are your parents?” I ask, trying to sound authoritative but not mean. I’m not about to back down from a fifth grader, but I’m also not looking to scar the kid for life.

“They’re coming.” His eyes dart around nervously. Yeah, sure they are.

“Tell you what, I’m gonna borrow this until they get here.”

The kid tightens his grip and plants his feet. “No! We need it!”

I sigh and roll my eyes, contemplating my next move. Maybe I can bribe him with a candy bar or something. Before I can make an offer, the little brat takes matters into his own hands—specifically, he takes his foot and drives it straight into my shin.

Pain shoots up my leg as I yelp and hop on one foot like an oversized flamingo. The kid bolts, disappearing into the sea of shoppers. I half expect him to turn around and flip me off like a miniature Drew Larney, but he just runs for his life.

I rub my throbbing shin and inspect the cart. It’s mine now, but was it worth getting soccer-kicked by a ten-year-old? Absolutely. No way am I doing this trip with a handbasket.

I weave through the congested aisles, ticking items off the list in my phone while bopping my head to the One Direction song playing over the PA system. The Halloween section is a war zone, with parents and college kids ransacking the costume racks and clearance bins. I steer clear; I’ve already ordered my costume.

Halfway through my list, I realize I’ve been subconsciously avoiding one particular section of the store. I groan inwardly and make a hard left toward the pharmacy.

The condom display looms at the end of the aisle like a shrine to poor life choices. I slow my pace and pretend to be interested in the vitamins and first aid kits lining the shelves.

A couple stands in front of the condoms, giggling and making out as they deliberate on which box to grab. I recognize them as students from BSU—not anyone I know personally, but familiar enough that it makes my stomach clench.

I duck behind a display of cold medicine and peek around the corner like a stalker in a bad crime drama. The last thing I need is for them to see what I’m getting, even if they’re not for me. Will they judge the choice? Think I’m some kind of perv who needs extra sensation? My mind races with all the possible assumptions they could make, and none of them are flattering.

The couple finally decides on a box and saunters off, still attached at the lips. I wait a beat, then two, before creeping up to the now-deserted display. My eyes scan the gaudy packaging—colors and slogans screaming for attention like a bunch of horny peacocks. I locate the ultra-thin, ribbed-for-his-and-her-pleasure variety that Drew specified and take a deep breath.

As I reach for the box, another hand intercepts it—a tanned hand much smaller than mine. I freeze and look over to see Elliot standing next to me, his brown eyes widening in recognition behind his glasses.

“Oh.” He pulls his hand back quickly. “Gerard.”

My heart does this weird flop thing in my chest. “Elliot. Hey.”

We stand there for a moment, and neither of us says anything. The silence is loud.

“I didn’t know you—“ I start, but he cuts me off.

“They’re not for me.”

“Oh. Uh, same here. I’m shopping for a friend.”

We both look at the box I’m still holding. It’s the only one left. I shove it toward him. “You take it.”

Elliot hesitates. “No, really. You take it.”

I push it toward him again. “Seriously, it’s cool. My friend can wait.”

He doesn’t take the box. Instead, he crosses his arms and looks at me with something like suspicion, or maybe it’s just confusion. “Gerard, it’s fine. I don’t even need them that badly.”

“Neither do I,” I say, probably too quickly.

We’re locked in this ridiculous standoff, each of us too proud or too scared to just take the darn thing and run. Part of me wonders if Elliot thinks I’m lying about them not being for me. Worse, I wonder if he’s telling the truth about them not being for him.

“Just take it,” I say again, but my voice lacks conviction now. I suddenly feel like a character in one of those old sitcoms where two people get stuck in an elevator and have to confront their feelings. Except we’re in a condom aisle, and there’s no laugh track to make this less excruciating.

“Are you sure?” Elliot uncrosses his arms but still doesn’t reach for the box.

“Yeah, I’m⁠—“

“Are you two children?” A female voice cuts in. I turn to see the woman from the library strolling up with a mischievous grin plastered on her face. “Give me that.” She snatches the box from my hand.

“Sarah,” Elliot says, and I can hear the mix of relief and annoyance in his voice as she holds the box above her head and closes her eyes.

“Eenie-meenie-minie-moe.” She sways her arm back and forth between us. “Catch a tiger by the toe.”

I glance at Elliot. He bites his lip and pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose. I can’t tell if he wants to win this stupid game or if he’s as conflicted as I am.

“If he hollers, let him go. Eenie-meenie-minie…moe!” Sarah finishes with a flourish, pointing directly at Elliot. She opens her eyes and laughs. “Looks like you get lucky.”

She tosses the box to Elliot, who catches it awkwardly and stuffs it into his shopping basket. “Gee, thanks.”

“I’m just here for the show,” Sarah says, winking at me. “See you around.”

She saunters off, leaving Elliot and me in a wake of silence. I scratch the back of my neck. “Good luck with…your friend.”

I head down the aisle, my mind a swirl of thoughts about Elliot, about Drew, about how complicated everything has become lately. I’m not sure if I’m happy for Elliot or just bummed that now I’ll have to deal with Drew crying about not getting laid.

Probably both.
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I’m nearly finished shopping when nature calls. I make a beeline for the restrooms, parking my cart outside the door. The fluorescent lights inside are harsh, and the white tile walls do nothing to muffle the sound of running water and hand dryers. I take care of business, finally ridding myself of the last of the alcohol from the weekend’s binge. It’s a relief, is what it is.

As I wash my hands, I check out my reflection in the mirror. The flushed cheeks and bloodshot eyes have mostly faded; I’m starting to look human again. One of the perks of being a beefy guy is that I can process this stuff quicker than most. My hangover is nearly gone, and with it, some of the anxiety that’s been gnawing at me all morning.

I step back into the hallway and retrieve my cart. My eyes wander to the list on my phone, and I mentally prepare myself for Drew’s wrath when he finds out I wimped out on⁠—

Wait.

I do a double-take at the contents of my cart. Nestled on top of a bag of candy corn is the box of condoms, still unopened and undamaged. A slow realization dawns on me, and I glance around the store. Did Elliot…?

I picture him waiting outside the restroom, looking both ways before dumping and running. He must have done it while I was finishing up.

A warm feeling spreads through my chest, mixing with the residual flush from my hangover.

I pick up the box and turn it over in my hands, imagining Elliot’s face when Sarah played her little game. When he caught the box, and when he walked away. He’s hard to read, but today…today, I think I’m starting to figure him out.

Placing the condoms back in the cart, I head toward the checkout, where the line at the register snakes back into the frozen section. I take my place at the end and pull out my phone, scrolling through texts from Drew, Oliver, and even one from Mom checking in on me.

Once it’s my turn, I load my items onto the conveyor belt. The cashier, a tired-looking woman in her thirties, scans each item without comment. I almost want her to say something about the condoms so I can explain why they’re not for me, but she remains silent.

I pay and wheel my cart full of bags out into the lot. Despite the frigid temperature, the sun beats down mercilessly, beading my forehead with sweat. This is gonna suck.

Gripping the cart handle, I take a deep breath and step off the sidewalk. The wheels rattle and squeak as I push forward, each bag shifting and jostling with every bump in the pavement.

I’m halfway across the first row when a car comes screeching around the corner. I freeze, my heart leaping into my throat as the vehicle barrels toward me. Time slows down, and I can see every detail of the approaching car—the sun glinting off the hood, the blur of the driver’s face behind the windshield, the hula girl jiggling on the dashboard.

At the last possible second, the car swerves, missing me by mere inches. The rush of air from its passing ruffles my hair and sends a chill down my spine. Holy snickers, that was close.

I’m still trying to catch my breath when I notice the passenger in the car. Sitting there, smirking at me through the window, is the little twerp from earlier. The one who kicked me in the shin over the shopping cart.

As I watch, he slowly raises his hand, extends his middle finger, and flips me off. The door partially obscures the gesture, but there’s no mistaking it. The kid has it out for me.

I knew I should’ve stayed in bed.


ICE QUEEN BLOG POST #3



Close Encounters of the Gerard Kind

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

Do I have a story for you! After the game on Friday night, I retired to my room and decided to check my inbox. I was expecting the usual Negative Nellys and was fully prepared to “Delete All.” But something told me to keep scrolling.

And I’m glad I did because, lo and behold, Gerard Gunnarson had slid into my DMs! Or should I say, skated into them? After much running around my room, flapping my arms like a chicken trying to take flight, I calmed down enough to read what the hockey hunk said.

First, he expressed his flattery at my appreciation. Then he talked about how he was shocked to see his backside go viral. At first, Gerard wasn’t sure about all the attention, but he quickly realized that being known for having such a bodacious booty wasn’t such a bad thing.

But that’s not all! Gerard sent me a gift. And let me tell you, this man knows how to make a girl feel special. The rest of the night, I was on cloud nine. Gerard Gunnarson acknowledged my existence and gave me his blessing to keep spilling the tea on his life.

Stay tuned for more sizzling updates on Gunnarson the Great, y’all, because something tells me this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship between BSU’s bona fide superstar and me.

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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ELLIOT


“Ugh.” Sarah slams a stack of books down on the circulation desk and pulls up a chair beside me. “I hate the rain.”

“Really? I love it.” A smile forms on my face as I listen to the sounds of the rain hitting the windows and thunder booming off in the distance. It never fails to make me happy. It reminds me of back home, curled up on the living room couch with a good book and a plate of my mom’s freshly baked cookies as a storm rages.

Sarah stares at me, bewildered. “You’re a strange man, Elliot.”

I shrug. I’ve been called worse things.

The library doors burst open, and a rowdy group of students rush in, looking like a pack of drenched rats. Their wet shoes squeak against the polished floors, leaving a trail of puddles in their wake. I cringe as one of the guys, a tall, muscular dude with a mop of curly black hair, shakes his head like a dog. Water droplets fly through the air and land on a stack of books on display. I imagine the books crying out in horror and distress.

Another guy, this one with a backward baseball cap and a cocky swagger, laughs and slaps his friend on the back. “Nice one, bro! You got me good.”

They make their way deeper into the library and leave a path of destruction in their wake.

I want to look away, but I can’t. My heart aches for the poor, defenseless books that are being subjected to such callous treatment. They deserve better than this.

A flash of lightning illuminates the dark sky outside, and a boom of thunder sounds at the same time that my phone buzzes.

Jackson


Bro! Emergency!




I sigh. The last “emergency” Jackson had was when we went to the movies a few weeks ago, and he got stuck in a stall with no toilet paper. Will this one be more dire?

There’s only one way to find out. I swipe open the message and respond.

Me


What now?




Jackson


Stuck at the gym without an umbrella :(




Me


How is this my problem?




Jackson


You love me?




Me


Debatable.




Jackson


Elliot! Please! I’m gonna drown!




I let him sweat it out for a few minutes before replying.

Me


I’ll see if Sarah has a spare.




Jackson


You’re the best!




I love Jackson—as much as one guy can platonically love another. But walking across campus to the gym in this weather? He better kiss the ground I walk on for the rest of our lives.

“Jackson needs an umbrella,” I tell Sarah. “He’s stuck at the gym.”

She snorts. “Of course he is.”

“Do you have a spare?”

“Maybe.”

As Sarah digs through her oversized tote bag, a guy in a hockey jersey walks up to the circulation desk. He’s tall and muscular, with wavy blond hair that says he just rolled out of bed. “Do you know the Wi-Fi password?”

“It’s ‘GreatGatsby123,’ all one word.”

“Thanks, man.” He flashes a grin and saunters off toward the study tables.

I watch him walk away, wondering why he doesn’t make my heart pitter-patter the way another blond-haired boy does. He’s as conventionally attractive, and his ass is definitely biteable. But I feel nothing.

Sarah mutters under her breath, pulling my attention away from the guy who’s now slapping hands with those reckless bastards from earlier.

She slams a microbiology textbook onto the desk, tosses a half-eaten granola bar into the trash can, and becomes overly excited when she pulls out a tangled mess of earbuds.

“I thought I’d lost these forever!”

A compact mirror, a pack of gum, and a handful of pens join the growing pile of shit on the circulation desk.

“Do you have a kitchen sink in there too?” I raise an eyebrow.

Sarah flips me the bird as she continues her excavation. “Very funny.”

I blink in disbelief when she presents me with a small potted cactus with a pink bow tied around its terracotta pot. How the hell did she fit that in there? And more importantly, why is she carrying around a cactus?

As if reading my mind, she mutters, “It’s for a project.”

“Sure it is.”

The bag yields a few more treasures: a pack of highlighters, a copy of Pride and Prejudice, and an opened bag of trail mix.

Finally, Sarah emerges victorious with a spare umbrella. But it’s not just any umbrella. It’s a hot pink monstrosity with frilly edges and a glittery handle. It’s something a five-year-old princess would carry.

I can’t contain the laughter that bubbles up in my throat. The thought of Jackson holding this umbrella is too much. “Oh, man. Jackson is going to hate this.”

Sarah grins mischievously. “Serves him right for not being prepared.”

I take the umbrella from her and admire its garishness. The neon pink is exceptionally bright, and it hurts to stare directly at it. “I can’t wait to see his face when I give this to him.”

“Take a picture for me,” Sarah says, still grinning.

“Oh, I will.” I’m already planning on making it my phone background for the next month or ten.

Since my shift began a few hours ago, the rain has turned torrential. Trekking across campus in this weather is not appealing, but the promise of seeing Jackson’s reaction to the umbrella is too good to pass up.

I stand up and grab my plain black umbrella from under the desk. “Wish me luck.”

[image: ]


What was once a vibrant campus is now a dreary, waterlogged landscape. Colorful autumn leaves lay plastered to the sidewalk, and the red brick buildings loom ominously through the sheets of rain. The wind whips at my face as rain pelts against my umbrella.

I huddle under my jacket and pick up my pace with Sarah’s ridiculous pink umbrella clutched tightly in my other hand. The thing is gaudy, and I’m half-tempted to hide it under my jacket, but there’s no way it would fit.

I come upon a pothole in the sidewalk filled with rainwater and regret the decision to jump over rather than run around when I misjudge and end up soaking my shoes. Water swishes around my toes, and the chill instantly seeps into my bones.

As if my luck can’t get any worse, I pass The Brew and nearly get mowed down by a group of guys running out with books held over their heads.

I stumble backward, my arms flailing like a flightless bird as I try to regain my balance. The pink umbrella goes flying out of my hand and skitters across the wet sidewalk. A strong hand grabs my arm at the last second, steadying me.

“Whoa, sorry about that!” The guy’s voice is deep and smooth. He looks at me with concern in his forest-green eyes. “You okay?”

I nod, momentarily speechless. He’s tall, with broad shoulders that strain against his black leather jacket. Red hair peeks out from under a backward baseball cap, and a few drops of rain cling to his stubble-covered jaw.

He belongs on the cover of a magazine, not on a dreary college campus in the middle of a torrential downpour.

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”

He flashes a grin, revealing a row of perfect white teeth. “No problem. Gotta watch out for each other in this weather, right?”

“Right.” I return his smile. His cheerful demeanor is infectious, even in the gloom of the storm.

He picks up the bright pink monstrosity and raises an eyebrow. “Nice umbrella.”

Heat rushes to my cheeks as I take it from him. “It’s not mine. It’s for a friend.”

“Sure it is.” He winks, and my stomach does a little flip. “Well, I better get going. Don’t want to keep you from your friend.”

“Yeah, he’s probably drowning as we speak.” The words come out before I can stop them, and I mentally facepalm. Way to sound like a total dork, Elliot.

But the guy finds it funny. “Sounds like he needs that umbrella more than you do.”

“Definitely.” I chuckle, surprised at how at ease I feel talking to this stranger.

“Stay dry out there.” He gives a little salute before jogging off to catch up with his friends.

I watch him go, admiring the way his jeans hug his ass. It’s a nice ass, but it doesn’t hold a candle to Gerard’s.

Gerard’s ass is the kind of ass that makes grown men weep and women throw their panties at him. Not that I’ve ever seen anyone actually do that, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s happened at least once in his life.

Shaking my head, I continue on my way to the gym. The brief encounter with the friendly stranger has lifted my spirits, but my shivering body quickly brings me back to reality.

Incredibly, the farther I travel, the fiercer the storm becomes. The wind howls, and the trees sway violently, their branches creaking and groaning under the onslaught. A gust of wind catches my umbrella and nearly rips it out of my hand. I tighten my grip and forge ahead.

As I sidestep another puddle, I run into a solid wall of muscle and nearly fall flat on my ass again. This time, my glasses fly off my face, but a large hand catches them before they hit the ground.

“Oh, crap! Are you okay?” a familiar voice asks.

I look up and find myself staring into the bluest eyes. Because of course. Why wouldn’t I walk into Gerard Gunnarson?

His blond hair, darkened by the rain, is plastered to his forehead, and his shirt clings to his muscular chest.

“I’m fine.” I gesture for my glasses, and he holds them out delicately. I half expect them to have been crushed in his massive paw, but they remain intact. I put them on in time to see him flash a disarming grin that makes even aliens weak in the knees.

“Sorry for running into you.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I was distracted.”

“By what? The weather?” The sarcasm slips out before I can stop it.

“Yeah,” he laughs. “Crazy, right? One day, it can be sunny as can be; the next, it’s a monsoon of epic proportions! Pretty soon, we’re gonna need to build an ark and gather up all the animals.”

How is this guy always cheerful?

“What are you doing out here?” He checks the time on his phone. “Shouldn’t you be at the library?”

I’m surprised he remembers that detail about me. After the meet and greet in the locker room, I figured he’d go back to not knowing who I was. Yes, he said he hoped to see me around campus again, but he was being polite…right? It’s what anyone would say. “I’m running an errand.”

Gerard suddenly notices the pink umbrella in my hand and raises an eyebrow. “Oh! Cool umbrella!”

“It’s not mine.”

He chuckles, clearly not believing me despite the fact I’m holding a black umbrella over my head.

I go to step around him, but he stops me with a hand on my shoulder. I fight the urge not to shudder.

“I’m glad we ran into each other.” Gerard’s hand is warm and heavy on my shoulder, and the heat radiates through my drenched jacket. “Did you enjoy your behind-the-scenes peek of Infinity Arena?”

I consider my words carefully. “It was…interesting.”

Gerard nods. “I’m glad you came—to the game. It meant a lot to me.”

I blink, surprised by his sincerity and the fact that he doesn’t notice or care that he’s getting more and more soaked by standing here talking to me. “You’re getting drenched.”

Gerard glances down at his wet body and shrugs. “A little rain never hurt anyone.”

I shake my head in disbelief. How is he this carefree? “You’re going to catch a cold.”

“Nah, I’m invincible.” He flexes his bicep, making the muscles in his upper body ripple. “Hockey players don’t get sick.”

“Must be nice.” A hint of wistfulness creeps into my voice.

Gerard tilts his head, curious. “What do you mean?”

I bite my lip as I struggle to voice my thoughts. How do I explain to him the constant anxiety that hums beneath my skin? The fear of saying or doing the wrong thing? How do I make him understand the weight of expectations that press down on me?

“Being so…untroubled. You never care what people think or if you’re doing the right thing. You have this unflinching confidence that everything will be okay.”

Gerard’s expression softens, and his usual bravado slips away. “It’s not always as easy as it looks. I’ve had to work hard to build up my confidence over the years.”

“Really?” I can’t hide the surprise in my voice. “But you’re always so sure of yourself.”

Gerard chuckles, but there’s a hint of self-deprecation in it. “Trust me, I have plenty of moments of doubt. I’m not exactly the sharpest tool in the shed, you know?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Really?”

He nods, running a hand through his wet hair. “School has never been my strong suit. I struggle with a lot of the concepts, and it takes me longer to grasp things than it does for most people.”

“But you’re a star hockey player,” I point out. “That has to count for something.”

Gerard shrugs. “It does, but it’s not everything. I’ve had to work my butt off to get to where I am today—both on and off the ice. And even now, I still have moments where I wonder if I’m good enough.”

I nod slowly, starting to understand. “How do you deal with it, then? The self-doubt, I mean.”

“I try to focus on the things I’m good at, like hockey. When I’m on the ice, everything else fades away. It’s just me, my teammates, and the puck. In those moments, I am invincible.”

“And when you’re not playing hockey? How do you cope then?”

Gerard takes a deep breath. “I dunno. I’m constantly trying to keep my head above water.”

“I can relate to that.”

“But I’ve learned it’s okay to ask for help from my teammates, coaches, or even a friend.” Gerard continues. “I don’t have to do everything on my own.”

“That’s a good mindset to have.” I must say, I’m impressed by his self-awareness.

“It took me a long time to get there,” he admits. “I used to think that asking for help was a sign of weakness. That I had to be strong all the time, no matter what. But that’s not realistic. Everyone needs support sometimes.”

I nod, feeling a newfound respect for the gentle giant. It’s easy to assume that Gerard has it all together, but the reality is far more complex.

“How did you end up building your confidence? Was it a matter of time and experience?”

Gerard considers the question for a moment. “Yes and no. It was a conscious effort on my part. I stopped comparing myself to others. Stopped thinking that because someone else is better at something, I must be a failure.”

“That makes sense.”

“I also started practicing self-compassion. Instead of beating myself up over every little mistake, I’ve tried treating myself with kindness and understanding. If I have a bad game or bomb a test, I remind myself that having off days isn’t the worst thing in the world.”

I nod. “I could probably stand to work on that myself.”

“It’s a process.” Gerard gives me an encouraging smile. “But it’s worth it. When you treat yourself with compassion, it’s amazing how much your confidence and well-being improve.”

I let his words sink in. It’s strange to think that a guy I assumed was all brawn and no brains is actually quite wise and introspective.

Gerard shakes his head to clear his thoughts. “Anyway, enough about me. What errand are you running in this lovely weather?”

I grimace, remembering my original mission. “I’m running an errand for Jackson. He’s stuck at the gym without an umbrella. So, I’m bringing him one.”

“Ah, that explains the pink umbrella, then.”

“It’s Sarah’s. She didn’t have anything more…masculine on hand.”

“Hey, real men wear pink,” Gerard declares with a grin while gesturing down at his feet, which are clad in another pair of pink socks. I wonder if they’re the same ones as that day in the library or if he has a collection of them. “But seriously, it’s nice of you to trek across campus in bad weather for a friend.”

“Jackson would do the same for me.”

Gerard’s nose scrunches as he smiles. “Mind if I walk with you?”

Not at all. “Oh, uh, sure. I mean, if you want to.”

“I do.” His voice is warm and sincere. “Besides, it’s not every day I get to rescue a damsel in distress.”

I snort. “I’m hardly a damsel.”

“Fine, a dude in distress then.” Gerard falls into step beside me and plucks my umbrella from my grip. He holds it high above my head, effectively shielding me from the worst of the downpour.

“You don’t have to do that. I’m already soaked.”

“So am I,” Gerard points out with another grin. “But, at least this way, we won’t get any wetter.”
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No sooner do I walk into the foyer of the athletic complex is Jackson in my face, his hands patting my body for signs of injury. “What took you so long? I was about to call campus police.”

I shrug out of his grasp and hold up the hot pink umbrella. “I ran into Gerard on the way over.”

Jackson’s eyebrows shoot up to his hairline. “Gerard? As in Gerard Gunnarson, the hockey player?”

“No, the other Gerard we know,” I deadpan.

Jackson ignores my sarcasm, too caught up in his excitement. He bounces on the balls of his feet like an overeager puppy. “Dude, you have to tell me everything! What did you guys talk about?”

“We talked about the weather and…stuff. Nothing too exciting.”

But even as the words leave my mouth, I know that’s not entirely true. While our conversation may have started mundane, it quickly delved into more personal territory. I can still hear the vulnerability in Gerard’s voice as he admitted his struggles with confidence and academics.

It’s a side of him I never expected to see, and it’s left me feeling…well, I’m not quite sure how to describe it. Intrigued, maybe? More aware that there’s more to Gerard than meets the eye?

Jackson, however, is too distracted by the umbrella in my hand to press for more details.

“What in the name of all that is holy is that thing?” His face is a mix of horror and fascination.

I hold it out to him with a smirk. “It’s your umbrella, courtesy of Sarah.”

Jackson takes it gingerly, afraid that it might bite him. He holds it at arm’s length and stares at me in disbelief. “It’s so…pink.”

“Real men wear pink.” I echo Gerard’s earlier words with a grin.

Jackson groans and defiantly shakes his head. “I can’t be seen with this, Elliot. My reputation will be ruined.”

“What reputation?” I tease. “The one where you’re known for getting stuck in the rain without an umbrella?”

He glares at me. “You’re the worst best friend ever.”

“I know.”

Jackson sighs heavily, and his broad shoulders slump in defeat. “I guess beggars can’t be choosers, huh?”

“Nope.” I’m enjoying his discomfort way too much. “It’s either this or get drenched going back to your dorm.”

Jackson grumbles something unintelligible under his breath before reluctantly twirling the umbrella like a baton. The frilly edges and sparkly handle are comically out of place in his large, callused hands.

“Come on.” He jerks his head toward the exit. “Let’s get this over with.”

I fall into step beside him as we venture out into the raging storm. The wind whips at the umbrella, and Jackson has to grip the handle with both hands to keep it from flying away.

He links his arm through mine as we navigate the slippery sidewalks and overflowing gutters. It’s a kind gesture, and yet…I can’t help but compare this moment to my earlier walk with Gerard.

With Jackson, there’s a sense of brotherly affection. We joke and banter, trading sarcastic quips as we always do.

But with Gerard, it was different. There was a charge in the air that had my skin tingling and my heart racing. When he held the umbrella over my head to shield me from the worst of the downpour, I felt…safe. Protected. As if nothing could touch me as long as I was with him. It’s a frightening realization. One that has my stomach twisting into anxious knots.

What does it mean? And, more importantly, what am I going to do about it?


AN EMAIL FROM THE ICE QUEEN



From: theicequeen@blog.com

To: gunnarsong@bsu.edu

Date: October 8, 2015

Subject: Penny for Your Thoughts

Hi Gerard!

I’m beyond thrilled you enjoyed my last post! Your hockey butt truly is a sight to behold. I mean, the way it fills out those sweats you always wear…I’m getting hot and bothered thinking about it.

Thank you for being such a good sport about it all, too. I know some guys might get their jockstraps in a twist, but not you. You’re the real MVP.

This brings me to my next stroke of genius. I’m thinking of calling my next blog post “Gerard Gunnarson’s Hands: A Study in Masculinity.” Because those big mitts of yours are begging to be analyzed.

What do you say, hot shot? Are you ready to have your palms read?

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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GERARD


Ican’t speak for all guys, but I know that whenever I’m bored out of my mind, I jerk off.

Due to the excessive rain we’ve been having lately, classes have been canceled for the day. The puddles all over campus have turned into lakes, and the only ones who can get to class are the rowing and swim teams.

Some of the guys have been up since dawn playing NHL 16 in the living room, but I’m not in the mood. We have practice later today, and I’d rather play real hockey than virtual hockey.

I toss the covers down to my feet and spread my bare legs wide. I’m wearing nothing—not even underwear—because my body temperature is as hot as an oven. Has been ever since I started puberty. If I wear clothes to bed, I sweat more than a pig in a sauna.

It’s a Gunnarson trait. My father suffers the same fate. My male cousins, too. Sleepovers were interesting growing up, to say the least. At least we’re all athletes. Nothing none of us hadn’t seen before.

I grab the bottle of lube from under my bed, squirt a dollop into my hand and go to town on my dick. I prefer to take my time whenever I jerk off. Some guys rush through it, trying to set a new world record, but not me. Sometimes, I’ll watch porn, but today, it’s me and my imagination.

Pretty Susie, a girl I dated back in high school, is bringing me down to the basement at her parents’ house. She’s wearing a red dress, the same one she wore to homecoming, and my hands are all over her. Her tiny hand wraps itself around mine and drags my finger up her leg to⁠—

My phone buzzes on the nightstand, and I scowl. While it could be something important that requires my immediate attention—maybe Coach is canceling practice or one of the guys needs a ride somewhere—I’m in the middle of making love to my fist.

Letting go of my throbbing and angry dick, I wipe my hand on a tissue before grabbing my phone. I tap the screen and see that I have an email from the Ice Queen. I read it several times to be sure I understand it correctly.

She wants to write a blog post about my hands. That’s a new one. I’ve never thought of my hands as particularly sexy before. I mean, they’re hands. Do people even have hand fetishes? Is that a real thing?

My hands are massive, easily twice the size of most guys’. My fingers are thick and long, and the knuckles are dusted with fine blond hair—I’ve broken a few of them over the years, but you’d never know it now. My nails are short and neatly trimmed, a habit drilled into me by countless coaches over the years.

“Long nails and hockey gloves don’t mix,” they always said. Truer words have never been spoken.

I turn my hand over and study the lines etched into my palm. I wonder what a palm reader would make of them. Would they see a long life line? Success and fame in my future?

With a shrug, I reply to the Ice Queen’s email with one hand as the other goes back to stroking my dick.

From: gunnarsong@bsu.edu
To: theicequeen@blog.com
Date: October 8, 2015
Subject: RE: Penny for Your Thoughts
Hey, Ice Queen!
I’ve never thought about my hands in that way before. But I guess they are pretty big. Comes with the territory of being 6’5” and a hockey player.
I’m flattered you want to write about them. I say, go for it. I’m curious to see what you can come up with.
Sincerely,
Gerard


I hit send and return to the task at hand—pun intended. Closing my eyes, I put myself back in the basement with Susie. My fingers are deep inside of her, and she’s writhing beneath my beefy frame. But when she reaches into my pants to grab my cock, it’s not her hand anymore.

It’s…Elliot’s.

A gasp escapes me as my eyelids fly open. My cock throbs impossibly harder in my hand at the thought of it being Elliot stroking me.

I try to return to the safety of my fantasy with Susie, but it’s too late. I’m completely lost in this new vision. A moan rips from my throat as I picture Elliot kneeling between my spread legs with his slender fingers wrapped around my thick shaft.

His lips part to say something sexy to me, but all that comes out is his warm breath. It scorches my skin, even though I’m already on fire.

I stroke faster as I imagine his hand gliding up and down my considerable length. Somehow, his long fingers know the right amount of pressure to apply to make my toes curl in my socks.

Elliot gazes up at me with raw hunger in his brown eyes. His hair falls across his forehead as he works me with a single-minded focus. I groan his name, and the sound of it on my lips only heightens my arousal. I thrust into the tight circle of my fist, matching the rhythm I imagine him setting.

My hand soon becomes a frenzied blur, flying up and down my shaft and filling my room with obscene wet noises from the mix of lube and precome oozing out of me. Every muscle in my body locks up tight as Elliot’s eyes lock on mine. For a second, time freezes.

And then I explode without warning.

White-hot pleasure pulses through me in long, drawn-out waves, and it’s the most wonderful sensation ever.

With a hoarse cry, I spill my load over my hand and onto my abs. I work myself through it, drawing out every last shudder of my release.

As the aftershocks fade, I collapse back against the pillows with a weak groan. I’m spent and panting heavily. My heart hammers against my ribs as I try to process what happened. I’ve never gotten off thinking about another guy before. I’m not gay…am I?

No, it has to be a fluke. A weird one-time thing.

After cleaning myself up, I stare at the ceiling, my mind awhirl. I can’t deny that was the hottest orgasm I’ve had in ages. But what does it mean? And what the heck am I supposed to do about it?

The rain relentlessly pounds against the windows, while downstairs, the guys are lost in another heated argument over their video game. The racket snaps me out of my thoughts and reminds me that I can’t hide out all day psychoanalyzing myself.

I get out of bed and walk to the window while stretching out my arms. The Hockey House has the advantage of being on the outskirts of the BSU campus, giving us some distance from the main student body. From where my room sits on the third floor, I can see all the way to the quad. It’s completely deserted and waterlogged, like a giant kiddie pool after a hurricane. The usually bustling pathways are now rivers, and the grass is a soggy green sponge.

A bolt of lightning streaks down from the sky, splitting a cloud in two. I flinch, even though it’s way off in the distance. The thunder rumbles through a few seconds later, making the windows vibrate. Weather can be terrifying sometimes.

So can jerking off to thoughts of a guy.

I run a hand through my hair and let out a long sigh. I have no idea what to do about my fantasy. Do I tell someone? Do I keep it to myself?

As much as I want to kid myself that it’s a fluke, I know it’s not. This was different than accidentally clicking on a gay porn video and being too horny to find something else. This was raw, unfiltered desire. I wanted his hands on my body, on my dick. I wanted his mouth to close the gap and⁠—

Nope. Not going there again.

I turn away from the window and look around my room. It’s a typical jock’s room, I guess. Posters of NHL teams and players cover the walls, along with a few framed pictures of the Barracudas from the past two seasons. My desk is cluttered with textbooks and papers—stuff for my business major—and my bed is an unmade heap of blankets and pillows.

On top of my dresser sits a small collection of trophies and medals from high school. They’re mostly from playing hockey, but there’s also a lone track medal in there. My eyes linger on it for a moment, and I remember how proud I was to win that 5K during my senior year. Running was never my thing, but Dad convinced me to give it a shot as cross-training for hockey. He was right, as usual.

I miss my family. It’s been tough not seeing them as much since coming to BSU. Luckily, Thanksgiving break is right around the corner, and I’ll get to spend some quality time with them soon.

My phone buzzes again on the nightstand, breaking my nostalgia trip. For a split second, I worry it’s Elliot with some sixth sense telling him what I’ve just done. But then it hits me that we haven’t exchanged numbers, and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

I pick up my phone and tap on the notification.

Drew


Come downstairs u hermit




I roll my eyes and put the phone back on the nightstand. Drew means well, but sometimes I need space. Especially right now, with everything swirling around in my head.

Still naked, I walk to my closet and pull out a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. The guys will give me crap for going commando, but I don’t care. I’m finding that ever since the Ice Queen put my butt on the map, I’ve gotten even more comfortable with my body being on display.

Once dressed, I reach for the doorknob, only for the door to nearly clip me in the face. I stagger back, arms pinwheeling wildly as Drew saunters in.

He scrunches his nose and narrows his eyes at me. “Why does it smell like semen in here?”

I shrug. “Probably because I jerked off.”

Drew’s eyes light up with amusement and approval. “No shit! Nice.”

He plops down on my bed and leans back on his elbows. “That’s where I did it.”

I laugh as he springs up, face twisting in disgust. “Fucking gross, dude!”

“What do you want, Drew?”

He wipes his hands on his shorts and crosses his arms. “You didn’t text back. Wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

“I’m fine.”

“You sure? It’s almost noon, and you’re up here choking your chicken.”

I take a deep breath. “Drew, can I ask you something?”

He tilts his head, curious. “Shoot.”

“Have you ever…fantasized about someone you shouldn’t have?”

Drew snorts. “All the time.” He takes a step closer and smirks. “Why? Are you fantasizing about someone, G-man?”

In for a penny, in for a pound, I guess. “Yeah. But I shouldn’t be. It’s a friend, or I hope that’s what we are. It’s hard to tell with him.”

Drew’s eyes widen marginally at the pronoun slip, but he doesn’t comment on it. “Look, man, there’s nothing wrong with thinking about someone you know when you’re jerking off.”

“So, you think it’s normal?”

“Normal?” Drew laughs. “Who the fuck cares about normal? We’re all horny bastards with weird kinks and fantasies.” He pauses, then adds, “Why do you think I’m bi? Twice the options to fantasize about.”

I chew on that for a moment. Maybe he’s right. Maybe it’s nothing more than a phase or a curiosity. “Who was it for you?”

“What?”

“The person you shouldn’t have fantasized about.”

“Oh, lots of people. But if we’re talking recently…” A sly grin creeps across his face, and he leans in to share the juiciest secret ever. “You.”

My heart stops dead, and I point at myself. “Me?!”

Drew laughs at the expression on my face. “Relax, big guy. I’m fucking with you. But if you ever need to talk—or anything else—you know where to find me.”

With that, he’s gone, leaving me more confused than ever. I sink onto my bed and run a hand through my hair. It’s becoming a nervous tic of mine. Drew’s nonchalance makes it sound easy, but can it really be that simple? Just another fantasy to file away and forget?

The thought of Elliot’s hands comes back to me unasked, and I know the answer isn’t as clear-cut as I want it to be when my dick twitches.
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Practice is brutal. My legs are filled with lead, and my lungs are on fire. Coach Donovan has us running drill after drill, and the guys are starting to mutter under their breath about his latest tyrant streak. I keep my head down and push through, trying to drown out the thoughts that have been plaguing me all day.

We set up for a scrimmage, and I’m on the ice with Oliver, Nathan Paisley, and a few other freshmen. The puck drops, and we’re off to the races.

Oliver feeds me a perfect pass right in the slot, and I wind up for a one-timer. In my head, I see the puck exploding off my stick, ripping past the goalie’s glove hand and into the top corner of the net.

Instead, I whiff it completely. My stick clatters against the ice, and I lose my balance, crashing down in an ungraceful heap. The puck trickles harmlessly into the corner as the other guys burst out on a breakaway.

I hear Oliver groan and Nathan curse. Embarrassment washes over me as I scramble to my feet. This is not me. I’m usually solid in practice, if not spectacular. But today, my body isn’t responding to what my brain says.

The scrimmage winds down, and I skate to the bench. My mind replays the missed shot nonstop, and each time is more painful than the last. I can’t afford to be this sloppy…ever. Not if I want to get into the NHL someday.

“Gunnarson.” Coach Donovan’s bark slices through the ambient noise of the rink. “A word.”

I gulp. This can’t be good.

I step onto the rubber matting and make my way toward him. His arms are crossed over his chest, and a whistle dangles around his thick neck. His eyes are hidden behind a pair of aviator sunglasses, but I know they’re shooting daggers at me. “Yes, Coach?”

“You’ve been completely out of sync all afternoon.”

“I’m just”—Tired? Distracted? Questioning my entire identity?—“off my game, Coach. I promise I’ll get it together.”

He doesn’t say anything, and sweat trickles down my neck, soaking into my shoulder pads as time slows to a crawl.

“Come with me,” he finally says, turning on his heel and striding toward the locker room entrance.

I hesitate for a split second before following him. The sound of my skates on the concrete flooring echoes ominously. My stomach churns with a mix of fear and anticipation. What if he benches me? Or worse—what if he cuts me from the team?

We reach his office, and he opens the door with a swipe of his keycard. The small room is cluttered with stacks of papers, old trophies, and various pieces of hockey memorabilia. A framed jersey hangs on the wall behind his desk—number fourteen, Donovan—with a slew of signatures scrawled across it.

He shuts the door behind us and gestures to the small seat in front of his desk. “Sit.”

I eye the chair warily. With all my gear on, I’m a human tank, and this seat is more suited for a child’s playroom than a college coach’s office. But the longer I stand here, not moving, the more aggravated Coach will get, so I lower myself slowly, hoping it doesn’t explode under my weight.

Coach Donovan sits in his chair behind the desk and steeples his fingers, waiting for me to settle down. I shift uncomfortably, trying to find a position that doesn’t make me look as ridiculous as I feel. My knees nearly reach my ears, and my poor balls are being squashed between my thighs. The jockstrap and cup are only making matters worse.

“Gunnarson,” Coach starts, then pauses, and my heart does a tap dance in my chest. “I know about the Ice Queen.”

Cheese on a Ritz cracker. Does he think the blog is distracting me? That I’m letting the attention go to my head?

“My son filled me in,” he continues. “He says she delivered an enlightening commentary about your…rear end.”

I swallow hard. “Yeah, she did.”

The silence that follows stretches like taffy, and Coach lets it hang, heavy and sticky-sweet with unspoken accusations.

“Look, Coach, I didn’t ask for any of it,” I blurt out. “The attention, I mean. She just started writing about me, and then⁠—”

He holds up a beefy hand, and I shut my mouth so fast my teeth click together.

“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing,” he says. “Press like that can be useful. It gets people talking and puts butts in seats.” He leans back in his chair, which creaks under his weight. “What I’m concerned about is how you’re handling it.”

Handling it? Heck, I’m not even sure how to process it. That post about my butt was a bombshell in my life, and the next one—about my hands—is sure to be another direct hit. But I did give her permission, so do I have room to complain? “I’m handling it fine.”

Coach Donovan removes his sunglasses, revealing an intense heat in his hazel eyes. They’re not angry or accusatory. They’re searching. “Are you?”

I fidget in the tiny chair. “I think so.”

He sighs and rubs the bridge of his nose. “Gerard, you’re one of the best players we’ve got. Maybe the best this program has ever seen. But talent isn’t enough if your head’s not in the game.”

A knot forms in my stomach. This is worse than him yelling or threatening to bench me. This is him being…concerned. “I’ll get it together, Coach.”

Coach Donovan sets his sunglasses on his desk and leans forward, resting his elbows on the cluttered surface. “Whatever’s going on with you—with school, with girls…” He pauses long enough for me to notice. “…with anything, or anyone else—you need to sort it out.”

I nod slowly, the weight of his words sinking in deeper than I want them to. Sensing he doesn’t have anything else to say, I rise to my feet. The ache from practice and sitting in that tiny seat shoots through my bones, making me wince.

I stretch my neck and shoulders, trying to loosen the tightness that’s settled in. “I promise, Coach. I’ll do better. I’ll be better.”

Grabbing the door handle, I whip open the door and step out. But I’m not free. Not just yet.

Coach claps a hand on my shoulder, stopping me in my tracks. We’re nearly the same height; I have an inch or two on him. Our eyes meet, and I’m forced to hold his gaze. “Alex is looking forward to carving pumpkins with you next weekend. He’s been talking about it nonstop. Can I ask that you keep an eye on him and see to it that he doesn’t injure himself? He’s a smart kid, but when it comes to arts and crafts…”

“Yeah, of course. I can do that, Coach.”

Coach Donovan nods, and I don’t miss the relief that flickers in his eyes. The relationship between Coach and his son is something I’ve always admired. They’re a well-oiled machine, each knowing the other’s thoughts and feelings without saying a word. It reminds me of how my dad and I used to be before I left for college. I need to call him. Soon.

I plop down at my locker stall and take off my gloves and skates. My pads follow, hitting the floor with a thud.

Coach Donovan is right. I need to sort this stuff out. But how do I even start? I can’t flip a switch and suddenly know who I am or what I want.

I enjoy being around Elliot. That much I know. He’s different from anyone else in my life—smaller, quieter, smarter. And even though I’m more confused than ever, I breathe easier when we’re together.

That’s never happened with a girl.

I peel off my jersey and undershirt and wipe the sweat off my back with my bare hands. It’s gross but necessary. Standing up, I undo my pants and let them drop around my ankles, along with my cup and jockstrap.

Now that my gear has been removed, I feel lighter. However, my thoughts are still weighing me down, turning me into a mixed bowl of emotions.

There’s attraction and curiosity, which shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise considering my fantasy this morning.

But there’s also fear. A whole heaping load of it.
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ELLIOT


Monday rolls around with the subtlety of a horn signaling the end of a period. It’s the first day of sunlight in eight days, and I’m walking across campus when suddenly my backpack decides it’s had enough of doing all the heavy lifting.

Everything for my back-to-back-to-back classes—books, papers, pens, and pencils—spills onto the pavement, and I curse under my breath as I pick everything up. I reach for a stack of papers comprising a research project, only for the wind to pick up and take it on a joyride.

“No!” That research is due today; without it, I’ll fail the course.

“Don’t worry, Elliot! I’ll get it back.” Out of nowhere, Gerard swoops into the picture, a knight in shining Under Armour.

He chases after my work with determination and speed. I watch in awe as he leaps over a bench, his muscular legs propelling him forward to grab a page before it flutters into a nearby puddle.

If I weren’t pissed at my stupid backpack for exploding like a piñata, I’d be filming this moment for posterity. And also to jerk off over because Gerard’s bouncing ass is a mesmerizing sight.

When he bends down to pick up another paper off the ground, I nearly faint at the sheer volume of ass that’s hoisted heavenward. I glance around the quad, surprised that no one is paying us any mind. Perhaps fate is intervening on my behalf?

I have to physically restrain myself from reaching out to Gerard when he jogs back to me, panting and glistening with a light sheen of sweat. But inside, my heart is tap dancing to “Baby Got Back.”

“I think I got them all.” He hands me the papers, and our fingers touch briefly, sending a bolt of static electricity up my arm.

“Thanks. You really saved your ass—I mean, mine. Saved me. With the pages. Running and catching them. Like…that.” Real smooth, Elliot. “You didn’t have to.”

Gerard shrugs. To him, chasing papers in a blowing wind is another form of exercise. “I wanted to. It also looked like you could use the help.”

I bite back the sarcastic retort on the tip of my tongue. He’s not wrong. Thanks to him, I don’t have to redo hours of research and plead my case with the professor to allow a late submission.

“I appreciate your help,” I say sincerely. “You’re an honest-to-God hero.”

A light blush stains Gerard’s cheeks, and the tips of his ears turn adorably pink. He rubs the back of his neck, suddenly shy as can be. “Nah, I’m no hero. Just a guy who wants to know if his friend wants me to carry his books to class?”

My heart skips a beat at the word “friend.” It’s such a simple term, yet coming from Gerard’s lips, it’s a promise of something more. A connection, a bond, a thread tying us together in this world of college life.

Do I want Gerard to be my friend? The logical part of my brain screams, No. I’ve gotten so comfortable in my little bubble with Jackson and Sarah. They understand me and never push me beyond my boundaries. It’s safe. Familiar. Predictable.

Being friends with Gerard would be an adventure, though. He’d probably drag me to hockey games and force me to socialize with his rowdy teammates. It would be terrifying, exhilarating, and everything in between.

And yet, even as I contemplate the possibility of friendship, a traitorous part of my heart dares to dream of more. It imagines Gerard’s strong arms wrapped around me and his soft, plump lips pressed against mine.

No, I can’t go there. No matter how badly I want to, I can’t let myself fall for the charming hockey player. But as I gaze into his bright blue eyes, I nod. “Sure, you can carry my books. But don’t think this means we’re best friends now.”

Gerard’s face splits into a grin. “Of course not. We’re two guys walking to class, one of them carrying books. Totally casual.”

He winks at me, and my cheeks heat up. Damn him and his effortless charm. I thrust my books into his waiting hands and do my best to ignore how my skin tingles where it brushes against his.

Gerard takes a peek at my books. Today, I have the bright blue Introduction to Human Sexuality. The dull gray Calculus for Masochist. Also, the slim yet deceptively dense A History of Western Philosophy.

“Quite the eclectic mix you’ve got here.” He shifts the stack of books in his muscular arms, biceps flexing beneath his tight T-shirt as we set forth to my first class. “Introduction to Human Sexuality, huh? Sounds…stimulating.”

I nearly choke on my saliva at his choice of words. Is he trying to kill me with innuendo? “It’s a fascinating class, believe it or not. We learn about the biological, psychological, and sociocultural aspects of human sexual behavior.”

Gerard nods, genuinely intrigued. “And how does that compare to the thrills of Calculus for Masochists?”

“Oh, you know, derivatives and integrals really get my motor running,” I deadpan. “But I have to say, pondering the great philosophical questions in A History of Western Philosophy is what keeps me up at night. Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

“Of course,” Gerard chuckles. His gaze lingers on the brightly colored sexuality textbook. “So, which one’s your favorite?”

I don’t even have to think about it. “Intro to Human Sexuality, hands down. It’s opened my eyes to a lot of new perspectives and challenges a lot of assumptions people have.” A smile tugs at my lips as I reflect further on the subject. “For example, did you know that sexual orientation exists on a spectrum? It’s not only gay or straight—there’s a whole range of possibilities in between.”

Gerard hums thoughtfully. “The Kinsey Scale, right?”

My eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Wait, you know about the Kinsey Scale? I’m impressed.”

He shrugs, a playful glint in his eye. “I may be a jock, but I’m not a total meathead. Also, the hockey team is more diverse than you might think.”

I let that revelation sink in for a moment. I knew about Oliver, but the idea that some of BSU’s other star hockey players fall somewhere on the sexuality spectrum is both surprising and strangely comforting. Knowing others grapple with similar questions and experiences makes me feel less alone.

“That’s cool,” I say sincerely. “I think it’s important for people to be open and honest about who they are, you know? Even if it’s not always easy.”

Gerard nods, his expression growing more serious. “Definitely. It takes a lot of courage to be true to yourself, especially when the world isn’t always accepting.” He pauses, choosing his next words carefully. “I admire that about you, Elliot. You don’t try to be someone you’re not.”

A flush creeps up my neck at the unexpected compliment. “I…thanks. I try, anyway. But some days are harder than others.”

“I get that.”

Our conversation trickles into silence. Above us, the breeze rustles the leaves overhead. Around us, students scurry to class. A few smile at Gerard when they notice him, but he doesn’t return the favor. He’s lost in thought, his brow furrowing slightly as he wrestles with some internal dilemma. He takes a deep breath, and his broad chest rises and falls with the motion.

“Can I tell you something?” His voice is uncharacteristically serious, and his usual sunny disposition becomes pensive. “Something personal?”

“Of course,” I reply, my curiosity piqued. “What’s on your mind?”

Gerard’s blue eyes meet mine. They’re filled with nervousness but also determination. “It’s about my dad. He’s…he’s bisexual.”

I almost trip. I was not expecting that revelation. “Oh. Wow. That’s…thank you for telling me.”

“I haven’t talked about it with anyone outside my family and a few of the guys on the team. But I trust you, Elliot. And I want you to know this part of me.”

“I’m honored that you’re comfortable sharing this with me, Gerard. Really.”

Gerard nods, and a few strands of his wavy blond hair fall across his forehead. I resist the urge to reach out and brush them away. “My dad came out to my sister, Lily, and me when I was in middle school. It was a big deal for him, you know? But he said he wanted to be honest with us. My mom knew already. They’ve known each other since college, and it wasn’t a secret or anything.”

“That must have taken a lot of courage for him to tell you guys.”

“It did,” Gerard agrees. “But he’s always been that way—brave, authentic, unapologetically himself. He taught Lily and me to always be accepting of others, no matter who they love or how they identify.”

There’s a fondness in Gerard’s voice as he speaks of his father. I smile, imagining a younger Gerard learning these valuable lessons from his dad while seated at the kitchen table. It’s cute. “Your dad sounds like a great guy.”

Gerard’s face lights up. “He’s my best friend.”

He pauses, considering something else. “The team is second. And you, Elliot? You’re right up there, too. Number three on my best friends list.”

His gaze meets mine, soft and sincere, and my breath catches in my throat. I duck my head, hoping to hide the blush staining my cheeks.

“I…I’m flattered. You’d be third on my list, too. After Jackson and Sarah, of course.”

“Of course.”

Gerard switches the conversation to his latest hockey practice, and I steal glances at him when he isn’t looking. The way his muscles ripple under his shirt, the way his nose crinkles when he laughs, the way his ass bounces with each step, it’s all so…alluring.

And then a thought hits me. “Hey, aren’t you going to be late for your class?”

Gerard stops mid-sentence and shrugs. He jostles my books slightly as he steers me around a pile of soggy leaves. “Yeah, probably. But it’s only Psych. Oliver’s in that class, so I’ll copy his notes. No biggie.”

I frown at him. “No biggie? Gerard, you shouldn’t miss your class because you’re helping me.”

Gerard smiles, utterly unbothered by the consequences. “I’d rather be a few minutes late than see you stressed. I get the sense that good grades mean a lot to you.”

He says it like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. Of course, he’d prioritize my needs over his. And he’s not wrong. Grades do mean a lot to me.

Being here at BSU on a scholarship is both a blessing and a curse. I’m able to attend an amazing institution, but there’s no room for error, not even a hiccup. Every assignment, every test, and every paper carries the weight of my future. One lousy grade could send everything I’ve worked for crashing down around me.

Instead of having wild and crazy nights with the rest of the student body, I study until my eyesight blurs and my head pounds. I survive on the campus food when I can and vending machine snacks when I can’t. And rent, well, that’s not something I’m willing to talk about—to anyone.

Sometimes, when the pressure pushes down on my chest and makes it hard to breathe, I wonder if it’s all worth it. The constant stress and the never-ending struggle to keep my head above water.

I wish I could be someone whose tuition is paid for with trust funds and financial safety nets. I wish I could go through life knowing that one misstep won’t send me tumbling into an abyss of debt and destitution. But this is the path I’ve chosen. The price I have to pay for a shot at a better future.

I have to believe that it will all be worth it in the end. That the sleepless nights and my growling stomach will one day be nothing more than a distant memory.

Shaking off my depressing thoughts, I notice Gerard staring down at me with concern. I flash him a small smile and push my worries and fears back to where they belong—in the back of my mind.

We finally arrive at Russo Hall, slightly out of breath but with minutes to spare. I lead Gerard up the well-worn steps and pull open the giant oak doors. Our footsteps echo in the cavernous entryway—his more than mine. The interior features dark wood, and the air is heavy with the scent of old books.

Gerard’s eyes widen as he takes in the building’s grandeur. “Wow, I’ve never been in here before. It’s huge!”

I chuckle at his awe-struck expression. “Yeah, it’s pretty impressive. Did you know this used to be a place of worship before BSU became an educational institution?”

Gerard shakes his head, his blond hair catching the light streaming through the stained glass windows. “No, I had no idea. Tell me more.”

I launch into the history of Russo Hall, my love for learning shining through with every word. “Back in the late 1800s, this was actually a cathedral. The campus was originally founded by a religious order who believed in the power of education to transform lives and uplift communities.”

We stroll through the hallowed halls so I can point out the intricate carvings on the wooden beams and the soaring arches that frame the halls.

“The stained glass windows depict scenes from the Bible, but they also incorporate elements of nature and science. See the one with swirling galaxies and exploding stars? It’s showing the creation of the universe.”

Gerard leans in close to examine the window. His shoulder brushes against mine, sending a tingle down my spine. “That’s amazing. I never would have noticed all those details on my own.”

“I love learning about this kind of stuff. The history, the artistry, the symbolism—it’s all fascinating to me.”

We continue our impromptu tour, with me pointing out other notable features while Gerard listens intently, asks questions, and marvels at each discovery.

As we near my classroom, he turns to me with an impressed grin. “Elliot, you’re a walking encyclopedia. How do you fit all of this in that brain of yours?”

My blush deepens, and I fiddle with the hem of my hoodie. “I don’t know. I guess I’ve always been curious about the world around me.”

“That’s really cool. I wish I had that kind of passion for academics. Most of the time, I can barely remember if I zipped my fly or not.”

My eyes dart down to his crotch, only to remember he’s wearing mesh shorts, not jeans. “Trust me, I get it. But hey, at least you’ve got hockey. That’s your thing.”

He chuckles and rubs the back of his neck. “True. Skating and scoring goals—that’s about all my brain can handle most days.”

We come to a stop outside of my classroom. “This is me. Thanks again for all your help.”

Gerard’s smile grows wider, brightening his whole face. “Anytime, Elliot. I’m always happy to lend a hand. Or two, in this case.” He glances down at the stack of books still balanced in his arms. “Wait. Are all of these for today?”

“Yeah, I have a full course load.”

Gerard’s eyebrows shoot into his hairline. “That’s hardcore. When do you find the time to eat?”

His question catches me off guard. No one has ever asked or cared about the minutiae of my daily life. I shrug, trying to play off my surprise. “I don’t. Usually, I’ll grab something from a vending machine.”

Gerard frowns, clearly not satisfied with my answer. “That’s not a proper meal, Elliot. You need actual food to fuel that big brain of yours.”

He carefully extracts the book I need for class, and I choose not to ask how he knows—some things are better left unsaid. I take it from him, and our fingers touch again. But this time, that static electricity zigzags its way right to my heart.

“Here,” Gerard says softly. “I’ll hold onto the rest of these and come back in an hour to walk you to your next class. This way, you don’t have to lug them around all day.”

I stare at him in disbelief. “Gerard, I can’t ask you to be late for more classes.”

“I only have the one today. I’ll be back later.” Then he adds, “With a hearty meal made just for you.”

He flashes me a wink, and this time, I swoon. Hard.


ICE QUEEN BLOG POST #4



Gerard Gunnarson’s Hands: A Study in Masculinity

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

Today, we are diving deep into a topic that’s on everyone’s minds—or has it only been on mine?—Gerard Gunnarson’s hands! Let’s break it down, shall we?

1. Talk to the Hand

Regarding Gerard’s hands, one thing is clear—they’re big. We’re talking hands that could put King Kong’s to shame. They dwarf anything they hold and make even the largest objects appear tiny in comparison.

But it’s not only the size of Gerard’s hands that’s impressive; it’s his fingers, too. Each one is incredibly long and as thick as, dare I say, a penis?

2. Glove Love

We also need to talk about when Gerard steps onto the ice, okay? Because that’s when you get to see them in action.

Whenever he slips on those thick, padded hockey gloves, his hands transform from simply massive to downright monstrous appendages. The gloves add bulk and heft, and when he grips that hockey stick, it’s like watching a bear clutch a twig.

But here’s the thing: even with all that added bulk, Gerard’s hands draw the eye, commanding attention and sparking awe in all who witness them. Everything else fades away, and all you can see are those massive gloves moving with a grace and dexterity that is impossible to describe. Believe me, I spent hours trying to!

When Gerard unleashes a slapshot, it’s a cannon going off. The puck rockets off his stick with a superhuman force, propelled by his hands’ immense power and strength. It’s a sight to behold, and it never fails to leave the crowd—and me!—gasping in amazement.

3. Gentle Giant

The most impressive thing about Gerard’s hands, gloved or not, is that they’re also instruments of kindness and compassion. Whether he’s patting a teammate on the rear after a goal—yes, boys and girls, he gives as good as he gets in the butt-pat department—or signing autographs for young fans with practiced ease, Gerard’s hands are always giving.

He’s the kind of guy who’s always ready with a friendly wave, a warm handshake, or an enthusiastic high-five.

It’s this generosity of spirit that makes Gerard so beloved, not just by his teammates but by the entire Barracudas fanbase. His hands are a perfect reflection of the man himself: big, strong, and endlessly giving.

It’s no wonder that his fans—and even your humble Ice Queen—can’t get enough.

4. Size Matters

Now, let’s not tiptoe around the bush. We’re all adults here. We know what they say about men with large hands. And while I can’t confirm or deny the validity of such claims regarding Gerard, I will say that I have no doubt he knows how to handle his…stick.

So, there you have it. A deep dive into one of the more tantalizing parts of Gerard Gunnarson’s anatomy that’s right up there with his hockey butt.

Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to ice my hands after all this typing!

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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GERARD


Give her a round of applause, ladies and gentlemen, because the Ice Queen has outdone herself.

After texting Oliver to let him know I’d be skipping class, I ran back to the Hockey House to get my car. As I drove down the road to a small deli that I loved, my phone blew up with notifications.

I parked my car and unlocked my phone to see a flood of notifications from people sending me links to the latest post from the Ice Queen. And because curiosity killed the cat, I clicked on one.

But boy, did satisfaction bring me back. I don’t think I’ve ever read anything as hot as what the Ice Queen wrote about my hands. And that’s saying something because the one about my butt was filthy with a capital F.

I slip my phone into my pocket and get out of the car. The deli is a hole-in-the-wall place called Sally’s, tucked away in a strip mall just off campus. I discovered it freshman year when Drew and I got lost looking for the post office.

We never did find the post office, but discovering Aunt Sally’s was a way bigger win.

The place has an old-school charm, with its checkered tablecloths and faded pictures of what I assume are various Sallys throughout the years. It’s never too crowded, which is surprising given how ridiculously good the food is. Maybe it’s because most students stick to the dining hall or the chain places downtown. Their loss.

A bell above the door jingles when I walk in, and the smell of cured meats and fresh bread wraps me in a warm hug. I get in line behind an older guy in a Bruins jacket and start thinking about what to order.

Everything here is massive and loaded with flavor, and the best way to describe it is a culinary punch to the face. The meatball subs are legendary, dripping with marinara and enough mozzarella to strangle a small horse. The pastrami on rye is stacked so high you need a game plan to tackle it. And don’t even get me started on the pickles. They’re green spears of joy.

I love this place because it feels like a mini-vacation from campus life. Eating here reminds me of sitting in someone’s grandma’s kitchen—if that grandma was Italian and ran a badass sandwich shop.

Plus, the food has this magical quality where no matter how much you eat, you never feel gross afterward. You’re simply happy and full, like a well-fed puppy.

The guy in front of me finishes relaying his order, and I step up to the counter. A girl with purple hair and a nose ring asks what I want.

“I’ll take two turkey clubs with extra bacon.” As she punches it into the register, my stomach growls, and I rethink my order. “You know what? Make it three.”

She shrugs, adds the extra food, and swipes my card.

I take a seat by the window and pull out my phone again. The screen is still lit up with notifications about the blog post. Part of me wants to read it again, but another part—probably the smarter part—knows that could be dangerous. Instead, I log into one of my social media apps and scroll through my feed.

Oliver posted a video from last night’s practice where he deked out three guys before roofing it top shelf.

I like the video and keep scrolling.

Drew’s newest fling posted a selfie of them kissing at some hipster coffee shop. They’re both wearing beanies and flannels, resembling extras in an indie rock musical. I double-tap the photo out of loyalty and make a mental note to tease Drew about it later.

As I scroll through more of my feed, I come across a post from Nathan. It’s an image of him and Alex Donovan hanging out at what looks like the Infinity Arena. Alex is holding a hockey stick, and Nathan has his arm around Alex’s shoulder. The caption reads, “Getting this guy ready for the big leagues!”

My eyes widen. Alex looks uncomfortable but also kind of happy. I can’t imagine how Kyle will react if he sees this. Probably not well.

Kyle’s always been insanely protective of Alex, even though they’re just friends. At least, that’s what they say. The rest of us have speculated for months about whether there’s something more going on between them. It would make sense—they’re basically inseparable, and Kyle is the only person Alex ever talks to.

I remember when Coach Donovan took over the team midway through my freshman year and brought Alex to practice. He was so small and fragile-looking and reminded me of a scared kitten. We all assumed he’d come out of his shell, but three years later, he’s still the same shy kid, hiding behind Kyle.

I wonder if Kyle’s protectiveness is actually holding Alex back. Maybe if he let Alex fend for himself a bit more, the kid would grow some confidence. Then again, what do I know? I’m not in their shoes.

My thoughts drift to other things I’m unsure of. Like Elliot grinding through his Monday marathon of classes. How many is he taking this semester? Six? Seven? Simply thinking about that workload makes me tired. I have no idea how he’s not a dead man walking by nightfall.

Not having time to eat would explain Elliot’s skinny appearance. The guy is a skeleton with glasses, but a cute one, like in those stop-motion Christmas specials Dad used to make me watch. It would also explain why he’s always grumpy.

I can’t imagine surviving on an empty stomach. I need to eat almost every hour to keep my energy up, and that’s not even counting the insane amount of protein I have to take in to maintain this beefy body.

What surprises me most, though, is that Jackson hasn’t stepped in to help Elliot. Jackson’s an athlete too—football, but still—so he should know how important fueling your body is.

Maybe Elliot doesn’t let him help? The guy is fiercely independent, almost to a fault. Or maybe Jackson is as swamped as Elliot and can’t spare the time.

I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest. What if Elliot’s a vegetarian? Of course, the thought hits me after I’ve ordered. If he is a vegetarian, these turkey clubs with extra bacon are going to be useless.

The girl with purple hair calls my name, and I get up to grab my order. The bag is heavy with sandwich goodness, and my mouth waters at the thought of diving into one. But these aren’t for me—well, not all of them.

Unless he doesn’t eat meat, the voice in the back of my head mutters.

I push through the deli door and head to my car. As I toss the bag onto the passenger seat, I pull out my phone one last time and look at Nathan’s post again.

Alex is lucky to have someone like Kyle looking out for him. But seeing this makes me think that maybe Nathan has a point. If Alex wants to be part of our world—hell, if he wants to be part of his dad’s world—he’s going to need more than just Kyle.

I start the car and drive back toward campus, thinking about how different things are when you have someone by your side. A best friend, a protector, a…something more.

When I get back to the Hockey House, Drew’s pickup truck pulls out of the driveway. He honks and waves, and I wave back as I park in his now vacant spot.

I kill the engine and sit for a moment, staring at the bag of food next to me. Walking and talking with Elliot as I carried his books was easier than it should have been. It felt as if we’d been friends since birth. I wonder if having lunch with him will be as easygoing.
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Sitting on a bench outside of Russo Hall with the brown paper bag in my lap makes me feel like Forrest Gump. Elliot’s Introduction to Human Sexuality and Calculus for Masochists are next to me, and the first one calls to me like a siren’s song.

Opening it up, I run my finger down the table of contents, skimming over the various chapters until I stop on one that catches my eye: “Understanding Bisexuality.” My heart does this weird flutter thing as I note the page number and flip to it.

The first few paragraphs talk about how bisexuality is often misunderstood. People think it’s simply a phase or a stepping stone to being gay, but it’s actually more complex than that. The chapter also discusses attraction to more than one gender and how it can be fluid over time. There’s even a part about how some people can be romantically attracted to one gender but sexually attracted to another.

I think about Elliot and how certain he seems in who he is. Then I think about myself and how confused I’ve been lately. Reading this causes the light bulb to go off in my head.

Maybe it’s okay that I don’t have all the answers right now. Maybe it’s normal to be unsure and to question things.

The book goes on to mention internalized homophobia and how societal pressures make it harder for people to accept their bisexuality. I wonder if that’s what’s going on with me.

Growing up in Elk Valley, everyone was as traditional as you’d imagine a small town to be. Mom and Dad are super supportive of everything I do, and I’ve no doubt they’d be as supportive if I brought a guy home instead of a girl. Especially considering my dad’s bisexuality.

I keep reading, finding myself intrigued by every word. The book talks about bi-erasure, where people assume you’re straight if you’re with someone of the opposite sex or gay if you’re with someone of the same sex.

That hits close to home. All this time, I’ve thought of myself as straight because I’ve only ever dated girls. But does liking Elliot mean I’m gay now? Or does it mean I’m…

My thoughts trail off as the words start to blur together. This is a lot to take in, but it’s also kind of reassuring. Like maybe there’s a roadmap for figuring this stuff out, and I’m not as lost as I thought.

I hear someone shout in the distance and look up in time to see Nathan walking toward me. Panic surges through me, and I snap the book shut, my face going beet red.

“Gunnarson! What’re you doing here?” Nathan’s wearing his usual running gear—a sleeveless tee and leggings—and sweat already mats his hair.

“Waiting for a friend.” I do my best to sound casual, but there’s a slight quiver to my words. “What’s up?”

He nods toward the book in my hand. “Since when do you read stuff like that?”

I fumble for an answer. “It’s…for a class.”

Nathan shrugs. “Whatever helps you score, man.” He glances around, then back at me. “Hey, we’re hitting the gym in an hour. You in?”

“Can’t today. Got plans.”

He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t press further. “Alright, see you later then.”

Nathan walks away, and I realize my palms are sweating. I rub them on my thighs before picking the book up again. I read the final words of the chapter: “Understanding your sexuality takes time. It’s okay to be confused.”

I close the book at the same time the doors of Russo Hall burst open, and a stream of students pours out. I scan the crowd for Elliot’s tiny frame and spot him near the back, shuffling slowly with his head down.

Even from this far away, I can tell he’s exhausted. Between school and working at the library, he must be running himself ragged. I know I’m the last one to talk, with hockey eating up all of my free time, but I know what it can do to the body, the mind, and the soul if you don’t take a moment to rest.

I stand up and wave, towering over everyone else. Elliot lifts his head, and surprise crosses his features when he sees me.

“Thought we could have lunch together.” He shrugs, and we walk over to the table and sit down. Opening the bag, I give him his food and take mine. “Hope you like meat.”

“I love meat.” For a split second, I think he’s being genuine. But then his lips twitch, and the double meaning nearly has me falling out of my seat.

“Uh, that’s good,” I mumble. “Would’ve been awkward if you were a vegetarian or something.”

He barks out a small, triumphant laugh—probably pleased with himself for making me blush—and unwraps his food. I take mine out, and the thing is huge, even for my hands.

The sounds of rustling leaves and distant student chatter fill the silence as we chow down. I steal glances at Elliot from time to time. The way he eats makes me wonder if he’s trying to make it last. His bites are careful and tiny.

“How did you know?” I ask, breaking the silence.

Elliot pauses mid-bite, and his brown eyes lock onto mine through his glasses. “Know what?”

“That you’re gay.” I shift uncomfortably on the bench as his eyes narrow. He’s scrutinizing me, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. “How did you realize? And how did you come out?

He sets his wrap down and wipes his hands on a napkin before launching into an explanation. “There was this guy in ninth grade—Kris Collins. He was on the swim team. Tall, a brunette, had that whole surfer-dude thing going on. I was completely enamored with him.”

I try to picture a young Elliot crushing on some jock, and it makes me weirdly jealous, even though I know it’s ancient history.

“For the longest time, I convinced myself that it was admiration. But then I started obsessing over every little detail about him. His smile. The way he walked. His stupidly perfect ass—it’s because of him I love big butts, you know.” My eyebrows raise at that. “It wasn’t until eleventh grade that I admitted the truth to myself. No straight guy spends that much time thinking about another dude.”

There’s a sadness in his eyes but also a hint of nostalgia.

“Coming to terms with it was one thing. Telling other people was another. My mom took it fine; she said she had an inkling. That was news to me—I thought I’d done a good job hiding it. Friends were supportive for the most part, though a couple ended up distancing themselves.”

I take a moment to process his story. He makes it sound like he was ticking boxes on a checklist.

Admit to self: check. Tell his mom: check. Come out to friends: check.

“So, how did you come out to Jackson and Sarah?”

He smiles. “Sarah was easy. She knows these things. We were working a late shift at the library one night, and she asked if I had a crush on any cute boys. That was her way of telling me she knew and that it was cool.”

He picks up his wrap and takes another bite.

“Jackson was different. He’s a great guy, but I wasn’t sure how he’d react. We’d been friends for almost a year before I told him, and in that time, I’d grown pretty fond of him. We ordered pizza after a study session, and Jackson was trying to get me to flirt with the pizza girl when I blurted out, ‘You know I’m gay, right?’ He stared at me, confused. Turns out Jackson has the world’s worst gaydar.”

I laugh. “So, he was cool with it, too?”

“Jackson’s the type to take things in stride. He paid the delivery girl, handed me a slice of pizza, and asked if having two sets of stubble changes the dynamics of making out.” Elliot rolls his eyes, but there’s a fondness in his voice. “He genuinely wanted to know. If anything, he’s been more of an ally ever since I told him. We’ve been to the pride parade and watched queer movies. He’s even read books like Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda and The Song of Achilles.”

“That’s good,” I say, and I mean it. Knowing that Elliot has people like Jackson in his corner makes me wonder who I’d turn to if I were in his situation.

Oliver, probably. Maybe Drew.

Elliot finishes his wrap and stuffs the foil into the bag. “Why are you asking all this, anyway?”

How much do I tell him? That I’m confused about my feelings? That I’m frightened of the unknown? That I might be misreading things, and he doesn’t like me in that way? “I want to understand. In case…you know…”

“In case what?”

Instead of answering him, I blurt out, “Have you seen the latest Ice Queen post? The one about my hands?”

Elliot’s expression shifts and a flush creeps up his neck and stops at his cheeks. He pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and peers down at the wooden table. “Yeah, I saw it. The professor paused class because people wanted to read it.”

My heart does a weird little flip. Why is he blushing? Did he like it? Is he embarrassed for me? I need to know. “Why are you blushing?”

“Because…I have a hand kink. And reading that made me—” He cuts himself off by biting his lip.

Oh.

Oh!

My mouth pops open as it all clicks into place. Hand kinks are real. This is a thing. And Elliot has one. Yeah, I don’t think I’m misreading anything.

I’m thrilled that this could be something we bond over. But I’m also apprehensive because this is all new and unknown. “How did you…get a hand kink?”

Elliot laughs softly. “I don’t know if it’s something you ‘get.’ It’s always been there. Hands are expressive; they tell stories. They can be gentle or rough, skilled or clumsy.” He pauses, and for a moment, I think he’s going to stop talking, but then he continues. “When someone has beautiful hands, it’s an added layer of attraction for me. It’s not something I can control.”

I glance down at my hands and wonder what makes them beautiful in his eyes. “So, when you read the post, did you think it was good?”

“It was…well-written. Made me see your hands in a different light.”

There’s an awkward silence where neither of us knows what to say or do next. We both recognize that we’re standing on the edge of something important that could tip either way.

“I’m not judging you,” I say quickly, wanting him to understand that I’m okay with this—with all of it. “It’s kind of fascinating.”

“Can I…” Elliot starts, then wavers. He fidgets with his fingers. “Can I see them? Your hands, I mean.”

“Of course.” I hold my hands across the table, palms up, and he gently pulls them closer to him.

The differences between our hands are noticeable—his tiny, delicate fingers against my large ones. His warm, tanned skin next to my pale whiteness.

He runs a fingertip along the lines of my palm, tracing them. My skin prickles at his touch, and my toes curl in my bright orange socks. “How do your palms stay so soft and smooth? I thought they’d be rough and callused.”

“I dunno.” I shrug. “They’ve always been like this. Same with my dad, even after all his years in the hockey world.”

Elliot hums thoughtfully, then shifts his focus to my fingers. “They’re so thick and long.”

My breath catches as he runs his fingertips along the length of mine, one by one. It feels more intimate than anything I’ve ever experienced. It’s like he’s undressing a part of me that I didn’t even know could be exposed.

“Perfect for holding a stick,” he says softly, almost to himself.

A hundred inappropriate thoughts rush through my mind, each one more vivid than the last. I wonder what it would feel like to hold him, to let my hands explore every inch of his small, wiry frame.

Would he melt into me? Would he trace the lines of my muscles with those delicate fingers?

I pull my hands back, not because I want to, but because I need to before I do something stupid. “So, are you going to write a term paper on my hands now?”

Elliot smirks. “Maybe I’ll start a blog, too. Call it The Hand Kink Enthusiast.”

We both laugh, and the tension eases a bit. But there’s still that undercurrent of something more. Something dangerous and exciting.

“Elliot…I’m carving pumpkins this weekend with the coach’s son, Alex. You should come.”

He gazes up at the sky as he considers my request. I shift in my seat, unable to contain my anxiety as the seconds tick by. I also refrain from making a peep because I don’t want Elliot to be any more indecisive than he already is.

He sighs, and my heart sinks in anticipation of the letdown. “Okay.”

Relief and shock flood through me. “Great! Let’s swap numbers.”

I pull out my phone and hand it to him. He punches in his digits and hands it back to me. I can’t stop the smile when I see his name—Elliot Montgomery—saved in my contacts. It’s a step in the right direction.

I quickly text him so he has my number, too. “Saturday at one. It’ll be fun, I promise.”

The rest of the week whizzes by in a blur of practice, classes, and thinking about Elliot.

I keep wondering if I’m in over my head with this—whatever this is. He’s so sure of himself, so certain about who he is and what he wants. And here I am, floundering in uncharted waters.
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GERARD


Carving pumpkins is a messy business. Innards tend to go flying, and there’s a genuine possibility of slicing a finger and bleeding out.

Impressing somebody is also a messy business. There’s the potential to spit, sneeze, or even choke on your saliva.

So, how should one dress for both occasions on the same day?

Casually? A little better than usual? Same as always?

I’ve never been the most inquisitive guy, but today is a day of firsts, which means it’s time to call in the big guns.

Me


Dude! Need your help. Got a few minutes to come down the hall?




Oliver


For you, boo, I have several minutes. Be right there, man!




I haven’t even had the time to finish reading Oliver’s response when I hear my bedroom door swing open. “Gerard?”

“In here!” A blue polo shirt falls from a hanger and onto my face.

“The closet? Something you want to tell me, G?”

The irony isn’t lost on me—hiding in a literal closet while grappling with metaphorical ones. I want to tell Oliver what’s going on inside my head, but I haven’t fully figured it out myself yet.

“Just trying to figure out what to wear.” I step out of the closet with a heap of clothes in my arms. Oliver leans against the doorframe, arms crossed, smirking.

“Date night?”

“It’s not a date,” I say, maybe too quickly. “It’s pumpkin carving day.”

Oliver raises an eyebrow. “Then what’s with the wardrobe crisis?”

I shrug. “I want to look…presentable.”

Oliver uncrosses his arms and walks over, taking the pile of clothes from me. “You always look presentable, G. But if you want my expert fashion advice, let’s see what we’re working with.”

As Oliver starts sorting through the clothes, my mind drifts.

After reading that chapter on bisexuality in Elliot’s Introduction to Human Sexuality textbook, it’s all I could think about.

About me. About how maybe this thing with Elliot isn’t a phase or an experiment.

I needed to know more, so I went to the campus library to check out the book myself. Thank God Elliot wasn’t working, but his friend Sarah was. The whole scene played out like a bad sitcom.

“Hey, Sarah,” I said as I casually strolled up to her. “I’m looking for a book.”

She pushed up her sleeves and smiled big. “Well, you’ve come to the right place! Which one?”

“Uh, it’s called Introduction to Human Sexuality.”

Her eyes widened a bit, and I could see the wheels in her head turning. “For a class?”

“Yeah,” I lied. “For…research.”

She pointed me to the right section, and I made my way through the stacks as if I were sneaking into enemy territory. When I found the book, it felt like it weighed a thousand pounds.

Carrying it back to the front desk, I worried someone might jump out and take a picture, like in those old-timey scandal rags. Thankfully, I wasn’t that important.

Sarah didn’t say anything as she scanned it, but her silence was loud enough to make my ears burn. As she handed it back to me, she paused and gave me one of those knowing looks. “Good luck with your…research.”

I bolted out of there so fast I nearly took out a freshman on a skateboard.

“Earth to Gerard.” Oliver is waving a shirt in front of my face. It’s a plaid flannel, totally something Drew would wear.

“Huh?”

“I said, what do you think of this?”

“No. I don’t want to look like Drew. Would you?”

“Right. So, what you want is something that says, ‘I’m effortlessly stylish and put together, but I’m also not afraid to get down and dirty with some pumpkin guts.’”

“Which is the truth. I’m all of those things and then some.”

“That you are.” Oliver chuckles and digs through the pile of clothes some more. “So, what’s the deal with you and Elliot? I heard you invited him here to carve pumpkins with you and Alex?”

“We’re friends. That’s all. And…he’s helping me read more.” Good one, Gerard.

Oliver snorts. “Reading. Right.” He picks up a tie-dyed shirt and holds it against my chest appraisingly. “You know we’ll support you no matter what, right? Me, Drew, Kyle…Even if you’re reading gay erotica now.”

I freeze for a second. How does he know?

Oliver laughs. “Dude, relax. I’m kidding.” He sets the tie-dyed shirt down gently on top of the flannel and pulls out a faded black T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. “What about this? It’s got a rugged, bad-boy vibe, but it’s also old enough that you won’t mind it getting dirty.”

I wrinkle my nose. “I don’t know, man. I wear that shirt all the time around the house. I want to put in some effort, you know?”

Oliver nods insightfully before tossing the shirt aside. “Fair point.” He dives back in until he finds a dark brown Henley that’s distressed from years of washing. “How about this one? The color brings out your eyes, and the buttons give it something extra. Pair it with dark jeans, and you’re golden, Holden.”

I study Oliver’s selection but can’t see anything wrong with it. “I think we have a winner. Thanks, man. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Probably end up walking around naked since you clearly can’t dress yourself. Oh wait, you already do that.”

I shove him playfully. “You’ve only ever walked in on me a handful of times. I’d hardly call that a pattern.”

“A handful of times is a pattern, G.”

“Is not.”

“Is too.”

“Is not!”

“Is too!”

For a moment, the tension and uncertainty of the past week disappear, and we’re just two best friends goofing around.

After carefully selecting the final pieces of my outfit, including a pair of dark Timberland boots and a leather bracelet, Oliver leaves me to join his study group for lunch in the city. He even spritzes me with my favorite cologne before he goes.

Glancing at my phone, I frown at the time. I’m dressed and ready to go, but Elliot won’t be here for two more hours. I guess I could jerk off to pass the time.

Taking a seat at my desk, I unbutton my pants and slide them and my boxers down to my ankles. The fabric of the Henley is soft against my chest, but it’s doing nothing for the hard-on that’s been building since I decided to beat my meat.

I boot up my laptop and go to my favorite porn site. The thumbnails load slowly, one by one, showing a mix of tanned bodies and exaggerated expressions. A familiar warmth spreads through me as I click on the “Newest” tab and start scrolling.

Sometimes, I can find a video within seconds, but today is proving to be a lesson in patience. It’s not until I’m on the fourth page that a thought strikes me like a flash of lightning in the dark recesses of my mind.

If I’m really bi, wouldn’t that mean I have to enjoy intimacy with a man too? The very idea makes my toes curl. But attraction is one thing. Acting on it is another.

It’s kind of funny worrying about this when I’ve never even had sex with a girl. I’m twenty-one years old, in college, and still a virgin. Not that anyone but my teammates knows that.

If you asked the Ice Queen or any of the puck bunnies who follow the team, they’d probably assume I’m screwing a different girl every night. The reality is much less exciting.

Hockey has always come first for me. Between early morning practices, late-night games, and trying to keep my grades up, there’s never been much time for anything else. Even now, with the season in full swing, I’m exhausted most of the time. The rare moments when I’m not completely wiped out, I’d rather spend hanging with the guys or just chilling by myself.

And it’s not like there hasn’t been an opportunity. The so-called “puck bunnies” are a real thing—they throw themselves at us like we’re rock stars. I could have cashed in on that a million times over, but it’s never appealed to me. The idea of hooking up just for fun, without any real connection, feels empty.

In high school, it was the same story. I had a few girlfriends, but we never went all the way. It wasn’t because I was scared or anything; I simply didn’t feel the rush that other guys seemed to get from making out or fooling around. My hand did me just fine then, and it still does now.

Speaking of my dick, I look down at it standing at attention like an eager puppy. It wants to be played with, and who am I to deny him such pleasure? After all, what’s the worst that could happen, jerking off to gay porn? I go soft?

Resting my chin in my left hand, my right hand comes off my throbbing cock to search through the gay porn videos. Each thumbnail proves to be more ridiculous than the last.

There’s one with two guys in pirate costumes. Another with a trio wearing nothing but aprons and oven mitts. There’s even one of a guy dressed as Spiderman. I almost click on that one.

Then I see it—a beefy jock riding a pink dildo. Something about the image makes me pause. Does it have something to do with the fact that we’re both beefy? Or is it the contrast of the bright pink toy against his milky-white skin that catches my eye?

The more I think about it, the more I can see myself in his shoes. Or bare feet, in this particular instance.

I click on the video, and I’m gifted with an immediate moan from the jock. He’s in a dimly lit room, kneeling on a bed with his back arched and his hands braced on his thick thighs. The camera angle shows every detail of his body as he bounces up and down with a look of pure ecstasy on his face.

I’m not totally dense. I’ve heard of the prostate before. But I never thought about playing with my own. The idea always seemed too…invasive.

But watching this guy get off so intensely makes me wonder. Could it really feel that good? Would I even have the guts to try it?

My hand moves almost on its own as I spread my legs wider and let my fingers graze my perineum. I know you can access the prostate from here; Drew once explained it in far more detail than was necessary. At the time, I cringed and told him to shut up, but now I’m grateful for the knowledge.

I apply a bit more pressure and imagine what it would be like to have something inside me, hitting that spot over and over. The guy in the video is moaning loudly now, his whole body trembling as he nears his climax.

My touch sends a strange new sensation through me. Something deeper than surface-level pleasure. It’s like a spark that threatens to ignite a much bigger fire. I’m not sure if I’m ready for this kind of heat.

The guy in the video explodes, his load shooting across his chest and abs. His cries mix with the sound of my heavy breathing as I watch every last second of it.

I release the pressure on my perineum and take hold of my cock again, imagining Elliot’s hands instead of mine.

Would he touch me like this? Would he be gentle at first, then rougher when he knew what I liked?

I don’t last long with those thoughts in my head. My orgasm crashes over me, and I jump to my feet in the nick of time to spill my load across my desk.

The pleasure is almost too much to handle, and I have to bite down on my lip to keep from shouting. My hips buck uncontrollably as I ride out the aftershocks.

Closing my laptop, I lie back in my chair and stare at the ceiling. What am I doing? Exploring is one thing, but diving in headfirst like this? It feels dangerous.

With a sigh, I wipe down my desk, pull my pants up, and check myself out in the mirror. The Henley really does bring out my eyes, exactly like Oliver said.

Maybe this is why I’m confused about Elliot and everything else right now. It’s not only about liking guys or girls; it’s also about figuring out what I actually want from another person.

And from myself.

I’m so caught up in my worries that I don’t hear my phone buzzing. It isn’t until it vibrates off the nightstand that I snap out of it and grab it off the floor.

The screen flashes my dad’s contact photo—an image of him with his eyes crossed and tongue sticking out—and I answer it.

“Hey, big guy!” My dad’s deep, booming voice crackles through the phone. “What’re you up to?”

My eyes dart from my desk to the garbage can filled with cummy tissues. “Uh…playing some Xbox while I wait for a friend to come over.”

“A friend, huh?” A knowing tone in his voice makes me stiffen. “Who’s this friend?”

“His name’s Elliot. He works part-time at the library.”

“Oh, a library guy. That’s new for you.”

I shrug, even though he can’t see me. “He’s cool. We have some stuff in common.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve taken up reading now.” My dad laughs, and I can’t help but smile.

“Nah, we just…I don’t know. We get along.” I leave it at that, not wanting to dive deeper into my confusing feelings for Elliot.

“So, what’re you and this Elliot doing today?”

“We’re going to carve pumpkins for the Hockey House Halloween party. Alex is getting the pumpkins with Kyle right now.”

“Sounds like a blast! Remember when we used to do that every year?”

“Yeah, Dad. I remember.” I think back to when Lily and I would make a huge mess in the kitchen while our parents supervised. Those were some of my favorite memories growing up.

“We need to get a pumpkin this year,” my dad says, also reminiscing. “Maybe when you come home for Thanksgiving, we can do one then. A turkey pumpkin or something.”

I laugh. “A turkey pumpkin? That sounds ridiculous.”

“It’ll be awesome! So, you’re coming home for sure?”

“Of course, I’m coming home.” I pause. “But I might have to come back early for practice. Coach is cracking down since we almost lost last night.”

My dad grunts in acknowledgment. “You guys pulled it off in the end, though. That new defenseman is something else.”

“Yeah, Nathan’s been killing it.” I think about how Nathan took down a guy twice his size, which allowed me to get in one final shot on goal. “He’s a good dude.”

“So, how’re you feeling about the season as a whole?”

I take a deep breath. This is the question I’ve been dreading because I’m not sure of the answer myself. The season is going well—we’re winning and not losing—but something has been off for me lately.

“Okay,” I say, trying to convince him and myself. “We’ve got a strong team this year.”

“You don’t sound too excited there, Gerard.”

“I’m just tired, Dad.” It’s not a lie; I am tired. Tired from practice, school, and trying to figure out my life.

“Well, make sure you’re taking care of yourself,” he says, softer now. “We want you healthy and happy.”

“I know.” I run a hand through my hair. “Thanks, Dad.”

There’s a brief silence before he speaks again. “Alright, I’ll let you go. I wanted to check in; I hadn’t heard from you in a couple of weeks.”

“I’ll do better, Dad.”

“I went to BSU, too, you know. I remember how crazy it can get when hockey is in full swing.”

“I miss you.”

After my dad says nothing for a few minutes, I pull the phone away from my ear to check that we haven’t been disconnected.

“I miss you, too, bud.” I hear his voice and put the phone back to my ear. “You can call me whenever you want. I’ll always answer. You know that, right?”

I nod. More silence.

“Gerard?”

Oh, right. He can’t see me. “Yes, I know that, Dad. I love you.”

“Love you too, Son. Have fun carving pumpkins. Don’t slice your hand off!”

With a roll of my eyes, I hang up. I don’t have time to contemplate the conversation with my dad because the sound of the front door opening reaches me through the open window.

“Yo, G! Come help us sort these!” Kyle yells.

I take one last look in the mirror and head downstairs. The smell of pumpkin already fills the air, mixing with the lingering scent of my cologne.

Alex holds up a particularly lopsided pumpkin and grins. “This one’s got your name on it, Gerard.”

I take it from him and weigh it in my hands. “Looks like someone sat on it.”

“Probably more aerodynamic for chucking,” Kyle says as he starts clearing space on the kitchen table.

I gasp in mock outrage and clutch the pumpkin to my chest like a protective mother hen. “How dare you, sir! We do not throw pumpkins around here. I’ll have you know that this pumpkin and I share a deep, spiritual connection.”

“Yeah? How so?” Kyle leans against the counter and eyes me with the slightest bit of amusement.

I close my eyes and take a deep, exaggerated breath. “It all started in the pumpkin patch. I was lost, searching for my one true gourd. Right when I thought all hope was lost, a beam of sunlight broke through the clouds and illuminated this poor, misshapen soul.”

Alex hides his snickers behind the other pumpkins as I continue.

“It was love at first sight. I could see myself in its crooked stem and uneven surface. We’re both creatures of asymmetry, struggling to find our place in a world that demands perfection. Holding it in my hands now is like holding a mirror to my own lopsided heart.”

Kyle’s face is a mess of conflicted emotions. He wants to burst out laughing, but he also appears to be contemplating if I’ve lost my mind. And maybe I have.

“I took it in my arms and cradled it gently, whispering sweet nothings about carving it into a beautiful lantern. A flicker of life sparked in its empty eyes as it imagined a future filled with candlelight and Halloween glory.” I pause for dramatic effect. “And that, dear friends, is how we became spiritually bonded.”

Silence hangs in the air for a moment before Alex loses it. His quiet giggles turn into full-blown laughter, and even Kyle can’t hold back a smirk as he shakes his head. “You’re such an idiot.”

“An idiot with the cutest pumpkin ever!” I say proudly.

Without warning, Kyle snatches the pumpkin from my hands and bolts for the front yard.

“You bastard!” I yell, sprinting after him.

Alex follows us to the door and watches from the porch, still laughing as he shouts, “Don’t kill each other! Or the pumpkin!”

Kyle is fast, but I’ve got longer strides. We tear across the lawn like kids playing tag, dodging around trees and parked cars.

“Think of the children!” I holler as I close the gap between us.

“Run, Kyle, run!” Alex cheers from the porch. “Don’t let Gerard catch you!”

“Traitor!” I yell.

We run round and round until we can’t go on any longer. Kyle and I collapse on the grass, chests heaving. My pumpkin rolls to a stop beside me, miraculously unscathed from our shenanigans.

“Truce?” I extend a hand toward Kyle.

He eyes me carefully before clasping my hand in his. “Truce. But only because I don’t want to be responsible for the tragic demise of Sir Lumps-a-Lot over there.”

I gasp. Nobody bullies my pumpkin.

“The truce is over,” I say before wrestling Kyle while Alex films it for posterity.
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ELLIOT


By this point, it should be a no-brainer that I’ve been a bookworm since the day I was born. I love getting lost in the pages of a romance novel, imagining a handsome man sweeping me off my feet and whisking me away to live happily ever after.

But as the years have passed, I’ve had fewer flights of fancy. Life’s a bitch, not a fairytale with a happy ending.

Despite their supposed open-mindedness and progressivism, college students can be cruel in the most insidious ways. It’s not the outright slurs or blatant discrimination that cut the deepest. It’s the subtle digs and the microaggressions that burrow under my skin and fester like an untreated wound.

As a Hispanic gay man, I’m no stranger to prejudice. But experiencing it in an environment that’s supposed to foster higher learning and personal growth is uniquely demoralizing.

I lost count of how many times I’ve heard “diversity hire” whispered when working at the library or the word “gay” used as a replacement for “stupid” or “lame.”

You’d think I’d have gotten used to it by now. But I never will.

Moreover, navigating the minefield that is the college dating scene as a gay man of color is an exercise in masochism. If I had a dollar for every “No fats, no femmes, no Asians, no Blacks, no Latinos” dating profile found online, I could pay off my student loans and afford a trip to Europe.

It’s abhorrent to have others boil down my worth to the color of my skin or how I express myself sexually.

Jackson does his best to use his privilege and popularity to call out the bullshit when he sees and hears it. But even he can only do so much. In the world of college sports, there’s an unwritten rule to not rock the boat. And as the face of BSU football, Jackson has to balance standing up for what’s right with not pissing off those who support the program with their overstuffed wallets.

That’s why it’s surprising that Gerard is giving me the time of day. I’d bet money that this is tearing the very fabric of the social hierarchy that governs life at BSU.

The popular jock isn’t supposed to fraternize with the socially awkward nerd. It’s no different than mixing oil and water or wearing white after Labor Day. It simply isn’t done…until now.

[image: ]


I’ve never been to Fraternity Row, but Jackson has. And his description of it made me picture a scene straight out of National Lampoon’s Animal House. A never-ending party filled with debauchery and excess. A place where the smell of stale beer and cheap liquor mingles with the pungent odor of vomit and sex. Where toga-clad frat bros chug from kegs, crush beer cans against their foreheads, and let out primal screams as they streak naked across the yard, their bits and pieces flapping in the breeze.

I imagined sorority girls stumbling out of houses in high heels and short skirts, mascara smudged and hair disheveled from whatever scandalous activities transpired behind closed doors. I expected the air to be thick with a haze of weed smoke and the ground vibrating from the constant thump-thump of bass from speakers cranked to eleven.

Homoerotic hijinks would be the norm, not the exception. Guys slapping each other’s asses. Chugging contests where the loser has to twerk naked on a table. Pranks involving shaving cream, icy hot, and unmentionable places. Measuring contests and towel snapping and all manner of testosterone-fueled idiocy.

But as I walk down the street lined with stately brick houses adorned with Greek letters, I realize how far off base my imagination was. Note to self: Never listen to Jackson when he has his beer goggles on.

The lawns are meticulously manicured, not littered with red solo cups and passed-out partiers. I smell freshly mown grass and fragrant flowers, not booze and sex. Frat boys stroll by in Bermuda shorts and flip-flops, despite the chill in the air, not togas and body glitter. The only naked thing I spot is a dog happily chasing a frisbee across the grass.

If it weren’t for the occasional raucous cheer from a backyard game of cornhole, Fraternity Row could be mistaken for a quaint suburban neighborhood. Although I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a tiny bit disappointed by the lack of naked debauchery.

What can I say? Even bookish nerds have fantasies.

At the end of the street—the last house on the left ironically—is the Hockey House. It’s a hulking monstrosity, cobbled together from spare parts and held together with duct tape and sheer willpower. The paint is peeling, the shutters are hanging on by a thread, and the front porch is one strong gust of wind away from collapsing.

Despite its dilapidated appearance, the house is authentic in a way that the others on Fraternity Row aren’t. There’s no pretense or posturing here, merely a group of guys who love hockey and don’t give a damn about conforming to anyone’s expectations.

I find it funny that the Hockey House is even allowed to exist on Fraternity Row. It’s not as if the hockey team is an officially recognized fraternity. But I guess when you’re the darlings of the school and bring in more revenue than all the other sports combined, you can pretty much do whatever you want, wherever you want.

As I walk up to the driveway, a car comes screeching out of nowhere. The smell of burning rubber on asphalt fills my nostrils, and I barely have time to react before it’s almost on top of me.

Instinct takes over, and I leap to the side, landing hard on the grass as the car skids to a stop inches from my feet. Pain shoots through my body as my heart jackhammers in my chest. The pounding in my ears drowns out the sound of the engine idling.

“Shit! Are you okay?” a voice calls out, panicked.

The driver’s side door flies open, and a tall figure rushes to me. I sit up, dazed, and rub my elbow where I smacked it against the ground. The guy bends down, his bright pink hair unmistakable even in my disoriented state.

Nathan Paisley. Wonderful.

“I’m so sorry, dude,” he says, his face as pink as his hair. “I didn’t see you until the last second. I was…on my phone.”

Of course, he was.

Taking a deep breath, I place my hand on my chest and try to calm my racing heart. Once it’s under control, I tell him I’m fine, though I’m not entirely sure that’s true. At best, I’m a startled stoat.

Nathan extends a hand to help me up. I take it, wincing as I put weight on my sore elbow. “I’m such an asshole. I was in a rush because—well, it’s stupid—but I desperately have to pee.”

I bite my tongue to stop the crass joke about hockey players and tiny bladders from spilling out. “Go. Take care of your emergency.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” He reminds me of a puppy that got scolded for chewing on the furniture. His eyes are big and shimmering with unshed tears. His brow is furrowed in concern. If he had a tail, it’d be tucked between his legs.

I nod. “I’ll live.”

Nathan bites his lip, nods, and then dashes toward the house, fumbling with his keys. He bursts through the front door, and I hear him shout something to whoever’s inside before the door slams shut.

I brush grass and dirt off my jeans and survey the damage to my clothes. Nothing is torn, thankfully. I glance at Nathan’s car—an old Camaro with more dents than a junkyard—and wonder how someone as supposedly kind and gentle as Nathan could drive with such reckless abandon.

With a sigh, I walk slowly up the driveway and think about why I’m here. I’m curious to know what Gerard sees in me that warrants an invitation to pumpkin carving. I’m also terrified that this will end like every other attempt at something real—with me hurt and alone.

I reach the front porch, and the screen door swings open, nearly smacking me in the face.

Gerard stands in the doorway, his tall frame filling the entrance. He’s holding a pumpkin in one hand, and his eyes are blown wide open. He quickly assesses me from head to toe, and it doesn’t escape my notice that his blue eyes linger on my elbow. “Nathan said he almost ran you over.”

“Almost,” I say. “I’m fine, though. A few grass stains, but I can Shout it out.”

“You sure?”

“Positive. I’ve survived worse than an overzealous hockey player with a full bladder.”

Appeased with my self-assessment, Gerard cracks a smile and steps aside. “Good to know. Come on in.” He gestures toward my feet. “But take off your shoes. Oliver vacuumed the whole house last night, and he’ll kill me if he finds any shoe prints.”

I bend down to untie my sneakers, wincing slightly as my sore elbow protests, and that’s when I notice Gerard’s feet. This is the closest I’ve ever been to them. They’re even bigger than I remember them being.

But it’s not just the size that has me gobsmacked. It’s the socks he’s wearing, too.

They’re an assault on the eyes—bright yellow with cartoon smiley faces on the toes. They clash horribly with his otherwise rugged, athletic demeanor.

“Nice socks,” I say, unable to keep the amusement out of my voice.

Gerard wiggles his toes, making the smiley faces dance. “Thanks. They were a gift from my sister, Lily, two Christmases ago.”

The mental image of Gerard opening a present from his kid sister and finding these ridiculous socks is almost too much. It’s…cute.

“They suit you.” I surprise myself with how much honesty there is in my tone.

“Thanks. I like your socks, too. Classic.”

I glance down at my socks—plain black crew socks I’ve had for years. There’s nothing special about them, but Gerard’s compliment makes me weirdly proud for some reason. “Thanks. I’m a creature of habit when it comes to socks.”

The first thing I notice when I pull my gaze away from Gerard’s feet is the mismatched furniture strewn about the living room. Each piece appears to have been plucked from a different decade and haphazardly thrown together. A ratty plaid couch that belongs in a 1970s basement sits next to a sleek, modern leather armchair that wouldn’t be out of place in a Manhattan penthouse. The coffee table is an old door laid across two sawhorses, its surface littered with hockey magazines, empty Gatorade bottles, and what I pray to God are clean jockstraps.

The walls are lined with signed jerseys and framed photographs that chronicle the history of BSU hockey. I spot a few familiar faces, including Coach Donovan. His boyish grin is unmistakable, even with a few missing teeth.

A life-size cardboard cutout of Wayne Gretzky stands guard in the corner. His stick is raised as if he’s about to take a slapshot at an unsuspecting intruder. I briefly consider asking Gerard to take a picture of me next to it, but I don’t want to come across as a puck bunny.

Nathan bounds into the room, air-drying his hands. “Hey, Elliot. I’m really sorry again about earlier.”

I wave off his apology. “It’s fine, Nathan. No harm done except to my dignity, but that was already in short supply.”

Nathan grins, relieved. “Still, I owe you one. If you ever need a ride somewhere, let me know. I promise I’ll drive like a little old lady.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I glance around the room, taking in the rest of the eclectic décor. “So, where are we doing this pumpkin carving? Please tell me you have newspapers or something to put down. I don’t want to be responsible for getting pumpkin guts all over Oliver’s clean floors.”

“Don’t worry,” Gerard says as he shifts the pumpkin tucked under his arm. “We’ve got it covered. Follow me.”

Saying goodbye to Nathan—who, for his part, tears off more carefully than he came in—we make our way down the hallway toward the kitchen, and I realize that it’s way too quiet. For a house that’s home to almost thirty-plus college hockey players, there should be more noise and chaos. “Where is everyone?”

Gerard glances over his shoulder at me. “Most of the guys are in class or at the rink. A few went into town to run errands. So it’s just us and Alex. Oh, and Drew, but he’s passed out in his room.”

I nod, trying not to read too much into the “just us” comment.

The kitchen is living proof that this is a house full of dudes. The counters are cluttered with protein powder containers, empty pizza boxes, and what appears to be a tower of red Solo cups that almost reach the ceiling. The fridge is covered in a collage of magnets, holding up everything from takeout menus to a schedule for who’s in charge of buying toilet paper this month.

I snicker when I see that it’s Gerard. Something tells me he has no clue about 2-ply, 3-ply, or even 4-ply.

But what really catches my eye is the plethora of pumpkins scattered about. They cover every available surface, from the kitchen table to the top of the microwave. Some are massive, the size of beach balls, while others are small enough to fit in the palm of my hand.

“Did you rob a pumpkin patch or something?” I ask, only half-joking.

Gerard rubs the back of his neck sheepishly. “Kyle may have gone a smidge overboard at the farmers market. But in his defense, they were having a sale.”

“A smidge overboard? Gerard, this is enough to decorate the entire campus.”

“We usually donate whatever we don’t carve to the children’s hospital. Spread some Halloween cheer, you know?”

My heart does a funny little flip at that. It’s becoming increasingly clear that there’s more to him—and the team—than hockey and good looks.

“That’s really sweet of you,” I say softly.

A hint of pink colors Gerard’s cheeks, and he busies himself by setting the pumpkin down with the rest of them and arranging the carving tools. “It’s nothing. Just trying to do my part to add some good in the world.”

I pick up a particularly warty pumpkin and examine it. “So, any ideas on what to make?”

Gerard’s eyes light up at my question. “Oh man, I have so many ideas! I was thinking about doing something like a spooky haunted house with bats flying out of the windows or a creepy tree with gnarled branches. Or maybe a portrait of a famous monster. Say, Frankenstein or Dracula? We could even…”

As he rambles on, gesturing animatedly with his large hands, I find myself charmed by his enthusiasm. It’s clear he’s put a lot of thought into this. “Those all sound amazing. You must be quite the artist.”

Gerard’s face falls slightly, and he lets out a self-deprecating laugh. “Actually, I’m a terrible artist. Like, embarrassingly bad. When I was ten, we had to make hand turkeys in school for Thanksgiving. You know, the ones where you trace your hand and turn it into a turkey? Well, mine turned out to be more of a deformed claw with googly eyes. My teacher tried to convince me it was abstract art, but I knew the truth. It was an abomination.”

I burst out laughing at the image of a young Gerard proudly presenting his eyesore of a hand turkey to the class. “Oh my God, that’s hilarious. And oddly adorable. I kind of want to see it now.”

Gerard groans. “Trust me, you don’t. I think my mom burned all the evidence out of secondhand embarrassment. But the point is, I have grand visions. It’s my execution that leaves a lot to be desired.”

“Maybe we should stick to something simpler, then? How about triangles for eyes and a jagged mouth?” I ask.

“Sounds perfect to me.”

The sound of footsteps distracts me, and I turn around to see a petite redhead hovering in the doorway. He’s even shorter than I am, with delicate features and large hazel eyes that dart nervously between me and Gerard.

Gerard’s face breaks into a warm smile. “Alex! Come on in, buddy. I want you to meet someone.”

Alex tentatively steps into the kitchen, fiddling with the hem of his oversized BSU hockey hoodie. Up close, I see a smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks, giving him an almost cherubic appearance.

“Alex, this is Elliot Montgomery. Elliot, meet Alex Donovan. He’s Coach Donovan’s son and the team’s honorary little brother.”

“Hi Alex, it’s nice to meet you.” I give him a friendly smile. Yes, I can do such a thing.

Alex returns my smile shyly. “Hi, Elliot. It’s nice to meet you. Gerard said you’ll be helping us carve some pumpkins?”

“Yup. So, now that you’re here…shall we start?” I glance at Gerard for the go-ahead. He gives me a wink and a nod, and I nearly combust on the spot.
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Whoever said three heads were better than two wasn’t kidding. With Elliot here, Alex and I have managed to carve nearly all the pumpkins before dinner.

Glancing at the clock on the wall, we have one hour left before the hockey team barrels in here, demanding food. We can do this. I have faith in us.

I study the remaining pumpkins, trying to decide which one to tackle next. They’re all huge and orange, like a bunch of mutant basketballs. I pick up one that’s especially gnarly and grab a carving knife.

Maybe I should draw the face first. I imagine what it would look like with a big, goofy grin and trace it in my mind when the knife slips from my grasp and nicks my finger.

“Fiddlesticks!” I suck on the digit, tasting the sharp tang of iron.

Elliot peers up from his pumpkin with a raised eyebrow. “Fiddlesticks?”

“Gerard never curses,” Alex chimes in.

“Wait, really?” Elliot sounds more curious than skeptical.

I shrug. “I don’t see the need for it. Other words work fine.”

Elliot smirks. “Like…fiddlesticks?”

“Sure, or gosh, or jeepers. Why use bad words when there are so many fun ones?”

Elliot shakes his head, but I can see he’s fighting a smile. This guy is a riddle wrapped in an enigma stuffed inside a tiny, grumpy package. Not that I’m complaining about his size—I kind of like how compact he is.

I grab a paper towel and wrap it around my finger. The cut isn’t bad, but it’ll probably sting for a while.

“So, what’s the plan for these?” Elliot gestures to the carved pumpkins lined up on the counter. Each one has a different face—some scary, some silly, all expertly done.

“We’re going to put them outside the house like an Easter egg hunt, but spookier.” I unroll the paper towel and check my finger. The bleeding has mostly stopped.

When Elliot bends down to pick up a piece of pumpkin guts, I take the chance to really study him. He’s dressed casually today in a soft, oversized gray sweater and dark wash jeans that are slightly too long, pooling around his small feet. The sleeves of the sweater hang past his hands, giving him a cozy appearance, and I have to admit, I kind of love it.

I wonder what he’d look like in some of my clothes. Maybe one of my BSU hockey team sweatshirts. Yeah, he’d probably swim in it, but it’d be adorable.

Elliot straightens up, and I quickly avert my gaze so he doesn’t catch me staring. He has this way of looking both fragile and resilient at the same time, like a piece of glass that’s been tempered in a forge.

I’m drawn to him in a way that goes beyond physical attraction. I want to understand him and break through the walls he’s built around himself.

“Do you guys do this every year?” Elliot asks, breaking the silence.

“Yeah,” Alex says. “It’s a team tradition. Each year, two people are assigned to the job.”

I notice Elliot glance at Alex’s hoodie, then at me. Is he thinking the same thing I am? That wearing your significant other’s clothes is a declaration of something more than just fashion?

“We’re lucky you’re here to help us out this time,” I say to Elliot. “You’re a natural.”

He shrugs modestly. “It’s kind of like dissecting an orange in biology class. Once you know where the seams are, it’s easy.”

I laugh. “Leave it to you to make pumpkin carving sound academic.”

Elliot rolls his eyes but doesn’t protest. Instead, he goes back to his pumpkin and starts scraping out the last bits of guts with a spoon.

I can’t stop thinking about how he’d look in my sweatshirt, all snuggled up and warm. Would he wear it with pride, like Alex does with Kyle’s? Or would he be self-conscious about it, unsure if he has the right to claim that piece of me?

“Did you do this a lot when you were a kid, Elliot?” Alex asks.

Elliot sets down his spoon and wipes his hands on a towel. “Actually, no. This is my first time.”

Alex and I both stop what we’re doing and stare at Elliot. I’m shocked. Genuinely shocked.

“That’s like like saying you’ve never eaten a slice of pizza or…or watched a single episode of Sesame Street.”

Elliot shrugs nonchalantly. “My mom and I didn’t have the time for ‘fun’ things.”

I can’t even process what he’s saying. Growing up in Elk Valley, my family made a tradition out of every little thing—carving pumpkins, building snowmen, and even making ridiculous Valentine’s Day cards. The idea that someone could grow up without those simple joys is supremely foreign to me.

“I always had a ton of homework to do,” Elliot continues. “I spent most of my nights studying and sleeping. I didn’t mind.”

I glance at Alex, who appears as troubled as I am. Sure, Elliot might not have minded, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t have enjoyed these kinds of activities if he’d had the chance.

“That sounds…intense,” I say, trying to be diplomatic.

Elliot waves it off. “It paid off. I got a scholarship here, didn’t I?”

There’s a moment of silence where I don’t know what to say. I respect how hard Elliot has worked—getting a scholarship is no small feat—but I can’t help feeling sad for him.

“You can make up for lost time now,” Alex says softly.

Elliot’s eyes dart between the two of us. “Maybe.”

There’s a distance in his voice that says he doesn’t quite believe it. Sensing Elliot doesn’t want to go too deep into it, I change the subject. “Speaking of scholarships and college stuff, what’s your major?”

“English. I want to write a novel someday.”

This surprises me. Not that he’s an English major—I could have guessed that from where he works—but that he has such a clear goal. “That’s awesome. What kind of novel?”

He shrugs, but there’s a spark in his eyes now. “I’m not sure yet. I’ve got a few ideas kicking around in my head.”

“Like?”

“One is about a guy who wakes up in a world where everyone has superpowers except for him. Another is set in the future where people can upload their consciousness into robots and live forever.”

“Those sound cool.”

He snorts. “They’re terrible, Gerard.”

“I doubt that.”

“What made you want to be a writer?” Alex asks.

“I’ve always loved reading. Stepping into another world, one where you could be anyone or do anything, always fascinated me. At some point, I was daydreaming about my own stories when I should have been paying attention in class or doing my chores at home. Writing them down was the next logical step.”

“That’s awesome,” I say. “It was a natural progression for you, then?”

“Yeah, I guess.” He shrugs. “The truth is, for me, writing isn’t just a way to escape boredom or let my imagination run wild. It’s a way to cope with the less-than-ideal parts of my reality. A survival mechanism, if you will. When bullies at school shoved me into lockers or hurled insults at me, I would retreat into my head and craft tales of revenge and triumph. When loneliness crept in, I would envision a world filled with friends and adventures. Writing has always been a way to rewrite my narrative and take control of a world that’s often cruel.”

“I can relate to all of that,” Alex adds. “Being small, not athletic, hanging around with Kyle…people always pick on me.”

I stare at Alex, surprised. He’s never mentioned being bullied before. I assumed he was always safe with Kyle’s protection and the team’s support.

Elliot nods in understanding. “It’s rough when people make assumptions about you based on who you hang out with or what you look like.”

Alex nods. “But having a friend makes it easier. I don’t know how I’d handle it alone.”

A frown tugs at the corners of my mouth as I take it all in. I can’t relate to either of them because I’ve never faced that kind of hardship. Growing up, I was always one of the more popular guys because I played a sport. No one ever shoved me into lockers or called me names. No one judged me for my looks or what I could or couldn’t do.

The silence stretches uncomfortably long, and I have to clear my throat to shake off the weight of these revelations. “Alex, if people are bothering you, you can tell me. I’ll take care of it.”

Alex blushes, his pale cheeks turning a soft pink. “Thanks, Gerard. That means a lot. But usually, I tell Kyle, and he handles it.”

“I’m serious. You’re one of us, Alex.” I give him what I hope is a reassuring smile. “We’ve got your back.”

He stares down at his pumpkin. “I know. Thanks.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Elliot watching me. There’s something different in his expression—something softer and almost appreciative. He’s also smiling, and it’s such a rare sight that it stops me cold. For a moment, I’m completely stunned by how it transforms his usually grumpy demeanor.

Then he catches himself and quickly scowls, reverting to his usual testy self. It makes me snicker, which earns me an even deeper glare from him. “What’s your major, Gerard?”

“Business,” I reply matter-of-factly. “I know, I know. It’s not exactly the most exciting major, but if I want to make it to the NHL someday, I should probably have some business sense, right? I’ll be dealing with contracts and endorsements and all that jazz.”

Elliot nods, impressed by my foresight. I know it’s easy to write off athletes as all brawn and no brains, but I’m determined to defy that stereotype.

“My dad played hockey here back in the day,” I continue. “He was a total beast on the ice and led the team to several championships. He majored in business, too; he said it was the best decision he ever made, aside from marrying my mom and having me and my sister, of course.”

“Makes sense why you’d want to follow in his footsteps.”

“Yeah, he’s my hero. He’s taught me a lot about hockey and life.”

“And your mom?” Elliot asks. “What does she do?”

“Oh, she’s a total take-no-prisoners kind of woman. She’s a business lawyer who specializes in contract negotiations. She makes sure athletes and entertainers don’t get screwed over by shady deals.”

Elliot’s eyes widen behind his glasses. “Wow, that’s tough work. She must be exceptionally good at what she does.”

I nod adamantly. “She is. She has this knack for making tough guys feel like they’re back in elementary school, getting scolded by the teacher. It’s kind of amazing to see.”

“Your parents sound incredible.” The warmth of Elliot’s words makes me blush. “What about you, Alex? What’s your major?”

Alex perks up. “I’m majoring in sports therapy. Starting in the spring, I’ll be interning with the BSU hockey team.”

“That’s awesome.” Elliot smiles yet again, and my heart stops beating.

“Yeah, I’m excited. I want to help athletes recover quickly and safely. Plus, it’ll be some good experience for when I apply to grad school.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out. Is Kyle going to let you practice on him?”

Alex laughs softly. “Oh, he doesn’t have a choice. He’ll be my guinea pig, whether he wants to be or not.”

Elliot tilts his head, curiosity sparking in his eyes. “How did you and Kyle become friends?”

Alex pauses, replaying a fond memory in his head. “It was last year, right after practice. I was waiting for my dad in the stands and playing old-school Pokémon on my Game Boy. I couldn’t beat the Elite Four and was getting super frustrated. Then, out of nowhere, Kyle comes up, sits down next to me, and takes the Game Boy out of my hands. In five minutes, he crushes them and hands me back my Game Boy without saying a word.”

“So, he just…helped you? No conversation or anything?” Elliot asks, clearly intrigued.

“Not at first,” Alex says, smiling. “He got up to leave, and I thanked him. Then we started talking about Pokémon—it turns out he’s a huge fan—and that led to talking about other stuff. By the time my dad was ready to go, we’d made plans to hang out.”

Elliot raises an eyebrow. “I figured Kyle was the type to keep to himself.”

“He is,” Alex admits. “But with me, it’s…different.”

I wonder what Elliot’s thinking. He’s right about Kyle; our goalie is notoriously reserved, even around the team. But with Alex, it’s always been abundantly clear that their bond runs deep.

“That makes sense,” Elliot says. “Sometimes it’s easier to open up to one person than to a whole group.”

The room falls silent, but it’s a contemplative silence. I think about how lucky Alex is to have Kyle and how I’ve always had Oliver and now, maybe even Elliot—if he lets me in.

“Friendships are weird like that,” I say, breaking the quiet. “You never know who will become important in your life.”

Alex nods thoughtfully. “Yeah. Sometimes, it happens when you least expect it.”

We get back to working on our pumpkins, each lost in our thoughts. I glance over at Elliot and wonder if he sees the parallel that I do—he and I could be like Alex and Kyle, an unlikely duo that somehow works.

When we’re done, we line up our final creations with the other pumpkins and take a step back to admire them. Alex’s last pumpkin is a traditional jack-o’-lantern with a crooked smile and triangle eyes. Elliot’s is an open book with scribbles for words. Mine is supposed to be a hockey mask, but it came out more of a deranged pumpkin face. “Gentlemen, I dare say these are the best jack-o’-lanterns this side of the Mississippi River. If you ask me, they deserve a place in the Louvre, not our house.”

“This was fun,” Alex chirps as he walks to the sink to wash his hands. “Did you have a good time, Elliot?”

“I did,” Elliot says. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Don’t thank me, thank Gerard.” Alex nods at me, making me blush. “I’m going up to Kyle’s room. It was nice meeting you, Elliot. Gerard, always a pleasure.”

The moment Alex leaves, a blanket of tension covers the room. I’m at a loss for words and actions. My hands, usually so expressive, hang limply by my sides.

Elliot breaks the silence first. “I should probably get going. Thank you again for having me over.”

“It was my pleasure,” I say sincerely as I show him out of the kitchen. “I can walk you back to your dorm.”

Elliot shakes his head. “Nah, I’m good. I don’t need a chaperone.”

I try to hide my disappointment. I hoped we could spend more time together, maybe talk about horror movies or books—even if I’ve never read any. But I get it. Elliot’s independent and doesn’t need me hovering over him like an overprotective hockey player. “Okay, cool. I guess I’ll see you around then.”

Elliot tips his head in my direction before walking out onto the porch and down the steps to the driveway. I watch his slender frame disappear into the night, his black hair and the glint of his glasses barely visible in the faint moonlight that seeps through the trees.

A strange feeling twists in my gut. It’s a chilly night with a soft breeze that carries the scent of fall and the distant echo of laughter from the frat houses down the street. The stars are shimmering diamonds scattered across black velvet, but their light is too distant to penetrate the shadows on the ground.

I bite my lower lip, worrying it between my teeth as I lean against the doorframe. Elliot’s out there navigating the unfamiliar paths that wind through campus alone. What if he gets lost? What if he stumbles into trouble? I know he’s a grown man and perfectly capable of taking care of himself, but I can’t ignore the protective instinct that surges through me.

Someone needs to follow Elliot and see that he gets back to his dorm safe and sound. And that someone should be me. I push off from the door, my mind made up.

I grab my house keys and phone, slip into my trusty slides, and step out into the night.

Now, I know what you’re thinking. Following Elliot back to his dorm is a terrible idea. It’s creepy, it’s stalkerish, and it’s definitely not the way to win his trust. But I can’t help myself.

So, I do what any rational, not-at-all-obsessed hockey player would do. I trail him from a distance and try to blend in with the night. But let me tell you, that’s no easy feat when you’re six-foot-five and as big as a brick house.

Elliot turns down a side path, and I quicken my pace to close the gap between us without being too obvious. But because it’s me, disaster strikes.

I trip over a crack in the ground and nearly face-plant on the concrete. I catch myself at the last second, but not before letting out a yelp that sounds suspiciously like a dying seagull.

A few people walking in the opposite direction glance at me, their eyebrows raised in a mix of concern and amusement—they probably think I’m drunk as a skunk.

My face flushes with embarrassment, and I quickly duck my head. I hope Elliot didn’t hear my less-than-graceful moment.

Risking a glance in his direction, I’m relieved to see he’s still walking ahead, completely unaware of my presence.

As we progress across campus, I pretend I’m a character in a movie. I dart behind trees and duck behind benches, doing my best to stay out of sight. It’s funny and ridiculous all at once, and I chuckle to myself, imagining what Elliot’s reaction would be if he caught me.

When we reach the center of the campus, Elliot stops and turns around to scan the area behind him. I duck behind a shrub, my heart pounding loudly when I think he’s spotted me.

I brace for the inevitable confrontation, the accusations of being a creep, and the potential loss of a budding friendship. But thankfully, Elliot doesn’t notice where I’m hiding and starts walking again.

Thank you, hockey gods, for the cover of darkness and my awesome stealth skills.

Okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration. I’m about as stealthy as a mosquito buzzing in your ear, but I’ll take what I can get.

I count to thirty before emerging from my hiding spot and resume tailing Elliot.

It soon becomes apparent that we’re not headed toward the dorms; we’re walking to the library. Who in their right mind goes to the library at this hour?

I know he loves his books, but this is extreme. I guess he has a pressing assignment due at midnight. Or he just really needs to get his nerd on after spending hours dealing with pumpkin guts.

He walks up the steps of the library, but I hang back. While I’m tempted to follow him inside and discover what kind of late-night studying he’s getting up to, I know that would be crossing a line.

So, I settle for loitering outside like a total creeper, pretending to scroll through my messages while keeping one eye on the library entrance.

The minutes quickly turn into a half-hour. The half-hour soon turns into the length of the Titanic movie, and I grow worried.

What if he tripped on a loose floorboard and hit his head? What if a bookshelf toppled over and crushed him under an avalanche of dusty biographies? Or, oh God, what if the library is haunted and some vengeful spirit has dragged Elliot down to Hell, never to be seen again?

I know it sounds ridiculous, but stranger things have happened on college campuses—at least, according to the documentaries I may or may not have binged last Halloween.

Ugh, I can’t take it anymore. I have to go in there and make sure Elliot is okay. I’ll just poke my head in, do a quick sweep of the place, and if I don’t see him, I’ll leave. No harm, no foul, right?

I march up the stairs and push through the heavy glass doors. The lobby is empty, a far cry from the last time I was here.

As I meander through the stacks on the first floor, I appreciate how the carpeting muffles my footsteps. If there’s a serial killer here, he—or she!—won’t hear me coming.

I peer down each aisle, hoping to see Elliot’s familiar mop of dark hair. But there’s no sign of him. I make my way up the metal staircase to the second floor and try to ignore how wildly my heart beats.

It feels like I’m in one of those video games where you navigate a creepy mansion, unaware of what lurks around the next corner. Except, instead of zombies or ghosts, I’m searching for a cute boy with a love for snark.

The second floor is as deserted as the first, and I’m pretty sure I’m on a wild goose chase. Elliot’s probably back in his dorm room, laughing at me for being such a worrywart. And yet, something tells me to keep going.

Call it intuition. Call it stubbornness. Call it the fact that I don’t want to go back to the Hockey House and face the inevitable interrogation from Oliver about where I’ve been all night. Determined not to give up, I press on, climbing the stairs to the third floor. And then the fourth.

Each level is more deserted than the last, with the stacks appearing to close in on me as I navigate my way through the maze of books. When I reach the top floor, I’m convinced I’m in a horror movie.

The lights are even dimmer up here, casting eerie shadows on the walls. I half expect to round a corner and come face-to-face with Jason Voorhees, Michael Meyers, or—even worse—Ghostface. After all, this is a college, the setting for Scream 2.

Oh, no. I’m about to be Cici Cooper’d.

When I turn the final corner in the library, I stumble upon something much worse.


ICE QUEEN BLOG POST #5



Who. Are. You?

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

Well, well, well…it seems Gerard Gunnarson is quite the smitten boy. Numerous sources have informed me that he was seen tailing a man of mystery last night.

I mean, can you believe it? Gerard, the epitome of heterosexuality, the dude every girl wants to date and every guy wants to be, is suddenly batting for the other team? Or wait—maybe he’s playing for both teams?

Regardless, Gerard has always been the ultimate ladies’ man. He’s the guy who walks into a party with a swarm of girls hanging on his every word, laughing at his jokes and twirling their hair. And Gerard? He eats it up, flirting back and flashing that megawatt smile of his that melts panties.

So, what is it about this mystery man who has Gerard literally tripping over himself to get his attention? Is it his looks? His charm? His intellect? Or is there something else, something deeper, that Gerard sees in him?

Gerard could have any girl he wants. He doesn’t need to chase anyone. So, if he is…for a boy, then this is a big deal. No, scratch that. It’s a huge deal.

So, to all my loyal puck bunnies out there, I need you to be my little gossip hounds. Let me know if you see Gerard talking to someone new in the library or walking across campus with someone he usually doesn’t do that with. No matter how small or insignificant a detail may seem, it could be precisely what I need to crack the case wide open.

Whoever this mystery man is, he won’t reveal himself. He’ll stay hidden in the shadows, basking in the glow of Gerard’s attention. I know I’d do the same if I were in his shoes. But know this, Mystery Man—enjoy your time with Gerard while you can. Because sooner or later, I will find out your identity.

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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ELLIOT


Have you ever had that feeling of waking up and knowing someone else is in the room with you, but you’re too freaked out to open your eyes and check? That’s me right now.

I’m pretty sure it’s the person who followed me all over campus last night after I left the Hockey House. Like, come on, did they think they could tiptoe through the dead leaves without making a sound?

I really should get up, though. The warm sensation on my face tells me the sun is up. And if the sun’s shining, the librarian working the opening shift will be here soon. And I cannot be found here.

The problem is I don’t want to wake up and confront whoever has invaded my space. Because I know that the second I find out who’s here, there’s no going back to blissful ignorance.

Opening my eyes, I jerk my head up off the book I’d been using as a pillow and wince when my neck cracks from the sudden movement. I blink rapidly, trying to clear the sleep from my eyes and the cobwebs from my brain.

Scanning my surroundings, I breathe out a sigh of relief when I realize I’m alone. No shadowy figures lurking behind the stacks, no ominous footsteps coming up the stairwell. Just me, the books, and the gentle hum of the lights.

It doesn’t take long for me to gather up my meager belongings. All I have with me is a new backpack—courtesy of Jackson since my last one died—some clothes and a few dog-eared paperbacks. I keep the rest of my stuff in a storage unit off campus. It’s not cheap, but that’s part of the reason why I work as many shifts as my boss will let me.

I make my way down the five flights to the lobby, feeling like a hundred bucks—at least, that’s what I try to tell myself. I’ve become a master at stealth sleeping since I started working here during freshman year.

It’s not like I’ve had much of a choice. When I received the scholarship to attend BSU, I knew I couldn’t afford to live in the dorms. And there was no way in hell I was going to ask my mom for help when we were already struggling to stay afloat. So, I did what any resourceful, broke college student would do—I found a place to crash for free.

The library has been my home away from home, and while it’s not the most comfortable place to sleep, it beats the alternative of sleeping outside on a bench and facing the elements. But it’s not all rainbows and unicorns.

If I’m not working the closing shift, I have to wait for whoever is to leave, then linger around until campus security does one last check. Only after they’re gone can I sneak in and hunker down until morning.

I’m not ashamed of my situation. I’m doing what I have to do to survive. But if anyone finds out, they’ll see me differently. I’ll become the poor kid who can’t afford a place to live. And I don’t want that. I don’t want their pity or their charity.

I also don’t want to get expelled.

So, I keep my mouth shut and my head down. I do my job, go to class, and crash at the library. It’s not a glamorous life, but it’s mine.

A wave of relief crashes over me as I step into the lobby. I made it through another night undetected. I’m about to head out the door when I hear snoring coming from behind the circulation desk.

I freeze. Someone is here.

My eyes flick from the desk to the doors. I have two choices. Escape or find out who’s discovered my secret. It should be a simple decision, but it’s me. Nothing in my life has ever been simple.

Take my skin color, for example. Being Hispanic in a predominantly white suburb wasn’t exactly a walk in the park. Kids would make stupid comments about me being adopted as if it were any of their business. I learned early on to brush it off, but it still stung.

And then there’s my sexuality. Coming out as gay was another layer of complication I didn’t need. Add to that my mom’s perpetual lack of wealth. We were never broke, but we’ve always had to scrape by.

Now, every penny I earn goes toward paying my tuition and eating when possible.

I’m used to making difficult choices and dealing with the consequences. That’s why this should be a no-brainer. I should just leave. Whoever’s behind the desk can think whatever they want; it won’t change anything.

But a perverse need to know who would go to the lengths of waiting me out keeps me rooted to the spot. Because, honestly, whoever it is must have some serious dedication—or a weird obsession with me—to stick around this long.

I take a tentative step toward the circulation desk. The snoring grows louder and more pronounced. I peer over the edge of the desk, and my heart stutters at who it is.

Gerard.

I study him while trying to make sense of the sight before me. He’s laid out like a starfish, his long, muscular legs stretched out in front of him and his feet clad in those smiley-face socks. His slides are kicked off to the side as if he couldn’t be bothered to line them up nicely beside the desk.

But it’s his face that I stare at the longest. His mouth hangs open so wide I could fit my fist in it. He’s also drooling.

It’s not fair. No one should look that good while drooling.

Why is he here? I ask myself. A dozen scenarios run through my mind, but none make sense.

My eyes roam over his sleeping form. He looks so peaceful. So unguarded. I’ve only known him for a short while, but I can tell that this is a rare sight. Usually, Gerard is on, performing for the masses. But now? Now, he’s just a guy. Who snores like a foghorn.

“Hey,” I say firmly. But Gerard doesn’t stir. With a huff, I try again, louder. “Dude. Wake up.”

Nothing. He’s out cold.

I consider leaving him a note—something snarky like “Thanks for your concern, but I’ve got this. And by the way, you’re drooling.” and then slipping out the door. But before I can dig a pen out of my backpack, an idea strikes me.

He’s in my territory, and it’s time for me to fight back. So, I kick his foot. Hard.

With a sudden snort, Gerard startles awake and sits up with a jolt. He blinks rapidly, trying to orient himself. When his eyes focus on me, I forget to breathe. “Where’s the fire?”

I cross my arms over my chest and try to look intimidating. “What are you doing here?”

He rubs a hand over his face and inadvertently wipes away the drool. He runs the same hand through his hair as he smacks his lips. “I must have fallen asleep.”

“No shit. But why are you sleeping in the library? Don’t you have a bed in that fancy Hockey House of yours?”

Gerard stands up and plants his hands on his hips. By the set of his eyebrows, I think he’s trying to pull off a stern expression, but it’s more petulant child than anything else. “Why are you sleeping in the library, Elliot? And don’t even think about trying to dodge the question. I want answers.”

Embarrassment and anger surge through me. How dare he come in here and demand answers from me as if he has any right to know what’s happening in my life? Instead of answering him, I haul ass out of the library and into the unseasonably warm morning. I’m halfway down the steps before the library doors bang open behind me. Gerard catches up to me in no time flat. Damn him and his stupid long legs.

“Elliot, wait.” He reaches for my shoulder, but I jerk away from his touch.

“Leave me alone, Gerard. I don’t owe you any explanations.”

“Oh, yes, you do!” His blue eyes flash with anger, something I’ve never seen before—not even when he’s on the ice. “I caught you squatting in the library. That’s not normal, Elliot. Something’s going on, and I want to know what it is.”

I stop walking and whirl around to face him. “You want to know what’s going on with me? Fine. I’ll tell you. I can’t afford to live in the dorms. I don’t have a house like the rest of you spoiled rich hockey players. I’d rather die than rush a fraternity. So, I sleep in the library. Are you happy now? Is your curiosity satisfied?”

Gerard’s mouth falls open in shock. “Elliot, I…I had no idea. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Oh, please,” I scoff. “Like you would’ve cared. You’re Gerard Gunnarson. Everything gets handed to you on a silver platter. What would you know about struggling to make ends meet?”

He flinches as if I’ve slapped him. “That’s not fair, Elliot. You don’t know anything about me or my life.”

“And you don’t know anything about mine,” I shoot back, my voice rising with each word. “So, why don’t you do us both a favor and mind your own damn business?”

I walk away from him again, my fists clenched at my sides. His gaze is on my back, but I refuse to turn around. I don’t want to see the pity or the realization that I’m not like him and his hockey bros.

But Gerard, persistent as ever, falls into step beside me. “Elliot, I’m concerned.”

“Concerned? About what?”

He sighs heavily, and his shoulders slump. “I don’t know. My gut told me to make sure you made it back to the dorms okay. I had no idea you were heading here.”

“Well, as you can see, I’m fine. It’s fine. I’ve been sleeping in the library for the past two years, and no one’s been the wiser. That is until you decided to go all Sherlock Holmes on me.”

Gerard’s forehead creases in deep thought. His mouth moves as he tries to come up with something to say. It’d be cute if I weren’t unbelievably frustrated with him.

“Two years?!” he finally manages to spit out. “You’ve been sleeping in the library for two whole years? How is that even possible?”

“It’s not that hard when you know how to be invisible. And let’s face it, I’m a ghost on this campus.”

The expression on his face is a jumbled mess of emotions. There’s sympathy, which is to be expected. Concern, too. But terror? That’s not what I was expecting.

Gerard takes off running as if the devil himself is chasing him. And while my eyes instinctively follow the rhythmic bounce of his ass as he vanishes into the distance, I find no joy in the view.

Because the simple fact is it’s way too early for my day to be a dumpster fire already.
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GERARD


Learning that Elliot doesn’t have a place to call home has left a sour taste in my mouth. Not because it changes how I see him—he’s still the same grumpy, sarcastic guy who somehow bookwormed his way into my life—but because the seriousness of the situation scares me. And since I can’t skate away from the problem, I’ve hatched a three-step plan.

First, go to The Brew. Oliver’s working this morning, and he’s my go-to guy whenever I’m overwhelmed. And right now, I’m over-overwhelmed.

Then I’ll order myself a comforting cup of tea and…well, spill it.

Last, with Oliver’s help, I’ll brainstorm a solution that doesn’t involve Elliot curling up between the bookshelves for another night. Take it from me: the library is the worst place to get some shut-eye.

I don’t know how he does it. My neck feels like it went ten rounds with a three-hundred-pound enforcer.

The warm morning air whips my face as I race to The Brew. I’m in such a hurry that I don’t bother to check the time. I also don’t bother to wait for the glass doors to slide fully open as I approach them. Time is of the essence, and I—BAM!

I slam into the glass door and the world goes dark as my eyes cross and my brain rattles around in my skull like a loose puck. Pain explodes through my nose, and I’m pretty sure I heard a crunch.

As I stumble backward, my center of gravity shifts, and suddenly, I’m falling. Time slows down as my life flashes before my eyes—well, mostly just the embarrassing parts, like that one game where I accidentally put my jockstrap on the wrong way. Don’t ask how. Don’t. Ask. How.

My butt hits the concrete with a thunderous thud, and shockwaves ripple through me from head to toe. I sit there, momentarily stunned and disoriented, while Tweety Birds chirp over my head. My face throbs, my tailbone hurts, and my pride has shattered into a million tiny pieces.

I gingerly touch my nose, wincing at the pain, and realize that I’ve given myself another concussion. Thankfully, even though my vision is blurry and my eyes have yet to uncross, I register the closed sign hanging on the door. I scowl at it as it mocks me with its cruel indifference.

This is not how I imagined my morning going. All I wanted was to find Oliver and get his help with the Elliot situation. Instead, I’ve ended up flat on my butt, my nose probably broken, and my ego bruised worse than a peach.

With a grunt, I heave myself off the ground and sit on the wooden bench beneath the overhang. My butt protests the less-than-cushiony furniture, but there’s nothing better as far as the eye can see.

While I wait for Oliver to arrive and unlock the doors, my mind drifts back to Elliot. The image of him curled up on the library floor with a book for a pillow makes my heart ache in a way I’m not entirely comfortable with.

I can’t sit back and let him continue squatting in the library. He deserves a proper bed. And if I have anything to say about it, he’ll get just that.
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Surprise flashes across Oliver’s face when he spots me on the bench, scrolling through social media. He’s dressed in a forest-green polo shirt with The Brew’s logo—a steaming cup of coffee—embroidered above his left nipple, tan khaki pants that hug his thighs, and shiny tan loafers.

“G? What are you doing here this early, man?” I hear the concern in his voice as he pulls out a set of keys and unlocks the door.

“I’ll tell you when we’re inside. Never know who’s listening.”

Oliver’s eyes dart around the empty landscape, but he’s known me long enough to go with it. He holds the door open for me, and I walk past him into the darkened interior of The Brew. The first thing I notice is the security camera, and I think, God, I hope that thing is off.

Oliver turns on all the lights and walks over to the counter. I follow, hot on his heels, and sit on the bar stool off to the side. While Oliver goes to clock in, I spin around on my stool. What can I say? I’m a kid at heart.

It’s eerie being in here with nobody else. I’m used to the place being all hustle and bustle, a line snaking out the door, every table full of students hard at work or meeting up with friends. But now, it’s dead silent except for the gentle hum of the refrigerators and the distant clanking of Oliver moving around in the back room.

Oliver emerges from the back room with a black apron tied around his waist. “I take it you didn’t get here super early for my badass mocha cappuccino?”

I shake my head. I’m still struggling with how exactly to tell Oliver about Elliot sleeping in the library. It’s not exactly something I can easily slip into conversation.

“Is this about what the Ice Queen posted last night?”

I blink. “Wait, the Ice Queen? What did she post?”

Oliver pulls his phone from his back pocket and slides it across the counter to me. I pick it up, unlock it—yes, he trusts me with his passcode—and read the Ice Queen’s newest post.

Fiddlesticks. People did see me following Elliot across campus last night. Apparently, subtlety isn’t my strong suit on or off the ice.

Panic rises in my chest as the reality of the situation hits me in the gut. If the Ice Queen discovers Elliot’s identity, he’ll be thrust into the spotlight, and it’ll be entirely my fault.

I can’t even imagine how he’d react. Would he be angry? Hurt? Annoyed that I’ve accidentally made him a featured guest in my life story?

I run my hands through my hair, tugging at the strands in frustration. This is such a mess, and I have no idea how to fix it. I wish I could go back in time and stop myself from agreeing to let the Ice Queen write about me. But I can’t. All I can do now is manage the fallout the best I can.

“G. You look like you’re about to pass out. Breathe and tell me what’s going on.”

I inhale through my nose, exhale through my mouth, and then spill like a full cup of coffee with a loose lid.

“Damn,” Oliver murmurs once I’m done. “That’s heavy, G. I can’t imagine not having a proper place to call home.”

“I know, right? And the worst part is he’s acting incredibly nonchalant about it.”

“Elliot’s a tough cookie, that’s for sure. But even the toughest cookies can crumble under too much pressure.”

I snort. “Did you just compare Elliot to a cookie?”

Oliver grins. “Hey, if the chocolate chip fits…”

My eyes roll so hard that they nearly fall out of my head. Leave it to Oliver to find humor in even the most serious of situations.

“Speaking of cookies…” Oliver gestures toward the glass display case filled with tempting treats. “Why don’t you pick out something to eat before the morning rush hits.”

I peer into the case like a kid with their nose pressed against the window of a candy store and stare at the assortment of muffins, scones, and pastries. “I’ll take…a blueberry muffin.”

Oliver slips on a pair of latex gloves and opens the display case. He reaches in and takes his sweet time finding the muffin I selected. I’m practically vibrating in my seat in anticipation and have to bite my tongue to keep from yelling at him to speed it up.

The instant his meaty hand wraps around the top of my muffin, my mouth waters. I swallow loudly, and Oliver snickers.

“Do you want it to go?” he asks, holding it out to me like it’s an apple and he’s the Evil Queen from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.

And like Snow White, I snatch it out of his hand and take a gigantic bite. The burst of warm blueberries and sugary crust that coats my tongue makes me moan in ecstasy. Holy snickers, it’s even better than I imagined.

“You’re an animal!” Oliver laughs.

I shrug, not caring one bit how I look. Crumbs fly everywhere, and my fingers become sticky from the blueberries. Each bite is a piece of heaven, and for a moment, all my worries about Elliot and the Ice Queen melt away.

“Did you bake these yourself?” I ask around a mouthful of blueberry goodness. A few crumbs tumble from my lips onto the counter. Oops.

A faint blush creeps up Oliver’s neck, staining his cheeks a delicate shade of pink. He ducks his head, suddenly fascinated by the gloves on his hands.

“Uh, yeah,” he mumbles. “I’ve been experimenting with some new recipes lately. Trying to keep things fresh, you know?”

“Well, consider this experiment a resounding success. This muffin is incredible, dude. You’ve got a real talent.” I lick my fingers clean and let out a satisfied sigh.

Oliver shakes his head, blushing. “Thanks, G. Glad you enjoyed it. Now, about Elliot…”

My stomach tightens again, but at least it’s full now. “Yeah?”

“You know he can’t stay in the library forever. You’re going to have to find a real solution for him.”

“I know.” My voice sounds smaller than I want it to. “That’s why I’m here. To see if you have any ideas.”

The bell above the door jingles, and I peer over my shoulder to see a group of frat guys walk in. Oliver straightens up and gives me a final, lingering stare.

“Ideas? Talk to Jackson. See what he thinks. I’m sure Elliot kept this a secret from him, too.”

He’s right. Jackson is the perfect person to go to. He knows Elliot best.

I slide off my stool. “Thanks, man.”

He waves me off, already focused on his first customers of the day.

As I step outside, my mind races with everything I need to do. Talk to Jackson. Message the Ice Queen. Figure out how to tell Elliot that he can’t live in the library anymore.

Yeesh. No one ever told me helping people would be this much work.
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Until today, I’d never stepped foot inside a dorm building. Shocking, right? Every party I’ve been to has been at the Hockey House. But as the saying goes, there’s a first time for everything.

The football team’s dorm building is located on the northeast end of campus, perched on a slight hill that overlooks Barracuda Lake. I’ve always thought it was a prime spot, with its panoramic views of the water and easy access to the running trails that circle the lake.

As I walk up the winding path, I imagine what it would be like to fall asleep every night with the moon shimmering over the lake. It’s probably the most peaceful, beautiful sight in the world. I’m kinda jealous.

The brick building has a sturdy, old-school feel that would be right at home on an Ivy League campus. Five floors of athlete-packed dorm rooms rise above a small courtyard in front, which is currently covered in a layer of dead leaves. A few picnic tables sit empty and abandoned.

I push open the heavy glass door and step into the lobby. One wall features a large mural of a charging Barracuda. The rest of the space is blue and white, with various trophies and plaques displayed in glass cases.

There’s a perk to being the It Boy on campus—Drew’s words, not mine. It allows me to be anywhere without question. Nobody bats an eye as I stroll down the hall as if I know exactly where I’m going. Fun fact: I do not.

I study a corkboard at the end of the hall that’s overflowing with handmade flyers. There’s one for an upcoming indie band performance at The Brew next weekend, a flyer for a Wii Sports tournament—can I get in on that one?—and even a “Have you seen this sock?” sign. As far as clues about Jackson’s whereabouts? Nothing but static.

I’m about to give up when a knight in—oh, my gosh, is he wearing a thong?—approaches. The guy’s eyes light up with recognition when he sees me. “Hey, aren’t you Gerard Gunnarson?”

“Last I checked.” I’m trying hard not to focus on the purple thong that is two sizes too small for him. “Always happy to meet a fan, even if they’re a bit…underdressed.”

He glances down at himself and laughs. “Sorry about that, man. I lost a dare last night. I have to wear this shit for the entire week. It’s my girlfriend’s. Neat, right?”

Neat is one word for it. Blush-worthy is another.

“Mind if we snap a quick selfie?” He pulls his phone out of only God knows where—and I’m too afraid to ask.

“Sure thing.” I sling an arm around his shoulders and flash my trademark smile.

It’s surreal, posing for a picture with a dude wearing a thong in the middle of a dorm lobby, but hey, it’s college. Weirder things have happened, such as Drew streaking across the quad wearing nothing but a strategically placed hockey puck over his gonads.

“Thanks, man. My dad is going to freak!” He sings the last word high-pitched enough that only dogs can hear him. “So, what brings you way out over here? Isn’t the Hockey House on the other side of campus?”

“I’m trying to find a friend—Jackson Monroe. Do you know what room he’s in?”

“Oh, yeah. Third floor, room three-oh-one. You can’t miss it—it’s the one with the gigantic poster of you on the door. That guy’s a huge fan.”

I clap a hand on his shoulder. “Thanks, dude. You’re a lifesaver.”

He waves off my gratitude with a grin. “No worries, man. Always happy to help out a fellow athlete.”

As I climb the stairs to the third floor, I think about how Jackson will react when I tell him about Elliot’s unconventional living situation. They’re best friends. He’ll probably be stunned, maybe even feel guilty for not noticing. But if Jackson is as incredible as I think he is, he’ll want to do whatever it takes to make things better for Elliot.

I approach Jackson’s dorm room, and…wow. Thong Boy wasn’t exaggerating about the gigantic poster of me. I’ve never seen my face blown up this big. It’s…unsettling.

I knock on my nose and wait for the door to open. When it does, I gasp.

Jackson’s not wearing any clothes—not even socks. The second he realizes it’s me, he shrieks and slams the door in my face with enough force to rattle the walls. I burst out laughing at the absurdity of it all. “Hey, don’t sweat it, man! I sleep in the buff, too. Gotta let the boys breathe, am I right?”

A muffled groan comes from inside, followed by the sound of drawers opening and frantic rustling. Moments later, the door reopens. Jackson, now in navy-blue boxers and a black T-shirt, graciously steps aside to let me in. As I thank him, I snicker. His face is as red as a goal light, and he won’t look me in the eye.

Stepping inside, I take stock of his room. The right side is a whirlwind of football and hockey memorabilia. But it’s the shrine to me that stops me in my tracks. There are posters, newspaper clippings, and even a replica of the bobblehead Oliver once gifted me. “Gee, Jackson. Are you the president of my fan club, too?”

“No. Vice-President,” he mumbles.

I nearly choke on my tongue at his confession. I didn’t realize the guy had such a hard-on for me. “Does Elliot know?”

“Fuck no. He’d never let me live it down if he did. And you better not tell him!” He wags a finger in my face, and I step back, hands held high in a placating gesture.

“I won’t. I’ll take it to my grave.” Yeah, fat chance of that.

The left side of the room is regretfully not another shrine to me. In fact, it’s immaculate and void of any sports paraphernalia. The bed is made with military precision, and the comforter is stretched tight. A bookshelf against the wall holds books arranged alphabetically, and—holy snickers! Is that a telescope? Oh! And are those glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling?

“Sorry about being naked,” Jackson says, pulling my attention away from his roommate’s knickknacks. “I wasn’t expecting company. Thought you were my roommate.”

I sit down on Jackson’s unmade bed, my grin a mile wide. “I think you scarred me for life, dude. I’m never gonna be able to unsee that.”

He throws his roommate’s pillow at my head, which I catch effortlessly. “Shut up, Gerard. Pretty sure I’m not the first jock you’ve seen naked.”

“You’re not. But you are the first with such a tiny dick.” I chuck the pillow back at him.

It’s not tiny. But it’s also not as big as mine.

Jackson flips me off as he rests his butt against his desk. “Why are you here, Gerard?”

“Well…” Where do I even start?

I survey the room in search of a distraction. My eyes settle on a calendar pinned to the wall. “Halloween’s coming up soon. You got any plans?”

Jackson perks up. “Oh my God. Are you going to invite me to the Hockey House Halloween party? I’ve heard stories. They all sound epic!”

“Then consider this your official invitation, my dude. There’ll be booze, a costume contest, and more candy than a sugar factory.”

“Oh, man! I’m so there. I already have my costume picked out and everything. Get this: I’m going as…” He drums his hands on his thighs. “Julius Caesar. But the sexy kind.”

“How does one dress up as a sexy Julius Caesar?”

“You’ll have to wait till Halloween to find out—hey, wait. Is Elliot invited? I’ll only go if he can, too.”

The mention of Elliot causes my heart to jump up into my throat. Through a forced smile, I say, “Of course!”

“Sweet. He probably won’t dress up, though. Is that okay?”

I nod, still not ready to discuss Elliot yet. I need another distraction. I glance around the room again and spot a poster of the solar system above Jackson’s roommate’s bed. “Is your roommate majoring in astronomy or something?”

Jackson follows my gaze and smiles. “No, but he’s obsessed with astronomy. I think I’ve learned more about black holes and supernovas this year than I have in my entire life. It’s pretty cool stuff, even if I don’t understand three-quarters of it.”

“Where is he? It’s still pretty early.”

“He had to go home for a family thing. He’s supposed to be back sometime today.”

We settle into a comfortable silence, and I’m tempted to say, “Well, this was nice. Good catching up with you, Jackson. See you later!” but that would be unfair to Elliot. He needs help, even if he’s too stubborn to admit it.

I close my eyes and breathe deeply. Jackson probably thinks I’m being weird, but now’s not the time to be self-conscious. Elliot is depending on me. Granted, he doesn’t know he is, but I figure it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission. “Last night, I discovered something about Elliot, and now I need your help.”

I study Jackson’s face as I recount what happened last night and this morning. At first, there’s a flicker of confusion—his brows knit together as he processes what I’m telling him. Then shock hits him as understanding dawns, and he gasps dramatically.

“Wait, what?!” He shoots to his feet. “Elliot’s been living in the library for two years? How is that even possible? Aren’t security supposed to patrol the campus twenty-four seven? What the hell are we paying them for? To play Go-fucking-Fish?”

I shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine, dude.”

Jackson paces his room, hands on his hips and a mutinous expression on his face. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice. I knew he spent most of his time at the library, but I chalked it up to him being a workaholic. I never imagined⁠—”

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up about it. Elliot’s clearly a master at keeping secrets. We still wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t followed him last night.”

Jackson gasps again as his hands fly to his hair. “Holy shit! Elliot is the mystery man!”

I blush. Why am I not surprised that Jackson follows the Ice Queen? She’s not a figment of my imagination or anything.

“Yes, he is.” I avoid Jackson’s scrutinizing gaze and stare down at his bare feet instead. They’re big, but mine are bigger. I don’t know why I fixate on that, but I do.

Jackson gasps again. “Oh my God! You like him! You like Elliot!”

My face turns redder than Mars. Revealing my affection for Elliot to his best friend wasn’t the plan. Considering Jackson is practically Elliot’s surrogate brother, I know the stakes. If someone were infatuated with my sister, I’d be freaking out too. “No comment.”

“Wow,” Jackson says after a long moment. “Just…wow. I did not see that coming. So, you’re bi?”

“I guess,” I reply with a shrug. “I’m still figuring that out. But when I see Elliot and think about him, I don’t think about pronouns or what’s between his legs. I think about wanting to be with him, making him smile, roll his eyes, and make him—what? Is there something on my face?”

I swipe at my nose, fearing I might have a booger, but I don’t. So, why is Jackson grinning like The Joker?

“Gerard, you don’t just like Elliot. You’re crushing on him and want him to be your boyfriend.”

Huh. Can I see myself walking across campus holding Elliot’s hand, going to dinner and seeing a movie, or cuddling in bed? Yes, yes, yes, and…yes.

Oh, wow. I guess I do want him to be my boyfriend. But the bigger question is whether Elliot wants that, too. Sure, he likes my hands. But does he like me?

I shake my head. Somehow, the conversation has veered from Elliot’s homelessness to my sexuality. Now is not the time to decide whether I want to explore my feelings for Elliot. I can do that later, alone in my room. Maybe with my dick in my hand—it’s been a day since I last came, sue me.

“Can we focus on what’s important right now?” I ask. “What are we gonna do about Elliot’s living situation?”

“You’re right, sorry. We need to figure something out. He can’t keep living in the library, that’s for damn sure.”

We spend the next ten minutes brainstorming. If Jackson didn’t have a roommate or lived alone, we’d be like Ariana Grande and have one less, one less problem.

“Hey!” Jackson breaks the silence, startling me. “Sorry. Are you able to squeeze another guy into the Hockey House?”

“We totally can…as long as the other guys agree with it. Knowing Oliver, it’ll be put up for a vote.”

“Alright. Then we should give that a try. In the meantime, what are you going to do about the Ice Queen?”

“What do you mean?”

“If she gets wind of this…”

“Already on my list of things to do today.”

Jackson raises an eyebrow. “You think she’ll keep this on the down low?”

No, I’m not sure at all. But what other choice do I have?

“Yeah,” I lie. “She will.”


AN EMAIL FROM GERARD



From: gunnarsong@bsu.edu

To: theicequeen@blog.com

Date: October 18, 2015

Subject: Pretty Please with Sugar on Top!

Hey, Ice Queen!

It’s Gerard. I read your latest post about the mystery man, and I know you’re curious about who the guy is, but could you maybe hold off on finding out? He’s a good friend of mine, and he’s going through some things right now.

I promise to give you the full scoop once everything settles down. You know I’m always happy to help you out, but I want to make sure Elliot is in a better headspace before anything goes public.

Thanks for understanding. You’re the best!

-Gerard
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“You want me to what?”

“Move in with me.”

My cackle would make the Wicked Witch of the West proud. For a second there, I thought Gerard asked me to move in with him. But that would be insane because there’s no way I’m moving into a house full of hockey players. “And pray tell, why in the world would I do that?”

“Because you can’t keep living in the library, Elliot,” Gerard squawks. “It’s not humane. You should be in a dorm room, tucked warmly in a bed and surrounded by other people—not books!”

“What don’t you get, Gerard? I. Can’t. Afford. A dorm.”

“I. Know!” He shoots to his feet and starts pacing back and forth.

We’re in the middle of the quad. Everyone is staring at us, and it’s putting me on edge. This is why I never should have let Gerard into my life. He is always the center of attention, and now, I’ve been dragged into his orbit for everyone to gawk at.

Gerard stops pacing and plants his hands on his hips. The pose makes his broad shoulders appear even wider, stretching the fabric of his T-shirt. His eyes are fixed on some point in the distance as he mutters to himself. I take the opportunity to study him while he’s momentarily preoccupied.

The sunlight turns his golden hair into a shimmering halo, and the irony isn’t lost on me—Gerard, appearing like an angel, offering me salvation. I know I should take it because, as much as I hate to admit it, the boy is right. I shouldn’t be sleeping in a library.

“The guys will love you, Elliot. They’re not the meatheads you think they are,” Gerard insists, staring down at me.

I snort. “Right. A bunch of jocks are going to welcome a nerdy librarian with open arms. I’m sure we’ll be braiding each other’s hair in no time.”

“You’re not giving them enough credit. Or me, for that matter. I wouldn’t ask you to move in if I didn’t think it would work out. Or if I thought you’d be unsafe.”

I chew on my bottom lip and weigh my options. On the one hand, living in the library hasn’t exactly been a picnic. The floor isn’t the most comfortable. Having to sneak into the gym showers every day is liable to give me a heart attack. And I’m pretty sure I’m developing a permanent crick in my neck from using an encyclopedia as a pillow.

But on the other hand, moving into a house full of rowdy, boisterous hockey players will be a nightmare for an introvert like me. I can picture it now—constant noise, no privacy, and the lingering stench of sweat. Plus, there’s the small matter of my massive crush—something else I hate to admit—on Gerard. Living under the same roof as him and seeing him every day? It’s a recipe for disaster.

Gerard must sense my hesitation because he steps closer, his expression softening. “Think about it, okay? This could be good for you.”

My heart skips a beat at his proximity. Up close, I can see the faint dusting of freckles across his nose and how his long lashes flutter when he blinks. It would be so easy to get lost in those eyes and drown in the depths of that blue.

I take a deep breath to steady myself. “I’ll think about it.”

My voice comes out shakier than I’d prefer it to, but Gerard neither notices nor cares. In fact, he beams.

“That’s all I ask.” He squeezes my shoulder, sending pleasure through my body.

As he walks away, my mind races with possibilities. Living with Gerard is tempting, even with all the potential drawbacks. But am I ready to take that leap?
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Fate is a cruel mistress.

When I go to the library for my midday shift, I’m met with a padlock on the door and a sign in the window. It says that the building is closed for fumigation—the fuck?—and to come back on October 25th for a grand reopening.

“Closed for a week?” I run my hands through my hair and curse.

Now, what am I going to do? I guess I could sneak into the gym and sleep on one of the workout benches. I’ll go to Jackson’s dorm and swipe his key card. That way, it won’t raise any questions when campus security finds the door unlocked late at night.

I’m already grimacing at the thought when the traitorous voice in my head suggests a different option—Gerard’s offer to move into the Hockey House.

No way. I’m not that desperate…am I?

Grumbling under my breath, I trudge across the quad, my backpack growing heavier with each step. As I pass by the student center, a flyer catches my eye.

“Need a place to stay?” it reads in bold, colorful letters. “The Hockey House has a room available! Inquire within.”

I blink, then blink again. This has to be a joke, right? Some sort of cosmic prank or something Gerard did, knowing I walk this way all the time?

I tear my gaze away from the flyer and quicken my pace, determined to put as much distance between myself and that accursed piece of paper as possible.

As I round the corner near the dining hall, I nearly collide with a group of students huddled around a bulletin board. Mumbling an apology, I try to sidestep them, but something on the board snags my attention. There, smack dab in the center, is another flyer, identical to the other one.

“For crying out loud,” I mutter, my eye twitching. Is the Hockey House stalking me?

This is ridiculous. I’m not going to let a couple of stupid flyers sway me. I’ve made up my mind, and that’s that. Except, apparently, it’s not.

I cut through the fine arts building, hoping to take a shortcut to the gym, and stumble upon a group of theater students rehearsing a scene. Normally, I wouldn’t pay them any mind, but the dialogue makes me freeze.

“But where will you go?” one of the actors cries, clutching his scene partner’s arm.

“I don’t know,” the other replies. “But I can’t stay here. I have to find a new place to call home.”

I run out of the building, my breath coming out in short, sharp gasps. Everywhere I turn, the universe is screaming at me to move into the Hockey House.

But I can’t. I won’t.

I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t even realize where my feet are taking me until I’m in front of a familiar building.

The Hockey House.

On the roof of the porch is a “Home Sweet Home” banner.

“No,” I whisper, taking a step backward. Large hands settle on my shoulders, and I glance up to see Gerard looming over me.

“Yes.” His face is serious, but his eyes are kind.

I narrow mine at Gerard. “Were you behind those flyers? And that suspiciously on-the-nose scene from the acting class?”

A bashful smile spreads across Gerard’s face, and he ducks his head. “Guilty.”

I throw my hands up in exasperation. “Unbelievable. You can’t take no for an answer, can you?”

“Nope.” His bashful smile turns into an outright grin. “Not when I know it’s the right thing for you.”

My shoulders slump in defeat. I hate that Gerard’s persistence is wearing me down. And if I’m being honest with myself, living in the Hockey House is starting to sound less of a nightmare and more of a dream come true.

“Fine,” I grumble. “You win. I’ll move in with you and your band of merry men.”

Gerard pulls me into a bone-crushing hug. “You won’t regret this, Elliot. I promise.”

I huff out a laugh as my face gets smooshed against his broad chest. “We’ll see about that.”

He releases me, and I step back, adjusting my glasses. “But if we’re doing this, I need you to take me to the storage unit downtown to get the rest of my clothes.”

“No problem. We can take my car.”

Gerard gestures to the Subaru parked in the driveway. It’s an older model, but it doesn’t appear to be on its last legs. Thank fuck for that.

We climb inside, and Gerard starts the engine. When we pull out of the driveway, I glance at him from the corner of my eye. The sun streaming through the windshield highlights the strong lines of his jaw. His large hands grip the steering wheel, and the sight makes my stomach flip. I quickly turn my head before he can see my reddening cheeks. Get it together, Elliot. You’re roommates now.

To distract myself from what’s to come, I study the interior of the car. It’s a time capsule from the early 2000s. The cloth seats are worn and faded, with a few small tears haphazardly patched with duct tape. The floorboards are littered with old fast-food wrappers and empty energy drink cans.

I run my hand along the cracked dashboard. The texture of the sun-damaged plastic beneath my fingertips reminds me of one of my parents’ cars. “Did you buy this thing used?”

Gerard nods his head, a fond smile playing on his lips. “Yeah, I’ve had Betsy since I started at BSU.”

“Betsy?” I snort. “You named your car Betsy?”

Gerard pats the steering wheel affectionately. “Yep. She’s been with me through thick and thin. We’ve got a special bond, Betsy and I.”

I roll my eyes, but it’s endearing, in a weird way, how much Gerard loves this car.

Pulling onto the freeway, I take in the rest of the vehicle. The radio is an ancient cassette player, and a shoebox filled with tapes is shoved underneath the passenger seat. I pull it out and rifle through the collection, my eyes widening at each title I read.

“Celine Dion? Shania Twain? Ricky Martin?” I hold up one of the tapes, my voice laced with disbelief. “Gerard, your taste in music is…something else.”

“What can I say? I’m a man of eclectic tastes.”

Placing the box back where I found it, I make a mental note to introduce Gerard to the wonders of Top 40 music later.

The sun visor above my head is pulled down, and I spot the remnants of old parking passes and ski lift tickets tucked into the elastic band. There’s even a faded photograph of a younger Gerard, gap-toothed and grinning, with his arm slung around a boy half his size.

“Who’s this?” I ask, pointing to the picture.

Gerard glances at it briefly before turning his eyes back to the road. “That’s my cousin, Freddy. He’s five years younger than me. That was taken the summer before I started high school.”

I inspect the photograph more closely. Now that he mentions it, I can see the resemblance in their eyes and easy smiles. They’re happy in a way that only comes with the innocence of youth.

“You two are close?” I ask as I snap the sun visor back into place.

“We were,” Gerard says, his voice tinged with a hint of sadness.

“Were?”

“He moved to Europe. His dad got a promotion at some Fortune 500 company. Haven’t seen him since.”

The rest of the drive is filled with easy conversation and pop music on the radio. I dutifully ignore the fact that two songs about crushes play back to back. As much as I love Mandy Moore and Jennifer Paige, the universe can go fuck itself for meddling.

When we get to the storage unit, I’m grateful that Gerard doesn’t comment on the fact that all my clothes fit into only a few duffel bags. It’s embarrassing enough as it is.

We store everything in the trunk, and before I know it, we’re back at the Hockey House.

Gerard helps me carry my bags up the driveway, which is stuffed with more cars than a fucking car lot. As we step through the front door, I’m hit with déjà vu. That is until I see the welcoming committee in the living room.

The BSU hockey team is spread out over the living room, their expressions ranging from mildly annoyed to disgruntled. A few of them perk up when they see Gerard, but their faces fall when they notice me trailing behind him like a lost puppy.

I can practically hear their collective internal groan of displeasure. My moving in probably wasn’t a request as much as it was a royal decree handed down by their fearless star player. I wouldn’t be surprised if they started kissing his purple-socked feet.

They’re peeved, and I don’t blame them. I’m the antithesis of everything they stand for. In my world, the gentle rustle of book pages and the occasional clack of a keyboard is considered soothing. I thrive in the realm of ideas and exploring the depths of literature. Of savoring the nuanced beauty of a well-crafted sentence and enjoying the classics.

Hockey players, on the other hand, thrive in a universe of chaos and testosterone. They’re wired to love adrenaline rushes and eat every food known to mankind, regardless of if it’s questionable.

And now, I’m going to be the newest member of the Hockey House, all because a blond golden retriever man-child followed me “home.”

As I walk further into the living room, I recognize the overwhelming scent of Axe body spray before I realize how crazy it is that the entire hockey team can fit in this room. They’re all wearing hoodies and sweatpants. A few are barefoot, but most have socks or Ugg slippers on.

I’m oddly grateful that no one is naked or in their underwear, but I’m sure I’ll be subjected to that particular brand of torture soon enough.

“I want to thank everyone for getting here on such short notice,” Gerard says, stepping up beside me, completely oblivious to the tension brewing in the room. “I know we have practice soon, so I’ll make this quick. You all remember Elliot, right? I introduced you to him a couple of weeks ago.”

A burly guy with a neck thicker than my thigh grunts in acknowledgment. He’s sitting on the couch, his massive frame taking up two cushions. His dark hair is buzzed short, and his nose appears to have been broken one too many times. He eyes me with suspicion, trying to determine whether I’m a threat or an annoyance.

I think back to the hundreds of jerseys I’ve seen around campus, and if memory serves, his name is Taylor Colson.

Next to him is a skinny redhead—Will Dixon, I believe—with a spattering of freckles across his cheeks. He’s slumped low enough in his seat that he’s practically horizontal. His long legs are stretched out in front of him, and he gives me a halfhearted wave before returning his attention to his phone.

Perched on the arm of the couch is a blond with a chiseled jawline that could cut glass. He’s the only one who’s genuinely happy to see me. He hops to his feet and bounds over with his hand outstretched.

“Welcome to the madhouse, Elliot!” He pumps my hand enthusiastically. “I’m Jordan Chase, but everyone calls me Jordan.”

I wince as he crushes my fingers. I’m also afraid that he’s going to rip my arm out of its socket.

“Nice to meet you,” I mumble, trying to extricate my hand from his vise-like grip.

The rest of the team remains where they are, making no move to greet me the way Jordan did. They all have the same beefy, muscular builds as Gerard, with broad shoulders and thick, powerful legs. I’ve stumbled into a meeting of the Incredible Hulk fan club.

A large hand shoots up into the air, and Gerard says his name—Mason. “Who is he going to room with? We’re all doubled up already.”

“Some of us tripled,” another guy scoffs.

“He’ll be rooming with me,” Gerard says, and I swear I hear a hint of excitement in his voice. “And before you ask, he’ll be sharing my bathroom slot and doing chores, same as the rest of us.”

The players exchange glances. Some shrug, while others are still unconvinced.

“I dunno, man,” a Hispanic guy named Francisco Ruiz says as he runs a hand through his shaggy black hair. “No offense to Elliot, but we don’t know him. What if he’s a total slob or something?”

I open my mouth to assure them I’m probably the neatest person they’ll ever meet, but Gerard is faster.

“Guys, come on.” His voice takes on a firm edge. “Elliot is my friend, and I’m vouching for him. He’s a good guy, and he needs a place to stay. I have the biggest bed because I’m the biggest guy here. It makes sense for him to move in with me—I mean, us. I know this is unexpected, but I’m asking you to trust me and do me a solid. Okay?”

Slowly, the players nod, and their expressions shift as they look at me anew.

“Okay, G.” Nathan Paisley steps forward to clap Gerard on the back. His hair is still as pink as the last time I saw him. “I know he’s a good egg.”

I smile gratefully at him before Gerard steers me out of the living room and up the staircase to the third floor and my new home.
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Because I’m new to the Hockey House, some players aren’t comfortable leaving me in the house alone. You would think it was for my safety, but really, they don’t want me snooping through their rooms and finding Playboys under their beds. Little do they know, I could give two shits what gets their motors running.

So, I’m being taken, against my will, to the Infinity Arena to watch their practice. As much as sitting in an ice box for a few hours makes me want to have a Zamboni run me over, Alex will be there to keep me company.

To add insult to injury, Gerard and I have been arguing about the sleeping arrangements the whole ride there. He conveniently neglected to tell me that there was only one bed in his room. And that there’s not enough room to add a second.

“You’re not sleeping on the floor,” Gerard insists as he navigates Betsy through the bustling streets. “You deserve a real bed, Elliot. You shouldn’t have to rough it anymore.”

I huff out an exasperated sigh and push my glasses up the bridge of my nose. “Gerard, I’ve been sleeping on floors for a while now. I’m used to it. It’s not a big deal.”

“It is a big deal.” His eyes flicker to meet mine before focusing back on the road. “You’re a person, not a stray dog. You need a proper place to sleep.”

“And you’re a hockey player,” I retort, gesturing to his muscular frame that fills the entire driver’s seat. “You need your rest to perform at your best. I’m a librarian. I don’t need a bed as much as you do.”

Gerard’s grip tightens on the steering wheel. “Elliot, I appreciate your concern, but I’m not budging. You’re taking the bed, end of story.”

I cross my arms over my chest and arrange my lips in a defiant pout. “Well, I’m not budging either. I’ll sleep on the floor, and you can’t stop me.”

“Oh, can’t I? I could easily pick you up and plop you on that bed myself. I doubt you could overpower me.”

Heat rushes to my cheeks at the thought of Gerard’s strong hands gripping my waist and his chiseled arms effortlessly lifting me off the floor. I quickly shake the image from my mind. It’ll be a cold day in Hell before I let him win this argument.

“How about this? I’ll sleep under the covers, and you can sleep on top of them. That way, we both get the bed, but there’s still a layer between us. Deal?”

Gerard mulls my proposition over before nodding. “Deal. But don’t think this means I’ll stop trying to convince you that you deserve better, Elliot. Because you do.”

My heart skips a beat at his sincerity. I quickly gaze out the passenger window to hide the blush creeping up my face. Despite the blanket barrier we’ve agreed upon, the prospect of sharing a bed with Gerard fills me with a nervous energy I can’t quite shake. It’s not that I don’t trust him—far from it. But something about the intimacy of sleeping beside someone, the warmth of their body and the rhythm of their breath, feels far more significant than it should.

Especially when that someone is Gerard Gunnarson.

As we pull into the parking lot of the Infinity Arena, Gerard glances over at me. “You sure you’ll be okay in the stands while we practice? I know it’s not exactly your idea of a good time.”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. Alex should be here, but I brought a book to pass the time if he’s not.” I pat my backpack for emphasis.

Gerard’s eyes light up with curiosity. “Oh yeah? What book?”

“On the Road by Jack Kerouac. Have you heard of it?”

Gerard’s brow furrows in thought. “Wait, isn’t that a song?”

“No, that’s a different ‘On the Road.’ This is a novel, a classic of American literature. It’s about these two guys who go on a cross-country road trip, searching for meaning and adventure. It’s considered one of the defining works of the Beat Generation.”

“The Beat Generation?” Gerard echoes, his head tilting slightly. “What’s that?”

“It was a literary movement back in the 1950s. Writers such as Kerouac rejected conformity and materialism and embraced spontaneity, spirituality, and raw, unfiltered experience. There’s this one part where they’re driving through the Midwest at night, and I don’t know why, but it’s always stuck with me. It’s like no matter how far we travel or how much we change, there are these constants that connect us all. The stars, the road, the search for something greater than ourselves.”

I glance over at Gerard, expecting to see his eyes glazed over with boredom. But to my surprise, he’s watching me intently and smiling.

“That sounds really cool. I’d love to read it sometime.”

I blink at him, momentarily taken aback. “You…you want to read On the Road?”

“Yeah, why not? The way you describe it makes it sound pretty amazing. And I trust your taste.”

Warmth spreads through my chest at his words. The idea of Gerard reading one of my favorite books and discussing it with him afterward is more than I could have ever imagined happening. “I—yeah, of course, you can borrow it. I’d be happy to share it with you.”

Gerard’s smile widens. “Thanks, Elliot. I appreciate it.”

We exit the car and make our way into the arena. The chill of the ice reaches me from many rows away. I shiver and wrap my arms around myself, suddenly regretting not bringing a thicker jacket. Gerard notices my discomfort and frowns.

Without a word, he unzips his bulky duffel bag and rummages inside. After a moment, he pulls out a thick blue hoodie and hands it to me. “Here, take this. It’ll keep you warm.”

I stare at the offered garment, my brain struggling to process the gesture. “Oh, no, I couldn’t. I don’t want you to get cold.”

Gerard chuckles, a deep, rumbling sound that vibrates through the air between us. “Elliot, I’m about to spend the next two hours skating my butt off. Trust me, I won’t be cold. Plus, I’ll be fully suited up in my gear.”

He has a point. Timidly, I take the hoodie, and my thin fingers brush against his thicker ones in the process. A tiny spark of electricity zings up my arm at the contact, and I quickly withdraw my hand.

Slipping the hoodie over my head, I’m immediately engulfed in its warmth. The fabric is soft and worn like a beloved blanket, and what really makes my heart stutter is the scent. It smells uniquely of Gerard, and I resist the urge to bury my nose in the collar and inhale deeply.

The hoodie is several sizes too big for me. The sleeves dangle past my fingertips, and the hem falls to mid-thigh. But I feel…safe. Protected, even.

“It suits you.” Gerard takes in my appearance, and something in his eyes takes my breath away. “Blue is absolutely your color.”

I duck my head and fiddle with the drawstrings. “I probably look like a chipmunk in a sleeping bag.”

“Nah, you look cu—cozy.”

Cute. Gerard Gunnarson can pretend all he wants that he only said cozy, but I know the truth. And I don’t know what to do with that information.

“Well, uh, thanks,” I stammer. “I promise I’ll take good care of it.”

“Keep it as long as you want.” Gerard slings his duffel bag over his shoulder and shoots me a wink that ignites my insides. “It looks better on you anyway.”

He turns and heads toward the locker room, leaving me dizzy and dumbfounded. I watch him go, my eyes involuntarily drifting down to the way his track pants hug his muscular glutes and⁠—

“Elliot!”

I tear my gaze from Gerard’s retreating form to see Alex bounding toward me with a bright smile and a laptop tucked under his arm.

“Hey, Alex.” I try to match his enthusiasm despite the lingering butterflies in my stomach. “What’s with the laptop? Planning on getting some work done while they practice?”

His red hair flops into his eyes when he nods. “Yeah. I always work on school stuff whenever I’m here. Practices aren’t nearly as exciting as games. There’s a lot of yelling, mostly from my dad, and it can be a bit triggering.”

I want to ask if his dad was one of those demanding fathers growing up, but think better of it. Not my monkey, not my circus. “Don’t work yourself too hard, though, okay? You deserve a break sometimes.”

Alex grins and gives me a playful salute. “Aye, aye, captain! I’ll make sure to pace myself.” As we climb the stairs to his favorite spot in the stands, he asks, “How did moving into the Hockey House go? Is it everything you dreamed it would be?”

I snort. “Oh, it’s been a dream, alright. If by dream, you mean a chaotic whirlwind of testosterone and dirty laundry.”

Alex giggles, his nose scrunching up in amusement. “That bad, huh?”

“Don’t get me wrong, the guys have been great. But…have you ever been in Gerard’s bedroom?”

Alex’s eyes widen and he shakes his head vigorously. “Oh, no, never. I’ve only ever been in Kyle’s room. Why? Is Gerard’s that bad?”

I let out a long-suffering sigh. “Alex, it’s a disaster zone. There are clothes everywhere, empty energy drink cans scattered across the floor, and I’m pretty sure I saw a pizza box with mold growing on it under his bed. It’s like a tornado tore through a locker room and then decided to take a nap in the aftermath.”

Alex raises an eyebrow. “Wow, Elliot. I didn’t realize you were such a neat freak.”

I adjust my glasses and give him a haughty sniff. “Hey, I’m a librarian. It comes with the territory. You think I could handle working in a place where people constantly disrespect the Dewey Decimal System if I wasn’t a stickler for order?”

“Fair point,” he concedes with a chuckle. “So, what did you do? Did you make Gerard clean it up?”

“Ha! Make Gerard clean? That boy probably wouldn’t know a broom if it smacked him upside the head. No, I took matters into my own hands before we left to come here.”

“Wait, you cleaned his room for him?” Alex’s eyes are as wide as saucers. “Elliot, you’re not his maid!”

“I know, I know.” I wave off his concerns. “But I couldn’t very well sleep in there with it looking like a frat house after a kegger, now could I?”

The memory of tidying up Gerard’s room plays through my mind like a montage in a movie. Me, gathering up all the dirty clothes before sorting them into piles. Me, wiping down every surface with disinfectant wipes until they gleamed. Me, organizing his desk and finding a stack of adorably terrible poems he’d written about hockey hidden beneath a pile of statistics homework. Gerard, watching me work while chowing down on a cheeseburger…times seven.

Being in his space was weirdly intimate, especially when I discovered what he does with old socks. That was where I drew the line.

As I dug through the piles of clothes on Gerard’s bedroom floor, a colorful lump caught my eye. I picked it up gingerly between my thumb and forefinger, only to recoil in horror when I realized what it was—a sock, crusty and stiff with some suspect white substance.

“Gerard!” I exclaimed, holding the offending article at arm’s length. “What the hell is this?”

Gerard glanced over from where he was lounging on the bed, cheeseburger number five in hand. When he saw what I was holding, his cheeks flushed an adorable shade of pink.

“Oh, um, I can explain…” He rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly.

I raised an eyebrow. “Please do. Because from where I’m standing, it looks like evidence of your private playtime sessions.”

If possible, Gerard turned even redder. “Look, I’m a guy, okay? We have needs. It’s perfectly natural!”

“Uh-huh. And I suppose using a sock as a personal spank bank is also ‘perfectly natural’?”

“Hey, it’s convenient! And it keeps things…contained.” He gestured vaguely at his crotch with his burger.

I wrinkled my nose in disgust. “Contained? Gerard, this thing is practically a biohazard. When was the last time you washed it? Or do I even want to know?”

Gerard had the decency to look ashamed. “I, uh…I can’t remember.”

“Of course, you can’t.” I sighed heavily and tossed the sock in the hamper with a shudder. “Look, I get it. You’re a strapping young man with a healthy libido. Choking the chicken is par for the course.”

“Wow, how many euphemisms for jerking off do you know?” Gerard asked, equal parts impressed and mortified.

“More than you, apparently.” I fixed him with a stern look. “The point is, while I figured you engage in the five-finger shuffle from time to time, I don’t need to see the aftermath. Especially not when it’s encrusted on your socks like some kind of raunchy barnacle.”

Gerard held up his hands in surrender, nearly dropping his burger in the process. “Okay, okay, I get it. I’ll be more discreet with my ‘personal time.’ And I’ll do my own laundry from now on.”

“Damn right, you will.” I turned back to the pile of clothes with a huff. “I may be living with you, but I draw the line at handling your crusty cum socks. That’s a bridge too far, even for me.”

Gerard chuckled as he finished off the last bit of his cheeseburger. “Understood. I promise, from now on, my masturbation habits will be as invisible as the Invisible Man’s jockstrap.”

“So, now it’s all clean and organized?” Alex asks, pulling me from the memory of Gerard and his masturbation habits.

I nod, a satisfied smile on my face. “Yep. You could eat off those floors, although I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Alex opens his mouth to respond, but before he can, a booming voice echoes through the arena. “Alright, boys, let’s get started!”

I turn my attention to the ice, where Coach Donovan stands with the team. They’re fully dressed in their practice gear and taking their positions on the ice.

While they practice some drills, I take stock of Coach Donovan. He’s an imposing figure, tall and solidly built, with fiery red hair that matches the intensity of his coaching style. He barks out orders and corrections, and I’m impressed at how his voice carries effortlessly across the rink.

I glance over at Alex and realize that the resemblance between father and son is uncanny. They have the same high cheekbones, the same flaming hair, and even the same ears.

“You know, I’m kind of surprised you don’t live in the Hockey House with the rest of the team,” I remark. “Especially since your dad is the coach. I would’ve thought you’d want to be in the thick of it all.”

Alex’s smile falters slightly, and he glances down at his laptop open to Microsoft Word. “I did want to. I begged my dad to let me move in this year. I thought it would be so much fun getting to hang out with the guys all the time and being a part of that brotherhood. Being with Kyle…”

He trails off, and I frown, sensing there’s more to the story. “But he said no?”

Alex nods solemnly. “He insists that I live with him in the faculty building. Says it’s ‘for my own good.’ That I need to focus on my studies and not get caught up in ‘hockey shenanigans,’ whatever that means.”

“Hockey shenanigans?”

“I’m thinking the parties, drinking, girls.” Alex waves a hand dismissively. “He thinks that if I live with the team, I’ll suddenly turn into some wild, out-of-control floozy.”

Despite myself, I snicker at the image of sweet, studious Alex going unchecked. “Does he know you’re his son?”

He laughs, but there’s a tinge of sadness to it. “I know, right? I love the team, but I’m not exactly the ‘keg stand’ type.”

“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with that.” I bump my shoulder against his. “You’re perfect just the way you are, Alex. And if living with your dad is what he thinks is best for you right now, then that’s okay.”

“I guess.” He shrugs, but I can tell he’s not entirely convinced. “I just feel like I’m missing out on the college experience. I should be able to make my own choices, mistakes, and everything else that comes with being here.”

My mind churns, realizing that his words hit way too close to home. “Yeah, I get that. Believe me, I do.”

“You do?”

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’ve always been pretty content in my own little bubble with my books and sarcasm to keep me company. But my best friend Jackson is always pushing me out of my shell. Telling me I need to try new things, meet new people, and experience all that college has to offer.”

“And do you? Come out of your shell, I mean.”

I chuckle wryly. “Not nearly as often as I should. It’s scary, as I’m sure you know, putting yourself out there and risking rejection, embarrassment, and heartbreak. It’s much easier staying in my lane where I know what to expect.”

Alex hums in understanding. “But that’s not really living, is it? If we never take risks, never challenge ourselves…are we making the most of the time we have here?”

His words strike a chord deep within me, and a flicker of determination and possibility ignites in my chest.

“You’re right,” I murmur more to myself than to Alex. “College is a once-in-a-lifetime experience for most people. A chance to grow, learn, and discover who we are and what we want to become. And maybe it’s time I—we—start embracing that.”

Alex beams at me. “Yes! We’re young and have our whole lives ahead of us. We should seize every opportunity and make memories that will last a lifetime.”

His enthusiasm is infectious, and I can’t stop the smile that threatens to be my undoing. “Okay. From now on, I’ll try to say yes to more things. To step outside of my comfort zone and see what happens.”

“That’s the spirit!” Alex claps me on the back. For a guy tinier than me, he sure packs a wallop. “And hey, you’ve already started by moving into the Hockey House. That’s a pretty big step.”

“Yeah, I guess it is. Although, I’m not sure ‘living in a house with a bunch of sweaty jocks’ was on my college bucket list.”

“But it’s an adventure!” Alex insists. “Think of all the new experiences you’ll have. The stories you’ll be able to tell your future children. Hell, I bet you never thought you’d be sitting in an ice rink wearing Gerard Gunnarson’s hoodie, did you?”

I glance down at the oversized blue garment engulfing my small frame. No, no, I did not. There’s a first time for everything, though, right? So, what’s next?

Sleeping in his bed with him right next to you.

Oh, dear. That voice inside my head is absolutely right.
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Moving On Up

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

Have I got news for you! Our little mystery man has leveled up in the world. From no house to the Hockey House! I know, I’m as surprised as you are!

Picture it: waking up every morning in that hunky fortress, padding down to the sleek kitchen in your slippers to pour a cup of fair-trade coffee, only to have a half-naked Adonis fresh from the shower saunter in.

I don’t know about you, but I’m positively green with envy. What I’d give to be this lucky bastard rubbing elbows—and who knows what else—with the cream of the crop, the upper echelon, the gods among men that are the BSU hockey team.

Oh, the sights he will see! Rippling muscles, glistening skin, bro-tastic hijinks, and homoerotic shenanigans. And let’s not forget about the crown jewel himself—Gerard Gunnarson. How is Mystery Man not spontaneously combusting from being that close to that fine specimen of masculinity?

Now, I have a juicy little tidbit that I’ve been keeping under wraps. You see, while I know the name of this enigmatic figure, I’ve been asked to keep it on the down low to protect the privacy of this sudden celebrity. And I’ll be honest, I’m torn.

On the one hand, I live for the thrill of the reveal. For hearing the gasps of shock and delight when I drop a bombshell. Can you imagine what’ll happen when I unveil the man behind the mystery? The ensuing chaos will be priceless.

Yet, on the other hand, I pride myself on being a queen of my word. If I say I’ll keep a secret, I aim to stick to that promise. Plus, let’s be honest—there’s something undeniably sexy about a man with an air of mystery surrounding him. It adds to the allure, the intrigue, the je ne sais quoi.

So, my lovelies, I’m turning to you and putting the power in your hands. Should I spill the beans and reveal the identity of our mystery man? Or should I keep you all deliciously in the dark, allowing your imaginations to run wild with the endless possibilities? After all, BSU may be a small campus, but its student body reaches far and wide.

I can see it now—the heated debates in the comments section and the impassioned pleas from both sides. Some of you will be desperate for knowledge and willing to do almost anything to get a taste of the truth. Others will relish the mystery, the not knowing, and the delicious torture of being kept on pins and needles.

And me? Well, I’ll be watching it all unfold with bated breath. My finger will hover over the “publish” button, ready to unleash the revelation or keep it locked away, depending on the people’s will.

So, what’ll it be? To spill or not to spill, that is the question. The fate of the mystery man’s identity rests in your hands. Choose wisely, and let the games begin!

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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GERARD


Showers after a grueling practice are a godsend. The warm water does wonders for my sore muscles, and the steam never fails to unclog my sinuses, which have been clogged from spending all that time in a cold arena.

And it’s not only me who feels this way. All of my teammates enjoy taking their sweet time getting clean. I wouldn’t be surprised if the dean reprimanded us one day for using every ounce of hot water.

I’m in the middle of using a loofah in those hard-to-reach places when Nathan Paisley walks over to me and slaps me on my rear. “Hey, Gunnarson. We were thinking about grabbing a bite at the new pizzeria down the street. You in?”

Does a bear sneeze in the woods? “Heck yeah, I’m in! You know I never say no to food.”

“Sweet. Elliot in, too?”

“Uh…” I stand there in a stupor as I suddenly realize I have no idea what Elliot’s opinion on pizza is. I mean, I hope he loves it as much as I do. But he could absolutely hate it. He hates many things—irresponsible students in the library, messes, people in general. Or he could be lactose intolerant, and the tiniest bit of cheese could have him on the toilet for the rest of the night. “I can ask.”

Some of the guys turn off their shower heads and walk out, but Nathan isn’t one of them. I shoot him a curious look. “Is there more?”

“Yeah, uh…could you maybe ask him now?”

“Now?” I glance down at my body covered in soapsuds. I’m not exactly in the most presentable state, but if time is of the essence…

“Yeah. Since it’s still relatively new, you have to make a reservation. Kinda need a head count for that, right?”

I hand Nathan my loofah, wipe the soap suds off my body, and leave the shower. Taking the first towel that I can find, I wrap it around my waist and head out of the locker room.

The Infinity Arena is a maze of corridors with sterile white tiles with blue accents. It reminds me of something out of a sci-fi movie where we’re training for the Space Olympics or something. I always expect to see a robot Zamboni whirring around the corner.

I feel bad for the janitor who’s going to have to mop up my gigantic wet footprints. I’m basically a walking puddle as I make my way toward the main hall, where Elliot is waiting with his hands stuffed in the pocket of my hoodie.

God, I can’t believe I almost let it slip that I thought he was cute in it.

The trophy case is massive and takes up an entire wall. It’s filled with decades’ worth of awards, from conference championships to national titles. Old, yellowing newspaper clippings and black-and-white photos are mixed in with the shiny hardware. The whole thing is a time capsule—one that my dad and Coach Donovan are lucky to be a part of.

I walk up to it and study the most recent addition—a golden statue of a hockey player with a plaque reading, “First Place—Frozen Four.” That was from last year, and it still makes me smile.

“Impressive, huh?” I say, breaking the silence.

Elliot pushes his glasses up his nose and shrugs. “If you’re into that sort of thing.”

I never know how to interpret his comments. Is he being dismissive? Jealous? Wistful? All of the above? I decide not to analyze them. “The guys want to check out that new pizzeria down the street. Do you want to come, or do you want me to drop you off at the library?”

He turns to face me, and I see him weighing something in his mind—probably wondering if he can tolerate being around a bunch of jocks for another hour or two.

“I don’t know,” he says slowly. “I’ve got a lot of homework to do.”

“Come on, we won’t be there that long. And if you need to bail early, just let me know.”

He sighs and I brace for the no. But then he surprises me.

“Fine. Why not?”

Relief washes over me like a second shower. “Awesome. I wasn’t even sure if you ate pizza.”

“Who doesn’t eat pizza?”

“You’d be surprised.”

Elliot turns back to the trophy case, and I follow his gaze. He’s studying an old photo from the 1970s of a team lined up on the ice. They’re all wearing ridiculous mustaches and have shaggy hairdos. “They look like a bunch of porn stars.”

I laugh hysterically. “It was the style back then. There’s even a tradition on the team now where we grow out our facial hair during playoffs.”

“And your pubic hair, too?”

I choke on a gasp. “What?”

He gestures to a different picture. One that features a man with his shirt off and proudly displaying not only his hairy chest but also a prominent bush peeking out from his low-rise pants.

I blush from my head to my toes, and that’s when Elliot finally realizes I’m wearing nothing but a towel. Or he already noticed but is only now sizing me up as if I’m about to be sold at auction.

“Yes and no,” I say when I’ve finally recovered enough to speak. “It is a tradition, but not during playoffs.”

He tilts his head, clearly curious, and now I really wish I had gotten dressed before I came out here.

“At the start of every season, the entire team grows out their pubic hair.”

“For shits and giggles?”

“Uh…it provides extra warmth on the ice. You’d be surprised how much of a difference it makes when you’ve got a thick nest of pubes insulating your junk.”

His nose crinkles adorably. “I guess that makes sense…in a weird way. But there has to be more to it than that.”

Of course, he doesn’t believe me. He shouldn’t. The dude’s too smart for his own good—and mine.

“So, here’s the deal. In my freshman year, we made this big bet with another team. The wager was that the losing team had to grow out their pubes for the rest of the semester. We thought it was hilarious at the time…until we lost.”

Elliot snorts. “I bet that was a rude awakening.”

“You have no idea.” I scrub my face at the memory. “But here’s the kicker—that season, we ended up winning this hugely important game that ended up being what launched us into the playoffs.”

“Let me guess. You all decided it was because of your lucky pubes?”

I grin and point a finger in his face. “Bingo. Hockey players are a superstitious bunch. From that moment on, the Pube Pact became a sacred tradition. No one dares to break it for fear of jinxing the team.”

Elliot breaks out into a fit of laughter. “That is simultaneously the dumbest and most fascinating thing I’ve ever heard. So, you’re telling me that you’re rocking a vintage bush under your jockstrap?”

My face grows warm as I realize what I’ve just revealed. “Uh, yeah. I mean, we all are. It’s a team thing.”

His eyes flicker down to my towel before meeting my gaze again. “Prove it.”

My mouth goes dry. Is he seriously asking me to flash him my pubes right here in the trophy hall? And am I seriously thinking about doing it?

I don’t know what it is about Elliot, but he’s quickly turning me into a boy with a schoolgirl crush who would do anything for him. Give him a proper home, a warm bed, and more food than he could ever want. And now…this.

God, I have it bad, don’t I?

I glance around to make sure we’re alone before hooking a thumb in the edge of my towel. With a deep breath, I tug it down to expose the top of my groin.

Elliot inhales sharply as he takes in the wild, untamed sprawl of blond curls. “Wow. You weren’t kidding.”

Hastily, I hike the towel back up. My whole body buzzes with adrenaline and something else. I think it’s lust. “Told ya. So, uh, pizza?”

Elliot blinks, suddenly remembering why I sought him out in the first place. “Right. Pizza. Let’s do it.”
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When Elliot and I agreed to share the bed with him under the covers and me on top, I figured it would be no big deal.

A piece of cake.

Easy peasy lemon squeezy.

I was wrong.

It’s the most torturous experience I’ve ever endured. And that’s saying something, considering I went on a road trip with my dad to the Grand Canyon last year, and he farted in the car.

Did I mention it was during the hottest summer on record, and the drive was ten hours long?

Elliot tosses and turns more than a dryer on steroids. I swear, the dude could power a small city with all that restless energy. And don’t even get me started on the snoring. It’s like having a foghorn blasting in my ear all night. I’m talking window-rattling, earth-quaking, wake-the-dead kind of snoring.

I’ve tried everything to drown it out—earplugs, Oliver’s white noise machine, even those fancy noise-canceling headphones. But nothing works. It’s as if Elliot’s snores have a direct pipeline to my brain, bypassing all defenses.

But that’s not even the worst part. No, the real torture is having to sleep right next to him, separated only by a thin layer of blanket. I’m used to sleeping in the nude and letting my boys breathe freely and easily. But with Elliot as my bedmate, I now have to wear boxers out of respect. And let me tell you, it’s pure agony.

Having to keep my junk all cooped up in a cotton prison is a special kind of hell that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. I wake up every morning drenched in sweat and my boxers clinging to my thighs. It’s gross and uncomfortable, and I hate it.

The ultimate cherry on top of this crap sundae is the raging daily case of morning wood. I’m not talking about a semi or a slight chub, either. Oh no, this is a full-on, rock-hard, could-cut-glass kind of boner. The type that tents my boxers and makes me want to die of embarrassment.

Before Elliot moved in, I had a foolproof system. I’d wake up at the butt crack of dawn, take care of business with a sock, and then go about my day with a clear head and an empty ball sack.

But now, with Elliot snoozing away beside me, I have to shove my dick between my legs and squeeze to relieve the pressure in my groin. I’m at the point where I want to curl up in the fetal position and weep.

I can’t do that, though, because Elliot would know something was up. And I can’t have him knowing how much he’s affecting me. Or how much I want him.
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I think I’ve died and gone to Heaven.

The place is packed wall-to-wall with college students in every costume imaginable. A sexy nurse chats up a guy in a gorilla suit. A festive group of Marvel superheroes do shots in the corner. And is that…? Yep, a dude strolling in dressed as a giant banana. Only in college.

As for me, I’m a murdered football player. I’ve gone all out, too—a slashed jersey, a gruesome gash across my throat, and even some artfully placed bruises and dirt smudges that really sell the costume.

I love being a hockey player. It’s my life, my passion. But sometimes, it’s nice to shed that identity for a night and be someone else. Someone darker, edgier. Someone who didn’t spend their entire childhood on the ice.

Oliver comes up beside me, and I do a double take. He’s the Incredible Hulk, but where I thought I went all out, he went all out and then some. His entire body has been painted green, and his hair is slicked back with gel.

“Dude, you really committed to the bit, huh? How long did that take you?”

Oliver flexes a gigantic green bicep. “Longer than I care to admit. Kyle had to help me with the”—he drops his voice to a whisper—“hard-to-reach places.”

“You mean…”

I point to his crotch, unsure if I want to know the answer.

He nods. “Between the cheeks, too.”

My eyes nearly pop out of their sockets. “No way.”

“Way. But don’t tell him I told you. He’ll kill you in your sleep.”

I nod solemnly. “Duly noted.”

Feedback erupts from the speakers, and my attention is pulled from Oliver to the DJ in the corner of the living room. He’s blasting out some excellent tunes, all of which Alex handpicked. I’m not entirely sure what the theme ended up being, but all the songs involve the word ‘magic.’

Selena Gomez’s “Magic” starts playing, and without realizing it, my body moves to the beat as I try to spot some familiar faces in the crowd. Given everyone’s altered appearances, it’s tricky, but I finally see Kyle and Alex making their way toward Oliver and me with drinks in their hands.

From the looks of it, they’re competing in the best duo costume category tonight. Kyle is Harry Potter, judging by the round glasses and the lightning bolt scar in the center of his forehead. Alex is Ron Weasley, no surprise there. The little dude’s hair is so red that you can see it from the International Space Station.

“Well, looky here,” I say as they approach. “If it isn’t the dynamic duo of Hogwarts themselves.”

“Hilarious, Gerard.” Kyle rolls his eyes, but I can see a hint of a smile. Even if he denies it till kingdom come, it’s there. “Nice costume, by the way. Let me guess, murdered football player?”

I spread my arms wide so he can get the full effect. “Got it in one, my dude. I figured, why not embrace being someone I’ll never be?”

Alex shifts from foot to foot, overwhelmed. “There’s, um, a lot of people here.”

I throw an arm around his shoulders and give him a reassuring squeeze. “Hey, don’t worry about it, little dude. Stick with me, and I’ll make sure you have a good time, alright?”

Before Alex can respond, Kyle bellows menacingly. “Expelliarmus!”

With a surprisingly forceful shove, he flings my arm off Alex’s shoulders and glares at me with the intensity of a thousand suns.

I raise my hands in surrender. “Whoa, easy there, Kyle. I was trying to be friendly.”

“Well, don’t.” Kyle positions himself between me and Alex like a human shield. “Alex doesn’t need your brand of ‘friendly,’ Gerard.”

I roll my eyes, holding back a snarky retort. I get it. Kyle’s protective of his best friend, but does he seriously think I’m a corrupting influence? Puh-lease. I’m hardly the big bad wolf here. That would be Drew.

“Fine, fine. I’ll leave you two to your Hogwarts adventures. If you need me, I’ll be bobbing for apples in the kitchen or doing something equally as fun.”

With that, I walk away, leaving them to their own devices. Sometimes, I don’t know why I even bother including Alex. Kyle’s always gonna Kyle.

I head into the dining room and spot Drew setting up what appears to be a twisted game of truth or dare. He’s dressed up as Tom Cruise in Risky Business. He’s wearing sunglasses, a white button-down shirt, tighty-whities, and white socks.

Drew greets me with a wide smile. “G-man! Looking good, looking gruesome. Loving the blood splatters.”

I strike a footballer’s pose. “Thanks, dude. I figured if I’m going to be a dead football player, I might as well be the hottest dead football player at the party.”

“Only you could make a gory murder victim appear sexy, Gerard.”

I flash him an exaggerated wink. “What can I say? It’s a gift.”

“I also appreciate your commitment to the spandex pants.”

“It wasn’t easy.” It really wasn’t. I had to do a lot of manhandling to avoid such a noticeable bulge. Elliot suggested I wear one of my jockstraps since football players wear them, too, but there was no way I was letting my hockey stuff touch another sport’s clothes. “But I hope it’ll get me a few extra votes for best costume tonight.”

“I don’t know, man. Have you seen some of the things people dressed up as? One of the baseball players came as an uncircumcised penis.”

“How’d he manage that?”

“Nylon stocking over his head.”

Of course.

Leaning against the table, I take in Drew’s setup—a stack of index cards, a couple of pens, and an empty beer bottle on its side. Classic truth or dare essentials.

“So, what’s the plan here, Top Gun? Planning to make everyone spill their guts in more ways than one tonight?”

Drew smirks. “Something like that. But I actually have a specific target in mind tonight.”

“Oh? Who?”

“Him.”

Following Drew’s finger point across the room, I realize he’s talking about Jackson, who—true to his word—came as a sexy Julius Caesar. The white fabric drapes itself perfectly over his broad shoulders, emphasizing his muscular chest and arms, and stops high on his thighs. A gold laurel wreath sits on his dark hair, and he’s wearing a pair of leather sandals laced up his calves.

I whistle softly. “Whoa. Jackson is…”

“Fucking boner-inducing,” Drew says huskily.

I burst out laughing. “Hate to break it to you, Drew, but I’m pretty sure Jackson’s straight.”

“Oh, he won’t be when I’m done with him.”

The dude’s got guts; I’ll give him that. “Alright, Casanova. Let’s see what you’ve got.” I call out Jackson’s name, and he walks toward us, his toga swishing with every step. Up close, his costume is even more impressive. “Jackson, my dude! Love the costume.”

Jackson grins and adopts a Roman stance. “Thanks, Gerard. I hope I nailed the sexy aspect.”

“You certainly did.” Drew eyes Jackson’s costume with clear appreciation. “I’ve never seen a toga that…appealing.”

Jackson’s ears turn pink. “What can I say? When in Rome, right?”

“Indeed,” Drew replies. “Speaking of Rome, have you ever played truth or dare, Jackson?”

“Not since middle school. Why?”

“Care to test out my version?”

Jackson scans the truth or dare setup. He bites his lower lip, no doubt weighing the potential risks and rewards of playing Drew’s little game. After a brief pause, he nods. “Sure, why not? I’m always down to try new things.”

Drew’s face lights up. “Excellent! Let’s get started, shall we?”

Jackson’s toga lifts slightly as he leans over to spin the bottle, revealing some undercheek and letting us know he’s going commando underneath. It whirls for a good minute before finally stopping on the stack of dare cards. Jackson plucks one and silently reads it.

“Well?” Drew and I both lean in, curious to know what the dare is.

A faint blush creeps up Jackson’s neck. He clears his throat a few times before he speaks. “It says, ‘Choose someone in the room to suck your finger for one minute.’”

Oh, wow. One minute is a long time to have someone’s finger in your mouth.

I look down at Jackson’s fingers. They’re lean but thick, like a bundle of asparagus spears. I imagine what it would feel like to have one of those digits in my mouth, the taste of skin, and the slight pressure against my tongue. The thought sends an unexpected thrill through me.

Would I even want to suck on Jackson’s finger? I’m not so sure. But if it were Elliot in Jackson’s place, holding up his hand and offering me one of his slender, bookish fingers—I wouldn’t hesitate. I could suck on Elliot’s finger all day, tracing my tongue around his knuckle, feeling him twitch and shiver from the contact.

Jackson shifts on his feet, breaking my little fantasy. “So, uh…who wants to volunteer?”

The room goes silent. I glance around and see a few people averting their eyes, some with smirks, others with sheer terror. No one’s brave enough to step up for this dare, at least not in front of the whole party. But then Drew’s lips curl into a predatory grin.

“I’ll volunteer as tribute,” he says, almost too eagerly.

Of course, he will. This is exactly what Drew wants—an excuse to get physical with Jackson under the guise of a harmless game. Part of me wonders if Jackson knows what he’s getting into. If he even realizes how calculated Drew can be.

Jackson holds up his hand, and for a moment, I think he’s going to back out. Maybe make a joke of it and laugh it off. But then he extends his index finger toward Drew, who takes it gently in his hand and brings it to his mouth.

The whole room watches as Drew opens his lips and slides them over Jackson’s finger. He starts slow, sucking with a deliberate rhythm that makes my skin prickle. Jackson’s eyes widen, and he shifts uncomfortably, but he doesn’t pull away.

Drew closes his eyes and sucks harder, using his tongue in ways that are far too skilled for something as simple as a finger. Jackson’s breathing changes. It grows shallower, and I wonder if he’s starting to enjoy it despite himself.

Someone in the crowd calls out, “Thirty seconds!”

A few people laugh nervously as the tension crackles in the air like static on an old TV.

Jackson’s cheeks redden more, his eyes going half-lidded as he watches Drew work. His toes curl in his sandals, something that happens to me a lot. Guess we have something in common, huh?

This is way more intense than I expected, and it’s clear that Jackson is experiencing something beyond just awkward discomfort.

Then I see it. At first, it’s so subtle that I think I’m imagining things. But no—Jackson’s toga starts to tent at the crotch, a small peak forming like a mountain in the distance. The fabric stretches slowly, almost lazily, as if it has all the time in the world to reveal what’s underneath.

Holy snickers! Jackson is getting turned on.

The realization hits me like a slap. This isn’t just some innocent game for Jackson; his body is betraying a level of arousal that’s undeniable. And Drew—ever the opportunist—must notice it, too. He doesn’t break eye contact with Jackson, his lips and tongue working Jackson’s finger in a frenzied manner.

The room is dead silent now. No one dares to breathe or move, as if we’re all complicit in this erotic scene and afraid that the slightest sound will shatter it. I can’t tear my eyes away from Jackson’s growing erection, the way it strains against the thin fabric of his toga, demanding attention.

A mix of emotions churns in my gut. I’m fascinated by the sheer audacity of what’s happening; I’m also envious of Drew’s fearless pursuit. And then there’s the deeper, more confusing part—the one that wonders what it would be like if I were in Jackson’s place, feeling another man’s mouth on me for the first time.

“Time!” someone finally shouts, breaking the spell.

Drew releases Jackson’s finger slowly, almost tenderly. A string of saliva briefly connects them before snapping away. Jackson yanks his hand back and looks around the room. Everyone is back to their own conversations, not paying the three of us any mind.

He quickly adjusts his toga, trying to hide the obvious bulge, but it’s too late. Everyone has seen it.

“So, Jackson, how did it feel?” Drew asks as if he didn’t just sexually awaken a man in front of thirty people.

Jackson hesitates. He’s at a crossroads; I can see him weighing whether to play it cool or confess something deeper. “It was…interesting.”

Noncommittal but not dismissive. Smart man.

“Glad you found it stimulating,” Drew replies with a wink.

I expect Jackson to explode, to tell Drew off for making him uncomfortable, or to storm out in a huff. But instead, he nods slowly, seeming to come to terms with something inside himself.

“I think I’ll grab another drink.” Jackson turns away from us and heads toward the kitchen. The crowd parts for him like he’s royalty—or maybe they’re just scared he’ll smite them with his new sexual confusion.

I look at Drew, who’s positively glowing with triumph. “You’re playing with fire, dude.”

He shrugs. “No risk, no reward.”

I shake my head, unable to hide my smile despite the dicey situation. “You’re a menace, you know that?”

“Yeah, too bad my name isn’t Dennis.”

I punch him lightly on the shoulder and head off to find Elliot. I’m dying to tell him everything.

The chances of him believing me, though? Slim to none.
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ELLIOT


As far as my eyes can see, sexy cops are grinding on sexy firefighters, sexy nurses are tending to sexy doctors, and sexy Ghostfaces are murdering sexy cheerleaders. The DJ is playing “Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic,” and I’m in the corner, dancing like I’m one of the Peanuts gang.

I’ve never been a great dancer. In fact, I would go so far as to say that I was born with two left feet. That’s how terrible I am at synchronizing my body with the beat. But after having several drinks, I don’t care how I look or what people think. All I care about is letting loose and enjoying myself for once.

It’s Halloween. The one night of the year when you can be whoever you want to be. And tonight, I am a bumblebee.

I’m in a black and yellow striped shirt, black leggings I borrowed from Sarah, and an antennae headband. It’s not the craftiest costume, considering what some people came here dressed as, but it is the most comfy.

Right as I’m really grooving to the music, someone bumps into my back. I turn around to find the culprit is a dude in a “This is my Halloween Costume” T-shirt. He leers at me with glassy eyes. “Hey there, bumblebee. Wanna pollinate my flower?”

I resist the urge to throw up on his feet when he grips his dick through his jeans. “Sorry, I’m allergic to cheesy pickup lines.”

He blinks at me, clearly not getting it. “What?”

“Never mind. If you’ll excuse me…”

I try to push past him, but he grabs my arm tight enough to leave a bruise. “Hey, where you going? The party’s just getting started!”

Panic settles deep in my bones as I try to pull away, but he’s too strong. I’m prepared to knee him in the balls when a large hand clamps down on the guy’s shoulder.

“Is there a problem here?”

Wait. I know that voice.

I look up, and relief floods through me. Gerard looms over us with a murderous expression.

The guy blanches when he sees who it is, and he releases my arm as if it’s suddenly radioactive. “No, no problem, bro. We were just talking.”

Gerard’s eyes narrow. “Really? Because it looked to me like you were harassing a harmless bee here.”

The guy holds up his hands in surrender and backs away. “Hey, my bad. I didn’t know he was with you.”

I laugh as the guy scampers off like a cockroach exposed to light until I realize I’m left with Gerard. He’s dressed as a murdered football player, and the costume is tight enough that it highlights every dip and curve of his godlike body. If possible, it makes him sexier than usual.

Having Gerard next to me every night has been a lesson in self-control. His body heat has kept me warm, and waking up each morning with his scent surrounding me has stirred up emotions I’ve never experienced—safety, comfort, and desire.

I know this is more than a crush now. So much more. I crave him. I want to explore every inch of his sculpted physique with my hands and mouth. I want his weight pressing me into the mattress as our bodies move together in a sensual dance older than time. I want to fall asleep in his embrace and wake up to his beautiful face every day for the rest of my life.

I’m falling for him. Hard. And it terrifies me.

“Elliot? You okay?” Gerard’s deep voice snaps me out of my thoughts.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for the rescue.”

He smiles, revealing his adorable dimples. “Anytime. You make a cute bumblebee, by the way.”

My blush deepens. “Thanks. You make a sexy dead football player.”

His eyes darken as he steps closer and crowds into my personal space. “Oh yeah? Does this zombie jock get your honey flowing?”

A surprised laugh bursts out of me. “That was terrible.”

“But it made you laugh.” He reaches out to lightly stroke my arm where that creep grabbed me. “I’m sorry that guy was bothering you. I should have gotten here sooner.”

I shake my head. “It’s not your fault. I’m glad you showed up when you did.”

“Me too.” His hand trails down to mine, but he pulls it away before our fingers interlock.

“So, what brings you here?” I ask, desperate to fill the silence between us.

Gerard cocks his head and furrows his brow. “I live here. You know that.”

“I meant here with me. Why are you here with me?”

Gerard’s eyes widen. “Oh! I wanted to tell you something about Drew and⁠—”

“Elliot! There you are!” Jackson appears out of nowhere, looking worse for wear. His Julius Caesar laurel wreath is askew, and his face is flushed. He grabs my arm, pulling me away from Gerard. “I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

“Hey!” Gerard cries out. “I wanted to be the one to tell Elliot!”

“Tell me what?”

Jackson drags me through the crowd of gyrating bodies down the hall and into a deserted bedroom that belongs to Nathan Paisley. I know this because there’s a giant box of pink hair dye on the dresser.

I plop down on Nathan’s bed, wincing as the springs dig into my butt. Jackson remains standing, pacing back and forth in an uneven line. He keeps running his hands through his hair, and I fight the urge to tell him to stop. He’s stressing me out just watching him.

“Okay, here’s the thing.” Jackson’s words are slightly slurred. “Sometimes in life, you gotta try new things, right? Step outside your comfort zone. Expand your horizons.”

I nod slowly, not really following. “Uh-huh. And what exactly are these new things you’re trying?”

Jackson waves his hand dismissively. “Oh, you know. This and that. The point is that change can be good. Great even! It opens doors to possibilities you never considered before.”

“Right…” I’m still completely lost. Jackson’s drunken ramblings make as much sense as a screen door on a submarine. I let him keep talking because it’s providing me with some entertainment.

“I mean, take Drew, for example,” Jackson continues. “He’s dipped his toe in both ends of the pool.”

“More like his entire body. Jackson, Drew’s smack dab in the center of the Kinsey Scale.”

“Right, right. And that was even more transparent when he…he…” Jackson trails off, his eyes glazing over as a goofy grin spreads across his face.

I snap my fingers in front of him. “Hey, Earth to Jackson! What did Drew do?”

Jackson blinks and shakes his head. “Oh, uh, never mind. Not important. Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that one shouldn’t be afraid to color outside the lines sometimes. They might be surprised by what they find.”

I stare at him blankly. “Dude, no offense, but you’re speaking gibberish. Are you sure you’re okay? How much have you had to drink?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine.” Jackson waves me off the way one would a bee, which I guess, under the circumstances, is appropriate. “Just a wee bit tipsy, is all. But enough about me. Let’s talk about you and a certain tall, blond, and handsome hockey player, shall we?”

My heart skips a beat at the mention of Gerard. “W-what do you mean? There’s nothing to talk about.”

Jackson snorts and rolls his eyes. “Oh, please. I may be drunk, but I’m not blind. I saw how you two were standing out there, all close and personal-like. The air was thick with sexual tension.”

My face turns beet red. Was it really that obvious? I thought I was being subtle, but apparently, I’m as transparent as a window. “Look, it’s not what you think. Gerard and I are friends. Roommates. That’s all.”

Jackson flashes me a knowing smirk. “Sure. And I’m the King of Football. Come on, Elliot. I’ve known you for how long now?”

“Too long,” I mutter.

“What you and Gerard are might be none of my business, but you can’t tell me you’re not loving sharing a bed with him. Seeing him day in and out. Basking in the glow of his awesomeness.”

“Sounds to me it’s you who has the hots for him.”

“Who said anything about having the hots?”

Damn it. Jackson flashes me the smuggest grin, and I want to slap it off his face. He sits down next to me and tosses an arm around my shoulders.

“So, spill, buddy. What’s Gerard Gunnarson like between the sheets?”

“We’re not sleeping together, Jackson. Not like that, anyway. He’s a great guy, and he makes me feel seen, you know? Like I’m not just some nerdy librarian who doesn’t belong here.”

Jackson’s expression softens, and he gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I think he’s more than a friend to you, Elliot.”

“Maybe,” I admit quietly. “But it doesn’t matter. There’s no way he feels the same way about me.”

Jackson scoffs. “Please. Have you seen the way he looks at you? You’re the only person who matters to him here.”

I shake my head. I don’t dare to let myself hope. “You’re only saying that because you’re drunk.”

“Drunk words are sober thoughts, my friend,” Jackson says sagely. “Trust me, Gerard is into you. And who could blame him? You’re a catch, Elliot Montgomery.”

“Hardly…but thank you. I appreciate that.”

“Of course, buddy. Now, let’s talk about something else.”

“Like…”

“Have you gotten a peek at the goods?” Jackson waggles his eyebrows suggestively. “Is he as impressive below the belt as he is above it?”

“Jackson!” I smack his chest. “What are you, a girl? I am not discussing Gerard’s anatomy with you.”

Jackson holds his hands out in front of him, palms facing each other, about six inches apart. “Is it this big?”

I let out the world’s longest sigh. Jackson won’t drop it until I give him an answer. Damn him and his drunken persistence. Also, damn Gerard for having morning wood—and being terrible at hiding it from me—and, therefore, giving me a guesstimate to go off.

“Bigger,” I mutter.

Jackson’s eyes widen, and he moves his hands further apart. “This big?”

I shake my head. “Bigger.”

“No fucking way.” Jackson gapes at me in gleeful disbelief as he spreads his hands wider. “This big?!”

I laugh at the awed expression on his face. “Maybe a teeny bit smaller than that. But not by much.”

Jackson stares at his hands, trying to imagine a dick that size. “Damn, Elliot. How does he walk around with that between his legs without toppling over?”

I snort, imagining Gerard strutting around the locker room with a massive hard-on. It’s a funny, not-at-all realistic image that’s also strangely arousing.

“Wait a second.” Jackson holds up his hand and frowns. “If Gerard’s packing that much heat, how the hell is it supposed to fit in you? No offense, buddy, but you’re kind of tiny.”

I gape at him. “Excuse me?”

“I’m just saying. You’re a small dude. And Gerard’s dick is…the size of a fucking python. It has to be a logistical nightmare.”

My face burns from anger or mortification or maybe both. I stand up abruptly and glower at Jackson. “Okay, that’s enough. I am not continuing this conversation.”

Jackson pouts like a kicked puppy. “Aw, come on, Elliot. I’m only trying to look out for you. It’s my duty as your best friend to make sure you don’t get split in half by a monster cock.”

That’s it. I’ve hit my limit with Jackson’s drunken antics. Without thinking, I rear back and smack him right in the balls with an open palm.

Jackson yelps and doubles over in agony. A twisted sense of satisfaction runs through me at being the cause of it. “What the fuck, Elliot?!”

“I’m leaving. You do whatever the hell you want.”

I yank open the door and storm out, leaving Jackson whimpering and clutching his balls. Serves him right. I may be small, but my slap is mighty.

I stomp down the hallway, my antennae bobbing with each angry step. The nerve of Jackson. Just because we’re best friends doesn’t mean he has the right to⁠—

“Oof!” I bump into a solid wall of muscle and stumble back. Strong hands grip my shoulders, steadying me. I know those hands. They’re the same hands that prepare our homemade dinners every week. They’re just not usually green.

“Whoa there, little bee,” Oliver chuckles. “Where’s the fire?”

“Sorry, Oliver. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“No worries,” he replies, letting go of me. “You okay, though? You’re a bit…frazzled. More so than usual.”

I run a hand through my hair, and my fingers snag on my antennae. I pull them off with a frustrated groan.

“I’m fine,” I lie, preferring not to share the details of my conversation with Jackson. “Just needed some air.”

“I feel you. These parties can be overwhelming, especially for introverts.” I appreciate his empathy. I can see why they made him captain this season. He’s the most level-headed guy on the team—sorry, Gerard, but it’s true—and also one of the most mature—sorry, Gerard, but it’s true. “Did you know Gerard’s looking for you? He said Jackson absconded with you.”

“Really? He said the word ‘absconded?’”

Oliver belly laughs. “Well, no. I said that. I believe he said, ‘bee-napped.’”

That sounds more like Gerard. “Did he say where he was going?”

Oliver jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “The baseball players challenged him to an apple-bobbing competition in the kitchen.”

“Bobbing for apples? Really? Can they be any more cliché?”

Oliver shrugs. “What can I say? The man loves a challenge. And he’s quite good with his mouth.”

I cough uncontrollably as images of Gerard’s mouth wrapped around something decidedly not apple-shaped flash through my mind.

Oliver pats me on my back until I catch my breath. Then he gently nudges me toward the kitchen. “Go find your man. And try to have some fun, yeah? It’s Halloween, after all.”

He claps me on the shoulder and disappears down the hallway, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the muffled sounds of the party close by.

Okay, Elliot. You can do this. It’s Gerard. Your friend. Your very attractive, very tall, very muscular friend who has a big dick and a gift for oral activities. No big deal.

I put my antennae back on, take one last fortifying breath, and walk into the kitchen, only to freeze at the sight before me. Gerard’s massive frame is folded in half, and his thick torso is parallel to the floor. Water splashes everywhere as he repeatedly plunges his head into the tub, determined to snatch an apple with his teeth before the other guys. His long fingers grip the edge of the tub, and I suddenly wish it was me he was gripping, not an inanimate object. His knuckles are white, and his fingernails dig into the metal.

Gerard’s face is flushed from the exertion as he comes up briefly for air, his wavy blond hair plastered to his forehead. His eyes shine with determination before he plunges his head back into the tub with renewed vigor.

I drag my gaze from Gerard’s Herculean efforts to scope out his competition. Two other guys are bobbing alongside him—a lean brunette dressed as a race car driver and a stocky redhead dressed as Pennywise the Clown. They enthusiastically attack the apples, but even to my untrained eye, it’s clear that Gerard has them beat. His powerful shoulders and neck strain as he twists and turns his head, trying to grasp an elusive fruit.

The redhead comes up empty-handed and red-faced, his makeup running down his face. He steps back in defeat and watches Gerard and the brunette duke it out.

Seconds tick by, and my heart pounds. Come on, Gerard. You got this.

Suddenly, Gerard rears up, tossing his head back. There, clenched between his perfect white teeth, is a shiny red apple. It’s the single most sexy thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Watching droplets of water cascade down his strong neck and over his bobbing Adam’s apple…my mouth goes dry, and my palms start to sweat.

Gerard Gunnarson is a Greek god come to life.

The small crowd that had gathered to watch erupts into cheers and applause. Gerard releases the apple into his hand and takes a dramatic bow, grinning from ear to ear. The cold water has soaked his jersey through, and I can make out just how erect his nipples are.

I want to suck on them. Nibble on them. Flick them and see if it makes Gerard’s eyes roll back.

Fuck.

Gerard’s eyes lock on mine, and his face brightens considerably. He makes his way through the crowd of congratulatory fans straight toward me. My pulse kicks into overdrive. Oh God. What do I do? What do I say? I’m so turned on right now I can barely think straight.

Before I can fully compose myself, Gerard stops in front of me with a triumphant smile on his handsome face. He holds up the apple like a trophy. “Did you see that, Elliot? I freakin’ dominated!”

“Y-yeah, you did,” I choke out. “That was…impressive.”

“Thanks. I couldn’t have done it without my lucky charm.” He glances down at his feet, then back up at me through his lashes. Is he…shy? The big bad Gerard Gunnarson is suddenly bashful?

I want to analyze this further, but the music from the living room grows considerably louder, and Gerard shrieks so loud that my eardrums nearly burst. “Oh! ‘Black Magic!’ I love this song!”

He dashes toward the living room, the apple rolling from his hand and onto the floor. I watch it go, blinking in confusion. Did Gerard just squeal like a preteen girl at a boy band concert over a Little Mix song?

Curiosity overtakes me, and I follow the sound of Gerard’s whoops into the crowded living room. I push through the mass of bodies to see Gerard performing a choreographed dance that he no doubt made up on the spot.

His body moves in ways I never thought possible for someone of his size and stature. A manic grin lights up his face as he shimmies, shakes, and, yes, even twerks.

When the chorus hits, he drops it low, pops back up, and twirls like a ballerina on steroids. The whole thing is bizarre and unexpected, and I don’t know what to make of it. Part of me wants to laugh and gouge my eyes out, but another part wants to film this for posterity—to watch over and over till the day I die.

The crowd cheers him on and even tries to copy his wild moves. Gerard soaks up the attention like a sponge, his grin widening with each chant of his name. He thrives on being the center of attention, and it explains why he loves hockey, why he has no problems with the Ice Queen writing nonstop about him, and even why he can always be this carefree and happy.

Our eyes meet from across the room in a cliché rom-com way. His smile morphs into something more intimate, and he beckons me to him with a crook of his long finger.

My heart skips a beat. He wants me to join him? Out there, in front of everyone?

I don’t mind dancing foolishly. But there’s no way I won’t go unnoticed dancing next to Gerard.

Or with Gerard.

I want to run away, but a large hand presses on the small of my back and pushes me none-too-gently toward Gerard. I stumble forward and nearly face-plant into the sticky floor. I whirl around to see who dared to push me.

Jackson grins at me. Et tu, Jackson?

He gives me an exaggerated wink before disappearing back into the crowd.

I don’t have time to plot revenge because Gerard grabs my hands and pulls me close. “Dance with me, Elliot!”

“I’m not a good dancer,” I protest weakly, even as I let him pull me into the middle of the makeshift dance floor.

“Nonsense!” Gerard spins me under his arm as if I weigh nothing. “You just have to feel the music and let your body move.”

I try to mimic Gerard’s untroubled movements, but I’m stiff and awkward in comparison. My arms flail about like I’m being electrocuted, and my feet keep getting tangled together. I’m a hot mess, but Gerard doesn’t mind.

If anything, my ineptitude amuses him. “Relax, Elliot. Don’t think, just feel.”

Easy for him to say. His body is made for dancing. Mine is made for curling up with a good book.

But as the song goes on, I finally loosen up. Gerard’s enthusiasm is infectious, and soon, I’m shimmying and shaking right along with him. We’re ridiculous—a hulking jock and a scrawny nerd trying to out-dance each other—but I don’t care. For once, I’m not overthinking things. I’m enjoying the moment and letting the music take control.

Gerard spins me again, and I’m ready for it this time. I twirl under his arm and come back to face him, our chests pressed together. His hands settle on my hips, large and warm through the thin material of my shirt. My hands grip his broad shoulders, and the muscles flex beneath my palms.

We’re close. Closer than we’ve ever been before when not asleep. I can count every one of his long eyelashes. Can see the faint freckles dusting his nose and cheeks. Can feel the heat of his body seeping into mine.

The air between us crackles with electricity, with all the things we’ve left unsaid. All the lingering glances and casual touches, all the conversations and jokes. It’s all led to this moment, this dance.

As the final chorus kicks in, Gerard twirls me out and then pulls me back in, dipping me low enough for my antennae to brush the floor. I cling to him, my heart hammering in my chest as I stare into his stunning blue eyes.

Time slows to a crawl, and the rest of the world fades away until it’s only us. Gerard’s gaze drops to my lips, and I watch as his tongue darts out to wet his own. Anticipation coils tight in my belly.

“Elliot,” he murmurs, his voice low and rough with want. “I…”

He doesn’t finish his sentence. He doesn’t need to. Because the next thing I know, he leans down and presses his lips to mine.

Fireworks explode behind my eyes as I melt into the kiss. Gerard’s lips are soft and plush and taste faintly of apples. He pulls me impossibly closer, and I wind my arms around his neck, deepening the kiss and hardly daring to believe that this is finally happening.


ICE QUEEN BLOG POST #7



Kisses, Milky Twilights, and Silver Moons Sparkling, Oh My!

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

I’m coming to you live from inside the lion’s den…or should I say the Barracudas’ cove? That’s right, the Ice Queen is living it up with the hockey players at their annual Halloween bash. It’s nearly midnight, and so much has happened that I had to slip away to make this post for all my loyal subjects.

First off, the sexual tension in this house is so thick you could cut it with a skate blade. And if I’m being totally honest, the homoeroticism has been off the charts from the moment I walked in the door.

In the dining room, I spotted Drew Larney sucking suggestively on Jackson Monroe’s finger. Yes, you read that right—Jackson Monroe, the QB. Drew was going to town deep throating that digit in a way that left little to the imagination about his oral talents. Meanwhile, Jackson watched, blushing like a schoolgirl.

Kyle Graham has been glued to Alex’s side all night, growling at anyone who glances at the coach’s golden boy for even a second. Those two have some serious, unresolved matters to discuss, and I give it a week before Kyle has Alex bent over the penalty box. Or, hey, who knows? Maybe the reverse will be true. Whoever wants a ticket to a private show to see Kyle on his back, line up behind me!

And then, there’s Oliver Jacoby. This fine specimen of a man has been more than happy showing off his green-painted ass to anyone who asks—and even to those who didn’t. I watched spellbound as he dropped his ripped shorts right there in the living room, flexing his meaty glutes for a hooting crowd of soccer jocks.

But the award for the most homoerotic moment of the night goes to Gerard Gunnarson. Moments ago, he was spotted making out with his mystery man on the dance floor. And when I say making out, I mean full-on, hands-everywhere, get-a-room-already making out.

I know what you’re all wondering. Will I uncover the identity of this mystery man already? Well, after tonight, I have no choice. Everyone saw, which means he’s not such a secret anymore.

So, without further ado, Gerard Gunnarson’s mystery man is none other than…Elliot Montgomery. The grumpy campus librarian.

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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GERARD


What do you get when a murdered football player and a bumblebee make out on the dance floor? A very happy Gerard.

I’ve kissed a few girls in my lifetime, but none compare to making out with Elliot. His tongue battles mine for dominance in a way I never knew I needed.

I love it.

The second we stumble into my bedroom, Elliot wastes no time pushing me up against the door and slamming it shut in the process. His hands roam over my broad chest, and I struggle not to take over and place them where I’ve never been touched.

I don’t want to rush him into anything he’s not ready to do. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Elliot since he moved into the Hockey House, it’s that he can be more skitty than a kitty.

“Can I grab your ass?” Elliot asks me, and I think my heart stops beating.

Why does that question send my dick from semi-hard to straight up pitching a tent? Or as much of a tent as one can pitch when wearing spandex pants.

There’s only one answer to Elliot’s request, and it isn’t no. “Only if I can grab yours, too.”

Elliot smirks. “I’m amenable to that deal.”

He places his lips back on mine and slides his hands down my back to grip my muscular glutes. I moan loudly, which surprises me. I know I can be vocal at times when I jerk off, but I never sound this needy. I’m about ready to die if I don’t get some friction on my groin in the next five seconds.

Elliot’s fingers are small but powerful as they knead my cheeks, and I moan even louder.

I reach around to grab his pert butt, and I have to stifle the chuckle threatening to escape my throat when I realize how tiny it is. Or maybe my hands are simply that big.

He gasps when I give his cheeks a good squeeze. I gasp when he finally grinds himself against me, sending a thrill from my dick to my brain. If my eyes were a slot machine, they’d be rolling like crazy right now.

Elliot’s hard length presses into my thigh, and I moan for the third time in less than thirty seconds. I pull my lips away from his. “God, Elliot. Don’t stop.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

We continue making out like horny teenagers until Elliot’s fingers slip beneath the waistband of my pants and tease the sensitive skin there. I shudder as his fingertips trace lazy circles over my tailbone.

I never knew someone’s fingers could make me this turned on. “You’re driving me wild.”

“Good,” he chuckles. “That’s the plan.”

He steps back and examines my body in a way that makes my toes curl in my cleats. His gaze caresses every inch of me, from my broad shoulders to my quivering thighs. Huh. Who knew a guy like me could quiver?

I hold my breath and silently pray I don’t collapse under his scrutiny.

When his eyes land on the unmistakable outline of my hard cock pressing against the spandex, they widen with surprise and hunger.

“Yep. That’s my penis.” It’s almost obscene how visible it is, but I can’t bring myself to be embarrassed. Not when Elliot wants to devour me whole.

My cock twitches under his heated stare and spurts out a healthy dollop of precome.

“It’s so…”

“Big?” I finish for him. “Yeah. I’ve been told.”

He steps closer and hovers his hand over it. “Can I?”

“I don’t know. Can you?” I quip.

Elliot shoots me a dirty look, and I know I’ll pay for that later.

“May I?”

My mouth goes dry. No one has touched me intimately before. How will it feel? How will I respond? Will I immediately cream my pants, or can I hold out for a while longer? Because, holy snickers, I really need to nut. “Yes, please.”

Elliot cups my erection, and I groan. His nimble fingers explore every inch of my penis, from the leaking head and the sensitive spot under the shaft to where the shaft meets my balls.

“How big is it?”

Most guys tend to lie about their size to impress their partners. But I know Elliot will sniff it out if I do. So, through gritted teeth, I answer him honestly. “Eight and a half inches.”

Surprised, Elliot grips my cock, and my eyes cross. I buck my hips in a silent plea for him to use more of his hand, more of his fingers, more of his everything.

He chuckles, clearly enjoying the control he has over my reactions. “You’re so responsive. I’ve barely touched you, and you’re already leaking like a faucet.”

Since I’ve already been honest about my measurement, I might as well be about the other stuff, too. “I’ve always been a leaker. Always been a shooter, too.”

Elliot hums, pleased. He grips me more firmly and strokes me through my pants with long, slow pulls. The fabric, now damp and clinging to my penis, creates the best kind of friction.

“I need more,” I all but whine.

“More what, Gerard? I need you to tell me what you want. Use your words.”

I swallow hard before croaking out, “Touch me, Elliot. Please. I want your hand on my dick.”

At first, I fear he’s going to refuse. But then he tugs my pants down to my ankles and frees my aching cock. It springs up, slapping against my stomach and leaving a smear of precome on my jersey.

Elliot stares in awe. “Holy fuck. Gerard, you’re massive.”

I preen. I’m a guy—sue me.

His fingers wrap around my bare cock, and I become putty in his hand. I thought I knew how to masturbate, but my goodness, what Elliot is doing makes me question everything.

He twists his wrist on every upstroke, and I let out the strangest gurgle. His thumb swipes over the sensitive head, and my toes curl. His fingers get lost in the thick bush of pubes, and it tickles, only heightening the pleasure.

Everything Elliot is doing to me is absolute heaven. I don’t want it to end. I want him to keep stroking me until the day I die. Yet, all too soon, that familiar tightening in my balls makes itself known.

“Your balls are massive, Gerard,” he says as he cups them in his small hand, making me gasp.

I glance down and realize he’s right. I’ve never given much thought to their size. They’ve always just been there, chilling out with my penis.

“Elliot,” I hiss, thumping my head on the door. “I’m gonna…”

“Do it, Gerard. Come for me.”

My whole body tenses as the orgasm crashes over me. A guttural groan that sounds more animal than human rips from my throat. Pleasure explodes through every nerve ending, setting me ablaze from the inside out as my cock pulses in Elliot’s firm grip.

Elliot gasps in surprise as the first thick, creamy rope erupts and splatters loudly on the hardwood floor. The sound of my load hitting the floor, accompanied by the slick, wet noises of Elliot’s hand working my shaft, only intensifies the sensations racking my body.

Spurt after spurt paints the floor white as my orgasm stretches on forever. My cock throbs, painfully hypersensitive but still rock hard, as Elliot guides me through the aftershocks.

I whimper and shudder, caught between pulling away and thrusting further into his grip. It’s too much and not enough all at once.

Soon, my legs are jelly, and I struggle to regulate my breathing. “Wow, Elliot. That was…wow.”

“Yeah,” he breathes out, a wild expression on his face. I’ve heard Drew use the word once, and I think it fits here—debauched.

I glance down at my feet and see a generous pond of semen between them. My load tonight is impressive, even by my standards.

But it’s the sight of Elliot licking the excess off of his fingers that has me moaning and my eyes rolling back. I slump to the floor, completely spent. “Elliot, you’re going to be the death of me.”

Elliot smirks, mighty pleased with himself. “But what a way to go, right?”
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I should be listening to my professor, but I can’t focus. This morning, Elliot woke me up with a hand job, and now, I don’t think I’ll be able to wake up any other way ever again.

Despite loving what we’ve been doing since Halloween, I don’t want hand jobs to define our entire relationship. I want more with Elliot. I want to take him on a proper date and show him how much I like him. I want to hold hands as we walk across campus, unconcerned about who notices. I want to bring him back to Elk Valley for Thanksgiving to meet my parents and Lily.

I want him to be my boyfriend.

Yes, I said it—boyfriend. The word excites and scares me. I’ve never had a boyfriend before, only boys who are friends. It’s a big step, but I’m ready. I want those relationship milestones with Elliot that I’ve seen others enjoy. First date, first kiss—well, we’ve already done that—and even the first time saying those three little words that truly cement a relationship.

It was just a few weeks ago when he moved into the Hockey House, but since then, he’s been constantly on my mind. Whether I’m in the shower, ordering a cup of coffee at The Brew, or even now, as my professor drones on with a boring lecture.

Heck, even a text from him saying, “I’m working. Stop annoying me,” makes me grin.

It’s safe to say I’m falling for him, hard and fast, with no end in sight. He makes me experience emotions I never thought possible. But before I can make any grand romantic gestures, I need to talk to someone important—Jackson Monroe.

He’s Elliot’s best friend, and his opinion matters greatly. If Jackson thinks I’m a lousy match, then I might as well hang up my skates, tuck my tail between my legs—no, I’m not talking about my dick—and move back to Colorado for good.

I need Jackson’s blessing before I take things to the next level with Elliot. I want to do this right. I want to show Elliot that I’m serious about our relationship. I don’t want him to think he’s an experiment because we’re in college.

This is the real deal. He is the real deal.

Looking up, I notice Professor Daniels still talking about a war our forefathers fought in. God, can this class move any slower?

I’m tempted to scream that I’ve seen a spider to make things interesting. But that would probably land me in the dean’s office. Instead, I discreetly pull out my phone and scroll through my contacts until I find Jackson’s name.

We swapped numbers after the Halloween party, but I haven’t had a reason to text him until now.

Me


Dude! It’s Gerard. Do you have some free time later today?




My leg bounces under the desk while I wait for his response. I don’t know what I’ll do if he says no. Maybe scream. Maybe throw up. Maybe let a Zamboni run me over.

I put my phone face down on the desk and give Professor Daniels my undivided attention. Five minutes later, my phone buzzes, and I pick it up faster than you can say “hot potato.”

Jackson


I’m free as a bird. Why, what’s up?




Me


Wanna grab a bite at The Brew?




Jackson


Are you asking me out on a date?




Oh, gosh. It kind of does sound like that, doesn’t it?

Maybe it’s because I’m bored out of my mind right now. Or maybe it’s because whenever I think about Elliot, I get this tingling in my belly that makes me act loopy. Either way, I answer Jackson in a way I usually wouldn’t.

Me


Only if you want me to be ;)




Three little dots appear, vanish, then pop up again. The suspense of whether I made a huge mistake is killing me. Another five minutes later, he responds.

Jackson


I think you made me hard…




How does one o’clock sound?




The belly laugh that rips out of me echoes through the lecture hall, bouncing off the walls and drawing everyone’s attention.

Professor Daniels stops mid-sentence, his marker frozen in the air as he glares at me. “Mr. Gunnarson, is there something about my lecture that you find particularly amusing?”

My face turns a shade of red that not even a mother could love. “No, sir. Sorry, sir.”

I slump down in my seat, wishing the ceiling would cave in on me. Professor Daniels stares at me with the same intensity as Coach does when I try to make excuses for a missed play on the ice being too slippery.

“I’m watching you, Mr. Gunnarson,” he warns before picking up where he left off.

I return my attention to my phone. Jackson’s message, “I think you made me hard,” stares back at me, the words practically leaping off the screen.

I smirk, resisting the urge to laugh again.

Me


You should probably do something about that, then. And one o’clock sounds swell. See you then!
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Jackson surveys the Hockey House, from the mismatched furniture to the team photos on the walls and the various knickknacks littered about. “Wow. It looks so normal without ghosts and goblins lurking in the corners.”

I chuckle, remembering how the house had been transformed for Halloween. “Yeah, we clean up pretty good. I can’t promise no monsters are hiding under some of the beds, though.”

Jackson snorts. “As long as they don’t try to steal my coffee-soaked clothes, I’ll be fine.”

I grimace, reminded of how I clumsily spilled my coffee all over Jackson when I tried to talk to him about my feelings for Elliot. Nerves had made my hand shake uncontrollably, and the coffee mug slipped from my grasp, shattering on the table and splashing hot coffee everywhere.

Somehow, I managed to escape mostly unscathed. But Jackson? He ended up soaked.

I push open my bedroom door and usher Jackson inside. For the first time, I’m not embarrassed by the mess. Because there is no mess. Ever since Elliot moved in, he’s taken it upon himself to keep things cleaner than the White House.

I have to admit, I kind of like it this way—all neat and organized. Elliot was appalled at the dirty laundry I had all over the place, and he was even more appalled when he found that pair of crusty socks.

In truth, I hadn’t thought about cleanliness that much. Growing up, my mom always took care of laundry and cleaning. Now, living with a bunch of guys in the Hockey House, we sort of let things pile up until someone’s girlfriend takes pity on us and does a massive cleanup.

But Elliot? He attacked my mess with the devotion of a neat freak on a mission—scrubbing, folding, and putting things away until the room sparkled.

“You know cleaning my room isn’t a requirement, right?” I told him after he cleaned for the tenth time in two days. “The chores in this house are more along the lines of washing the dishes, grocery shopping, and vacuuming the living room.”

“If I’m going to be spending time in here, I need it to be somewhat bearable,” he grumbled, not tearing his eyes off the stack of books he was organizing.

That made me unreasonably happy—him talking as if living here would be a permanent thing, not an “until next semester” thing.

And because of that, I’ve made a concerted effort to keep it nice. Partly because I know how much it bothers him when things are messy. But mostly because I’ve come to appreciate what he’s done. Having a clean room makes my mind less cluttered, and now I can focus on what’s important.

Getting Jackson’s blessing to take our relationship to the next level.

I rummage through my dresser and pull out a gray sweater and matching sweatpants. As I turn around, clothes in hand, my breath hitches. Jackson has pulled his coffee-stained shirt over his head and has started unbuckling his belt. “Uh, Jackson? What are you doing?”

“Changing. What does it look like?”

“I can see that. But why are you doing it here? The bathroom is down the hall.”

Jackson shrugs, unconcerned. “You’ve already seen me naked once.”

He has a point. “Here. These should fit you.”

“Thanks, man.”

Jackson takes the sweater and sweatpants from me, and I stare at the ceiling as he shimmies out of his jeans. He pulls on the sweatpants and ties the drawstring tight around his trim waist. When he puts on the sweater, I bite back a smile at how it engulfs his body.

We may be close in height, but our frames are vastly different.

Jackson spreads his arms wide and twirls. “How do I look?”

“Like a million bucks.”

And he does. Seeing him in my clothes makes me hope that one day, it’s Elliot in his shoes—wearing my hoodies in the wintertime and my jersey at my games.

“So, this is where the magic happens?”

Wait. Oh God, does he know about the hand jobs? And my porn-star-worthy moans muffled by pillows and sheets?

Panic rises in my throat like bile. I thought Elliot and I were being discreet! But apparently not, if Jackson is making sly comments about “where the magic happens.”

Who could have told him? Elliot? They are friends, after all. Or maybe Drew? His room is next door, and I know he’s trying to worm his way into Jackson’s life.

Cheese on a Ritz cracker. This is not how I wanted this conversation to start.

Jackson takes one glance at my rapidly reddening face and chuckles. “Relax, Gerard. I’m messing with you.”

Relief floods through me so fast that I nearly collapse. I have to grip the edge of my dresser to keep myself upright.

“Right. I knew that.” I try to be suave, even though my heart pounds against my ribs like a caged bird.

Jackson smirks, clearly unconvinced, but he doesn’t push the issue. He flops down on my bed, making himself at home among the navy comforter and white pillows. Propping himself up on one elbow, he fixes me with a curious stare. “So, what did you want to talk about?”

I swallow hard. This is it. The moment of truth. Either Jackson and I are about to become best friends or sworn enemies.

I take a deep breath and sit down in my desk chair. It creaks under my weight, and I make a mental note to get that fixed.

“It’s about Elliot. I like him, Jackson. I want to date him, be his boyfriend, and do all that couple-y stuff that I used to make fun of my parents for.” The words tumble out in a rush. “I know it might seem sudden, considering the last time we talked, it was nothing more than a simple crush, but I can’t help how I feel. Elliot is amazing. He’s smart and funny and cute as a button. He makes me laugh, challenges me, and sees me as more than a dumb jock.”

I pause and take a deep breath. Jackson is listening intently to every word I say, but his face says nothing. Man, he has a good poker face.

“When I’m with Elliot, everything feels right. Like, this is where I’m supposed to be. This is who I’m supposed to be.”

Jackson stares at me, the silence stretching between us, thick and heavy.

I have no idea how he’s going to respond. Will he punch me? Knee me in the balls? Throw me out the window and watch me kersplat on the deck?

Or, oh God, what if he forbids me from ever seeing Elliot again? I don’t think I could handle that. I’d probably curl up into a ball and cry for days, mourning the loss of something I never truly had.

Jackson sits up, runs a hand through his hair, and exhales a long, slow breath. He studies me, really studies me, and I make a concerted effort not to move a muscle.

“Gerard, all I want is for Elliot to be happy. That’s it. It’s all I’ve ever wanted for him. He deserves to be treated as a king—worshipped, adored, and cherished.”

With every word he says, my head bobs up and down like my bobblehead. “I know, Jackson. I know. And I want to be the one to give him all of that. I want to be the one to make him smile. I want to be his person, the one he comes to when he’s had a bad day or when he’s excited about a new book at the library.”

Jackson studies me for another long moment. It unnerves me, but I force myself to hold his gaze. I need him to see how serious I am about this. About Elliot.

After an eternity, Jackson’s face softens. “Okay.”

I blink, unsure if I heard him correctly. “Okay? That’s it? You’re not going to threaten to shove your foot up my butt if I hurt him?”

Jackson laughs. “No, Gerard. I’m not going to do that. But I can’t promise I won’t be tempted.”

I stand up and hold out my hand for a shake. “This means a lot to me, Jackson. Thank you.”

He gets off the bed and grips my hand. “Give him the world, Gerard.”

“I’ll give him the whole universe if he lets me.”
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GERARD


Dinner & Skate with the Barracudas Night has been a tradition for as long as anyone can remember. Old-timers say it started back in the 1970s, and every year, it gets bigger and better.

It’s the one night where we get to dress up in tuxedos, hang out with our fans, eat a ton of food, listen to orchestral covers of popular songs, and maybe even make a few new friends. The event is held at a fancy banquet hall in downtown Berkeley Shore, and it’s always packed.

Most of the guys on the team love this night. Sure, the food is great—we’re talking all-you-can-eat pasta and meatballs, with a dessert table that would make your grandma cry—but it’s the skating part that really gets everyone excited. After dinner, there’s a raffle where people can put their names in to win a chance to skate around Infinity Arena with their favorite player.

The thing is, the people who get picked are usually huge fans. And by huge fans, I mean puck bunnies. For a lot of the guys, it’s a great way to get lucky. At least, that’s what they say in the locker room.

Of course, sometimes a dude gets picked instead of a girl, which can be awkward if the player is straight. But most of us are good sports about it. We all know how much these fans care, and it’s cool to see their faces light up when they hit the ice with us.

I’m not going to lie—I’ve had my fair share of fun at these events. Last year, a girl named Tiffany won the raffle and got to skate with me. She was cute and super flirty, and we ended up hanging out a few times after that. But this year is different. This year, I’m not interested in a puck bunny. I’m interested in Elliot.

I wish he were here tonight. He’d look amazing in a tux, his dark hair slicked back, those soulful brown eyes sparkling behind his glasses. But he told me earlier that he has to work. Something about the person who was supposed to close with Sarah coming down with food poisoning.

That’s one of the many things I like about Elliot. He’s always so dedicated to his job, even if it means missing out on nights like this.

I sigh, adjusting my bowtie in the restroom mirror. The guys are all rowdy over by the urinals, talking about which girls they hope are picked in the raffle. I’m secretly hoping I get a straight dude, not a puck bunny or gay guy. Someone who won’t make Elliot jealous. The last thing I want is for him to feel threatened or insecure about our blossoming…whatever it is we have.

As I head out to the banquet hall, I spot Jackson across the room. He’s looking sharp in his black suit, his messy hair tamed for once. He probably submitted his name in Drew’s raffle basket a hundred times. Ever since Halloween, when Drew boldly sucked his finger, the two of them have become inseparable.

I’ve never seen Drew so smitten. He’s always been the biggest flirt on the team, but since Jackson entered our lives, he’s been different.

I make my way to the table, dodging waiters carrying trays of steaming pasta. Drew is telling a fantastical story, and Jackson listens intently, his crooked grin glued to his face.

As I take my seat, I pull out my phone and send a quick message to Elliot with a goofy selfie for good measure. He brings out a side of me I never knew existed. A softer, more vulnerable side that I’m slowly learning to embrace.

The rest of the dinner passes in a blur of laughter, clinking glasses, and heaping plates of food. I try to stay engaged in the conversation, but my mind keeps drifting to Elliot. I wonder what he’s doing right now.

Is he helping some frazzled student find an obscure journal article? Is he reshelving books in the quiet stacks? Is he scowling at the jocks putting their dirty shoes on the tables?

“Yo, G-man,” Drew says, nudging me with his elbow. “You gonna finish that?” He points at my plate, which is still half full of spaghetti.

“Knock yourself out,” I say, sliding it over to him while frowning at my phone because Elliot hasn’t texted back yet.

Drew shrugs and digs in. Between bites, he asks, “Do you think the Ice Queen is here?”

I scan the room. No one knows who the Ice Queen is—not even me—but we have our suspicions. She’s been writing about the team for almost three years now, and her blog has a huge following. She gained even more fans after that post about my butt at the start of the season.

“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe.”

Drew finishes my spaghetti in record time and leans back in his chair. He’s wearing a red tux that’s been the talk of the night. Some say it’s ruby, but I think it’s more maroon than anything else. “I bet she’s hot.”

“Why do you think it’s a girl?”

He gives me a look like I’m an idiot. “Dude, read the posts. They’re basically love letters.”

I shrug. “I don’t know, man. The Ice Queen could easily be a guy crushing on me.”

Drew rolls his eyes. “Yeah, because dudes crushing on you is such uncharted territory now.”

He’s not wrong. Since Elliot and I kissed, I’ve noticed more guys giving me “the eye.” It’s a strange new world, but one I’m navigating precariously.

“Seriously,” I continue. “Think about it. The blog is called ‘The Ice Queen’s Lair,’ but that’s just a clever name. It doesn’t tell us anything about who they really are. And the posts aren’t even that gendered. They’re more observational than anything.”

Drew smirks. “Observational? Someone’s been hanging out with the librarian too much.”

“All I’m saying is we don’t know for sure.”

Drew shrugs, noncommittal. “Whatever. As long as they keep writing about us, I don’t care who it is.”

I lean back in my chair and glance around the room again. Plenty of people have theories about the Ice Queen’s identity, but no one has cracked the case yet. Some think it’s a journalism student doing it for class credit. Others believe it’s an alumnus who used to play for the team. My theory changes weekly.

“I wonder what Elliot thinks,” I say, more to myself than to Drew.

“Dude, why do you care so much? It’s just a blog.”

It’s true; the blog shouldn’t matter this much to me. But ever since the post where the Ice Queen speculated about my sexuality, I can’t help but feel a bit exposed.

I sigh heavily. “I don’t know. I’m just curious.”

Drew stands and stretches, then pats Jackson on the shoulder. “Come on, man. Let’s go dance.”

Jackson laughs and follows Drew toward the dance floor in the center of the hall as the band plays “Sugar” by Maroon 5. I stay seated, letting my thoughts swirl.

What would Elliot think? We’ve never talked about the Ice Queen, but I have a feeling he’d have some strong opinions. He probably reads the blog; it’s practically required reading for anyone associated with the team, and Elliot likes to stay informed. If he does read it, he’s kept surprisingly quiet about it all.

Maybe he’s waiting for me to bring it up. Or maybe he doesn’t care. Knowing Elliot, he’d likely scoff at the drama and speculation and at how seriously some of us take it.

But then again, he might be worried about what the blog will say regarding me and him. Especially now that the Ice Queen mentioned his name.

I pull out my phone again and check for messages. Fiddlesticks. Still nothing from Elliot.

My mind goes back to the reasoning I laid out for Drew—could the Ice Queen really be a guy? It’s not like I’d mind either way, but knowing who’s behind the words would make everything simpler.

The way they write about me—about my butt, my hands, even that kiss with Elliot—it’s all very flattering but also uncomfortably intimate. Like they know me better than I know myself.

Oliver comes over and takes Drew’s vacant seat. His lime green tux stands out like a highlighter in a stack of term papers. He’s the only one who decided to forgo dress socks, going barefoot in his loafers instead. It’s such an Oliver move.

I think back to earlier this evening before Elliot left for work. He watched with an intense focus as I slipped on my dress socks, his eyes tracking every movement of my hands and feet. At the time, I thought he was just zoning out, but now I wonder—does Elliot have a foot fetish, too? The thought makes me grin like an idiot.

“You look like you just won the lottery,” Oliver chuckles. “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” I say, still smiling. “Just thinking about how ridiculous your suit is.”

He laughs. “You know you love it.” He leans in closer and lowers his voice. “So, how are you holding up?”

“Fine,” I say, maybe a bit too quickly.

Oliver raises an eyebrow. “You sure? You seem… distracted tonight.”

I glance toward the dance floor. Drew is teaching Jackson how to twerk. “Just a lot on my mind.”

“Like whether Elliot will be mad if a cute guy gets to skate with you?”

I sigh. “He’s not going to be mad. He’s not that insecure.”

Oliver shrugs. “If you say so.”

I know Oliver means well—he always does—but sometimes his overprotectiveness can feel suffocating. Like right now, when all I want is to enjoy the last few minutes of dinner without worrying about the raffle or Elliot or the Ice Queen’s blog. “I appreciate your concern, but really, it’s all good.”

Oliver sits back and crosses his arms over his chest. “Okay.” There’s a pause before he changes the subject. “Did you hear that there’s been a switch-up to tonight’s routine? Instead of just calling out the names of the winners and which player they’ll skate with, now each player has to go up to the stage and take a professional photo with their winner.”

My stomach does a pirouette. “Seriously?”

“Yeah! Isn’t that awesome? More publicity for the team, plus the photos are going to be used in next year’s program.”

I glance down at my pink tuxedo and matching bowtie. What had seemed like a fun, ironic choice now feels like a glaring mistake. I suddenly wish I’d gone with something more traditional, like Oliver’s green getup—even that looks classy in comparison.

“Awesome,” I say, trying to match Oliver’s enthusiasm.

He stands and gives me a playful punch on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Gerard. You look fantastic. The fans are going to eat it up.”

I force a smile as he walks away, but my mind is already imagining Elliot’s face when he sees the picture of me in my ridiculous pink suit, grinning like an idiot next to some dude over the moon to be skating with Gerard Gunnarson. Skating is one thing; it’s innocent enough and can be written off as part of the event. But a photo makes it all so much more real.

My phone buzzes. Finally, it’s Elliot.

Elliot


How’s it going?




I step into the hallway, away from the clatter of dishes and hum of conversation, and text him back.

Me


Good. We just finished eating. About to do the raffle.




I picture him at the information desk, surrounded by towering stacks of books and the soft glow of his laptop. He pushes his glasses up his nose and types on his phone with that cute little frown he always wears.

Elliot


I wish I could be there.




Me


Me too. You sure you can’t sneak out?




Elliot


You know I can’t. Someone has to cover the night shift with Sarah.




I sigh. He’s right, of course, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting him here. This is the kind of thing I want to share with him—the tradition, the excitement, the memories we could make together.

Me


I’ll come straight over after. Promise.




Elliot


Don’t forget your hockey stick ;)




I smile and slip my phone into my pocket, then run a hand through my hair. The guys all gave me crap for trimming it; they said I looked like a surfer who lost his wave. But Elliot loves it—says he can see my eyes better—and right now, what Elliot loves is more important to me than looking like a proper hockey bro.

I re-enter the banquet hall right as Coach Donovan takes the stage with a microphone. He’s wearing a powder blue tuxedo that looks like it walked straight out of a 1975 prom night.

It fits him like a second skin, and I can only hope I look that good when I’m his age.

I sit back down at the table. Drew and Jackson have rejoined us, and Drew’s ruby-red tux looks even more obnoxious next to Jackson’s understated black suit. They’re both grinning like kids who conned the ice cream truck driver out of a double scoop.

Coach Donovan taps the microphone, and the room gradually quiets. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for being here tonight. The ‘Dinner & Skate with the Barracudas Night’ has become one of my favorite traditions, and it’s all because of fans like you.”

He pauses as a smattering of applause breaks out. I glance at the raffle station; the large glass bowl is filled to the brim with tickets. My stomach does another pirouette.

“We started this event many years ago,” Coach Donovan continues, “as a way to connect with our community and give back. All the proceeds from tonight will go to local charities here in Berkeley Shore, so give yourselves a round of applause for your generosity.”

The room erupts, and I join in half-heartedly. My mind is already on the ice, on the photo, on Elliot’s potential reaction.

“And don’t forget,” Coach Donovan says once the noise dies down, “there’s even a chance to skate with me tonight.” He strikes a mock-heroic pose, and a few people whistle and cheer. “Alright, enough talk. Let’s get to the raffle!”

A woman in a sparkly silver dress joins Coach Donovan on stage. She holds what appears to be an oversized soup ladle, which she dips into the first bowl of twenty-six, stirring the tickets around with dramatic flair.

Drew leans over to me. “I stuffed like twenty tickets with Jackson’s name in yours. If he doesn’t get picked for me, odds are he’s gonna have to save your ass from some crazed fan.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, not entirely sarcastic.

My heart pounds as I think about who might get picked for me. Most of our hardcore fans know that I’m “something” with Elliot now—at least that’s what the Ice Queen’s last blog post implied—so I hope they’ll be respectful. Then again, fan crushes aren’t exactly rational.

The first number is read for Jordan Chase, and there’s a brief silence before someone in the back yells, “That’s me!” The room turns to see a teenage girl waving her ticket in triumph.

Jordan stands and adjusts his dark blue blazer. He’s one of the youngest guys on the team but already has the swagger of a seasoned pro. The teenage girl practically bounces out of her chair as she rushes to the stage, and Jordan meets her with a high-five.

A photographer snaps a few quick shots, the flash bursting like tiny fireworks. They both peek at an instant printout, and the girl’s face is full of joy.

“One down, twenty-five to go,” Drew says, leaning back in his chair with a smug grin.

The woman in the sparkly dress moves to the next bowl and swirls the tickets with her ladle. She hands one to Coach Donovan, who squints at it before reading into the microphone. “Nathan Paisley!”

As people check their tickets, a collective murmur ripples through the room. A voice calls out, “I won!”

An older man—maybe in his fifties—waves his ticket. He looks relieved and a little sheepish as he makes his way to the stage, where Nathan meets him with a handshake and an arm around the shoulder for the photo. They look like father and son in a weird, hockey-themed wedding picture.

I glance over at Oliver, who’s calmly sipping water. Out of all of us, he’s the most steady—both on and off the ice. Nothing seems to rattle him, which is probably why he’s our captain.

“Next up, Oliver Jacoby!” Coach Donovan announces.

A dozen people gasp and sit up straighter. Oliver has a huge following; he’s like the hometown hero since he grew up just two towns over. I brace myself for a riot when no one immediately claims the prize.

A petite woman with bright purple hair finally stands up and yells, “Yes!”

She brandishes her ticket like a dagger and a few people around her groan in defeat.

Oliver smiles. “Congrats, Tegan.”

Of course, he knows her by name; that’s Oliver for you.

When she reaches the stage, Tegan throws herself into Oliver’s arms, and he hugs her with genuine warmth. The photographer captures several angles as they pose together, and Tegan’s smile stretches wider with each click of the camera.

I tug at my bowtie. The room feels hotter than it should for November, and my pink jacket starts to itch around the collar. I take another look at the raffle bowls. Have they multiplied? Does mine have the most tickets stuffed inside?

“Alright,” Coach Donovan says. “Drew Larney!”

My eyes dart to Jackson. His face is a mix of hope and dread—the same cocktail of emotions I’m feeling. If he gets picked, it could be amazing for them. If he doesn’t, it could make everything horribly awkward. But also better for me.

Drew stands and adjusts his red tuxedo, looking every bit like Satan on Christmas morning. He saunters toward the stage as Coach Donovan digs into the bowl with Drew’s name on it.

I hold my breath.

“Jackson Monroe!” Coach Donovan reads.

Jackson’s jaw drops. He looks around in disbelief, then at Drew, then back at his ticket as if expecting it to morph into a losing stub. The whole room seems to hold its breath along with him.

“No way,” Jackson mutters, loud enough for half the banquet hall to hear.

I laugh, and the tension breaks. I clap for him, genuinely happy for both of them. This means Jackson won’t be saving me tonight, but maybe he won’t need to. Maybe I’ll get lucky and skate away unscathed.

Jackson rises from his chair with the goofiest grin; his earlier fear completely washed away. He high-fives Drew, who’s practically vibrating with excitement. They’re going to have a blast, and who knows—maybe this will finally push them into the same “something” Elliot and I are dealing with.

The woman in the sparkly dress stirs the next bowl as Jackson and Drew take their time returning to their seats. My heart resumes its frantic drumming.

“Gerard Gunnarson!” Coach Donovan calls.

Oh no. I stand on wobbly legs, towering over the seated crowd like an anxious flamingo. Every eye in the room turns to me, and I swear I can feel their collective fan energy sizzling my skin. I walk, then stop, then walk again.

I gulp. This must be how Carrie felt right before the bucket of pig’s blood tipped over.

The stage seems miles away. I pass tables filled with empty dessert plates and drained wine glasses. Remnants of a happier occasion.

Time stretches like taffy, and I imagine who might be waiting to claim me.

The obsessed freshman who cried when I signed her poster? The guy who runs the sports page on the BSU website?

I reach the steps of the stage and pause. The air up here is thinner and more fragile. I climb the last few steps and stand next to Coach Donovan, who gives me a reassuring pat on the back.

“One of our most popular players,” he says into the microphone, and I flinch at the volume. “There are a lot of tickets in this bowl. Whoever wins this one is very lucky.”

Lucky. Right.

Coach Donovan swirls the tickets around with his hand, taking his time like a chef mixing a delicate sauce. He pulls one out and holds it up to the light, squinting at the tiny print.

Please be someone sane. Please be someone kind.

“Alex Donovan,” Coach Donovan reads.

What?!

The room erupts in confusion. I look out into the crowd and see Alex shrugging, just as baffled as everyone else. Did he stack my bowl as a joke? No, that’s not like him. Did Kyle?

I glance over at him, and he nods. Holy snickers. Kyle Graham just saved my hide.

Coach Donovan leans into the microphone. “Looks like my son has thrown his hat in the ring for Gerard.” He chuckles, amused. “Do you want to claim this one, kiddo?”

All eyes shift to Alex, who takes a moment to stand. He smooths his white suit and clears his throat. “Okay.”

Alex makes his way to the stage with the hesitant steps of a man walking on hot coals. Next to the towering players and fans, he looks small and breakable.

I move toward him but remember we’re in front of a crowd and freeze. I also make a mental note to kiss Kyle’s feet for this—if I survive.

Alex reaches us, and Coach Donovan hands him the ticket. “We’ll frame it,” he says, half-joking. Alex gives a weak smile and stuffs the ticket in his pocket.

The photographer motions us together. Alex flinches when I put an arm around his shoulder but eventually relaxes into it the way a cat does when it finds a warm spot.

We pose, and I try to look happy while a thousand thoughts ricochet in my skull. The flash blinds me, and I see stars in the shape of hockey sticks.

“Got it,” the photographer says.

I step back, but Alex lingers, looking up at me with those huge, vulnerable eyes of his. “Thanks.”

“Anytime,” I reply, though I’m not sure what I’m agreeing to.

We leave the stage, and I head straight for Kyle. He stands and interrupts me before I can speak.

“You’re welcome. Just…be careful with him. If he cracks his skull on the ice⁠—”

“I know. You and his dad will behead me.”

“No. His dad will behead you. I will castrate you.”

Yikes.
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Infinity Arena sparkles under fluorescent lights, and the ice gleams like a freshly unwrapped gift. The stands are empty, creating an eerie stillness that contrasts with the usual game-night frenzy.

The winners have changed into skates provided by the team. Most are wobbly-legged and giddy as they take their first steps onto the ice. As per tradition, the players hold hands with their raffle mates. For their safety, or so they say.

I look at Alex. We’re standing outside the players’ bench, him in his delicate white suit and me still in my ridiculous pink tuxedo. I’ve unbuttoned the jacket, and it flares out like a gaudy superhero cape whenever I move. “You sure you’re up for this?” I ask.

Alex bites his lip and nods. “I’m not very good, but…yeah.”

I take his hand. It’s tiny and cold, like a porcelain doll’s. We step onto the ice together, and he immediately slips. I catch him around the waist and straighten him up.

“Easy, tiger,” I chuckle. “Let’s go slow.”

We start to glide—more of a shuffle, really—and I steal glances at Alex’s face. He’s concentrating so hard that his tongue pokes out of the corner of his mouth.

Holding hands is supposed to be intimate, but this feels like an awkward middle school dance where no one knows what they’re doing or who they should be with. I remember my first time holding Susie’s hand, and this is nothing like that.

We circle the rink slowly as the more skilled fans whizz past us with their player at breakneck speeds. I notice Kyle glaring daggers at us as he zooms by with a girl from the softball team.

She’s tall and muscular, and they make an imposing duo on the ice. For someone who just castrated me in words, he’s sure putting on a show. The whole scenario is absurd, considering this was Kyle’s doing in the first place.

“Will Elliot be mad?” Alex asks uncertainly. “About you skating with me, I mean.”

I squeeze his hand to reassure him. “Elliot will be fine. He knows it’s for a good cause. Plus, he trusts me.” I pause, seeing the worry still etched on Alex’s face. “He’ll be delighted that you got to skate with me.”

I hope that’ll be enough to ease his mind. The truth is, Elliot will probably tease me for days about the photo op and how cute Alex looks in his white suit.

We attempt another lap, and Alex finally finds a bit of rhythm in his stride. Halfway around, Alex speaks again. “What’s it like? Being famous?”

I laugh out loud at that. “Famous? Dude, we’re college athletes, not rock stars.”

“But still, everyone here knows who you are.”

“It’s weird,” I admit. “Mostly good weird, sometimes bad weird.” I think about the obsessed freshman and the Ice Queen blog posts. “You get used to it, though.”

We finish our second lap slower than we started, both of us lost in our thoughts. And that’s when it hits me. Elliot doesn’t care about my fame. He doesn’t care that I’m a hockey player. He’s in my life because he likes me for me.

Gerard Gunnarson, a boy from Elk Valley, Colorado.

“Alex, I’m going to hand you over to Kyle. There’s something I have to do.”

“Something…or someone?” he asks.

“Both.”
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ELLIOT


“Elliot!” Gerard stands in the lobby, a giant slab of beef in a pink suit and bowtie that looks ready to burst at the seams. The outfit is hideous, but it’s also kind of amazing—like a flamingo had an identity crisis and decided to become a bodybuilder.

His wavy blond hair is mussed, and his blue eyes are frantic as he scans the room. Even from here, I can see how the tight trousers struggle with his hockey butt. The whole ensemble screams, but not as loudly as he just did.

He spots me at the circulation desk and rushes over. I sink lower into my chair.

“Elliot, I need to⁠—”

I hold up a finger. “Gerard. We’re in a library.”

Sarah smirks and adjusts her ponytail. She’s enjoying this way too much.

“I need to talk to you,” Gerard whispers, which for him is still loud enough to carry across the stacks.

I look down at the chessboard. Sarah has me cornered, and she knows it. We’ve been at this for an hour, and I’m stalling because I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of winning.

“We’re kind of in the middle of something,” I say.

Sarah shrugs. “I don’t mind pausing.”

Of course, she doesn’t. She knows she’s already won.

Gerard shifts on his enormous feet, his black loafers making little squeaking sounds. Did I mention that he’s wearing pink dress socks?

“It’ll just take a second,” Gerard huffs.

I give him the talk-to-the-hand gesture and turn back to the chessboard. Sarah’s grin is insufferable, but I’d rather endure that than whatever Gerard thinks is so urgent.

“Fine,” Gerard says. He sounds hurt, but I don’t look up.

I study the pieces, trying to see a way out. Sarah leans back in her chair and stretches like a cat who just ate a canary. She’s about to say something smug when Gerard lunges forward and starts swiping at the board.

“Hey!” Sarah and I shout in unison.

Gerard’s massive hands move with surprising speed and precision, repositioning knights, bishops, and pawns like he’s rearranging furniture. In three seconds, he steps back and crosses his arms. “Checkmate.”

We stare at the board, then at each other, then back at the board. He’s right. My queen has Sarah’s king pinned down with no escape route. It’s a goddamn miracle.

“You know how to play?” I ask, incredulous.

Gerard shrugs. “I’m not completely dumb, you know.”

Sarah mutters something under her breath that sounds like “fucking jock” as she glares at the board.

“Where’d you learn to play?” I stare up at him in wonder, still gobsmacked at the fact I’m still learning so much about him.

Gerard loosens his bowtie. “My mom taught me during a blizzard when I was ten. We were snowed in for three days, and she got sick of me whining about being bored.”

I picture a tiny, chubby ten-year-old Gerard with the same wavy blond hair, pouting as he moves pawns around a checkered board. It’s absurdly adorable.

“That explains the outfit,” Sarah says. “Did your mom pick that out, too?”

Gerard grins, not even the least bit offended. “Nah, I picked this bad boy out myself.”

I roll my eyes. “Why are you here, Gerard? Shouldn’t you be at the banquet hall downtown?”

Gerard’s face lights up like a Christmas tree. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about! I left early because I couldn’t wait any longer.”

“Couldn’t wait for what?” I ask, even though I have a sinking feeling I know exactly where this is going.

He takes a deep breath, his cheeks flushing pink to match his hideous suit. “Elliot Montgomery, will you go out on a date with me? Like, a proper date. Dinner, a movie, the whole shebang.”

I stare at him, my mouth slightly agape. Is he serious? I know I’ve been jerking him off for a couple of weeks, but a date? That’s a whole different ballgame.

Gerard must sense my hesitation because he turns his attention to Sarah. “Hey, help me out here. You know how Elliot feels about me, right?”

I scoff and cross my arms over my chest. “What makes you think Sarah knows anything about my feelings for you?”

Gerard rolls his eyes. “Oh, come on, Elliot. You’re gay, and Sarah’s a girl. I’d bet my hockey stick that you’ve told her everything about us. Including how much you love my nearly nine-inch cock.”

My jaw drops open, and I feel the heat rush to my cheeks. I sputter, trying to form a coherent response, but my brain has short-circuited.

“I have never, ever told Sarah that,” I finally manage to choke out, albeit sounding like Mickey Mouse.

Gerard’s eyes widen as he realizes his mistake. A deep crimson blush spreads across his chiseled cheekbones, making him look sheepish and even more adorable.

Sarah, meanwhile, grins like the Cheshire Cat. Her eyes flick down to Gerard’s crotch, then back up to his face. “Nearly nine inches, huh? Impressive.”

Gerard clears his throat, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. “I, uh…I shouldn’t have assumed. My bad.”

I bury my face in my hands, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me whole. This is not how I imagined this conversation going. At all.

“Look, Gerard,” I sigh, peeking at him through my fingers. “I appreciate the invitation, but I’m not sure a date is the best idea right now. We’ve got a good thing going, you know? Why complicate it?”

Gerard’s shoulders slump, and for a moment, he looks like a kicked puppy. But then he straightens up, a determined glint in his eye. “Because I want more than just a good thing, Elliot. I want a great thing. An amazing thing. I want to take you out, show you off, and make you feel special. Is that so wrong?”

My heart flips in my chest. Damn him and his sincerity. It’s like trying to resist a golden retriever who wants to cuddle and play fetch.

Sarah leans forward and places her elbows on the desk. “Elliot, if you don’t say yes to this date, I will never forgive you. And I will tell the entire campus about Gerard’s massive dong.”

Gerard perks up, his eyes hopeful. “I promise I’ll be a perfect gentleman. I’ll even wear a normal suit.”

I sigh, rubbing my temples as a headache forms. “Fine. One date. But don’t get your hopes up, Gunnarson. I’m not making any promises.”

Gerard flashes a smile so bright it could power the entire library. “Yes! You won’t regret this, Elliot. I’ll make it the best date ever.”

He does a little victory dance, his massive frame jiggling in all the wrong—right—places. Sarah snickers as I bury my face in my hands again. What have I gotten myself into?

Now that that’s all settled,”—Sarah turns her wicked grin on Gerard—“care to play a round of chess and tell me more about your massive dong?”

Gerard’s blush deepens to an almost alarming shade of red, and he stammers something unintelligible. Sarah cackles, clearly enjoying every second of his discomfort.

He glances at me, pleading, but I do nothing but shrug. It’s not like I can save him from Sarah’s relentless teasing even if I wanted to. And honestly, after the bomb he dropped, I think he deserves a little squirming.

Sarah pulls up another seat. “Come on, big guy. I’m dying to hear all the juicy details while you crush me like you crushed our game.”

Gerard hesitates, glancing between me and the door as if he’s calculating his chances of escape. With a resigned sigh, he unbuttons his gaudy jacket and sinks into the chair.

“I was joking about the dong talk,” Sarah says as she sets the pieces in their starting positions with swift, practiced motions. “Mostly.”

I should walk away and get back to work since this is clearly going to take a while, but something keeps me rooted in place.

Is it the morbid fascination of watching Gerard navigate this minefield he’s created? Or is it wanting to see how he handles talking about us when I’m not the one putting him on the spot?

“Are you bi now?” Sarah asks without warning. “Or is Elliot nothing more than an experiment?”

My spine stiffens at her bluntness. Yes, I’ve wondered the same thing, but hearing it out loud—especially from a friend—feels like a punch to the gut.

Gerard pauses, his massive hands dwarfing the tiny chess piece he was about to move. “I don’t know what I am. All I know is that I like Elliot. A lot.”

Well, fuck.
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I’m a nervous wreck.

It’s been a long time since I’ve dated someone. The last person I went out with was back in high school, and I never saw the guy again.

A lot can change in five years. People change. Circumstances change. And me? Well, I’ve changed too.

My world has been turned upside down in the month and a half since meeting Gerard. Before, I was content living in my little bubble and keeping everyone at arm’s length. Jocks, especially hockey players, were the last people on earth I wanted to associate with. I had my books and my studies, and that was enough. Or so I thought.

But then Gerard came crashing into my life, quite literally, with his missing hockey stick and those crystal-blue eyes that saw me in all my grumpy glory. And, suddenly, I found myself drawn to him, a moth to a flame.

Living in the Hockey House has been a major adjustment. I’m surrounded by these larger-than-life personalities, each one more boisterous than the last.

There’s Oliver, the nurturing den mother who keeps everyone fed and cared for. Kyle, a grumpier man than me, and who’s only nice around Alex. Drew, the shameless flirt, has a new conquest every week and has been hanging out with Jackson more and more ever since Halloween. Nathan, who I think still thinks I’m mad at him for almost running me over.

And then there’s Gerard. The sweet-as-pie boy with a heart as big as his fist.

Despite my initial reservations, I’ve grown fond of these hockey players. They’ve welcomed me into their tight-knit group despite my many flaws. We’ve shared laughter over ridiculous antics, bonded over late-night study sessions, and even had heart-to-heart conversations about our hopes and dreams after college. And then, when I’m lying next to Gerard, my whole world stops—except for him.

Gerard has impressed me. He listens intently when I ramble about my favorite books, surprises me with my favorite coffee order, and always knows what to say to make me smile.

It’s terrifying, really, how quickly he’s become such an integral part of my life. I think about him constantly, and my heart skips a beat whenever he enters a room.

I never thought I’d be the type to fall for a hockey player, but here I am, waiting for our first official date to begin. My stomach is filled with butterflies, and my mind races with possibilities of where our first date will take place.

A sharp rap of knuckles against wood startles me from my thoughts, and my heart leaps into my throat. That’s him. He’s ready. But am I?

What if I stumble over my words or forget how to make small talk? What if I’m so nervous that I miss my mouth when drinking and ruin my nice shirt?

What if all this leads to Gerard deciding he wants nothing to do with me and kicks me out of his room or, worse, the house?

That thought alone makes me nauseous. I don’t want this night to end before it even starts. As much as every instinct screams at me to run away and hide, I know that’s not an option anymore. Not when there’s a lot at stake.

Here goes nothing.

I open the door to see a devastatingly handsome Gerard in a fitted blue button-down that makes his eyes sparkle even more than usual. His blond hair is combed, and his signature radiant smile lights up his face as his gaze meets mine.

How is this Adonis of a man interested in me, of all people?

Gerard opens his mouth to speak when Jackson and Drew appear out of nowhere and barge into the room. They shove me back—lightly, of course—and block Gerard’s view of me.

Jackson dramatically clears his throat, puffs out his chest, and starts speaking in an aristocratic tone. “Young man. What exactly are your intentions with our dear Elliot tonight?”

Is he pretending to be my dad?

Drew raises his voice a few octaves and adopts a maternal tone. “Yes, we want to ensure that our precious boy is in good hands. Isn’t that right, honey?”

He affectionately pats Jackson’s arm, and I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing at the absurdity of the situation. The mental image of them as my parents is disturbing, and I don’t know whether I should be mad or appreciative.

Gerard doesn’t miss a beat, engaging them as if this is an everyday occurrence. “Of course, sirs. I completely understand. My intentions are nothing but honorable. I plan to take Elliot to Olive Garden for a lovely dinner.”

Jackson narrows his eyes and strokes his chin as if deep in thought. “Olive Garden, huh? I hear they have excellent food.”

“The best in town, sir,” Gerard confirms. “And their breadsticks are to die for.”

Drew gasps and places a hand over his heart as he bats his eyelashes at Jackson. “Oh, breadsticks! Honey, remember when we shared a breadstick on our first date?”

Jackson’s façade cracks for a split second. “How could I forget, sweet cheeks? It was love at first bite.”

Drew smirks and turns his attention back to Gerard. “But what about after dinner?”

“After dinner, I plan to drive Elliot home and give him a chaste kiss goodnight.”

My heart swells at his words. He’s thought this through, hasn’t he? It’s the little things that make me realize how attentive and considerate Gerard truly is.

Jackson and Drew exchange a glance, communicating silently. It’s freaky how they can do that after only knowing each other for a short time. But then again, I haven’t known Gerard for much longer, and I’m falling for him faster than a skydiver.

After a moment, they both nod, and Jackson fixes Gerard with a stern expression that’s discredited by the twinkle in his eye. “Alright, we approve. But we expect you to have our boy home by midnight. And no funny business, you hear?”

“Yes, don’t do anything I would do,” Drew adds.

Gerard places a hand over his heart. “I swear on my hockey stick, sirs. Elliot will be treated with the utmost respect and be returned to you safe and sound.”

“Oh, he better be. Because if we find out you’ve taken advantage of our precious little bee…” Drew lets the unspoken threat hang in the air.

I roll my eyes. These idiots. They’re ridiculous and overprotective, but I kind of love them for it.

Finally, Jackson and Drew step aside, allowing Gerard to enter the room. He grins as he takes in my exasperated state. “You ready to go, bumblebee?”

I glance at Jackson and Drew. I can’t speak for Drew, but I know, without a doubt, Jackson is beyond excited to see me going on a date. I also know I’ll be grilled about what happened first thing tomorrow morning.

Gerard’s eyes travel appreciatively over my outfit. I’m wearing a polo shirt Sarah bought me when I told her I didn’t have anything worthy of a first date and a pair of black jeans. I even attempted to style my hair, to minimal success.

I know I don’t hold a candle to Gerard’s effortless handsomeness. He could be the cover model of a GQ magazine with his well-defined features and confident swagger. Meanwhile, I’m over here, a scrub in comparison.

Gerard bites his plump bottom lip, worrying it between his bright white teeth, and that one small action is enough to set my soul on fire. He’s undressing me with his eyes, peeling back all the layers of self-doubt and insecurity to see the real me underneath. The me that he finds more than satisfactory, if how wide his pupils get is any indication.

The butterflies in my stomach have morphed from harbingers of doom into tiny little cheerleaders urging me to seize this opportunity for all it’s worth. “Yeah, I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

I shiver when Gerard takes my hand and leads me out of the room. This is the first time we’ve ever held hands, and I hope it’s not the last.

His long, thick fingers interlock perfectly with my slim, delicate ones. The warmth of his palm soothes me from the inside out. But it’s him gently stroking my knuckles with his thumb that has my heart doing somersaults.

That simple caress, whisper-soft yet searing, tells me all I need to know. He wants this night to go well as badly as I do.

Gerard peers down at me and flashes a million-dollar smile. “I promise tonight will be amazing.”

And I believe him.
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GERARD


It’s happening. My first date with Elliot. The same Elliot who’s been driving me crazy with his quick wit, his guarded smiles, and those penetrating eyes that see through my tough hockey player exterior.

I’ve been on a few dates before, but this one is different. Special. And I don’t want to do anything that will screw it up.

Luckily, I have a secret weapon—Lily. That girl has made me sit through a gazillion rom-coms, and let me tell you, I’ve learned at least a thing or two.

First off, opening doors is key. Car doors, restaurant doors, house doors—it doesn’t matter. It’s a classic, chivalrous move that never goes out of style. So, as we approach Betsy, I rush ahead to grab the passenger door handle, even going so far as to give a small bow before I swing it open for Elliot. He eyes me dubiously, but I can tell he’s at least somewhat charmed. One point for Gunnarson the Great.

Next up, compliments. You have to let your date know that you appreciate their effort to dress nice. And trust me, Elliot has dressed more than nice. He’s traded in his usual hoodie and jeans for a nice shirt and a pair of khakis that hug his lean legs in all the right places.

“You look great, by the way,” I tell him as we buckle up. “Not that you don’t always look great! I just meant, you know, you look extra great tonight. Date-level great.”

Smooth, Gerard. Real smooth. Minus half a point.

“Thanks, Gerard. You clean up pretty well yourself.”

As I put the car into drive, I think about how the compliments didn’t go exactly according to plan. But I’ve still got a few more rom-com tricks up my sleeve. Don’t you worry.

“Do you have any specific radio station you want to listen to?” I spare him a glance before pulling out onto the road that will take us off campus.

He shrugs. “I’m not picky. Though, if I had to choose, I prefer pop music.”

We come up to a red light, and I fiddle with the radio dial, determined to find the perfect station. I land on a local station playing Ed Sheeran’s “Lego House.” I tap my fingers against the steering wheel in time with the beat.

“Oh, I love this song.” A rare smile appears on Elliot’s face.

I glance over at him. “Yeah? Me too. It’s got a great message about building a relationship brick by brick and creating something solid and everlasting.”

“Exactly. It’s not about grand gestures or flashy displays. It’s about the little things.”

While Ed Sheeran’s soulful voice serenades us, I think about how perfectly the lyrics apply to this moment. Elliot and I are two people driving down the street and listening to music. Simple, yet effective.

The light turns green, and I ease my foot off the brake, allowing the car to roll forward. A comfortable silence settles over us. The kind of silence that reminds me of a well-worn hoodie or a favorite pair of sneakers. The kind that doesn’t need to be filled with constant chatter or nervous energy. The kind you can only have with someone you like and who you know is okay with the silence, too.

Elliot tilts his head back and closes his eyes. He looks peaceful, and I dare say it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve seen all week.

I wonder what he’s thinking about. Is he mentally reviewing the menu? Pondering the mysteries of the universe? Attempting to figure out how many stars are in the sky or why cats always land on their feet? Or maybe—hopefully—he’s thinking about me.

“Hey, Gerard?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you sing?”

Like a dodo head, I point at myself. “Me?”

Elliot snickers. “Yes, you.”

“Not professionally, but I’ve been known to bust out a Carly Rae Jepsen song at karaoke nights when I’ve had a few beers.”

“Would you maybe sing for me?”

I nearly slam on the brakes in surprise. “Right now?”

Elliot rolls his eyes. “No, next year. Yes, right now.”

Either my ears are playing tricks on me, or Elliot wants me to sing to him.

“I…yeah, I can do that…for you.” My heart does a triple axel in my chest as I contemplate what to sing. Everything I can come up with is inadequate for the situation. “Any suggestions?”

Elliot reaches for the radio and turns the volume down. “Elton John’s ‘Your Song.’”

That…is an excellent choice. I want to kick myself for not having thought of it myself.

“Alright. Here goes.” I clear my throat, moisten my lips, then sing my heart out.

For him.
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By the time we get to the restaurant, I’m floating on cloud nine. Not only did I sing for Elliot, but he gave me the best compliment in the world.

You have a gift, Gerard.

That’s right. I have a gift. Me, Gerard Anthony Gunnarson. Who knew that I could do more than just sling pucks into nets? I could be the next American Idol. The next Voice. The next American who’s got talent.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. First, I need to graduate from college.

Walking into the restaurant, hand in hand with Elliot, a wave of nerves threatens to turn my legs to jelly. But then I remember Ryan Gosling’s wise words in Crazy, Stupid, Love: “Be better than the Gap.”

While I’m not entirely sure what that means, I think it has something to do with being a perfect gentleman.

The hostess leads us to our table, and I rush ahead to pull out Elliot’s chair for him. The move surprises him, and I mentally fist-pump the air. Another point.

“Thank you, kind sir,” Elliot says in a terrible posh British accent.

“Why, of course, my good man,” I reply in an equally terrible accent as I take my seat across from him. We both laugh uncontrollably and suddenly, I’m no longer nervous.

I read over the menu. Everything sounds delicious, and I struggle to make a decision. “Do you know what you’re going to get?”

“I always get fettuccine Alfredo when I come here.”

“Oh, that sounds good. I think I’ll get that too.”

The waitress comes to take our order. As I hand her my menu, I think about the other rom-com tropes I’ve yet to do—accidentally brushing my hand against his as we both reach for the breadsticks and paying for dinner, even if Elliot offers to split the bill.

I take stock of the ambiance, and I have to admit, I made a good choice tonight. The place isn’t too crowded, the background music is pleasant, and the service seems to be running smoothly. It isn’t long before our food comes, and we dig in with smiles on our faces.

In between bites of food, we strike up a conversation about Elliot being adopted. “It’s not something I advertise, but it’s also not a secret. My mom couldn’t have children and adopted me when I was an infant. She’s always done her best to give me a wonderful life.”

“I’m sure she has.” I try to imagine Elliot as a small child. I bet his big brown eyes were even more enormous on his tiny face.

“I think that’s why she had such a hard time with me going to BSU. She’s used to being able to provide for me, but since the tuition was out of her price range, she wanted me to go to community college.”

I understand where he’s coming from. College isn’t cheap; it can be a huge burden, even with scholarships and financial aid. I’m lucky to not only have parents who can afford to send me anywhere but also a talent that can open doors for me.

Elliot sets his fork down and studies me intently. “She wants what’s best for me, but sometimes I don’t think she truly understands what I want.”

“What do you want?”

“To make my own decisions. To follow my own path. My mom means well, but it’s hard when the person who raised you expects you to do things their way.”

I take a sip of water to wash down the Alfredo sauce. “It sounds like your mom loves you a lot. Maybe she’s just scared of losing you?”

Elliot sighs. “Yeah. I know that’s what it is. It’s just…complicated.”

“Families always are. But you have a solid foundation with yours.”

“I do,” Elliot admits. “I just need her to see that this is important to me.”

I reach across the table, take his hand in mine, and gently squeeze it. Sometimes, you don’t need words to comfort someone. You just need to be there.

He glances down at our joined hands, then back up at me. His eyes say it all. Thanks.

“Tell me about your sister. What’s she like?”

A smile spreads across my face at the mention of my favorite person in the world. “Oh, dude, where do I even begin? She’s the coolest kid ever. Smart as a whip, sassy as can be, and she’s got a heart the size of the entire country.”

“She sounds amazing.”

“She is. Whenever I head home for the holidays, Lily and I become two peas in a pod. We have all these little traditions.”

“Tell me.”

“Well, for starters, we always have a movie marathon night. We build this epic blanket fort in the living room, stock up on all our favorite snacks, and binge-watch classic Disney movies until we pass out.”

Elliot dabs his lips with a napkin. “That sounds like a lot of fun.”

“Oh, it is. But not as fun as the annual hiking trip we take with our parents in the spring. We visit this gorgeous spot that’s from out of a fairytale. We pack a picnic lunch and spend hours talking about everything—school, work, life.”

It’s one of my favorite places to go with my family. The sun warms our faces, the breeze rustles through the tall grass, and Lily’s infectious laughter rings out across the mountaintop.

“But I think my favorite tradition is our Saturday morning pancake extravaganza. I wake up early and sneak down to the kitchen to whip up a massive batch of chocolate chip pancakes. The smell always lures Lily out of bed, and she comes bounding down the stairs with her hair all wild from sleep.”

“That’s adorable,” Elliot says softly. “She’s lucky to have you for a big brother.”

“Nah, I’m the lucky one. Lily’s my rock. No matter what’s going on in my life or how stressed I am about school or hockey, I know I can always call her, and suddenly, everything is better.”

I pause, realizing I’m rambling on about Lily. I love gushing about my little sister but don’t want to dominate the conversation. This is a date, after all, and I want to learn more about Elliot, too. “But enough about me. Tell me about you and Jackson. He’s a brother to you, right?”

Elliot nods, and a smile appears on his face at the mere mention of Jackson’s name. “Yeah. We’re extremely close. I met him during a class project freshman year.”

I nod encouragingly, sensing there’s more to the story, and I’m right.

“He’s the greatest guy I know. He defends me against bullies. He makes it a point to talk to me every day, even with his busy schedule. He sees me as a person, not a minority card he can tick off his list.”

“I know I’ve only known him for a little over a month, but I can sense he’s someone you want in your life. I’m glad you have him.”

Elliot smiles. “I’m glad, too. There was this one time a couple of weeks after we first met when I was walking back to the library after a late-night class. This guy jumped out of the shadows and tried to mug me.”

My eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Whoa, seriously?”

“Yeah. Thankfully, I didn’t have much on me—just my wallet with like ten bucks and my cell phone. But this guy was desperate, I guess. He grabbed me and shoved me up against a tree, demanding I hand everything over.”

A surge of protectiveness washes over me, even though I know this happened years ago, and Elliot is okay. “That must have been terrifying.”

“It was,” Elliot admits. “But then, out of nowhere, Jackson came barreling down the sidewalk like some kind of superhero. He tackled the guy to the ground and held him there until campus security showed up.”

I whistle. “That’s ballsy. He could have been seriously hurt if the dude had a knife or a gun.”

“I know, right? Jackson was my knight in shining armor. After that, we kind of became inseparable. I didn’t think he’d stick around when sophomore year started, but he did, and it made me like him even more.”

The waitress returns and asks if we want dessert, but Elliot and I are full. We get the check, I pay the bill, and we head outside. Elliot’s hand finds mine, our fingers intertwining as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. We cross the street and enter the park. The glow of the streetlamps cast a warm, inviting light over the winding paths and manicured lawns.

We aren’t the only ones with the idea of an after-dinner stroll. Couples pop up here and there; some holding hands like us, and others sitting on benches, engaged in quiet conversation. It’s a peaceful night, and the soft laughter, hushed voices, and pitter-patter of our footsteps only add to the soundtrack.

“So, tell me,” I say, breaking the comfortable silence that’s settled between us. “Any ex-boyfriends I should know about? Anyone who might come beating down my door and threatening to whisk you away?” I keep my tone light and teasing, but a part of me is genuinely curious.

Elliot laughs, and I grip his hand more tightly. “No, no ex-boyfriends will come after you, I promise. My last relationship was back in high school.”

“Oh yeah?” I raise an eyebrow, intrigued. “Do tell.”

“His name was Liam. He was a hockey player, believe it or not.”

I stop walking and turn to face Elliot fully. “Wait, seriously? You dated a hockey player?”

Elliot smirks. “I know, I know. Considering my initial uncertainty about having you in my life, it’s ironic, don’t you think? But yeah, Liam and I were together for almost a year.”

“What happened? If you don’t mind me asking, that is.”

Elliot shrugs, his gaze drifting off into the distance. “I was young and dumb and thought I was in love. But Liam was always more focused on hockey than on me. He’d cancel dates at the last minute, and I always felt like I was playing second fiddle to his sport.”

I nod in understanding. I know all too well how consuming hockey can be. How easy it is to let it take over your life if you’re not careful. “I’m sorry, Elliot. That must have been tough.”

“It was at first. But then I got over it and vowed never to date a hockey player for as long as I shall live. And then you came along.”

A cocky grin that spreads across my face at Elliot’s words. “Well, well, well. Guess I’m just too irresistible for you to keep that vow, huh? The Gunnarson charm strikes again.”

I give an exaggerated wink, and Elliot rolls his eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head, hotshot. I’m making an exception for you. Don’t make me regret it.”

“Oh, I would never dream of it.” I place my hand over my heart. “I am honored and humbled that you have deemed me worthy of breaking your sacred pledge. I shall endeavor to prove myself deserving of such an esteemed position.”

“Wow. Those are big words coming from you.”

“You know what else is big coming from me?”

Elliot howls. “Oh my God, Gerard. You are ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously charming, you mean.”

We resume walking, our joined hands swinging between us. The cool night air is refreshing against my skin, and the scent of freshly cut grass fills my nostrils. It’s a perfect evening, made even more perfect by the amazing man at my side.

“So, what about you?” Elliot asks after a moment. “Any ex-girlfriends in your past I should know about?”

I shake my head. “Nah, not really. I mean, I dated a few girls in high school, but it was never anything serious. Just typical teenage stuff. Movies, dances, awkward make-out sessions in the back of my car. But there was never…a spark. Never that feeling of clicking with someone on every level.”

It’s the truth. Yes, I’ve found girls attractive and enjoyed their company, but ultimately, my true love has always been the ice.

Until now.

Elliot is different. He makes me feel things like never before. He challenges, intrigues, and captivates me in a way no one ever has. And with a bone-deep certainty, I know that what we have is special. That he is special.

“What about…” Elliot hesitates, and I squeeze his hand, letting him know he can ask me whatever he wants. “What about sex? Have you ever, you know…gone all the way with anyone?”

I rub the back of my neck with my free hand and blush. “Ah, no. I haven’t. You’re the first person to ever touch me.”

There. I said it. My deepest, darkest secret laid bare for him to see. I hold my breath, waiting for his reaction.

“Wait, seriously?” His eyes widen in shock. “But you’re…you’re Gerard Gunnarson! Hockey superstar! Campus heartthrob! I’ve always assumed you’d been intimate with someone at some point before I met you.”

I chuckle nervously. “I mean, I’ve had plenty of opportunities. I’ve lost count of how many girls have made it clear they wanted to, uh, get down and dirty with me.”

“And you never took them up on it?”

I shake my head. “Nah. I don’t know. It just never felt right. I got hard making out with them, of course—I’m only human, after all. But whenever they reached for my boner, I stopped them.”

“Really? Why?”

I take a deep breath and try to find the right words to explain the complex mess of emotions swirling inside me. “I guess I never wanted to do it with someone I wasn’t that into. Sex is a big deal to me. Call me old-fashioned, but I want my first time to be with someone special. Someone I have a real connection with. Not a girl who will break up with me after she gets what she came for.”

Elliot peers up at me with wide eyes. “So, then, why with me?”

“You’re smart, you’re funny, you’re kind. You see the real me—not just the hockey player or the popular guy, but the dorky, pun-loving goofball who geeks out over rom-coms with his little sister.” I step closer and cup his face with my free hand. “When I’m with you, it’s like coming home. I can finally breathe and be myself.”

Elliot’s eyes shimmer with unshed tears. “Gerard…”

“I want you, Elliot. All of you. Your mind, your heart, your body. I want to share myself with you in every way possible. Because you’re not just anyone to me. You’re…everything.”

A single tear slips down Elliot’s cheek, and I gently brush it away with my thumb. He leans into my touch, nuzzling his face into my palm. “I want you too. So much. You have no idea.”

Joy and desire surge through my veins like liquid fire. I lean in to capture Elliot’s lips in a searing kiss that leaves us both breathless. When we finally break apart, I rest my forehead against his and savor the sweet scent of his cologne.

“Oh, I have some idea,” I murmur with a playful grin. “A pretty big one. And it’s all because of you.”
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ELLIOT


Know that saying, “The walls have ears?” Well, as it turns out, they also have bitches with phones.

I’m trying to reshelve books in the psychology section, but it’s hard to concentrate with all the whispering and giggling happening behind me. I glance over my shoulder and see a gaggle of Gerard’s groupies huddled together and staring at me. Real subtle.

“God, what does Gerard even see in him?” one of them stage whispers. “He has no muscle tone.”

My face flushes with anger and humiliation. It’s not my fault I don’t have a hockey player’s physique. We can’t all spend every day in the gym sculpting our glutes. Some of us have jobs—important jobs—like putting away books so ungrateful twits can find the latest pop psychology bestseller to validate their vapid little lives.

I straighten up and turn around, crossing my arms. “Can I help you ladies with something? This is a library, not an art gallery. The book stacks are for browsing titles, not my backside.”

They titter and elbow each other.

“Ooh, kitty’s got claws!” The ringleader smirks. She’s a platinum blond in designer clothes and reeks of entitlement. “Better be careful, or we’ll have to tell Gerard his little boy toy is nothing more than a child.”

Her cronies snort and guffaw.

“Laugh it up all you want, but nothing you say or do will make Gerard dump me. He’s not shallow. Now, if you’re not going to check anything out, I suggest you leave before I call security and have you escorted out.”

The queen bee rolls her eyes. “Whatever. This place is lame, anyway. Come on, girls, let’s get frappés and think up some more hashtags for the Ice Queen’s next post about Gerard.”

They flounce out in a cloud of perfume and disdain, but I know they’ll be back. They always come back. Ever since Gerard told the world I was his boyfriend, my life has become a reality show for his obsessed fans.

I’m constantly being watched, photographed, and gossiped about. My every move is dissected for hidden meaning. What does it say about my relationship with Gerard that I wore that shirt today? Why did I order a salad for lunch—am I secretly an anorexic? Who was that guy I was talking to—am I cheating on him? It’s exhausting and infuriating.

But what’s even worse is knowing that it’s tearing Gerard up inside to see me harassed. He thinks he’s responsible—as if it’s all his fault for being too famous and popular. But in his defense, he can’t help being so gorgeous and talented that he has legions of rabid fans willing to do anything to get his attention.

Last night, after a particularly nasty comment on the Ice Queen’s blog speculating that I must be blackmailing him into dating me, Gerard was beside himself with guilt and anger. He paced around his bedroom, his massive hands clenched into fists and his chiseled jaw tight with tension.

“That’s it, I’ve had enough,” he growled. “I’m going online right now and telling those losers to back off. They need to leave you alone and mind their own business.”

He reached for his phone, but I stopped him, placing my hand on his bulging bicep. “Don’t, Gerard. It’s not worth it.”

“Not worth it?” he exclaimed incredulously. “Elliot, they’re making your life miserable! They’re spreading lies and attacking your character. I can’t sit back and let that happen to the man I care about.”

My heart fluttered at his passionate declaration, but I stood my ground. “I appreciate you wanting to defend my honor, but please, think about it. If you engage with them, it’ll only make things worse.”

“So, what? I’m supposed to do nothing while they rip you to shreds?”

I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I know it sucks, but eventually, they’ll get bored and move on to the next scandal. Then I’ll be old news. We just have to wait it out.”

Gerard’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “I hate that this is happening to you because of me. I’m so sorry.”

I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my cheek against his firm pecs. “You have nothing to apologize for. I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to date the hottest hockey player on campus. I can handle a few mean girls and gays with too much time on their hands.”

He laughed and pulled me closer, enveloping me in his warmth and strength. “Have I mentioned lately how amazing you are? I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”

I tilted my head back and smirked up at him. “You’re not too bad yourself, superstar. Now, what do you say we stop worrying about stupid gossip blogs and put your king-size bed to good use?”

His eyes darkened with desire, and he growled playfully. But I knew that wouldn’t be the end of it. Not by a long shot.

“Hey, Elliot.”

I turn around and see Oliver take a seat at the table the girls had been sitting at. “What are you doing here?”

“Uh…checking out a book?” His eyes dart around for a book. “That one.”

I follow his finger to a book sticking halfway off the shelf. “Menopause and You: Embracing the Change?”

Oliver’s cheeks flush a deep red, and he rubs the back of his neck. “Uh, yeah, that’s the one. I’ve been having some awful hot flashes lately.”

I cross my arms and scowl. “Cut the crap, Oliver. Why are you really here? Did Gerard ask you to check up on me?”

He sighs and drops the act. “Yeah, he did. He’s worried about you, man. We all are. His fans have been pretty brutal lately.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m fine. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Come on, Elliot. This can’t be easy for you. Suddenly being in the spotlight? Having your every move scrutinized and criticized by strangers on the internet? It’s a lot for anyone to deal with.”

I shrug. “I knew what I was signing up for when I started dating Gerard. It’s not as if his fame is news to me.”

Oliver leans forward to rest his elbows on the table, and my eye twitches. I hate it when people do that—including Gerard. “But knowing about it and experiencing it are two very different things. Having random people speculating about your sex life and body image issues? That’s gotta sting.”

I wince, remembering some of the more vicious comments I’ve read about myself online. “Yeah, it’s not great. But what can I do? If I let it get to me, they win.”

“True, but that doesn’t mean you must go through it alone. You’ve got friends who care about you and want to support you. Like me and Gerard.”

I soften slightly at that. “I know. And I appreciate it. But I don’t want you guys fighting my battles for me or getting dragged into this mess. It’s bad enough that Gerard is already a target.”

“I get that. But at least let us be there for you when you need to vent or take your mind off things. Don’t shut us out. We’ve got your back no matter what those haters say.”

A rush of gratitude and affection for this big lug overcomes me. For all of them, really.

My boyfriend and his teammates. His friends. My friends. “Thanks, Oliver. That means a lot.”

“Anytime, bro. Now, about this menopause book…”
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Two days later, I’m heading out of the Hockey House to go to class. The cold air nips at my nose, and I pull my scarf tighter around my neck.

“Hey, Elliot! Wait up!”

I glance over my shoulder to see Kyle jogging toward me. He’s wearing a puffy North Face jacket that makes him look like the Michelin Man’s jockier cousin. I raise an eyebrow as he falls into step beside me. “What’s up, Kyle? You need something?”

He shakes his head, his breath puffing out in little clouds. “Nah, I’m headed in the same direction. Figured we could walk together.”

I narrow my eyes at him suspiciously. Kyle isn’t exactly known for his warm and fuzzy personality. He’s more of a grunt and nod kind of guy. That he’s voluntarily seeking out my company sets off alarm bells in my head.

“Did Gerard put you up to this? Is he still on that kick about me needing a bodyguard?”

Kyle scoffs and rolls his eyes. “No, dude. Contrary to popular belief, not everything revolves around your boyfriend.”

“Sorry. I’m just kinda on edge these days.”

“Yeah, I get it. Those puck bunnies can be brutal. But for real, I’m not here because Gerard told me to be. I just…” He trails off and rubs the back of his neck awkwardly.

“You just what?”

He sighs and shoves his hands in his pockets. “You remind me of Alex, okay? You’re both small guys, the perfect targets for bullies, but you do your best not to let it get to you, even when they’re coming at you hard. It’s admirable.”

I blink in surprise. “Oh. Wow. Thanks, I guess?”

“I know I can be kind of a grump sometimes⁠—”

“Sometimes?” I interrupt with a smirk.

He shoots me a halfhearted glare before continuing. “—but that doesn’t mean I don’t care. Alex is a brother to me, and I’d do anything to protect him. The same goes for you now, by extension.”

“Wow. Who knew the hockey team’s resident Grumpy Cat has a heart of gold underneath all that snark?”

He shrugs, but I can see the hint of a smile forming. “Yeah, well, us gays gotta stick together, right? Especially in the face of adversity and all that bullshit.”

I laugh and bump my shoulder against his. And then it hits me. Us gays? “Wait, you’re gay?”

Kyle pins me with an expression that says I’m the biggest idiot on the planet. “Uh, yeah? Did you think I was just an extremely passionate ally or something?”

I sputter, trying to wrap my head around this revelation. “But…but you’re so…I mean, you don’t seem…”

“What, I don’t fit your stereotypes of how a gay guy should act? Newsflash, Elliot, we don’t all prance around in pink and glitter.”

“No, that’s not what I meant! I just—I had no idea. Does Gerard know?”

Kyle snorts derisively. “Of course, Gerard knows. The whole team knows. Alex, too.”

My jaw drops open. “Even Alex knows? Wow. I think I’m the last one to get the memo.”

“Maybe if you pulled your head out of your books once in a while, you’d pick up on these things.” He says it jokingly, but there’s an undercurrent of truth that bites.

“I’m observant!” I protest weakly. “I notice…stuff.”

“Uh-huh. Sure you do.” Kyle picks up his pace, his long legs effortlessly carrying him ahead of me.

I have to do an awkward little half jog to keep up with him. “Hey, wait! I have so many questions! Like, how did you know? And when did you come out? Do your parents know?”

Kyle groans and walks even faster, leaving me trailing behind him. “God, you’re annoying. This isn’t Twenty Questions, Elliot. I’m not going to spill my entire life story simply because we happen to play for the same team.”

“But—”

“No buts!” He whirls around suddenly and jabs a finger at my chest. “Listen up, pipsqueak. Just because we’re both gay doesn’t mean we’re going to be besties now, braiding each other’s hair and talking about boys. I’m still the same sarcastic asshole I’ve always been.”

I hold my hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay! Message received. No heart-to-hearts.”

He eyes me warily for a moment before giving a curt nod. “Good. Glad we got that straight. Or, well, not straight, but you know what I mean.”

I can’t help but laugh at that, and after a beat, Kyle joins in, albeit reluctantly. It isn’t until I get to my class that I realize letting that little truth bomb slip was Kyle’s plan all along. I’ve completely forgotten about being the talk of the campus.
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A nice warm cup of coffee would do wonders for me right now. But I don’t want to walk into The Brew. Not after the day I’ve been having. It’s only a few days before Thanksgiving, and I had hoped the rumors about Gerard and I being an item would have blown over by now.

If anything, they’ve only gotten worse.

What were once whispers and subtly snide remarks have escalated into outright comments to my face that Gerard deserves to be with someone better, cooler, and more attractive. I don’t know if it’s because they want Gerard themselves or if it’s more about them seeing me as a threat to his chances of winning another Frozen Four. Either way, it’s been wearing me down.

Gerard, bless his heart, has been doing everything he can to make me smile. Date nights, movie nights, even reading my favorite books aloud and blushing at the steamy parts. He’s been the best boyfriend I could have ever asked for and puts all the men in my favorite romance novels to shame.

As I continue hovering outside The Brew, debating whether to brave the storm of judgmental stares and snide remarks inside, another member of the Hockey House seeks me out.

This time, it’s Drew Larney in all his cocky, flirtatious glory. He’s wearing a backward baseball cap, a pair of black joggers, and a smirk that says he knows exactly how good he looks. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Elliot Montgomery, one-half of the campus’s It couple.” He stops in front of me and places his hands on his hips. “What are you doing loitering out here like a lost kitten?”

“I’m not loitering. I’m…contemplating.”

“Contemplating what? Whether to grace The Brew with your adorable presence? I’m sure they’re dying to coo all over you in there.”

“More like dying to serve me a piece of their mind.”

Drew’s eyes narrow. “Fuck them. They don’t know shit.”

I shrug. “Maybe they’re right. Maybe I’m not⁠—”

“Stop right there,” Drew interrupts, holding up a hand. “Don’t even finish that sentence, Elliot. You are more than good enough for Gerard. In fact, he’s lucky to have you.”

The intensity in his voice catches me off guard. I’ve never seen Drew so forceful. “You think so?”

“I know so. He lights up whenever you’re around. It’s disgusting, really. But it’s also proof that you make him happy. And that’s all that matters. Or, at least, it should. Now, how about we get you that coffee you’re clearly dying for?”

I hesitate, glancing at the crowded interior of The Brew. “I don’t know…”

“Tell you what. You wait out here, and I’ll grab your usual. My treat.”

Before I can protest, he strides toward the entrance and pushes open the door with a confident swagger that only Drew Larney can possess. Through the glass window, I watch him approach the counter and flash a charming smile that makes the barista giggle and flutter her lashes.

Within minutes, he’s back outside with a small, steaming cup of coffee in his large hand. “Here you go, kitten.”

I take it gladly but scowl at his term of endearment. “I’m not a kitten.”

“You totally are.” He throws an arm around my shoulders and walks back to the Hockey House with me.

I take a sip of the coffee, and it’s exactly how I take it. I have no idea how Drew knows my usual order, but I’m grateful for his unexpected show of support.

“Think about it,” Drew continues. “You’re small, cute, and enjoy curling up with a good book. Total kitten behavior.”

I shoot him a sidelong glance. “I am not small or cute. And lots of people enjoy reading.”

“True, but not everyone gets that adorable little crinkle between their eyebrows when they’re concentrating really hard on a page.” Drew grins and pokes my forehead. “See? You’re doing it right now.”

I swat at his hand, much like a kitten would, and fight back a smile. “Shut up. I do not have a crinkle.”

“You do. I consider it your signature move. That, and the grumpy pout.”

“I don’t pout.”

Drew laughs heartily at my pout. “You’re kinda proving my point here, kitten. Embrace it. Own your inner feline.”

“Fine, if I’m a kitten, then what are you? A hyperactive golden retriever?”

“Please,” Drew scoffs. “I’m clearly a peacock. Majestic, confident, and impossible to ignore.”

I snort into my coffee. “Try cocky, loud, and always trying to get laid.”

“Exactly!” Drew grins, showing no shame. “See, you get me. But seriously, don’t let those assholes get to you. Elliot. They’re just jealous that Gerard snagged the cutest kitten on campus.”

I elbow him lightly in the ribs. “Enough with the kitten thing.”

“Never.” Drew smirks. “For real, though, you’re awesome. Don’t let anyone make you doubt that.”

“Thanks, Drew. I appreciate you saying that.”

“I only speak the truth, my friend. Unless I’m trying to get into your pants, then I’ll totally embellish.”
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I’m sprawled out on Gerard’s bed, my head propped up on my hand as I watch him move around the room. I should be focusing on this short story for my creative writing class, but I find myself easily distracted.

Gerard’s been tidying up all day, picking up stray articles of clothing and humming a catchy pop song under his breath. I think it’s “Shake It Off” by Taylor Swift, but his unique rendition makes it hard to be sure.

What I am sure of, though, is that Gerard is completely, gloriously naked. And I can’t take my eyes off him.

His broad back faces me as he bends over to grab a wayward sock, offering me an optimal view of his ass. It’s a thing of beauty—all round and firm and perfectly proportioned. Sensing my heated gaze, Gerard straightens up and turns to face me.

“You’re fucking gorgeous, Gerard.”

His blush spreads down his neck and onto his chest. He rubs the back of his neck, a nervous habit that I find utterly endearing, and glances down at his curling toes. “You’re just saying that because you have to.”

I frown and sit up, patting the space beside me. “Come here.”

He obeys, sitting on the edge of the bed, still not quite meeting my eyes. I scoot closer and cup his face, forcing him to look at me.

“I’m not,” I tell him firmly. “I mean every word. You’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, inside and out.”

His eyes search mine for any hint of deception. Finding none, he leans into my touch.

“I think the room is tidy enough for now, don’t you?”

Gerard follows my gaze. “But I’m not done yet. I still have to put away my⁠—”

“Gerard, the room is fine. More than fine. It’s perfect…same as you. Now, let’s get down and dirty.”

He blinks, surprised by the sudden about-face. “Well, since you asked so nicely…”

As he stands up and stretches, my eyes zero in on his pebbled nipples standing at attention. Gerard always needs a window open because of how hot his body runs, but I’m not complaining.

“I never really understood nipples, but yours are kinda doing it for me.”

“My nipples?” Gerard raises his eyebrows in surprise and tilts his head. “Elliot Montgomery, do you have a nipple kink I don’t know about?”

He slowly climbs onto the bed, his tall body looming over me. He positions himself close to my face, allowing me to see the lust in his eyes. “No. I have a Gerard kink.”

His lips curve into a pleased grin. “Is that so?”

“Mhm.” I reach out and trace the swell of his pec. My fingers graze over the hard nub at the center, and Gerard inhales sharply. “I’m pretty sure I’m addicted to every inch of you.”

“God, Elliot,” he groans, closing his eyes as I continue my exploration of his pecs. “You can’t just say things like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it makes my dick hard.”

I glance down, and sure enough, Gerard’s penis is coming to life. “I like making your dick hard.”

Peering over his shoulder, I watch as his toes curl again. I grin, incredibly pleased with myself for having such an effect on Gerard. But my smile fades when he groans and slumps down onto the bed, burying his face into a pillow.

His big dick becomes wedged between his body and the mattress, and his large hands get tangled up in his blond hair. I can tell from the slump of his shoulders that something is bothering him.

“Elliot,” he mumbles, his voice muffled by the pillow. “We need to talk about how you’re doing with all this public attention on you.”

I sigh, my arousal cooling as the conversation takes a serious turn. I knew this was coming. Gerard has been endlessly concerned about what I’ve been dealing with. While I’d do anything to ignore it all and lose myself in his naked body, I know we can’t avoid the topic forever.

I flop onto my back beside him and stare up at the ceiling. “I talked to Oliver about it. And Kyle. And Drew.”

Gerard turns his head to the side to stare at me. “And what did they say?”

“They were all surprisingly supportive. Oh, and Drew called me a kitten.”

“A kitten?” Gerard’s lips twitch.

“Yep. Apparently, I’m small and cute and enjoy curling up with a good book. Total kitten behavior.”

Gerard laughs loudly. “He’s not wrong. You are pretty adorable.”

“Shut up. I am not adorable.”

“Yes, you are. My adorable little kitten.” Gerard reaches out to ruffle my hair, and I swat his hand away.

“I will bite you,” I warn, narrowing my eyes at him.

“Promise?” He waggles his eyebrows suggestively.

See, this is what I love about Gerard. No matter how heavy the conversation, he always finds a way to make me smile.

He pushes himself onto his elbow, his large hand resting on his gorgeous face, and studies me in a way he hasn’t before. “In all seriousness, though, how are you holding up?”

I grab Gerard’s other hand and trace idle patterns on his palm as I gather my thoughts. His skin is warm and incredibly smooth. “Honestly? It sucks. I hate being under a microscope all the time.”

Gerard’s fingers curl around mine, stilling their restless movements. “I’m so sorry, Elliot. I never meant for you to get caught up in all this.”

I glance up at him through my lashes. “I know you didn’t. It’s not your fault the Ice Queen put me on blast.”

“But it is.”

“What do you mean?”

Gerard sits up and scrubs his face with his hands. “When she wrote about me following you back to the library the night we carved pumpkins with Alex, I may have written her back and accidentally let slip your name.”

I rear back, surprised. “You what?”

“I didn’t mean to. I just wanted her to focus on me, not you.”

I want to be mad at him. I want to tell him that his being stupid is what’s gotten me into this mess. But truth be told, it’s not. I chose to enter a relationship with the one man on campus who is more popular than Zac Efron. I wanted to be Gerard’s boyfriend. I kissed him back at the Halloween party, knowing full well that other people were watching.

“What’s done is done. We can’t put the genie back in the bottle, so⁠—”

“We might as well make the most of it,” Gerard finishes for me.

“And how should we do that?”

“By inviting you to Elk Valley to meet my parents over Thanksgiving dinner?” He stares at me with such hope that there’s no way I can say no. And I wouldn’t even if I wanted to. My mom is working, so there’s no reason for me to go home to Boston.

“You, my dear Gerard, are a genius.”

A wide grin takes over his face. “A genius with a big dick?”

He works his pelvic muscles and makes his dick, which is surprisingly still rock hard, wag like a puppy’s tail.

“Eh. Don’t flatter yourself. I’ve seen bigger.”

Gerard lets out the biggest gasp before telling me all about how he flatters himself.


AN EMAIL FROM GERARD



From: gunnarsong@bsu.edu

To: theicequeen@blog.com

Date: November 25, 2015

Subject: Your Blog Post

Hi Ice Queen. It’s Gerard.

I wanted to talk to you about your post revealing Elliot’s identity to everyone. While I understand why you did it, I’m not happy about it.

Elliot means a lot to me, and he never signed up to be in the public eye. He’s a librarian, not an athlete. He appreciates having privacy and being able to go about his life undetected. But you took that away from him.

I don’t mind that you talk about me. I’ve consented to it. I’ve always been easy-breezy and a go-with-the-flow kind of guy. But that’s not who Elliot is. He will never be me. Because he’s his own person, and that’s why I like him.

Elliot and I are going to Colorado this week to visit my family. I hope that over the holiday, you’ll consider changing how you write about my life. I know you can do that without involving Elliot, but if you can’t, I will be incredibly disappointed and report you.

With that being said, I hope you have a great time with your family. If you do what I ask, I’ll send you some pictures of my feet. You haven’t written about those yet!

All my best,

Gerard Gunnarson
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ELLIOT


Flying should be outlawed. There’s no reason why humans should be above the clouds. We should be on the ground where we belong. But unless I want to spend thirty hours in a car, the only other way to get to Colorado is by plane.

We’re still on the tarmac, but that hasn’t stopped my palms from profusely sweating. I press them against my jeans to dry them off, and within seconds, they’re clammy again. Beside me, Gerard is the picture of ease.

Our seats are in first class because his body won’t fit in economy. His legs are stretched out, and he’s skimming a sports magazine that he bought at a concession stand in the airport. He might as well be lounging in the Hockey House with how comfortable he is. Not sitting in a metal tube about to rocket into the sky at five hundred miles per hour.

“Gerard, how are you so calm right now?” I ask while wringing my hands.

He glances over at me, takes stock of my fidgeting, and smirks. “Aw, is someone nervous?”

I shoot him a glare. “I’m not nervous. I’m merely rationally concerned about entrusting my life to a giant hunk of metal and a couple of strangers in the cockpit.”

His smirk turns into a full-blown grin. “You’re adorable when you’re rationally concerned.” He does the bunny ears when he says, “rationally concerned.”

I want to shove those fingers in my mouth to shut him up. But I don’t because we’re in public. Instead, I watch the flight attendants walk down the aisle, checking that everyone has stowed their bags and fastened their seatbelts.

I should probably do that too. I’ve fastened seatbelts many times in my life, yet this one is giving me nothing but trouble. It takes me three tries to click the metal prongs into place. Meanwhile, Gerard buckles his seatbelt as fast as it takes me to blink. Show-off.

Noticing my increasing stress, Gerard reaches over and takes my hand. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. I’ve flown hundreds of times without any problems.”

I know he’s trying to reassure me, but his words only heighten my anxiety. Hundreds of times? That’s hundreds of opportunities for something to go wrong. Hundreds of chances for a freak storm, engine failure, or pilot error. Hundreds of ways to die.

God, why is my chest incredibly tight all of a sudden?

Gerard’s face blurs and black spots dance at the edges of my vision.

Oh, no. I’m about to pass out. They’ll have to make an emergency landing in a cornfield in the middle of Kansas, and it’ll be all my fault and⁠—

“Elliot. Elliot, look at me.” Gerard’s voice slices through my panic. I force my eyes to focus on his face, on the worry in his eyes. “Breathe with me, okay? In and out. Nice, deep breaths—like this.”

He takes a deep breath, his chest rising as he fills his lungs with air. I try to mimic him, but it’s as if I’m breathing through a coffee stirrer. My chest tightens more, and each exhale comes out as nothing more than a painful wheeze.

“That’s it,” Gerard encourages. “In through your nose, out through your mouth. Focus on the air moving in and out of your body.”

I close my eyes and try to block out everything but Gerard’s voice and the sensation of air flowing through me.

In and out. In and out.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the vise around my lungs eases, and the black spots recede.

“There you go, Elliot. You’re doing great. Just keep breathing.”

I nod, not yet trusting myself to speak. We sit quietly for a few minutes, breathing together. Once I’m calm, I pull my hand out of Gerard’s and rest it in my lap.

The pilot’s voice crackles over the intercom. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. This is your captain speaking. We’ve been cleared for takeoff. Please make sure your seatbelts are securely fastened and that all electronic devices are in airplane mode. Flight attendants, prepare for departure.”

Oh, fuck. Oh, fuckity, fuck, fuck, fuck.

All the calm I managed to gather vanishes without a trace. My heart races, my palms sweat even more, and the breakfast burrito I ate a couple of hours ago threatens to reappear. Without thinking, I grab Gerard’s hand tightly. My fingernails dig into his skin, making him wince. But he doesn’t pull away. He squeezes my hand back, though more gently.

The plane starts to move slowly at first, then faster as it hurtles down the runway. The sudden change in direction presses me back into my seat, and the world outside the window gets tinier.

This is it. We’re taking off. We’re leaving the ground and soaring into the sky like a bird. Except birds have wings and hollow bones and are built for this shit. I have a delicate constitution and a penchant for panic attacks.

As the nose of the plane tilts up, I gasp. A quick flash of that scene from Final Destination hits me, and I nearly cry out in fear. I think it’s safe to say that I don’t love this flying thing. Not one fucking bit.

Right when I’m about to share this concern with Gerard, the plane levels out, and the engine’s roar softens to a more tolerable hum. The pilot’s voice crackles over the intercom again, announcing that we’ve reached our cruising altitude, but he might as well be speaking Greek for all I care. My mind is still fixated on the fact that we’re no longer on the ground.

The seatbelt sign turns off, and Gerard pries his hand from my grasp to unbuckle his. He extends his arms over his head, pulling up his T-shirt ride to expose a glimpse of his toned abs. Under normal circumstances, I would find it distracting, but I’m currently preoccupied with my impending doom.

I make the wise decision to keep my seatbelt firmly fastened. Call me paranoid, but I’m not taking any chances. With my luck, the moment I unhook the buckle, we’ll hit a pocket of turbulence, and I’ll fly into the ceiling.

“You know you can take that off now, right?” Gerard chuckles.

“I’m good, thanks.”

“Suit yourself.” He shrugs, reaching into his backpack and pulling out a pair of headphones. He slips them over his ears and closes his eyes, content to lose himself in the music of… I peek at his phone screen and smile. Gerard would spend the flight listening to an audiobook version of On the Road. Ever since I explained to him how much I loved the book, he’s taken great interest in it.

I decide to do the same and pull out a book from my carry-on. It’s Oliver’s copy of The Catcher in the Rye. The spine is cracked, and the pages are dog-eared from countless rereads.

I open the book to a random passage near the middle and read. It’s the part where Holden talks about how much he hates phonies. How everyone at his prep school is fake and only cares about stupid things, like what kind of luggage they have or what clubs they belong to.

As I read Holden’s words, I find that I can relate. At times, I feel like such an outsider looking in at the bizarre world of hockey culture. The obsession with sticks and pucks and stats. The weird rituals and superstitions. The larger-than-life personas the guys adopt when they hit the ice.

It’s all so foreign to me. And yet, here I am, dating the star player and living at the Hockey House. If someone had told me a few months ago that this is where I’d end up, I would’ve laughed in their face. Me, Elliot Montgomery, shacking up with a bunch of jocks? Please. I’d rather eat glass.

But once I met Gerard, everything changed. He sees past my prickly exterior and has taken the time to get to know the real me. The me who loves old books and indie films and can stay up late arguing about philosophy. The me who dreams of traveling the world and writing the next great American novel.

With Gerard, I don’t have to pretend to be someone I’m not. I can be myself—my grumpy, sarcastic, overthinking self. He accepts me for who I am, including my flaws and neuroses.

I think that’s why this passage resonates with me. Weirdly, Holden’s struggle to find his place in the world mirrors mine. We’re both misfits trying to navigate a society that values superficiality over substance. The only difference is that I managed to find someone genuine amid all the phoniness.

I glance over at Gerard, who has drifted off to sleep, his head lolling against his shoulder. The morning sun slants across his face, turning his hair into spun gold. He appears peaceful and content. As if there’s nowhere else he’d rather be than thirty thousand feet in the air with me by his side.

My chest tightens, but this time, not from anxiety. It’s from a swell of intense emotion that takes my breath away.

Love. That’s the only word for it.

Sometime between our first encounter and now, I’ve fallen head over heels in love with Gerard Gunnarson.
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Gerard expertly maneuvers the sleek rental car through the winding mountain roads. The scenery around us is breathtaking. There’s no other word to describe the place where Gerard grew up.

Towering evergreens stretch toward the sky, bending slightly under the weight of fresh snow. Eagles soar above us, and deer sprint between the trees lining the road. However, not even the majestic beauty of nature can distract me from the growing knot of anxiety in my gut.

Gerard hums along to the radio playing Ellie Goulding’s “Love Me Like You Do.” He’s the picture-perfect definition of happiness, and why wouldn’t he be? This is his home turf, where everyone knows his name and story. But for me, it’s uncharted territory. I’m the outsider here, the interloper. The city boy who knows nothing about small-town life.

I press my head against the cool glass of the car window and watch the world pass us by. Soon enough, I see a large wooden sign, weathered and worn but still standing tall.

Welcome to Elk Valley. Population 3,085.

Three thousand and eighty-five people. That’s it—the entirety of Gerard’s world. The sum of every person who’s ever mattered to him. And I’m about to meet them all.

Well, maybe not all of them. But it sure as hell feels that way as we drive down Main Street, or as Gerard calls it, “the heart and soul of Elk Valley.”

Quaint little shops line the street, their windows displaying charming assortments of handmade goods and local wares. We pass a bakery with a chalkboard sign advertising fresh apple pie, and I fight the urge to lower the window to catch a whiff of that delicious cinnamon and butter.

Next door, a hardware store sells everything from hammers to hoses. Out front, a group of old men sit in white rocking chairs, carving pieces of wood and swapping stories.

They look up and wave as we pass, and Gerard returns their gesture with a grin. Ladies and gentlemen, the prodigal son has returned.

We continue past a diner that has probably been there since the 1950s. Its parking lot is full of pickup trucks and SUVs. Through the wide window, people engage in animated conversations over plates loaded with eggs and bacon.

Gerard’s excitement peaks as we drive by a picturesque white clapboard church with a soaring steeple that reaches up to the sky. “That’s Elk Valley Community Church. My family has been going there every Sunday morning since I was in diapers.”

I admire how the church stands tall and proud against the snow-capped mountains. It would fit right in on a Hallmark movie set, full of charm and small-town tradition. But as pretty as it is, I feel uneasy at the thought of ever stepping foot inside.

Churches and I don’t mix. Not since my mom dragged me to Mass once as a kid. She stuffed me into an itchy sweater and made me sit still for hours. I always felt out of place, as if everyone could see right through me.

As we pull up to a red light, a group of townsfolk approaches the car. Gerard lowers the window, letting in a blast of frigid mountain air that makes me shudder.

“Well, look who it is!” a gray-haired man in a red flannel jacket exclaims. “Gerard Gunnarson, as I live and breathe. Welcome home, son!”

“Thanks, Earl,” Gerard replies with a megawatt smile. “It’s good to be back.”

Earl peers into the car. His pale blue eyes narrow slightly, and his bushy eyebrows knit together. “And who’s this you’ve got with you?”

I shift uncomfortably under his scrutiny, suddenly feeling like a bug under a magnifying glass. Gerard, bless him, doesn’t miss a beat, though. “This is Elliot Montgomery. We met at BSU.”

A hush falls over the group. Their eyes sweep over me, assessing and denouncing me all at once.

“Well, isn’t that…something,” a woman in a puffer coat says in a carefully neutral tone.

I don’t miss how she purses her lips in a way that suggests she finds “something” not entirely to her liking.

“It’s nice to meet you all.” I attempt a smile, but I’m pretty sure it comes off as more of a grimace.

Salvation comes when the light turns green. Gerard waves one last time and eases his foot off the brake. As we leave them behind, I sigh heavily.

“Did that seem weird to you?” Gerard asks, his brow furrowed in confusion as he turns onto a side street. “The way they were acting, I mean.”

I gaze out the window, realizing that the towering pines and snow-capped mountains in the distance have suddenly lost their charm. “Not really.”

“What do you mean, ‘not really?’”

I bite my lip, unsure whether to share the swirling thoughts in my head. It’s not an easy topic to discuss. Nor am I in the right state of mind to explain to Gerard that the people he knows might not be all they’re cracked up to be.

“Gerard, I’m Hispanic,” I say, choosing to rip the Band-Aid right off. “And in case you haven’t noticed, Elk Valley isn’t exactly a beacon of diversity.”

He blinks, his mouth opening and closing in disbelief. “But…what does that have to do with anything?”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. “It has everything to do with it. I’m different. I don’t look like them, I don’t sound like them, and I sure as hell don’t fit into their neat little boxes of what’s ‘normal.’”

Gerard frowns. “But that’s ridiculous! Your race doesn’t define you. It’s a part of who you are, like your brown eyes or sarcastic sense of humor.”

I smile. Leave it to Gerard to compare my ethnicity to my snark. But as sweet as his words are, they don’t change the reality of the situation. “I know that. And you know that. But to them?” I jerk my chin at the window, indicating the townsfolk we just encountered. “To them, I’m a curiosity at best and a threat at worst.”

The next several minutes pass by in awkward silence. Gerard taps the steering wheel as he mulls over my words. I know him well enough now to know he’s struggling to reconcile his idyllic childhood memories with the uncomfortable truth.

“I never thought about it that way,” he admits, sounding sad. “I guess I’ve always been so caught up in the hockey world that I never stopped and considered how it might appear from the outside.”

My heart clenches at the lost expression on his face. I reach over and give his thigh a gentle squeeze. “It’s not your fault, Gerard. You grew up here. This is your normal.”

I don’t tell him that the hockey world isn’t much different from Elk Valley.

“I just hate the thought of anyone treating you differently because of your race,” he says.

At the next red light, I lean over the center console and kiss him, showing my gratitude for the amazing person he is.
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GERARD


Learning that my hometown isn’t as kind, considerate, and welcoming as I always believed has thrown me for a loop. I’ve always taken great pride in where I grew up. But now, I don’t know what to think or believe.

Well, no. That’s not entirely true. I believe Elliot and what he’s telling me. I know I don’t see skin color when I look at him. It’s never been a factor in my feelings for the grumpy librarian. But I can’t dwell on my neighbors right now because Elliot is currently freaking out about stepping foot on the frozen lake behind my childhood home.

My parents are already at the hotel in Denver for Lily’s cheer competition tomorrow. We have the whole house to ourselves. When I gave Elliot a tour, he spotted the lake in the backyard and casually mentioned he didn’t know how to ice skate.

Immediately, I bolted for the garage like I was racing for the puck in overtime. I grabbed a pair of my dad’s old hockey skates for me—yep, he has big feet, too—and found a pair of figure skates that belonged to my mom. She has tiny feet, so they should fit Elliot’s like they’re Cinderella’s glass slippers.

I can’t stop the huge grin from spreading across my face as I lace up my skates on the bench beside the lake. Elliot is nervously eyeing the frozen surface as if it might swallow him whole at any second. He’s a cutie, bundled up in my old Elk Valley Elks letterman jacket, with his glasses slightly fogged and cheeks rosy from the cold.

“Are you sure this is safe?” he asks skeptically after I make him sit on the bench so I can tie his laces for him. “What if the ice cracks, and we fall through into the freezing water, get hypothermia, and die?”

I stand up and hold my gloved hands out to him. “Elliot, I promise you the ice is plenty thick. I’ve been skating on this lake since I was old enough to walk. Trust me, okay? I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Elliot stares up at me, worry swirling in his captivating brown eyes. But after a moment, he nods and places his mitten-clad hands in mine, letting me pull him to his feet. He wobbles like a newborn deer, so I wrap an arm securely around his waist to steady him.

“I’ve got you.” I hold him against my side and shuffle to the edge of the lake. “We’ll take it nice and slow. Just keep holding onto me.”

Elliot grips my arm as I guide us onto the ice. His legs tremble and nearly slip out from under him with every tiny movement, but I maintain a firm hold on his slim hips.

“See? Not too bad, right?” I press my cheek to Elliot’s wool beanie.

“Okay, it’s not quite as terrifying as I imagined,” Elliot admits begrudgingly. “Although that might be because I have a giant hockey player to cling to, so I don’t fall and crack my head open.”

“Glad to be of service.” I kiss Elliot’s cold-reddened nose before spinning us in a slow circle. “Just wait until I have you doing twirls and jumps. You’ll be a regular Michelle Kwan in no time!”

Elliot gawks at me. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Gretzky. Baby steps.”
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I beam with pride as Elliot takes his first few wobbly strides on the ice without my help. His face is a blend of intense concentration and barely contained terror, but he’s doing it. He’s skating on his own.

“That’s it, babe! You’ve got this.”

Elliot gives a shaky smile, but it quickly turns into panic when one of his skates slides out from under him. He flails his arms, trying to regain his balance, but gravity wins out, and he lands hard on his butt with a surprised “oof!”

I quickly skate over to him and drop to my knees beside him on the ice. I check him over for signs of injury. “Are you okay? Did you hurt anything?”

He winces as he shifts into a sitting position. “Only my pride. And maybe my tailbone.”

I chuckle at his adorably disgruntled expression. “Sorry, sorry. I know it’s not funny.” I school my features into something more sympathetic. “Here, let me help you up.”

Carefully, I pull Elliot to his feet. He sways and grabs my arms to steady himself. “I think I’m done for the day. Ice skating is clearly your thing, not mine.”

“Hey, none of that,” I chide gently, ducking my head to meet his eyes. “You were doing great! Falling is all part of the learning process. When I started, I spent more time sprawled on the ice like a goofy-looking penguin than standing upright.”

“Somehow, I doubt that, Mr. NHL prospect.”

“Okay, you got me,” I admit with a grin. “I’m a natural. But seriously, Elliot, don’t give up now. I promise it gets easier the more you practice. We’ll go a little longer, okay? Please? For me?”

I give him my best puppy-dog eyes and stick out my lower lip. After a moment, Elliot sighs. “Fine. But if I end up with a bruised coccyx, you’re waiting on me hand and foot until it heals.”

“Deal.” I’d happily play nurse for Elliot any day.

Over the next hour, I guide him around the lake at a snail’s pace, never letting go of his hand. He falls a few more times, but instead of throwing in the towel, he dusts himself off and tries again.
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After tiring ourselves out on the lake, Elliot and I head inside to warm up. I make us each a mug of hot chocolate, loaded with a mountain of mini marshmallows, while he grabs the soft fleece blanket from my bed.

We settle onto the couch in the living room, with the familiar sounds of a football game playing on the TV. It’s the Broncos versus the Saints. The Broncos won the coin toss and will get the ball first, much to my delight.

Elliot snuggles into my side, and I wrap an arm around his shoulders, pulling him closer. He fits perfectly against me, as if he was always meant to be there. I nuzzle my nose into his dark curls and inhale the sweet scent of his shampoo mixed with the wintery air still lingering on him.

“Warmer?” I ask, my lips brushing his temple.

Elliot hums contentedly. “Much. But that might be more from the human furnace I’m currently attached to than the hot chocolate or blanket.”

I grin into his hair. “You’re welcome.”

[image: ]


The Broncos-Saints game is nearing the end of the second quarter, and I’m on the edge of my seat. Elliot has burrowed deeper into the blanket, his head resting against my arm. The Broncos are driving down the field, and with each play, my heart rate ticks up a notch.

“Come on, come on,” I mutter under my breath as the Broncos’ quarterback drops back and fakes a pass. He launches a rocket toward the end zone, and the receiver hauls it in with a diving catch. The stadium erupts on the screen, and I shoot up from the couch, nearly knocking Elliot to the floor.

“Yes! Touchdown!” I pump my fist in the air like an overexcited toddler who just won his first prize at a carnival.

Elliot yawns, stretching his tiny arms out to the side. “Does that mean they’re winning now? I haven’t been paying much attention. If it’s not Jackson, I don’t have it in me to care.”

Cute. “Yeah, they’ll be up by three going into halftime.” I’m practically bouncing as I watch the Broncos’ players celebrate in the end zone. “This is huge. They didn’t do so hot last season.”

Just then, one of the refs throws a yellow flag into the air. The crowd noise on the broadcast dips into a collective groan, and my stomach sinks.

“No. No way.” I stare at the screen in disbelief as the refs huddle together and speak into their microphones. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Elliot’s eyes flick from me to the TV and back again. “What’s going on?”

I run a hand through my hair, mussing it up even more than usual. “Looks like they’re calling offensive PI. If that’s true, it’ll wipe out the touchdown.”

The ref steps forward and makes an announcement. “Offensive pass interference. Number eighty-eight. Ten-yard penalty. Replay third down.”

I throw my hands up in exasperation. “Are you freaking serious? That’s boo-hockey! These refs are blind.”

Elliot’s lips curl into an amused smile. “Wow, you’re really into this, huh?”

I plop back down on the couch with a huff, crossing my arms over my chest like a sulking child. “Of course I am. It’s football.”

“You do realize you’re a hockey player, right?” Elliot pokes me in the side, trying to tickle me through my thick sweater.

“I can like more than one sport,” I say defensively. But I soften when I see Elliot’s playful expression. “My dad and I used to watch every Broncos game together. It’s kind of our thing.”

Elliot nods slowly, taking that in. “That makes sense.” He pauses, then adds, “I like seeing this side of you.”

“What side?”

“The rabid sports fan side.” He shrugs out of the blanket and leans against me. “It’s cute.”

“Cute?” I raise an eyebrow. “I’m yelling at the TV and pouting like a five-year-old who lost his favorite toy.”

Elliot tilts his head up to look at me, his brown eyes sparkling with affection. “Exactly.”

I smile down at him. Sharing such a cozy, domestic moment with Elliot in my childhood home feels unbelievably right. But as halftime begins and the marching band takes the field, the air in the room shifts, and Elliot tenses beside me.

“Hey, what’s going on in that brilliant head of yours?” I ask, smoothing the crease between his brows with my thumb.

Elliot stares down at his cooling hot chocolate cradled in his hands and sighs. “I’m…I’m nervous about meeting your family tomorrow. I mean, I know they’re awesome people because they raised you, but I can’t help worrying that they won’t like me. Or that I’ll say or do something to embarrass myself. Or that they’ll take one look at me and wonder what the hell their son is doing with a nerdy librarian. Or⁠—”

“Whoa, whoa, hey.” I gently take the mug from his hands and set it next to mine before he accidentally sloshes it all over the couch in his anxiety-filled state. “Elliot, babe, listen to me. My family will find you amazing, okay? Because I find you amazing. And they’ll see what I see in you—an incredibly smart, caring, and wonderful person.”

“I…I don’t know what I did to deserve you, Gerard. You’re kind and patient. Even when I’m an anxious mess.”

I cup his face with my hands. “I could say the same about you. I’m the lucky one here. I still can’t believe that you want to be with me.”

Elliot leans in and captures my lips in a tender kiss that quickly turns heated. I slide my hands into his hair and tilt his head to deepen the kiss as his arms wind around my neck. He playfully nips at my bottom lip, then soothes the sting with a swipe of his tongue, and I groan into his mouth.

Without breaking the kiss, Elliot shifts until he’s straddling my lap, and the blanket falls to the floor. I grip his hips and pull him flush against me as we continue to explore each other’s mouths.

He rolls his hips, grinding his growing erection against mine, and we both moan at the delicious friction. My toes curl in my socks when he does it again.

“Gerard.” Elliot pants against my lips, his fingers tangling in my hair. “Can I—I want to make you feel good.”

“You already are, babe.” My hands slip under his sweater to caress the warm skin of his lower back. “Seeing you like this? It’s incredible.”

Elliot shivers and presses closer to me. “I know, but I mean with my mouth. Can I suck you, Gerard? Please?”

A jolt of pure molten desire shoots straight to my cock at his request. “God, yes. I want that so badly.”

“You sure?” He stops kissing me long enough to look me in the eye. “If you want to stick with hand jobs, that’s fine with me.”

“I’m more sure than I’ve ever been, Elliot. Suck me. Now.”

Elliot grins, entirely too pleased with himself as he slides off my lap and kneels on the floor between my spread legs. His nimble fingers quickly tug my sweats and boxers down to my ankles, freeing my aching erection.

He wraps one hand around the base of my cock and gives it a few slow pumps. Precome quickly beads at the tip, and Elliot leans in, swiping his tongue over the slit to gather the salty liquid. I let out a strangled moan at the first hot, wet touch of his tongue on me.

It’s funny. I always figured that having someone’s mouth on my cock would be incredible, but nothing could have prepared me for the reality of Elliot’s tongue running all over my shaft. It’s pure bliss and sends sparks of pleasure radiating through my entire body.

He takes his time, licking from the base to the tip, and swirls his tongue around the sensitive crown. He’s determined to explore every ridge and vein, focusing intently on the spots that make my breath hitch and my thighs tremble.

My mouth hangs open as Elliot’s pretty pink lips part to take the head of my cock into his hot mouth. His tongue waggles over my slit, lapping up the steady flow of precome.

I groan his name as my fingers itch to bury themselves in his dark curls. “Your mouth…God, it feels incredible.”

He hums around me, and the vibrations make my balls tighten. I lean back against the couch cushions as he starts to bob shallowly, taking in more of my cock head. He can’t take me further because I’m too big and thick, but that’s okay. His right hand more than makes up for it.

The dual stimulation is exquisite, and I moan louder as my hips twitch with the effort to keep still. I don’t want to choke him. Could you imagine what I’d have to tell the ER? “Yeah, my boyfriend was giving me my first blow job, and I impaled him with my penis.”

Elliot does something with his tongue—a clever swirl-and-press right under the head of my cock—and my eyes roll back. A broken gasp punches out of my lungs, and my cock throbs between Elliot’s stretched lips.

“Oh my God, do that again,” I plead breathlessly, gazing down at him through hooded eyes.

He obliges, repeating the move and hollowing his cheeks to suck hard at the same time. The pleasure is so intense that I see Jesus.

“Elliot, I’m close.” My abdominal muscles flutter, and my balls draw up even tighter to my body. “Gonna come…pull off…”

He doubles his efforts, sucking my cock head harder. His finger tickles the spot below my balls, and that’s all it takes to send me hurdling over the edge into ecstasy.

I clutch the couch cushions in a white-knuckled grip as the most intense pleasure I’ve ever had the joy of experiencing crashes over me in unrelenting waves. My feet lift off the ground, toes curling even more, while my back arches and drives my cock head deeper into the heavenly wet heat of Elliot’s mouth.

Broken, squeaky gasps spill from my lips, the only sounds I can make as I pulse repeatedly, releasing what must be an endless stream of come onto Elliot’s eager tongue. He greedily swallows it all, his satisfied hums prolonging my high.

I’m vaguely aware that I’m shaking like a leaf as Elliot continues to suckle gently at my softening cock, making sure he gets every last drop of pleasure out of me.

When he releases me from his mouth with a loud pop, I’m nothing more than a limp noodle— literally and figuratively. He peers up at me with glazed, lust-drunk eyes, and his lips are shiny and swollen. A few pearly drops of my come cling to the corner of his mouth, and he swipes at it with his thumb before licking it clean.

The sight makes me whimper. How can he make something so filthy look so dang hot?

He hums giddily, a blissed-out grin spreading across his face. “You taste amazing, Gerard. I could happily live on just your come for the rest of my life.”

A breathless, slightly delirious laugh bubbles up from my chest. “I’m pretty sure that’s not advisable from a nutritional standpoint, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

I haul Elliot onto the couch using the last bit of strength left in me and kiss him hard. I can taste myself on him. It’s salty and slightly bitter but also oddly erotic.

When we finally break apart for air, Elliot buries his face in the crook of my neck and nuzzles my sweaty skin. “That was incredible. Watching you fall apart like that, knowing it was because of me…it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

I wrap my arms around him, holding him close as I kiss the top of his head. “You’re the incredible one, Elliot. That was…gosh, I don’t even have words. Just…gosh.”


ICE QUEEN BLOG POST #8



Mmm, Whatcha Say?

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

Thanksgiving started when the pilgrims and Indians sat down for dinner. Since then, it has grown into a day of things to be thankful for—friends, family, and a parade full of giant balloons and one-of-a-kind floats. It’s also a day when everyone comes together to share joy and good health.

So, what am I thankful for? I’m thankful for all of you, my fans and followers. I couldn’t keep doing what I do if it wasn’t for all of your love and enthusiasm. I appreciate all your comments, good and bad, and the photos you send me of Gerard and his team of hockey jocks.

But this year, there’s one thing I’m not thankful for. Gerard fucking Gunnarson.

That’s right. He and I have entered a frosty era, and I’m not above shoving an icicle up his giant ass. Okay, that might be a tad overdramatic, but you’d react the same way if you got an email full of thinly veiled threats.

The golden-haired boy himself wrote that if I don’t back off from writing about his boyfriend, he’ll make sure I have nothing to write about. Apparently, revealing the identity of his boyfriend crossed a line. Well, excuse me for giving the people what they want.

While consent is key, and I would never go against his wishes, that doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it. I mean, what am I supposed to do now? Find another hockey hunk to obsess over? I guess I could set my sights on Drew Larney and his burgeoning, bromantic friendship with Jackson Monroe. It could be interesting to dig into. Or what about that freshman phenom, Nathan Paisley? The kid is already making waves with his bright pink hair and sick blocks on the ice. He’s sure to have a legion of fans in no time.

But no one can replace Gerard. He’s the king of the ice, the prince of the puck, the sultan of skating. Without him, what’s even the point? So, here’s hoping he gets over himself and realizes that the Ice Queen always wins.

Until next time.

Ice Queen skating off!
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ELLIOT


Afinger pokes my face, but I don’t open my eyes. I’m nestled under a pile of blankets, enjoying the warmth it provides from the frigid Colorado air seeping in through the open window.

It’s the one thing about Gerard that I still don’t like—sleeping with a window open. Okay, I also don’t like how messy he is or that he farts so damn much. But beggars can’t be choosers, right? No guy is perfect, not even Mr. Hockey Hunk himself.

I get poked again, this time harder. “Hey, Elliot?”

“What, Gerard?”

“Are you awake?”

“No.”

Another poke. “Can I suck you off?”

My eyes fly open. Gerard stares at me with a big grin on his face. “Did I hear you correctly? You want to…suck me off?”

Gerard nods eagerly. My eyes narrow in suspicion. “Why?”

“Well…” He blushes and glances down at the finger that was poking me. “It was really hot when you did it to me, and I want to return the favor. I don’t want you to think that I’m greedy. You’re always jerking me off, but I haven’t done anything to you. For you.”

“I don’t mind, Gerard. I enjoy being the one to make you come undone. I don’t need you to return the favor.”

“But it would be nice if I did, right?”

“Of course. But⁠—”

“Then it’s settled. I’ll suck you off, and I’ll do a bang-up job at it too.”

I laugh. Leave it to Gerard to turn a blow job into a competition.

“But only if you want me to. I don’t want to pressure you into anything⁠—”

I place my finger on his red lips to shut him up. “Suck me, Gerard. And don’t stop until I come down your throat.”

I don’t have to see it to know that Gerard’s toes are curling from my demand. It’s one of my favorite things that he does. It’s such an expressive tell of how turned on I make him.

Gerard disappears under the covers, his strong hands pulling my boxer briefs down my legs. I hear a surprised gasp, and then his tousled blond head pops back out. His blue eyes are blown wide, and his mouth is slightly agape.

“You’re uncut!” he exclaims in a loud whisper.

I laugh at his dramatic reaction. “Yeah, I am. A lot of Hispanic guys aren’t circumcised.”

“Oh. I’ve never seen one in person before. I mean, I’ve seen pictures and videos, but…” He trails off, staring down at my exposed groin with fascination.

I roll my eyes fondly. “It’s not that different. Don’t overthink it.”

I place my hand on the back of his head and gently but firmly push him back down. He goes willingly, settling between my legs. His warm breath ghosts over my semi-erect cock, making it twitch in anticipation.

“Start by licking around the head,” I instruct. “Get it nice and wet. Then use your tongue to play with the foreskin.”

Gerard does as he’s told. His wet tongue swirls around the head and even dips into the slit. Electric shocks zing through me. He traces the edge of my foreskin before slipping underneath and exploring new territory.

I moan softly. “Yeah, like that. Now take the head into your mouth and suck gently. Use your hand to stroke the shaft.”

His plush lips wrap around my cock head as he starts to suck. His big hand grips the base, and having him hold me in this way is making me see stars.

My fingers thread through his hair, and it’s just what he needs to start bobbing up and down on my cock and stroking me at the same time.

“Fuck, your mouth is incredible.” I’m panting like a dog in heat. I squeeze my eyes shut and let Gerard work me over. “Take more of me. Relax your throat. Breathe through your nose.”

He takes me deeper, and my back arches off the bed. His throat flutters around my sensitive glans, and he gags slightly. While most guys would stop when that happens, Gerard uses it as fuel to try again.

I fight the urge to thrust and instead focus on giving him more instructions. Although I don’t think he needs them. The boy is a natural.

“Use your other hand to massage my balls. Tug on them—but gently. Yeah, fuck, just like that.”

His thick fingers massage my heavy sack as he keeps worshipping my cock. Pleasure builds at the base of my spine, pulling my balls tight. I’m leaking salty precome onto his tongue, and he moans, loving the taste.

Gerard’s other hand kneads my thigh. I never knew I would enjoy such a move, but I do. It only spurs me closer to the point of no return. “Gerard, I’m gonna come. Don’t stop. Swallow it all like a good boy.”

He moans around my thickness, sending delicious vibrations through me, and redoubles his efforts. A few more sucks, and I’m coming with a low cry, spurting hot and hard down his throat. Gerard drinks it down as if he’s dying of thirst.

His head emerges from under the covers when I’m all tapped out. He’s grinning like a fool. “That…was…awesome.”

My release glistens on his red, kiss-swollen lips, and when I point it out, he lazily licks them clean. It’s an erotic sight that makes my spent cock give a valiant twitch.

The morning sun breaks through the window, bathing Gerard in a holy glow. The light catches on his golden hair and caresses his flushed skin. He’s a debauched angel, and I’m struck by how beautiful he is.

My heart swells with an overwhelming rush of emotion. It’s more than lust or gratitude for the mind-blowing orgasm he gave me. It’s a soul-deep connection that I have with this boy. And I know without a doubt that I want to be with him forever.

I want to wake up to his smiling face every morning and fall asleep in his arms every night. I want to celebrate his victories and comfort him in his losses. I want to build a life with him—brick by brick until we have a home filled with laughter, love, and a bunch of adopted dogs.

The realization should terrify me. I’ve always been the cynical one who scoffed at the idea of soulmates and happily ever afters outside of romance novels. I’ve been burned before and built walls around my heart to protect myself from getting hurt again. But with Gerard, those walls are crumbling fast. He’s skated around my defenses and made himself at home in my heart.

And for once, I’m not scared. I’m excited.

Hopeful.

Ready to take a leap of faith and see where this journey takes us.

“What are you thinking about?” Gerard’s voice is husky from sleep and other activities. He lies down beside me and props himself up on his elbow. He looks at me with a soft, fond expression that melts my insides.

“You,” I answer honestly. “And how much I adore you.”

His eyes widen in surprise before crinkling at the corners as a brilliant smile spreads across his face. “I adore you too, Elliot. So much.”

He leans in and kisses me, slow and sweet. I can taste myself on his tongue, and it’s surprisingly intimate. I cup his face in my hands and deepen the kiss, pouring all of my newfound emotions into it.

We make out lazily because there’s no need to rush. We have all the time in the world to explore this thing between us. And I plan to cherish every single second of it.

Eventually, we break apart, breathless and giddy. Gerard rests his forehead against mine and nuzzles my nose with his. “Best Thanksgiving morning ever.”

I’m inclined to agree. Waking up to a blow job from the man of my dreams, followed by the understanding that this relationship may be for life? It doesn’t get much better than that.
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My nerves are on high alert, knowing that I’ll be meeting Gerard’s parents for the first time today. I try to focus on the warmth of Gerard’s hand in mine, but it does little to comfort me.

I know I shouldn’t be this nervous. Gerard has repeatedly assured me that his parents are excited to meet me. And if they’re anything like Gerard, they’ll be the most easygoing adults I’ll ever meet. Yet, I can’t shake the nagging fear that they will find me lacking in some way or disapprove of me dating their son.

We enter the arena where Lily’s cheer competition is being held, and I remove my hand from Gerard’s, needing a few moments to myself. “I need to use the restroom.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

I smirk. “I’ll be fine, Gerard. Find us some seats. I won’t be long.”

He waves, and my heart skips a beat at the gesture. I don’t know how I got so lucky with this boy. I won’t ever take him for granted.

Stepping into the restroom, I’m relieved to find it empty. I head straight for the stall at the end, lock it, and sit on the toilet. I don’t actually need to do anything. I just need to take a few deep breaths without anyone watching me.

I also need some words of reassurance from someone other than Gerard. He’s too close to his parents, and rightfully so. I need input from people who know Gerard’s parents but don’t have an emotional attachment to them.

Retrieving my phone from my jacket pocket, I start a group chat with the three guys who know Gerard and his family best.

Me


Hey. I’m about to meet Gerard’s parents. I’m really fucking nervous.




Any words of advice? Tips on how to make sure they like me?




Things I should know about them before I make an ass of myself?




Oliver


Just be yourself, bud. You’re a great guy. They’ll see that.




Show genuine interest, offer to help out making dinner, and let your natural charm shine through.




Kyle


Listen up, pipsqueak. Compliment his mom’s cooking even if it tastes like sawdust. Laugh at his dad’s lame jokes no matter how painful they are.




And for fuck’s sake, keep the PDA with Gerard to a minimum. No one wants to see you two sucking face at the dinner table.




NO ONE.




Drew


Kitten! You HAVE to check out Mr. G’s ass when you get the chance. That man is packing some serious heat in the rear!




Once you see it, you’ll totally understand the meaning of the apple not falling far from the tree.




Or in the Gunnarson’s case…cantaloupes.




Oliver


Dude, what the hell? Elliot doesn’t need to be thinking about his boyfriend’s dad’s ass right before meeting the man.




Kyle


As much as I hate to say it, I’m kind of with Drew on this one, Ollie. I mean, have you SEEN Mr. G’s ass? That thing should have its own zip code.




You’re a lucky bastard, Elliot. You’re about to be inducted into the Gunnarson family.




Cherish the view, my friend.




Me


Oh my gosh. I’m deleting this conversation.




Oliver


Elliot, all joking aside, you’ve got this.




Be yourself and enjoy getting to know Gerard’s family. They’re really good people.




Good luck. We’re all rooting for you!




Kyle


Pipsqueak. I may give you a hard time, but you know I’ve got your back. You’re going to crush this whole meeting-the-parents thing.




And if things get awkward, just remember that you’ve endured sleeping in the same bed as Gerard and his farts.




Drew


Elliot, my adorable little kitten. I know I can be a bit much sometimes, but in all seriousness, you and Gerard are perfect for each other. In fact, I’m jealous of the connection you two have.




His parents will see exactly what we all see.




After the pep talk from the guys, I feel slightly better. I exit the stall and head over to the sink to wash my hands. I may not have taken a shit, but there are still germs everywhere.

I dry my hands with paper towels and head for the door. As I walk out, I slam into a solid wall of muscle.

The collision knocks the wind out of me, and I stumble backward.

Before my ass can make contact with the grimy bathroom floor, a pair of strong hands grip my shoulders and steady me. “Whoa there, son. You alright?”

I look up at my savior, and my jaw drops. Standing before me is a man who can only be described as a fucking mountain. He’s easily over a foot taller than me, with shoulders as broad as a linebacker’s and a chest that says he could bench-press a car. But it’s not his size that has me frozen.

It’s his face.

His chiseled jawline, his tousled blond hair, his crystal-blue eyes that are the same shade as someone else I know…holy shit. It’s Gerard’s dad.

“You must be Elliot,” he says with a warm smile.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Gunnarson.”

His deep, booming laugh fills the bathroom. “Please, call me Gavin. Mr. Gunnarson is my father. You know, I’d recognize you anywhere from all the pictures Gerard’s sent me.”

“Pictures? What pictures?” I don’t remember Gerard ever taking any photos of me.

He pulls out his phone and starts scrolling through it. “Here, let me show you. The boy is absolutely smitten with you.”

He tilts the screen toward me, and my eyes widen. There are dozens of candid shots of me taken in the Hockey House. There’s one of me curled up on the couch with my nose buried in a book—no surprise there. Another of me laughing hysterically at something Drew said—he may be crass, but he’s hilarious, too. And one of me sleeping on Gerard’s bed. I grimace at that one. My hair is a wild mess, and my mouth hangs slightly open.

“This one’s my favorite,” Gavin says, stopping on a picture of me and Gerard. We’re sitting at the kitchen table, our heads bent close together as we study. Gerard’s hand rests on my thigh, and I’m leaning into him. I remember that day. Oliver was sitting across from us—that traitor. “You make him unbelievably happy, Elliot. I’ve never seen him smile like he does with you. Thank you for that.”

Gavin’s words hit me right in the feels. I’m not used to people being openly accepting of me, especially not the parents of the guy I’m dating. It’s a new experience and overwhelming in the best possible way.

“Honestly, I was nervous about meeting you and your wife today. I want to make a good impression, but I’m not the most socially graceful person.”

Gavin chuckles and claps me on the back. His hand is large enough that it engulfs my entire shoulder blade. “Son, you have nothing to be nervous about. Gerard has told us so much about you that we feel like we already know you. And from what I can see, you’re a great match for our boy.”

“Really?” Hope blooms in my chest.

“Absolutely. Where do you think Gerard gets his easygoing nature from?” He points to himself. “My wife and I are pretty chill people. So long as you always treat our son right.”

Relief washes over me, and the tension leaves my body. “Thank you, Gavin.”

“You’re welcome. Now, what do you say we head out there and find our seats? I’m sure Gerard is wondering what’s taking you so long.”

I nod, and we head to the bleachers together. We spot Gerard sitting to the left of a stunning woman with auburn hair and bright green eyes. She has to be Anna, Gerard’s mom.

As we approach, Gerard’s face lights up when he sees me. He jumps to his feet and pulls me into a hug, not caring that we’re in public. “There you are! I was starting to think you fell in.”

He kisses my cheek, and I blush. “Sorry, I ran into your dad. We got to talking.”

Gerard’s eyes widen. “Oh no. What did he say? Did he embarrass me?”

I laugh. “No, nothing like that. He was actually really nice.”

Gavin comes up behind me and ruffles Gerard’s hair. “Of course I was nice. I’m always nice.”

Gerard rolls his eyes fondly. “Sure, Dad. Whatever you say.”

Anna stands up and smooths down her skirt. She’s even more beautiful up close, with high cheekbones and a queenly presence that can’t be taught. “Elliot, it’s wonderful to finally meet you.”

She steps forward and embraces me, soothing my nerves with the scent of her perfume—lavender and vanilla. I’m stunned for a moment, unused to such open affection from someone I’ve just met, but her hug is so gentle and motherly that I melt into it.

“It’s great to meet you too, Mrs. Gunnarson.”

“Please, call me Anna,” she insists with a tinkling laugh that reminds me of wind chimes.

I grin. “Anna, it is then.”

As we take our seats, Anna leans in conspiratorially. “Gerard has been very tight-lipped about how you two met. He refuses to give Gavin or me any of the juicy details. Would you mind filling us in? We’re dying of curiosity over here.”

I glance over at Gerard, who has suddenly become interested in his phone. A pink flush creeps up his neck. It’s adorable how flustered he’s getting.

Emboldened by Anna’s easy demeanor, I launch into the tale. “Well, it all started when Gerard lost his hockey stick on the morning of the first game…”

As I recount our meet-cute in the library, Gavin and Anna listen with rapt attention. They “ooh” and “aww” at all the right places and laugh heartily when I describe how much of a shit I was to him.

When I get to the part where Gerard and I kissed at the Hockey House Halloween party, Gerard’s face is beet red, clashing horribly with his blond hair. But I see the small, pleased smile as he relives the memories through my words.

“And the rest, as they say, is history,” I finish with a theatrical flourish. “Your son swept me off my feet, and I’ve been smitten ever since.”

“Oh my goodness, that is the most precious story!” Anna gushes, pressing a hand to her heart. “To think our Gerard is such a romantic. He gets that from Gavin, you know.”

Gavin puffs out his chest proudly. “What can I say? Us Gunnarson men know how to woo our partners. It’s in our genes.”

Gerard groans and covers his face with his hands. “You guys are so embarrassing. This is why I didn’t want to tell you.”

But his demeanor belies his words. He’s happy that his parents approve of me and we’re getting along.

Two down, only one more to go.
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Gerard’s face instantly softens at the sight of his little sister running up to him after the cheerleading competition. She was amazing—the whole team was, really. They placed second, and it took me promising to give Gerard another mind-blowing orgasm to keep him from giving the judges hell for their asinine decision.

Judging by the reddened cheeks on Gavin’s face and the knowing smirk on Anna’s, I dare say she promised him the same thing. And I will never tell Gerard.

Lily leaps into Gerard’s outstretched arms. It’s a scene straight out of a movie, the doting big brother and his adoring little sister meeting again after a long time apart, and it makes me smile.

“Hey there, Squirt. You are the best cheerleader in the entire country. You need to teach me how to do that one backflip later.”

Lily giggles, and her nose scrunches up, making her appear even younger than her ten years. “You’re too big to do that move, Gerard.”

Gerard gasps dramatically. “Are you calling me fat, Squirt?”

“Hey, you said it, not me.”

Laughing, Gerard presses a kiss to the top of her head. “I love you too, Squirt.”

He sets her down on the ground, and Lily immediately zeroes in on me. Her blue eyes, so similar to Gerard’s, narrow in suspicion as she takes me in from head to toe. “Who are you, and why are you standing that close to my brother?”

I glance at Gerard, unsure how to respond. We haven’t exactly discussed how to tell his sister about us.

“Lily, this is Elliot. He’s my…special friend.”

Lily’s mouth forms a perfect “O.” “Special friend? What does that mean? Are you like his bestest friend in the whole world?”

I chuckle at her innocence. If only she knew how “special” my friendship with her brother truly is. I crouch down to be at her eye level. “Lily, your brother and I are very close. We care about each other a lot and enjoy spending time together. But it’s different than just being best friends.”

She cocks her head to the side. “Different how? Do you have secret handshakes and stuff?”

I look up at Gerard for guidance, but all he does is shrug. Gee, thanks for the help, dude. “Um, not exactly. Gerard and I have feelings for each other. Romantic feelings. Like the kind your mom and dad have for each other.”

Lily’s eyes light up with understanding. “Oh! So you’re his boyfriend!”

Leave it to a ten-year-old to cut right to the chase. “Yeah. Is that okay with you?”

Lily purses her lips, mulling it over. I hold my breath, nervous about her reaction. I know how much Gerard adores his little sister; her opinion means the world to him. If she doesn’t approve of me, of us? I don’t even want to think about it.

Thankfully, her face breaks into a wide grin, and she throws her arms around my neck. “Of course it’s okay! If Gerard likes you, then I like you too. But…” She fixes me with a glare eerily reminiscent of a stern woman. “You better be nice to my brother, okay? He’s the bestest brother ever, and I never want to see him sad. So, you have to pinky promise to be good to him and never make him sad.”

She holds out her tiny pinky, her face deadly serious. I love her fierce protectiveness over Gerard, and I’m honored that she’s willing to entrust me with her brother’s heart. I link my pinky with hers, giving it a solemn shake. “I pinky swear, Lily. I promise to be good to Gerard and do my best to make him happy. You have my word.”

Satisfied with my promise, she glances up at Gerard. He’s watching our exchange with a fond expression, but it quickly morphs into surprise when Lily marches over to him, wagging her finger.

“You listen here, mister. Elliot is nice, and I like him a lot. So, you better not be mean to him, or else…” She balls her tiny hand into a fist. “I’ll punch you right in the balls!”

Gerard’s eyes widen, and his hands instinctively move to protect his crotch. I bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud at the sight of this hulking hockey player cowering before his pint-sized sister. It’s beyond cute.

“Whoa, easy there, Squirt. I would never be mean to Elliot. I like him way too much to ever hurt him. And trust me, I’m very fond of my balls, so please don’t do anything to them.”

Hearing him declare his feelings for me in front of his family makes me want to tackle him in a bear hug and never let go.

Lily eyes him suspiciously for a moment before nodding, appeased by his promise. “Good. Because if you make Elliot sad, I’ll be really mad at you. And then I won’t cheer for you when Dad puts your hockey games on the TV anymore.”

Gerard gasps, clutching his chest in mock horror. “You wouldn’t!”

“I would,” Lily says solemnly.

Gavin claps his hands, drawing our attention. “Well, now that the important business is out of the way, what do you say we head home and celebrate Lily’s fantastic performance with some ice cream⁠—”

“Yay!” Lily squeals, bouncing up and down like a jackhammer.

“—after dinner,” Gavin finishes, giving Lily a stern look.

“What?!” she screeches. “I hate it here!”

She takes off running while the rest of us follow after her, laughing all the way.

Yeah, I think I’ll fit in perfectly fine with the Gunnarson family.
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GERARD


Dinner was a success. The dessert was delicious. Reliving my most embarrassing childhood memories? Priceless…not.

After Mom took Lily upstairs for her nighttime bath, Dad brought Elliot and me into the family room. I thought we were going to watch some old highlight reels of my dad’s time at BSU or play some NHL 16. But once again, stupidity strikes.

“And this is Gerard with our dog, Fido—may he rest in peace—recreating the Coppertone ad.”

“Dad!” I stare in horror as Dad proudly displays a photo of ten-year-old me with my butt hanging out as Fido tugs at my swim trunks. Elliot cackles to the point that tears stream down his face.

“Aww, look at that cute little tush!” Dad coos. “You were such a chubby little kid, Gerard. We couldn’t keep you in clothes half the time.”

My face burns hotter than a stove set to four hundred and twenty-five degrees. I want to dive behind the couch and hide forever.

“Oh, and this one!” Dad flips to the next page, revealing a gap-toothed, bowl-cut sporting version of myself covered head to toe in mud. “Gerard loved making mud pies in the backyard. Remember, son?”

“How could I forget?” I growl through clenched teeth. Elliot snickers beside me, clearly relishing my pain.

Dad continues his onslaught, each photo more humiliating than the last. There I am, dressed as a sunflower for the Elk Valley Elementary School play. Caught mid-scream on the Log Flume ride at Six Flags. And who could forget the classic “Gerard crying on Santa’s lap” portrait?

“Anyone need a refill?” Dad holds up the empty wine bottle. Elliot and I shake our heads, but that doesn’t stop him. “I’m gonna grab another from the cellar. You boys behave now!”

He saunters off, and I turn to Elliot, my face still flaming. “I am so, so sorry about him. He doesn’t get out much these days, and I think the excitement of having company is going to his head, and⁠—”

“Gerard, relax.” Elliot places a finger on my lips, and I go cross-eyed, trying to look at it. “Your dad is great. He loves you a lot.”

“Yeah, but did he have to break out the baby pictures? I mean, come on.”

Elliot chuckles. “I think it’s sweet. And honestly, it’s nice to see this side of you.”

I blink at him, surprised. “You…enjoy seeing me embarrassed?”

“Well, yeah. It’s a refreshing change from the untouchable hockey god persona everyone bestows on you back at BSU.”

Elliot shifts, lifting one leg to straddle my lap. My breath catches in my throat as he settles his weight on me. His warm brown eyes soften as they gaze into mine.

“Gerard Anthony Gunnarson.” Gosh, if him full naming me isn’t hot as sin. “You are the most ridiculous, adorable, infuriating man I’ve ever met. And I’m glad that I did—meet you.”

“You mean that?” I hate how childish I sound, but I desperately need to hear his answer.

Elliot nods, his fingers playing with the short hairs at the nape of my neck. Goosebumps prickle my skin at his touch. “Of course I do. I love seeing the parts of your life I wasn’t around for.”

I tighten my arms around him as emotion clogs my throat. “Really? Even the time when I cried on Santa’s lap or made mud pies in the backyard…and then ate them?”

Elliot throws his head back and laughs. “Oh, Gerard. Yes. I love seeing and knowing all there is about the man I’m falling for, mud pies and all.”

He kisses me, showing me how much I mean to him. I quickly lose myself in the taste of Elliot, in the comfort of his body pressed against me and his fingers tangling in my hair. The rest of the world doesn’t matter right now.

A loud cough shatters the spell, and Elliot and I spring apart like scaredy cats.

I whip my head around to see my dad standing in the doorway with a new bottle of wine and a mile-wide grin. “Don’t stop on my account, boys. I can always go back to the cellar and search for that bottle of ’96 Bordeaux.”

I groan, burying my flaming face in Elliot’s neck as he shakes with silent laughter.

“That won’t be necessary, Gavin. I think I’m going to call it a night.” Dad chuckles and takes a seat as Elliot gets off my lap and heads for the stairs. “You coming?”

“In a few minutes. I want to talk to my dad about something.”

Nodding, Elliot disappears up the stairs to my bedroom, and I face my dad, who studies me from over the rim of his wine glass.

“I like him,” Dad says simply. “He’s got a good head on his shoulders. Sharp as a tack. And he cares about you a great deal.”

My smile widens. “I like him too, Dad. A lot. More than I’ve ever liked anyone before.”

It feels good to say it out loud. To acknowledge these feelings that have been growing inside me since I first saw Elliot in the library. It’s scary, like when you’re standing at the top of a ski jump with your heart pounding and adrenaline surging through your veins. But it’s also so amazingly exciting that I want to leap with my eyes closed.

Dad reaches over and claps a hand on my knee. “I’m happy for you, son. Truly. It’s about damn time you found someone who makes you light up like this.”

I duck my head. “Thanks, Dad. That means a lot.”

We sit in silence, listening to the crackle of the fireplace and the distant sound of Mom’s off-key singing as she puts Lily to bed.

Dad leans forward, and his expression turns serious. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about, Gerard? Is everything okay?”

I take a deep breath. “Yeah, everything’s fine. It’s just…Elliot mentioned something to me yesterday, and it’s been bothering me ever since.”

Dad frowns, concern etching lines into his smooth forehead. “What is it?”

“As we came into town, a bunch of people came up to see me. They were standoffish with Elliot, and he said it’s because he’s Hispanic.”

The words taste bitter on my tongue, and anger and disbelief war in my gut. I can’t comprehend how anyone could look at Elliot, with his kind eyes and brilliant mind, and see anything other than a wonderful human being.

Dad leans back in his chair and runs a hand down his face. He suddenly appears much older than his forty-two years.

“I wish I could say I’m surprised, but the truth is, Elk Valley has always been a bit…closed-minded. Set in its ways. Change doesn’t come easy to folks around here.”

I shake my head, frustration simmering under my skin. “But that’s not right, Dad. Elliot doesn’t deserve to be treated like an outcast. He’s one of the smartest, most talented people I know. He should be celebrated, not shunned.”

“I agree with you, son. Wholeheartedly. But you have to understand that a lot of people here have lived in this town their whole lives. They haven’t experienced other places or met people who don’t all look or think the same.”

I nod, absorbing my dad’s words. It’s difficult to grasp that the town where I grew up, the place filled with cherished memories, could also hold such narrow-minded views.

“Listen, Gerard. Your mom and I chose to raise you and Lily here primarily because of the school system. It’s one of the best in the state, and we wanted to give you kids every opportunity to succeed. But we always knew about Elk Valley’s limitations.” He takes a sip of his wine, carefully choosing his next words. “Your mom and I tried our best to instill in you the values of embracing people for who they are, not what their skin color is or where they come from. We taught you to stand up for what’s right, even when it’s difficult.”

I remember all the times Dad took me aside after hockey practice, reminding me to include the new kid struggling to keep up. Or when Mom would invite coworkers over for dinner, even though they weren’t as financially stable as we were.

“I remember,” I say softly. “You and Mom always made sure Lily and I understood the importance of acceptance and kindness.”

Dad smiles, pride shining in his eyes. “And you’ve grown into an incredible young man because of it, son. Don’t ever forget that.” He grips my shoulder, his callused palm rough against my shirt. “But now it’s time for you to put those values into practice. You’ll need to be his rock when people can’t see past the color of his skin.”

The thought of anyone mistreating Elliot, of judging him based on something so superficial, makes my blood boil. “I will, Dad. I won’t let anyone disrespect Elliot. Not here, not anywhere. He means too much to me.”

Dad nods, satisfied. “I know you won’t, son. You’re a Gunnarson through and through. We stand up for our beliefs and protect the ones we love.”

Love.

The word resonates in my mind and seeps into the cracks and crevices of my heart. Could this be what I’m feeling? This all-consuming, breath-stealing, world-tilting emotion I have for Elliot. Is it love?

I think about how my pulse races whenever he enters a room.

How I smile whenever he flashes me that rare and precious smile of his.

Even how I end up weak in the knees every time he gives me an orgasm.

Holy snickers! I’m in love with Elliot.

And it couldn’t be more obvious.
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ELLIOT


Some people have a sixth sense. I have a Gerard sense, and right now, I sense that Gerard is not in bed with me. Opening my eyes, I notice his side of the bed is empty. I check how cold it is—it’s lukewarm. He hasn’t been gone long.

Rolling over onto my back, I take in Gerard’s childhood bedroom. Hockey posters plaster three of the walls, and the NHL superstars stare down at me with fierce determination. God, I’m surrounded by an army of Gerards. Only they’re all less handsome.

On the lone bare wall is a shelf lined with stuffed animals that have seen better days. Some are missing eyes, while others have matted fur. A few have been wrung nearly to death. I picture a young Gerard clutching them in the middle of the night, his already massive hands engulfing their tiny bodies in a death grip. Adorable.

My gaze drifts to a corkboard below the shelf overflowing with photos. Gerard’s high school friends grin back at me. They’ve all got their hands thrown up in that classic “hang loose” sign. Ah, the very picture of carefree youth.

The sound of footsteps in the hallway jolts me from my thoughts. I sit up as the door swings open, revealing a shirtless Gerard with a pink towel slung low on his hips. His hair is damp from the shower, curling slightly at the ends.

“Morning, sunshine.” He closes the door and scratches his head. “I ran into my dad as I got out of the shower. He wants you to see him in his office downstairs.”

I immediately start freaking out, wondering why his dad wants to see me in his office. I’ve never been called to an office before. Not even in high school. I was the least problematic person ever. I still am. I haven’t done anything that warrants seeing him in his office.

Gerard’s brow furrows in confusion as he crosses the room to sit on the edge of the bed. “Why do you look like you’re going to hurl?”

“Your dad wants to talk to me. Alone. Without you there as a buffer.”

What if he tells me I’m not good enough for Gerard? What if he says our relationship is a phase and Gerard will get over it soon? What if he forbids us from seeing each other ever again?

My mind spirals faster than a tornado, each scenario more catastrophic than the last. I’m so lost in my head that I don’t even notice Gerard crawling up the bed until he’s right in front of me, his face inches from mine.

“Hey,” he says softly, his breath warm against my skin. “Stop worrying. My dad loves you. He probably just wants to tell you that he hopes to see you at Christmas.”

Before I can protest, Gerard leans in and kisses me, his lips soft and insistent against my own. I melt into the kiss, and my anxiety disappears like a mist in the morning sun.

He shifts his weight, pressing me back against the pillows. The towel slips from his hips as he moves, pooling on the bed in a heap of terrycloth.

I let my hands roam over the smooth expanse of his back, reveling in the feel of his warm skin beneath my fingertips as his tongue slips its way into my mouth.

We’re so lost in each other that we don’t hear the door open. It’s not until a sharp gasp fills the room that we spring apart, and our heads whip toward the sound.

Standing in the doorway, utterly shocked, is Gerard’s mom.

“Holy snickers!” Gerard yelps, scrambling to cover himself with the towel. In his haste, he loses his balance and tumbles off the bed, landing on the floor with a heavy thud.

My face burns with embarrassment as I yank the comforter up to my chin, wishing I could disappear beneath it forever.

To my complete amazement, she laughs. It starts as a slight chuckle, then grows into a full-bodied laugh that shakes her entire frame. Tears stream down her face as she clutches her stomach, gasping for breath.

Gerard peeks out from behind the bed, scowling adorably. “Mom! I know I don’t live here anymore, but did you forget how to knock?”

Anna’s heavy laughter finally subsides enough for her to choke out a response between fits of giggles. “Oh, honey. I’ve seen your little bum more times than I can count. Who do you think bathed you from the time you were born until you were seven?”

Gerard’s scowl deepens, and he stands up, clutching the towel around his waist. “Mom, that was like a million years ago. Things have changed since then.”

Anna waves her hand dismissively. “Please, you’ll always be my little boy, no matter how big you get.” She turns to me, wiping tears from her eyes. “Did you know that when Gerard was a toddler, he used to run around the house naked after his baths? He’d giggle and shriek as I chased him with a towel, trying to catch him before he peed on the carpet.”

Gerard groans, his face turning a deep shade of red. “Mom, I’m begging you. Please stop.”

But Anna is on a roll now. “And then there was the time when he was five and decided to give himself a haircut. He chopped off a huge chunk right in the front and came crying to me, saying he was a monster.”

She chuckles fondly at the memory while Gerard buries his face in his hands, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

Anna finally decides to take pity on him. She walks over and pats his cheek affectionately. “Alright, alright. I’ll stop embarrassing you in front of your boyfriend.” She winks at me conspiratorially. “But know that I have plenty more stories where those came from.”

With that mic drop, she walks out, closing the door behind her.

Still incensed, Gerard yells, “And my bum isn’t little anymore!”

He turns around and drops the towel, revealing his bare backside in all its glory. I let out the howl of laughter that I’d been holding in since Anna started her trip down memory lane.

I collapse back against the pillows, clutching my stomach as tears stream down my face.

Gerard scowls at me, but there’s no real heat behind it. “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up. But if you want to have your wicked way with my bum someday…” I immediately stop laughing, and he winks. “Atta boy.”

And then, with a woof, he jumps onto the bed, caging me in, and we pick up where we left off.
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Standing before Gavin’s office, I stare at the door as if it’s my executioner. Sixty-nining with Gerard was only delaying the inevitable. I have to face the music, no matter whether it’s good or bad.

I take a deep breath and knock.

“Come in,” Gavin calls.

I turn the knob and step inside, my heart in my throat. Here goes nothing…

The study is a shrine to hockey, with framed jerseys, old sticks, and team photos covering every inch of the wood-paneled walls. Gavin sits in his leather chair behind a massive oak desk, looking the part of a powerful patriarch.

“Have a seat, Elliot.” He gestures to the plush armchair across from him.

I perch on the edge of it, my leg bouncing with nerves. I feel as if I’m about to be interrogated or given a pop quiz on hockey stats, for which I’m woefully unprepared.

Gavin steeples his fingers and regards me over them. “So, Elliot. Tell me. How is Gerard doing these days?”

I blink at him, puzzled. That wasn’t the question I expected. “Uh, he’s good? I mean, you saw him this weekend. He seems happy, no?”

Gavin hums noncommittally. “Yes, but I’m not referring to what I can see, but what I can read.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t follow…”

“The Ice Queen,” Gavin says, leaning back in his chair. “Her blog posts about my son and the rest of the team. And you as well.”

Holy shit. Of course, Gavin knows about the Ice Queen. He probably has a Google alert set up for his son’s name.

I lick my suddenly dry lips. “I—yes. I’ve seen them. Gerard and I have talked about it a bit.”

Gavin nods, unsurprised. “Gunnarson men have always been the subject of a lot of…appreciation. Even back when I was playing for the Barracudas.”

I cock my head, intrigued despite my nerves. “What do you mean?”

“Back when I was a student at BSU, there was another person like this Ice Queen who wrote a gossip column for the school newspaper. Blogging didn’t exist back then. The focus of the column was mainly on the hockey team and, in time, me and Coach Donovan.”

My eyebrows shoot up. Coach Donovan—Alex’s dad and the gruff, no-nonsense hard-ass who runs the team with an iron fist—was the subject of gossip? I can’t picture it.

“They called themselves the Skater Boy,” Gavin continues. “Every week, they’d publish a new column filled with thirsty observations about my ass or Jack’s—Coach Donovan’s—bulge. It was…a lot.”

“That must have been weird.”

“It was, at first. But we got used to it. Has Gerard?”

“Yeah, I think so. He really gets a kick out of it. And the rest of the team hasn’t stopped ribbing him.”

Gavin chuckles, shaking his head. “Some things never change. Asses, hands, penises, all of it was fair game. Skater Boy once said that Jack had ‘dick-tugging fingers,’ if I remember correctly.”

“Dick-tugging fingers?” I sputter, both shocked and amused by this revelation.

“Oh yeah,” Gavin says, grinning. “Jack’s hands were legendary. Still are, to be honest.”

I stare at Gavin, a million questions swirling through my head. I can’t tell if I’m reading too much into it or if he’s implying what I think he is.

“Can I ask…” I say hesitantly. “How did you and Coach Donovan handle the things Skater Boy wrote about you?”

“Jack and I embraced it because much of what Skater Boy wrote was true. Not the more salacious speculations, but the core of it.”

“The core of it?”

“Jack and I were together,” Gavin says matter-of-factly. “Romantically. So, Skater Boy speculating about our relationship, while invasive, wasn’t exactly off-base.”

My jaw drops open. I feel as if someone just hit me over the head with a two-by-four. Coach Donovan and Gavin Gunnarson were a couple? “Oh my God. I had no idea. Gerard never mentioned it to me.”

Gavin chuckles. “I’m not surprised. It’s hardly a topic you drop casually in conversation. ‘Hey Elliot, fun fact—my dad used to bone Coach Donovan back in the day. Wild, right?’ Awkward.”

I snort. He has a point. Still, how long did they date? And what happened? How did Gavin end up married to Anna if he was with Coach Donovan in college?

As if reading my mind, Gavin explains. “Jack and I were together for most of college. It started our sophomore year and lasted until right before graduation. We were happy together.”

He gets a dreamy, faraway glint in his eyes as he reminisces. I can almost see the memories playing out behind his baby blues. Young Gavin and Coach Donovan, sneaking kisses in the locker room, holding hands under the table at team dinners, falling asleep tangled together.

“So what happened? How did you end up with Anna if you and Coach Donovan were happy together?”

Gavin smiles, but it carries a hint of sadness. “Life happened. Right before graduation, I met Anna. It was at this horrible dive bar off campus that the team always frequented. She was there with some friends, and we just…clicked. Instantly.” He shakes his head, chuckling at the memory. “I know it sounds cliché, but I knew immediately she was the one. I could see our whole future stretching out before me—marriage, kids, growing old side by side. My whole world shifted.”

“And Coach Donovan? How did he take it when you broke things off?”

“That’s the crazy part. The same night I met Anna, Jack met his wife, Perry. It was as if the universe was telling us our time together had an expiration date. We were always meant to be close, but we weren’t meant to be together forever.” Gavin shrugs. “Jack and I discussed it at length and agreed to end things—to just be friends. Best friends. And we’ve been that ever since. We were each other’s best man; now we’re godfathers to each other’s children. Our bond goes so much deeper than just being teammates on an ice rink.”

Wow. Gavin and Coach Donovan’s love story could be the plot to the next New York Times bestseller. Best friends to college boyfriends before meeting their soulmates and transitioning to lifelong platonic soul friends. It’s beautiful, messy, complicated, and incredibly human.

A question niggles at the back of my mind, though, and before I can stop myself, I blurt out, “What do Anna and Perry think about your past with Coach Donovan? I mean, three years is a long time to be with someone. It wasn’t a casual fling.”

Gavin snickers. “Oh, they both think it’s hot as hell. Back when we were all newly married, they may have watched us a time or two to see what two guys getting it on looked like.”

“They watched?! Like, watched-watched?” I croak out.

Gavin throws his head back and laughs. “I forget how young you are sometimes, Elliot. Yes, they ‘watched-watched.’ Anna was curious to see if the rumors about Jack’s dick-tugging fingers were true.”

“And were they?” I ask before I can think better of it. “True, I mean.”

Gavin winks at me, and a smug, cat-that-got-the-cream grin spreads across his face. “Oh, they were true, alright—more than true. Jack Donovan is a goddamn artist with those hands, let me tell you.”

I make a garbled noise in the back of my throat. I can’t believe I’m sitting here with Gerard’s dad, casually discussing his sex life with Gerard’s hard-ass coach. What even is my life right now?

Noticing my discomfort, Gavin leans forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “Elliot, I’m telling you all this because I want you to understand something. I’m bisexual, and I’m damn proud of it. It’s a huge part of who I am. And if that’s what Gerard ends up identifying as, too, I couldn’t be happier. I’ll support and love him no matter what.”

I blink back the sudden tears that threaten to spill out. Gavin’s easy acceptance and unconditional love for his son is overwhelming in the best way possible. “Thank you for sharing all of this with me. For trusting me with your story. It means more than I can say.”

Gavin reaches across the desk to squeeze my hand. “You’re important to Gerard, Elliot. And that means you’re important to me, too. I want you to know you can always come to me about anything.”

I nod, too choked up to speak. God, how did I get this lucky to stumble into this incredible family? This absolute acceptance and support are everything I never knew I needed.

Our tender moment is interrupted when the study door bursts open. Gerard stumbles in, wearing a tight T-shirt and a pair of navy-blue sweatpants. My mouth goes dry at the sight.

Gerard takes one look at my tear-streaked face and rounds on his father, his expression thunderous. “Dad, what the—what did you say to him?”

Gavin holds up his hands in surrender. “Relax, Ger-Bear. Elliot and I were having a nice heart-to-heart, that’s all.”

Gerard turns back to me and searches my face. “Elliot? Is that true? Are you okay?”

I wipe my eyes. “Yes, it’s true. And I’m more than okay. Your dad and I were…bonding.”

Gerard glances between us suspiciously, clearly not buying it. I roll my eyes and stand up, crossing the room to him. I press my hands against his chest, feeling his heart thump steadily beneath my palm.

“Seriously, Gerard. Everything’s fine,” I assure him. Then, unable to resist, I smack his chest lightly. “Although, I can’t believe you never told me your dad used to date your coach! That’s pertinent information to share with your boyfriend, no?”

Gerard’s eyes widen comically. He gapes at me, then at his dad, then back at me. “I—what? You…he—what?”

Gavin chuckles. “Close your mouth, son. You’ll catch flies.”

Gerard snaps his mouth shut, still stunned. “I didn’t think—I mean, it never came up?”

I snort. “Babe. Your dad just told me that your coach has, and I quote, ‘dick-tugging fingers.’ That’s not something that ‘never comes up.’”

Gerard flushes bright red, the color spreading down his neck and chest. Riling Gerard up is fun, and I now know what I want to be when I grow up.

A Gunnarson.
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ELLIOT


Jackson looks like death warmed over; his ordinarily sun-kissed skin is now pale, and his brown eyes are glassy with fever.

“Hey, Elliot.” His voice is extremely hoarse, and it pains me to hear it. “How was your trip?”

“It was…interesting,” I say, trying to find the right word to describe the whirlwind that was Thanksgiving with Gerard’s family. “How are you holding up?”

Jackson groans and flops back against his pillows. “This flu is kicking my ass.”

I frown in concern. “I’m sorry, Jackson. I wish I could be there to take care of you.”

He waves a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. Ryan has been playing nurse. He even made me ramen noodle soup.”

The way Jackson says it makes it sound as if his roommate is some master chef. “Well, I’m glad your roommate is there to take care of you since you won’t let me.”

“I told you, I don’t want you to miss out on any of your classes.” Jackson coughs, and I wince. “Speaking of, how are they going?”

“They’re going alright.” I settle back against my spot on the couch. “I think I’m ready for the semester to be over, though.”

“Only a couple more weeks, and then we’ll have a month off to do whatever the hell we want.”

“You’re telling me. Drew has a countdown calendar on the fridge.” At the mention of Drew’s name, the tips of Jackson’s ears turn an adorable shade of pink. Interesting. “Has Drew been checking in on you at all? Making sure you’re still alive? You guys have gotten pretty friendly lately.”

Jackson ducks his head, suddenly fascinated by a loose thread on his comforter. “Um, yeah. He’s texted a few times. Even offered to bring me some of his mom’s famous pot roast.”

He flashes me a bashful smile that speaks volumes. There’s definitely something brewing there. I open my mouth, ready to prod further, when the sound of footsteps pounding down the stairs captures my attention.

Kyle appears in the doorway, his face a ball of fury. He shakes with barely contained rage, and his hands are clenched into white-knuckled fists at his sides.

“Uh oh,” Jackson murmurs, his face filling up my entire phone screen as he tries to peer into the room through it. “Sounds like someone pissed in Kyle’s Wheaties this morning.”

“You can say that again,” I mutter under my breath. Louder, I say, “I’ll text you later.”

“No worries, man. Go deal with the Kyle situation.”

“Feel better, okay? And don’t forget to hydrate!” I remind him.

“Yes, Mom,” Jackson snarks, rolling his eyes fondly. “Now go. Before Kyle puts his fist through a wall or something.”

I end the call and toss my phone aside, bracing myself for the impending storm that is Kyle Graham on a rampage. This should be fun. “Hey, Kyle. What’s going on?”

Kyle’s eyes flash with annoyance, and he runs a hand through his messy hair. “I needed to be at the arena fifteen minutes ago, but Alex still isn’t ready. He’s taking forever with his stupid skincare routine.”

I raise an eyebrow and picture the delicate, porcelain-doll-like Alex meticulously applying moisturizers to his face. It’s not a stretch of the imagination. “Okay…what do you need from me?”

Kyle’s gaze zeroes in on me, fiery and pleading all at once. “I was hoping you could give Alex a ride to the arena. I know it’s last minute, but I’m desperate here. Just because the coach is Alex’s dad doesn’t mean he’ll let things slide for me.”

I blink, taken aback by the request. “Uh, sure. I mean, I would, but there’s one small problem.” I pause, waiting for the realization to dawn on Kyle’s face. When it doesn’t, I sigh and spell it out for him. “I don’t have a car.”

For a moment, Kyle looks ready to explode. He takes a deep breath and reaches into his pocket, pulling out a set of keys. He tosses them to me, and I fumble to catch them. “Take mine. I’ll call an Uber.”

I stare down at the keys in my hand. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Just make sure Alex gets there in one piece, okay? And don’t let him mess with the radio. He has terrible taste in music.”

“Got it. No letting Alex fondle your shit.”

Kyle grunts in acknowledgment, either not noticing or ignoring my attempt at a double entendre, and disappears out the front door, leaving me alone in the living room again.

I’ve never been a chauffeur, but I suppose there’s a first time for everything. I hope Alex doesn’t mind being driven around by someone who hasn’t driven a car in years.

Sighing, I push myself off the couch and mentally prepare for the task ahead. Giving Alex a ride to the arena shouldn’t be too tricky, right? It’s not as if I’m transporting precious cargo or anything.

Famous last words, Elliot. Famous last words.
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Kyle’s keys jingle in my hand as I walk out to his car. A sense of impending doom settles heavily in my gut. They say to listen to your gut, and right now, it’s yelling at me loudly. Because Kyle’s car, his pride and joy, his baby, isn’t an ordinary sports car. It’s a fucking stick shift.

Alex steps out of the house, his red hair perfectly styled and his delicate features set in a mask of determination. When he sees me freaking out, he blanches. “Please tell me you know how to drive that thing.”

“Uh, sure. I mean, how hard can it be, right? You just…shift gears and stuff. Right?”

Alex stares at me as if I’ve grown a second head. “It’s not that simple.”

“So, you’ve done it?”

Alex’s lips twist into a grimace. “No. Kyle was supposed to teach me, but we never got around to it. He’s always busy with hockey, school, and…other stuff.”

I raise an eyebrow at that last part but decide not to press the issue. We have bigger problems right now, like getting Alex to the arena without totaling Kyle’s car. “Okay, well, we’ll have to figure it out as we go.”

We climb into the car, Alex in the passenger seat and me behind the wheel. I take a deep breath to calm my racing heart, and after a few tries, the engine finally roars to life.

I press my foot on the clutch and shift into what I hope is first gear. The car lurches forward, and I yelp in surprise, slamming on the brakes. We jerk to a stop, and Alex lets out a tiny squeak of fear.

“Sorry, sorry,” I mutter, face reddening already. “Let me try that again.”

I ease off the clutch and try again. The car moves an inch before sputtering and stalling like an asthmatic smoker trying to run a marathon. Oh God, we’re going to die.

This car is a metal coffin on wheels, and I’m the Grim Reaper.

I try again, easing my foot off the clutch with the precision of a brain surgeon. The car bucks like an enraged bull, and I hit the brakes again. Alex’s palms slap the dashboard, and I cringe.

“Maybe we should call an Uber,” he suggests, his voice shaking. “And a tow truck. And an ambulance—to be safe.”

“I can do this,” I insist, even as doubt coils in my gut. “Just give me a minute.”

I take a deep breath, trying to channel my inner Formula One driver. I visualize myself as Lewis Hamilton, full of confidence and charm. I tell myself that I am one with the car; it is an extension of my body, and I am the master of the manual transmission. But deep down, I know I’m full of shit.

I curse under my breath when we barely move again. My forehead beads with sweat, and my armpits smell riper than an apple that’s been sitting out in the sun too long.

This is a nightmare. A horrible, humiliating nightmare.

“So…did you see the Thanksgiving post from the Ice Queen?” His voice is full of fake cheer, and it momentarily distracts me from my impending automotive doom.

“Uh, no. What did she say?”

“That she might be moving on from writing about Gerard. Apparently, he threatened to pull his consent for her to write about him.”

“What?! Why would he do that?”

“Because she was putting you on the map, and it was clear you weren’t happy about it.”

“Wow. Gerard never told me.”

“He probably didn’t want to worry you.” Alex shrugs. “So, now she’s thinking about focusing on someone new.”

I frown, intrigued despite myself. “Who do you think it’ll be?”

Alex taps his chin thoughtfully. “My money’s on Drew. He’s got that whole chauvinistic horndog thing going on. Plus, have you seen his jawline? It could cut glass.”

“My bet’s on Oliver. He’s got that whole ‘boy next door with a secret kinky side’ vibe.”

Alex considers this, nodding slowly. “Ooh, good point. Oliver does have that Britney Spears, ‘not that innocent’ thing.”

I choke on a laugh. “Do you think she’d ever write about Kyle?”

Alex’s expression turns contemplative, and he stares out the window. Campus buildings crawl by at a snail’s pace as I struggle to get Kyle’s demonic car into second gear. “No, I don’t think the Ice Queen would ever write about Kyle. He’s not her type.”

I glance over at him, surprised by the hint of melancholy in his voice. “What do you mean? Kyle’s a hockey stud. He’s got that whole brooding, intense thing going on. The Ice Queen’s readers would eat that shit up.”

Alex shakes his head. “Kyle’s not interested in being anyone’s muse. He’s too focused on hockey and his classes to care about some silly blog.”

I frown, sensing there’s more to it than that. “You sound…disappointed.”

His cheeks turn a delicate pink, and he glances down, suddenly fascinated by his hands in his lap. “No, it’s just—I think Kyle deserves to be appreciated, that’s all. He works so hard, and he’s such an amazing person. He’s kind and loyal and has the biggest heart of anyone I know.”

And then it hits me. “Oh my God. You like Kyle.”

Alex’s blush deepens to a vivid scarlet, and he bites his lower lip, still avoiding my gaze. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to someone who’s been there,” I say gently.

He finally looks up at me, his hazel eyes filled with unshed tears. “But Kyle will never like me that way. I’m just his best friend. His sidekick. The little brother he never had.”

My heart clenches at the pain in his voice. I want to reach out and hug him. Tell him that everything will be okay. But I can’t do that without risking a fiery crash, so I settle for words of encouragement instead.

“Never say never, Alex. I never thought Gerard would give me the time of day, but here we are. Sometimes, the most unlikely pairings are the most perfect.”

Alex sniffles and wipes at his eyes with the back of his hand. “You think so?”

“I know so. Don’t give up on Kyle. He might surprise you.”

Alex nods. “Thanks, Elliot. You’re a good friend.”

“Anytime, Alex. Now, let’s see if we can get this beast to the arena without killing ourselves in the process.”

[image: ]


We make it to Infinity Arena midway through the second period. Our seats are right behind the home team’s bench, where Kyle sits. I vaguely remember Gerard telling me Kyle’s backup signed with the New York Rangers, and Coach Donovan wanted to give the new guy some ice time. But glancing at the score, something tells me that was probably a bad idea.

Kyle whips around the second my ass hits the seat. Even through his helmet, I can see the fury blazing in his eyes. He presses his gloved hands against the glass and hisses, “Where the hell have you two been? The game’s half over!” He shifts his gaze to Alex, and his expression softens. He checks him over, making sure he’s not injured or distressed. “Are you okay?”

Alex’s cheeks flush under the intensity of Kyle’s stare. “I’m fine, Kyle. We just had some trouble getting here.”

Kyle turns back to me, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. “What kind of trouble?”

I clear my throat, suddenly wishing I was already dead. “Well, you see, you failed to mention that your car is a stick shift.”

Kyle’s eyes widen, and for a moment, I swear I see fear. “My car. Is it…is it in one piece?”

I grimace, recalling the grinding gears and the sputtering engine. “Barely. We made it here, but it was touch and go for a while.”

If Kyle were a cartoon, steam would be pouring out of his ears right now. He takes a deep breath to calm himself, but I can tell it’s a losing battle.

“You mean to tell me,” he growls, his voice dangerously low, “that you drove my car—that I spent weeks working on—without knowing how to handle it?”

“In my defense, you failed to give me pertinent information. And it’s not as if I had much of a choice. Alex needed to get here, and you weren’t willing to risk his father’s wrath.”

Kyle glances at Alex, guilt written all over his face. He knows he should have been the one to drive Alex, but his dedication to the team and his stubborn pride got in the way.

“I’m sorry, Alex.” His gruff voice is barely audible over the roar of the crowd as Drew scores, tying things up. “I should have been there for you.”

“It’s okay, Kyle,” Alex whispers, staring at the floor. “I understand. The team needed you.”

Kyle shakes his head, his expression pained. “You needed me too. And I fucked up.”

“It’s fine. I’m just glad we made it in time to see some of the game.”

Kyle nods, his gaze lingering on Alex for a moment longer before he turns around to face the ice. Alex might think Kyle could never see him the way he sees Kyle, but I’m not so sure. The way Kyle looked at him, the concern in his voice, and the guilt in his eyes suggest something deeper than friendship.

It reminds me of how I felt about Gerard before we got together. It was as if an invisible string was pulling us closer and closer until we couldn’t deny the inevitable any longer.

I glance over at Alex, noting the expression on his face as he watches Kyle on the bench. His eyes are full of longing, and a pang of sympathy shoots through me.

On paper, Gerard and I couldn’t be more different. He’s a hockey god, and I’m a bookish nerd. He’s outgoing and charismatic, and I’m introverted and awkward. But somehow, we’ve found each other, thanks to a missing hockey stick. And now, I can’t imagine my life without him.

So, who’s to say the same can’t happen for Kyle and Alex? Who’s to say that their friendship can’t blossom into something more, something beautiful and life-changing?

I’m pulled from my musings by Coach Donovan’s booming voice. “Graham! You’re in. Patterson’s done for the night.”

Kyle nods, his jaw set with determination as he skates onto the ice. The crowd cheers as he takes his position in front of the net.

Oliver wins the face-off, sending the puck to Gerard, who takes off like a bat out of hell. His powerful strides eat up the ice as he weaves through the opposing team’s defense.

My heart is in my throat as I watch him move. He’s a blur of speed and grace, and I find it incredibly hot.

Around me, the crowd is on their feet, screaming his name, but he doesn’t hear them. He’s in the zone, focused entirely on making a shot on goal.

As he approaches the net, the goalie drops into a butterfly stance, ready to make the save. But Gerard is one step ahead.

He fakes a shot, catching the goalie off guard. And in that split second of hesitation, Gerard shoots for real and sends the puck whizzing into the net.

The red light flashes, and the place erupts into chants of “Barracudas” as they cheer on Gunnarson the Great for putting us in the lead.

As for me, I’m cheering on my boyfriend—Gerard Anthony Gunnarson.
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GERARD


Every year, one lucky player on the team gets to pick out the Christmas tree for the Hockey House. This year, it’s my turn!

I don’t think Elliot knows what he’s getting into when it comes to my Christmas spirit. I hope he won’t run for the hills. I tend to get overzealous, like Buddy the Elf.

After a quick stop at the Hockey House to borrow Drew’s pickup truck, Elliot and I head to the Christmas tree lot on the outskirts of Berkeley Shore.

A fresh blanket of snow covers the roads while flakes fall slowly from the sky, transforming the world into a winter wonderland. I grip the steering wheel and navigate the truck carefully over the slick surface, but even the treacherous conditions can’t dampen my spirits.

I glance over at Elliot in the passenger seat, bundled up like an adorable burrito. His coat is zipped up to his chin, a colorful scarf wrapped snugly around his neck, and he’s wearing a knit hat with a fluffy pom-pom. He belongs on a Christmas card, rosy-cheeked and picture-perfect.

I’m sure I appear just as ridiculous, layered up in my winter gear, but I don’t care. I’m practically bouncing in my seat at the thought of picking out a Christmas tree with Elliot. Our first Christmas tree together. The first of many, I hope.

As we drive, I point out the festive decorations on the houses we pass—twinkling lights, inflatable snowmen, and wreaths on every door.

Elliot shakes his head and smiles, amused by my excessive enthusiasm. “You really love Christmas, huh?”

“What gave it away?” I grin at him before turning my attention back to the road. “Christmas is magical. The lights, the music, the food, the presents. But most of all, being with the people you love. And now I get to share it with you.”

Elliot’s eyes soften behind his glasses. “I’m happy to be a part of your Christmas, Gerard. Even if you are kind of a fanatic.”

“Hey now, I resent that!” I laugh and reach over to squeeze his gloved hand. “Just wait until we bring the tree home. The guys won’t know what hit them.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Elliot chuckles, fiddling with the radio dial until he finds a station playing classic Christmas tunes. Michael Bublé and Shania Twain’s cover of “White Christmas” starts playing, and I grin. I love this song, and I can’t stop myself from singing along.

It doesn’t hurt that my deep voice blends well with Bublé’s smooth crooning. And then, something incredible happens. As Shania Twain’s verse starts, Elliot joins in.

I’m so shocked that I nearly swerve off the road. Elliot is singing…with me! Call everyone you know because this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

We sing through the entire song, our voices meshing in a beautiful Christmas duet. I’m grinning hard enough to make my cheeks hurt. I want to pull the truck over, haul Elliot into my arms, and kiss him until we’re both breathless. I want to tell him how amazing he is, how he surprises me in the best way possible, how he makes me happier than the happiest man on earth.

Well, Gerard, there’s no time like the present.

We pull up to a red light, and I put the car in park. Unbuckling my seatbelt, I face Elliot.

“Gerard, what are you⁠—”

I don’t let him finish. My gloved hand finds his cheek, my thumb brushing over his lower lip as I lose myself in his eyes. He leans into my touch, a subtle, intuitive movement that sends my heart racing. “I need you to know something.”

Before he can ask what that something is, and before I can second-guess myself, I close the gap between us and press my lips to his. They taste faintly of the candy cane he was secretly nibbling on earlier while I searched for my snow boots.

As the kiss continues, he makes this little noise in the back of his throat, halfway between a sigh and a whimper, and my dick wakes up. I kiss him harder, desperate to hear that sound again.

We battle for dominance, and I don’t think either of us wants the other to lose.

I pour every ounce of emotion into this kiss, trying to express what I’m still too scared to say out loud. That he’s everything to me and that I hope I’m everything to him.

I know he understands because he reclines my seat and shoves my pants hastily down to my thighs.

“Elliot, what are you—holy mother of all that is good and pure!” His lips wrap tightly around the head of my cock.

Ever since that first time in Colorado, Elliot and I have been sucking each other off at least once a day. But this time is better than all the other times because now I know I love him, and I believe he loves me, too.

Elliot grips my thighs, his glasses slightly askew. His eyes are glued to mine, and I’ve never seen such a beautiful sight. I have to close my eyes to keep myself from coming too soon. I take pride in not being a premature ejaculator.

The truck’s windows fog up, hiding the night outside as our passion fills the car. “Elliot. I’m so close.”

He hums around me, and the vibration is my undoing. I cry out, spilling myself down Elliot’s throat. Caught in the throes of pleasure, my hand slips from the steering wheel and accidentally hits the horn.

I’m not surprised by the “awooga” sound; Drew has been talking nonstop about how he got it installed over Thanksgiving. Elliot snickers around my cock, and I come some more.

Needing to grab something that isn’t the steering wheel or Elliot’s head, my hand slaps the driver’s side window like Rose’s—or was it Jack’s?—did in Titanic, as I slowly come back to reality. “That was…wow. Elliot, you are…wow. I can’t even begin to⁠—”

“You don’t need to say anything, Gerard,” he murmurs, his voice low and tender as he massages my quivering thighs. “I know. I know how you feel about me. And I…I love you, too.”

My heart skips a beat or ten. Elliot Montgomery, the guy who keeps his emotions locked up tighter than Fort Knox, just told me he loves me.

I bend down and kiss him harder than I’ve ever kissed him. The taste of me still lingers on his tongue, and I am overwhelmed with love for this remarkable man. As I catch a glimpse of my handprint on the window, I remind myself to wipe it away before Drew sees it and starts asking questions. But even when I do, the memory of our passionate encounter will be seared into my brain. Forever.
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Families wander around as children dart excitedly from one tree to the next. Their laughter rings into the night while a Santa Claus statue belly laughs nearby, adding to the ambiance.

I hop out of the truck and open Elliot’s door before he can beat me to it. He rolls his eyes but accepts the gesture. We walk hand in hand—or is it glove in glove?—into the heart of the tree lot.

“Okay, tell me, what exactly are we looking for here?” Elliot asks, his breath clouding in front of him as he speaks. “I mean, a tree is just a tree, right?”

I gasp in mock horror, pressing a hand to my chest. “My dear, sweet Elliot. A tree is most definitely not just a tree! This is the centerpiece of our holiday cheer. The beacon of Christmas spirit for the Hockey House! It has to be perfect!”

“Alright then, Mr. Christmas Tree Expert, lead the way to this ‘perfect beacon.’”

We move through the rows of trees as “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” plays loudly from the speakers beneath the light fixtures. I point to a towering Douglas fir, its branches reaching toward the star-filled sky. “Now, see? This one is too tall. It’ll scrape the ceiling if we don’t cut off the top, which would be a tragedy.”

Elliot nods as he considers my words. “Okay, that’s a no to the giant ones. Got it.”

We walk to a shorter, fuller tree with deep, rich green needles. I circle it, assessing it from every angle. “This one has potential, but look.” I gently tug on one of the branches, revealing a gaping hole near the trunk. “It’s got a bald spot. We can’t have a tree with a comb-over, Elliot. It’s inhumane.”

His laugh mixes with the Christmas music. “You’re taking this very seriously, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am!” I exclaim as I move on to the next tree. “It’s not Christmas if it’s all wrong.”

“Alright, what about this one then?”

He points to a tree that’s a tiny bit shorter than me. Its branches are evenly spaced, and its needles are a vibrant, healthy green. I narrow my eyes. It does appear perfect. Symmetrical, full, no apparent flaws. But then I lean in to take a deep sniff and my nose wrinkles.

“No, this one smells all wrong.” I pinch my nose. “It’s too…piney.”

Elliot blinks at me. “Too piney? Gerard, it’s a pine tree.”

“Exactly!” I nod emphatically. “It should smell like Christmas, not a car air freshener.”

He presses his lips together, clearly fighting back a smile. “Right. Of course. My mistake.”

We keep walking, and I point out the flaws in each tree we pass while Elliot gamely tries to follow my logic.

“This one’s too sparse.”

“This one leans to the left.”

“This one has a weird kink in the trunk, see?”

Finally, Elliot throws up his hands in exasperation. “Gerard, we’re nearly out of trees. Are you sure you’re not just being picky?”

I grin at him, undeterred by his annoyance. “Fret not, babe. When I see it, I’ll know.”

And sure enough, I do. A magnificent Fraser fir stands proud and tall at the back of the lot. It’s the perfect height, a few inches taller than me, and completely symmetrical. It’s a storybook illustration brought to life.

I face Elliot, my eyes wide with excitement. “Elliot, look! It’s perfect!”

He follows my gaze and takes in the majestic tree. I can see the moment it clicks for him, the realization that, yes, I’m right, this is the one.

“Okay, I’ll admit it. That is a damn fine Christmas tree, Gerard.”

I beam at him, my chest puffing up with pride. “See? I told you I’d know it when I saw it.”

Elliot rolls his eyes. “Yes, yes, you’re the Christmas tree whisperer. Congratulations.”

I grin at his sarcasm. I love it when I can get Elliot to admit I’m right about something, especially concerning matters of the heart and holiday cheer.

I flag down one of the college guys working here, a tall dude with shaggy blond hair and a neon green vest. “Hey, dude, I want this one! The most perfect tree in all the land!”

The guy’s eyes ping-pong between me and the tree. A smile spreads across his face. “Excellent choice, bro. That’s one of our finest firs.”

I nod, bouncing on the balls of my feet in excitement. “It sure is! So how much do I owe you for this beauty?”

The guy’s grin widens, and he leans in like he’s about to share a secret. “Two-fifty.”

My jaw drops open, and I hear Elliot make a choking sound beside me. “Two-fifty?! For a tree?!”

The guy shrugs, unfazed by my shock. “It’s a premium tree, dude. Hand-selected from our finest stock. Plus, we’re getting close to Christmas. The prices are increasing.”

I shake my head, appalled at the sheer audacity of corporate greed. “But what about the spirit of Christmas? The joy of giving? The season of goodwill toward men and all that jazz?”

Elliot snorts beside me, and I swat his butt, making him yelp. The guy laughs and raises his hands in a “what can you do?” gesture.

“Sorry, bro, but the spirit of Christmas doesn’t pay my tuition. Two-fifty is the price—take it or leave it.”

I’m about to argue and see if I can haggle it down to a more reasonable amount when Elliot steps forward, pulling out his wallet. He hands his credit card to the guy as if spending all that money on a Christmas tree is no big deal for him. But I know that probably cost him his last five paychecks.

The dude glances at the name on the card and then back at Elliot. “Alright, Mr. Montgomery, I’ll go run this and get you a receipt. You two hang tight; I’ll be right back.”

He saunters off toward the little hut that serves as the lot’s office, leaving me gaping at Elliot in disbelief. “Elliot, are you mad? That’s way too much for a tree! I could’ve talked him down. You didn’t have to do that.”

Elliot shrugs. “It’s not a big deal, Gerard. Consider it my Christmas gift to the team for letting me move into the Hockey House.”

I stare at him, my heart swelling in my chest until it might burst. This man, this incredible, selfless, generous man, never ceases to amaze me. Here he is, dropping a small fortune on a Christmas tree, not for himself, but for the team. For the guys who welcomed him into their home and their family with open arms.

Tears well in the corners of my eyes, and I blink rapidly to hold them back. “Elliot, you didn’t have to do that. The guys just want you to be happy and feel at home with us.”

His brown eyes glow warmly under the Christmas lights. “I know, Gerard. And that’s exactly why I want to do it. Because the Hockey House…it is my home. You guys are my family. And getting this ridiculously overpriced tree is my way of showing that. Of saying thank you.”

A single tear runs slowly down my cheek. I don’t wipe it away because I’m too busy kissing the ever-loving crap out of my boyfriend. The love of my life.
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’Tis the Season to Be Jelly

Hey there, puck bunnies! Ice Queen here, your go-to gal for the coolest takes on all things Barracudas.

It’s that time of year again. When everyone’s all coupled up and cozy, sipping hot cocoa by the fire, and making goo-goo eyes at each other. And here I am, drowning my sorrows in a vat of eggnog and wondering where it all went wrong.

Don’t get me wrong; I’m thrilled for Gerard and Elliot. They’re clearly endgame, and I’ve never seen our hockey hunk this disgustingly happy. But where does that leave little old me? Without my muse, my reason for being, the light of my life, and the fire of my loins?

I know what you’re all thinking. “Ice Queen, you’re being too dramatic. Surely there are other hockey butts out there for you to obsess over.” And you’re right, of course. The Barracudas are a veritable smorgasbord of athletic perfection.

But it’s not just about the physical, my dear friends. Gerard was special. He had that certain je ne sais quoi that made him the perfect subject. How am I supposed to find another man who can inspire me to such heights of literary greatness?

Fret not, though. I may be down, but I’m not out. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve, and I promise that come the new year, I’ll be back, better than ever, and writing about someone new.

So, go ahead and make your guesses in the comments. Who do you think will be the next lucky recipient of my undivided attention? Will it be Oliver Jacoby, with his boyish charm and killer pecs? Or maybe Kyle Graham, with his brooding intensity and smoldering gaze? Or could it be a dark horse, someone who’s been flying under the radar but is about to take the hockey world by storm?

Only time will tell, my pretties. But one thing’s for sure—the Ice Queen will rise again, and you’d better be ready when she does. Because I’m coming for you, Barracudas, and this time, I’m playing for keeps.

Merry Chrismukkah and Happy New Year!

Ice Queen skating off!
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ELLIOT


Drew and Jackson bicker in the kitchen over who should have the honor of baking this year’s Christmas cookies while Ariana Grande’s “Santa Tell Me” blasts at an ear-splitting decibel.

“I called dibs first!” Jackson insists, his puppy-dog eyes wide and imploring. “You know how much I love baking, Drew. It’s like, my thing.”

Drew scoffs, folding his arms across his broad chest. “Oh please, you just want an excuse to eat the cookie dough. I’m the one with actual baking skills here, Jacky. Remember what you did to the pumpkin pie?”

Jackson’s ears turn an adorable shade of pink as he sputters indignantly. “That was a fluke! And your oven was set to Celsius!”

When Gerard and I returned from Colorado, we heard all about the “Great Pumpkin Pie Debacle.”

Apparently, Drew and Jackson hosted an impromptu Thanksgiving feast at the Hockey House for the players who couldn’t make it home for the holiday. It was a noble idea, fueled by a desire to create a sense of family and togetherness, but their execution left much to be desired.

Ever the enthusiastic but culinarily challenged friend, Jackson volunteered to tackle the pumpkin pie. He found a recipe online and dove headfirst into baking it with the same enthusiasm he brings to the football field. Little did he know, Oliver cooks in metric units despite being an All-American boy.

As the story goes, Jackson proudly placed his creation in the oven and waited for the magic to happen. Within minutes, smoke filled the kitchen, setting off the smoke alarm and sending the guys into a frenzy.

Alex captured it all on video and showed it to me. Jackson was a deer caught in headlights. He was wearing only a thin white T-shirt and red plaid boxers. His hair was tousled, and his face was full of fear as he stared helplessly at the chaos.

I still have questions. Where were his clothes? Were they stolen? Were they in the wash? And if they were in the wash, why were they in the wash?

The guys stumbled out into the chilly November air, huddling together on the front lawn as the distant wail of sirens grew louder. Poor Jackson shivered violently, his thin T-shirt and boxers no match for the biting wind.

The fire department arrived in a blaze of flashing lights and blaring horns. Firefighters swarmed the house, firehoses at the ready, searching for the source of the smoke. It was all very dramatic, like something out of a movie. Alex said he expected Jackson to faint into the arms of a hunky firefighter, but alas, he managed to stay upright, even as his lips turned an alarming shade of blue.

In the end, the damage was minimal. The pie had turned into a charred, smoking ruin, but the house was still standing. The firefighters gave the all clear to go back inside, but not before they sternly lectured Jackson about kitchen safety and wearing sensible clothing so he doesn’t get sick.

And yet he did—the flu to end all flu.

Gerard sidles up beside me, his presence warm and solid, and bumps my shoulder with his. “Think we should intervene before they start throwing flour at each other?”

I snort softly and shake my head. “Nah, let them duke it out. It’s more entertaining than the Christmas baking show.”

Gerard chuckles and watches them argue for a couple more minutes before clearing his throat loudly. Drew and Jackson freeze mid-argument. “Alright, children, that’s enough. How about this—Elliot and I will handle the cookies. You two can focus on beating each other in Super Smash Bros.”

Drew opens his mouth to protest, but Gerard silences him with a glare that could curdle milk. Jackson, on the other hand, is relieved. He shoots Gerard a grateful smile before hurrying out of the kitchen and dragging a grumbling Drew with him.

“Guess that’s settled then,” I say, walking into the kitchen. “You sure you want to do this with me, though? Like Jackson, I’m not exactly known for my culinary prowess.”

Gerard grins. “Aw, come on, it’ll be fun! We can blast some Christmas music, make a mess, and maybe even sneak a few bites of cookie dough when no one’s watching.”

He waggles his eyebrows suggestively, and a traitorous flutter dances in my stomach. Damn him and his charming, boyish enthusiasm. Ever since I told him I love him, it’s been getting harder and harder to maintain my grumpy exterior around him.
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An hour later, the kitchen resembles a festive war zone. Flour coats every surface, including Gerard’s face and my hair. Splatters of red and green icing decorate our clothes, the walls, and, somehow, even the ceiling. The warm, sugary scent of baking cookies fills the air, mingling with Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas is You” blaring from the small radio.

Gerard is in his element. He’s wearing Oliver’s frilly white apron, and a chef’s hat—that he found hidden in a cupboard—sits crookedly atop his blond hair. He looks like a big little kid playing dress-up.

In contrast, I have on Drew’s “Shake and Bake that Booty” apron. I protested when Gerard tossed it to me, but he grinned and said, “Drew would consider it an honor.”

Despite the mess and the inevitable clean-up that awaits us, baking with Gerard has been surprisingly fun. He’s a whirlwind of energy, dancing around the kitchen as he mixes, rolls, and decorates the cookies with endearing and exhausting enthusiasm.

At one point, he dabbed icing on my nose and then licked it off. It was as erotic as it was sweet, and naturally, he had no idea. I retaliated by flicking flour at him, which led to a brief but intense food fight that left us breathless from laughter.

The oven timer dings, bringing me back to the present, and Gerard springs into action. He quickly removes trays of perfectly golden cookies and sets them on the cooling racks, looking ridiculously proud of himself. “Ta-da! Behold, the fruits of our labor!”

I snort at his antics. “More like the fruits of your labor. I mostly just stood there looking pretty.”

Gerard winks at me. “And you did an excellent job at that, by the way.”

My cheeks warm, and I quickly turn around and wipe down the counter. My eyes catch a tube of red icing that somehow escaped the carnage of our baking battle. I pick it up and turn it over as an idea forms in my head.

It’s a ridiculous idea, really. The old Elliot would have dismissed it as too risky, too bold. But the new Elliot, who has embraced the chaos of loving Gerard, experiences a thrill of excitement.

I clear my throat, trying to sound casual as I say, “Hey, Gerard? Can you come here for a second? I need your help with something.”

Gerard bounds over, his face alight with curiosity. “What’s up, buttercup?”

I roll my eyes at the nickname but can’t entirely suppress a smile. “First of all, never call me that again. And second, I need you to put your hands on the counter and spread your legs.”

Gerard blinks at me, confusion clouding his features. “Uh, okay? But why?”

I shrug, feigning nonchalance. “Just trust me, okay?”

He hesitates momentarily, searching my face for any hint of my plan, but I keep my expression neutral. Realizing I’m not going to give anything away, he shrugs and complies. He places his large hands on the cool marble surface of the counter and spreads his legs, his back to me.

I take a moment to admire the view. Gerard’s ass is a modern marvel. It’s the kind of ass that belongs on the cover of a porn magazine or in a museum dedicated to the male form. And it’s all mine.

Taking a step closer, my heart hammers in my chest as I hook my fingers in the waistband of his sweatpants.

Gerard tenses, his head whipping around to peer over his shoulder. “Elliot, what are you⁠—”

Before he can finish his sentence, I yank his sweatpants and boxers down in one swift motion, exposing his bare ass to the cool air of the kitchen. Gerard yelps in surprise, his hands reflexively grabbing his cheeks.

I bat them away, my voice low and commanding as I tell him to keep his hands on the counter.

He gulps loudly, his eyes wide and dark with confusion and arousal. He obeys, slowly placing his hands back where they belong.

I uncap the tube of icing and bring it to the smooth, golden skin of his left ass cheek. Slowly and carefully, I trace a festive design.

Gerard shivers, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps as I work. I can see the tension in his body by the way his ass muscles flex and twitch at the sensation of cold icing on his warm flesh.

I switch to Gerard’s right ass cheek, the tube of icing hovering above his smooth skin to continue the design. Gerard’s breathing turns ragged, and his fingers claw the counter.

The sounds of fighting, cursing, and the occasional burst of laughter from Drew and Jackson filter into the kitchen, reminding me that we’re not alone in the house. One of them could walk in and catch us in this compromising position at any moment. But instead of feeling anxious or embarrassed, I find myself excited by the risk.

I bite my lip, concentrating as I add flourishes and swirls to the curve of Gerard’s ass. Soon, the design takes shape beneath my hands. It’s a bunch of candy canes, as that’s about all I can draw.

Gerard’s head hangs low, and his back tenses as I continue my work. Knowing I can reduce this big, strong hockey player to a trembling mess makes me feel as powerful as Superman.

I add some final touches to the candy canes before stepping back to admire my handiwork with a critical eye. It’s not perfect—the lines are shaky, and the curves aren’t entirely symmetrical. But no one said I was Picasso.

“There. All done.” I cap the tube of icing and set it aside.

Gerard lifts his head and twists his body to try and catch a glimpse of my creation. “What is it?”

“Candy canes.”

Gerard huffs out a laugh. “Only you would think to decorate my butt like a Christmas cookie.”

I shrug, unrepentant. “What can I say? Baking cookies with you was fun, but this”—I wave a hand at my artwork—“is icing on the cake.”

He groans at the terrible pun. “You’re ridiculous.”

I smirk, encouraged by Gerard’s reaction. “You love it.”

He doesn’t deny it, just shifts his hips slightly to inadvertently present his ass to me like an offering. And who am I to refuse such a tempting treat?

I sink to my knees behind him, and my hands come up to grip the firm globes of his ass. The icing is cool and sticky beneath my palms. I lean in, my breath ghosting over the curve of his cheeks.

Gerard shivers, a soft gasp escaping his lips as I press a gentle kiss to his left ass cheek. My tongue swiftly darts out to trace the spiraling lines of the design. The sweetness of the icing mingles with the salty tang of his skin. It’s a potent combination that makes my head spin.

I take my time, savoring the moment as breathy moans fall from Gerard’s lips. I nibble and suck at the tender flesh, leaving behind a trail of reddened marks that stand out starkly against his pale skin.

Gerard rocks his hips back against my face in a silent plea for more, and I oblige him as I work my way across to his right cheek. He lets out a low, guttural moan, and the sound sends a burst of fire straight to my groin.

“Elliot,” he gasps, his voice ragged and strained. “That feels amazing.”

Pride swells in my chest at his compliment. Emboldened, I spread his cheeks apart, exposing the tight pink furl of his hole. Gerard tenses, a startled gasp escaping his lips as he realizes my intentions.

I lean in and drag the flat of my tongue over his entrance in one long, slow lick.

“Holy snickers!” His ass bucks back against my face.

I grin, pleased with his reaction, and do it again, swirling my tongue around the puckered rim. Gerard babbles a string of incoherent pleas as his hole flutters and clenches, trying to draw me in deeper. And I do by pointing my tongue and thrusting it inside.

When I breach the tight ring of muscle, Gerard lets out a choked sob. His hands scrabble at the countertop, fingernails digging harder into the marble.

I work my tongue in a steady rhythm, thrusting in and out of Gerard’s hole. His taste is intoxicating—musky and masculine, with a hint of sweetness from the icing. I can’t get enough. I bury my face between his cheeks, my nose pressing against his body as I tongue-fuck him with abandon.

Gerard’s thighs tremble with the effort of keeping himself upright. His toes curl in his fuzzy socks. “Please, Elliot. I need to touch myself. Can I take my hand off the counter? I’m so close…”

I consider denying him so that I can draw this out even longer. But the desperation in his tone undoes me. I pull back enough to murmur against his slick hole, “Go ahead, babe. Touch yourself for me.”

Gerard sobs in relief as he immediately releases his right hand from the counter. It flies to his straining erection. The sound of his hand working over his cock is loud and desperate.

I redouble my efforts, fucking my tongue into him harder, faster. Gerard’s hand becomes a blur on his dick as he rubs it with quick, frantic strokes. His breathing grows erratic, interspersed with high-pitched whines and grunts.

“Oh, oh! I’m gonna come,” he warns.

I seal my lips around his hole and suck hard, flicking my tongue rapidly over the sensitive rim, and that’s all it takes. Gerard cries out my name, his body seizing up as thick ropes of come splash onto the countertop. His hole spasms around my tongue as I work him through it, sucking and licking until he’s as limp as a whiskey dick.

He collapses forward onto the counter, gasping for air. I press a few gentle kisses to his fluttering hole before slowly standing up.

My erection throbs almost painfully in my jeans, but I ignore it for now. Instead, I grab a kitchen towel and tenderly wipe the remnants of icing and saliva from Gerard’s ass.

He sighs contentedly at my ministrations, completely blissed-out. When I’m done, I help him stand up straight and pull his sweatpants back up.

Gerard turns to face me, his cheeks flushed and eyes glazed. He cups my face in his big hands and draws me into a languid kiss, uncaring of where my mouth has been.

We make out lazily for mere seconds before the sound of Drew’s voice cuts through the haze of our raunchy little world. “Well, someone got his holly jollies off.”

I whip around to see Drew leaning against the doorframe with a shit-eating grin. Jackson stands beside him, his eyes comically wide as he takes in the carnage. The messy kitchen, Gerard’s “icing” smeared across the kitchen counter, and Gerard and I, flushed and disheveled, standing in the middle of it all.

“I will never be able to look at icing the same way ever again,” he mutters, his face paling.

Gerard runs a hand through his hair and smiles sheepishly. “Uh, hey, guys. We were just, um, finishing up the cookies.”

Drew snorts. “Oh, is that what we’re calling Elliot getting into the Christmas spirit by spreading holiday cheer all over your ass.”

I groan and bury my face in my hands. This cannot be happening. “Can we please not talk about this? In fact, can we all agree to forget this ever happened?”

Jackson, bless his heart, nods frantically while searching for an escape route. But Drew, never one to pass up an opportunity to tease, remains relentless.

“Forget? Are you kidding me? This is the best thing that’s happened all year! Wait until the rest of the guys hear about this. Elliot Montgomery, resident grump and, now, secret ass-eating enthusiast.”

I lift my head from my hands to glare at Drew with all the venom I can muster. “If you breathe a word of this to anyone, I swear to God, I will rip your nuts off in your sleep.”

Drew’s grin widens at my threat. “Kinky. But seriously, kitten, there’s no need to be embarrassed. We’re all adults here. And besides, it’s not as if we didn’t already know you two were bumping uglies.”

I sputter, my face burning even hotter. “We are not bumping uglies.”

“Yeah,” Gerard says, putting his hands on his hips and scowling. “Before today, Elliot and I have only given each other hand jobs and blow jobs.”

God, give me strength.

Drew barks out a laugh, and I glance over at Jackson. He’s about to have an aneurysm. He chokes on a gasp, and his eyes bug out of his head. “I did not need to know that. God, I need to soak my eyes and brain in a vat of bleach.”

Drew cocks his head to the side and studies us with an expression that is equal parts amused and skeptical. “Wait, you’re telling me that you two haven’t sealed the deal yet? No shots on goals? No home runs? No touchdown dances in the end zone?”

I groan, wishing the floor would open up and swallow me whole. “No, Drew, we haven’t. And can we please stop with the sports metaphors for sex?”

Drew ignores my plea, his eyes widening in exaggerated shock. “Well, slap my ass and call me Sally! I thought for sure you two would be going at it like rabbits by now, considering the way you eye-fuck each other every chance you get.”

Gerard shifts uncomfortably beside me, his cheeks flushing a deep shade of red. I can feel the embarrassment radiating off him. “It’s not like that. We’re taking things slow. Building a strong foundation and all that jazz.”

Drew nods sagely, stroking his chin as if he’s some kind of relationship guru. “I see, I see. Very wise, my young Padawans. Delayed gratification can make the eventual consummation all the sweeter.”

I roll my eyes hard enough to break a world record. “Thank you for that nugget of wisdom, Obi-Wan. Now, can we please talk about literally anything else?”

Drew grins, clearly enjoying our discomfort. He turns to Jackson, who is about two seconds away from dying of a heart attack. “What do you think, Jacky? Should we give these two lovebirds some privacy so they can continue their little baking adventure?”

Jackson blanches, shaking his head vehemently. “Oh, hell no. I do not want to be anywhere near this kitchen if they’re going to be doing more of…that. I say we all go watch a Disney movie or something else wholesome and family-friendly to cleanse our minds.”

I nod eagerly and latch onto the idea like a lifeline. “Yes, great idea, Jackson. Let’s do that. I’ll even pick the movie.”

Drew sighs dramatically, as if we’re asking him to endure some great hardship. “Fine, fine. I suppose I can put my teasing on hold to preserve Jackson’s delicate sensibilities.”

He turns on his heel but pauses in the doorway, glancing back at Gerard and me with a wicked gleam in his eye. “Oh, and guys? You might want to wipe down that counter before Oliver sees it and has a conniption. You know how he is about cleanliness.”

With that parting shot, he saunters out of the kitchen, whistling a jaunty tune. Jackson follows close behind, muttering something about needing to find his happy place.

And Gerard and I? We clean up and leave the kitchen, taking what happened to our graves.
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GERARD


Strolling into my room, I plop down in my desk chair and open my laptop. I honestly didn’t think the Ice Queen would listen to me and stop mentioning Elliot on her blog. She sounded really unhappy about it in her Thanksgiving post, and I was fully prepared to cut all ties with her.

But she came through, and I couldn’t be more proud. Of course, that means I have to send her pictures of my feet now. I don’t know what I was thinking with that suggestion, but since I’m a man of my word, it’s time to put my best foot forward.

I lift one foot and rest it on the edge of my desk, taking a moment to examine its size. My foot is enormous, easily dwarfing the wireless mouse beside it. I never thought about my feet as anything more than what gets me from point A to point B. I mean, I get the appeal of a nice butt or a strong pair of hands. But feet? They’re just…feet. Right?

I rotate my ankle, watching the way my thick Denver Broncos socks—Elliot got me them for Christmas!—slowly pull down, revealing a thin dusting of blond hairs.

Flexing my toes, I watch the tendons ripple beneath my skin, visible even through the comfy cotton. I trail my fingers over the top of my foot, gently massaging it.

Suddenly, I see my feet in a whole new light. They carry me effortlessly across the ice and propel me at breakneck speeds. There’s an undeniable eroticism to them that I’ve never appreciated before.

I carefully peel my socks off and drop them on the floor. I make a mental note to pick them up before Elliot returns from lunch with Jackson.

My bare feet are even more impressive. They’re tanned, and my toenails are neatly trimmed. Each toe is perfectly proportioned and looks like a big nub carved from marble.

Dang. I have sexy feet.

Propping my heel on the edge of the chair, I position the camera to get the underside of my foot. The rough, callused skin is proof of the countless hours I spend on my feet. I trace a finger along the edge, shuddering slightly at the unfamiliar sensation. It’s ticklish…but in a good way.

I press my thumb into the thick pad below my big toe, and a low moan escapes my lips as I knead the sensitive flesh. Electric tingles shoot up my leg, making my cock twitch with interest. I had no idea my feet could be this responsive.

Putting my phone down, I get lost in the intoxicating exploration. My head falls back as my other hand slides up my thigh almost of its own accord, drawn to the growing bulge. I palm myself through the fabric, hips thrusting forward eagerly.

I force my eyes open and refocus on the task before getting too carried away. I snap a few more photos before bringing my foot to my face and examining it up close. The earthy aroma of clean male musk fills my nostrils.

I breathe it in deeply, savoring its raw, primal scent. My tongue flicks out to wet my lips as I fight the sudden urge to shove my toe in my mouth and suck on it as if it were a binky.

Yeesh. I’m really getting into this.

I didn’t think I had a thing for feet, but the evidence is undeniable and throbbing between my legs. The thought of the Ice Queen poring over these photos, touching herself as she drinks in every detail, is enough to make me fully erect.

I push back from the desk, and my cock strains almost painfully against my sweatpants. I need to get more comfortable.

Traipsing over to the bed, I flop down on my back, the mattress creaking under my weight. I arrange myself with my head propped up on a few pillows so I can still see my feet.

My sweats are tented like a circus big top. I’m harder than I can ever remember being, and it’s all because of playing with my feet. Who knew?

Lifting my legs, I point my toes toward the ceiling and admire how my ankles align. The position also makes my calves flex. God, that’s hot.

I grab my phone again and zoom in, capturing it forever. I’m so lost in my lewd foot worship that I don’t hear the door open.

Elliot’s voice cuts through the haze of lust. “Hey, Gerard, I just got back from…uh…”

He stops mid-sentence as his eyes take in the scene before him: me, spread out on the bed with a massive ten in my sweats, holding up my large feet as if presenting them as an offering to the Lord.

I freeze, my phone still aimed at my toes.

Elliot blinks at me behind his glasses, his mouth hanging open. I can only imagine how this looks. His eyes flick from my beet-red face down to my impossible-to-miss boner and then up to my feet hovering above me.

“What are you doing?” he asks faintly.

What the heck do I even say? “Oh, hey, Elliot, I discovered I have a thing for my feet. Wanna see some pics?”

Slowly lowering my legs, I scramble to sit up and ball my hands in my lap to hide the evidence of my arousal. There’s not much I can do to hide my massive erection, but it’s instinct.

“I, uh…” I stammer eloquently, my mind spinning its wheels in the mud. “I was just…you know.” I vaguely gesture at my feet as if that explains everything.

“You were just admiring your feet. As one does.”

My face burns with mortification, the red spreading down my neck and across my chest. I take a deep breath and try to gather my scattered thoughts. I guess there’s nothing for it but to come clean.

“Okay, look. I kind of made a deal with the Ice Queen. I told her I’d send her pictures of my feet if she agreed to stop writing about you on her blog.”

Elliot’s eyebrows shoot up to his hairline, eyes widening behind his glasses. “You did what now?”

I pick at a loose thread on my comforter. “I know, I know. It was a stupid thing to do. But I couldn’t stand the thought of her continuing to invade your privacy.”

I risk a glance up at him to gauge his reaction. To my surprise, he doesn’t appear angry or disgusted. If anything, he’s intrigued.

“Alex mentioned you’ve been in touch with her.” Elliot takes a step closer to the bed. “I didn’t realize it was quite this often.”

I shrug one shoulder, my blush deepening. “I wanted to protect you.” Suddenly, I feel absolutely foolish. “Fat lot of good that did, though, huh? Now I’m the one making a spectacle of myself.”

Elliot hums thoughtfully, closing the distance between us. The mattress dips as he settles on the edge of the bed. I swallow hard, suddenly extremely aware of his proximity and my still-raging hard-on.

“Can I see them?” Elliot asks softly, nodding toward my feet. “The pictures you took?”

My heart stutters in my chest, and a jolt of arousal zips down to my balls. “Uh, sure.” I fumble for my phone with shaking hands, nearly dropping it in on my boner. “They’re not that good, though. I’m no photographer.”

Elliot smiles and plucks the phone from my grasp. “Let me be the judge of that.”

He swipes through the photos with an unreadable expression, and I try to decipher his thoughts as he zooms in on one particular shot. The one of my soles with the arches on full display. My breath catches in my throat as his index finger traces the curve, mirroring the path mine had taken earlier.

“These are pretty good,” he murmurs, low and appreciative. “But it still doesn’t explain one thing.” His gaze flicks pointedly down to my dick tenting my sweatpants before meeting my eyes again. “What’s up with that?”

I rub the back of my neck sheepishly and scramble for an explanation that doesn’t make me sound like a total perv. “Well, uh, the thing is…every time I’ve taken pictures for the Ice Queen of my body parts and stuff, I kind of get really, um, excited.”

“Excited? Really?”

“Yeah, first it was the butt pics, then the hand shots. Now, even my feet are enough to get me rock hard.”

“Interesting.” He sets my phone down and leans in, bracing one small hand on my massive thigh. I nearly jump out of my skin at the contact. “So, what do you do about it? After you take the pictures, I mean.”

I usually like to wrap my hand around my aching cock and stroke myself to thoughts of Elliot’s pretty pink lips and tight little body. But I can’t say that, not to his face. “I, uh, I don’t really do anything. I always get interrupted before I can, you know…”

I make a vague jerking-off motion with my hand, feeling like a complete tool. Elliot’s eyes widen slightly, his lips parting on a soft “oh.”

He stares at me from under his lashes. “That must be really…frustrating. Getting all worked up and then being unable to finish.”

“Dude, you have no idea.” I shift uncomfortably as my trapped erection throbs insistently. “It’s the worst case of blue balls every freaking time.”

Elliot tilts his head, considering me with those big brown eyes. “What if you didn’t have to stop this time? What if you could…you know, take care of it? While I watched?”

I choke on my spit, my eyes bugging out of my head. Did I hear that right? Holy cheese on a Ritz cracker.

“You want to watch me?” My voice cracks the same way it did when I was going through puberty. “Like, watch me touch myself?”

“Yeah, if you want to, that is. It’s only fair since I interrupted you and all.”

I can’t believe this is happening. Elliot is offering to watch me beat my meat. It’s like every wet dream I’ve ever had come to life.

I gulp audibly, my Adam’s apple bobbing in my throat. “Uh, yeah, okay. If you’re sure that you want to see that.”

Elliot smiles, slow and wicked, and it sends a bolt of pure lust straight to my dick. “Oh, I’m sure,” he purrs, settling back against the headboard. “Go ahead, Gerard. Show me how you pleasure yourself.”

Screw me sideways. I think I might die of horniness. With trembling hands, I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my sweats and lift my hips, shimmying them down my thighs. My cock springs free, slapping against my abs with a meaty thump.

Elliot’s eyes widen as he takes it all in. I know I’m big, but he’s staring at my weeping dick as if it’s a foot long. “I love how huge you are, Gerard.”

I preen at the compliment. “Yeah, well, makes sense since I have big feet, right?”

Elliot doesn’t laugh. He’s too busy staring at my dick like it’s the most fascinating thing he’s ever seen. I wrap my hand around the base, my fingers barely meeting. A fat drop of precome appears at the tip, glistening in the light.

“Fuck,” Elliot whispers, watching as it dribbles down my shaft and over my fingers. “You know what, screw it. I’m sucking you off.”

He bends down and takes me in his mouth. I throw my head back with a hoarse cry, my hands scrabbling at the sheets from the sudden shock to my system.

I stare down at him in awe. Elliot’s pretty pink lips are stretched, drool already gathering at the corners of his mouth as he tries to take more of me in.

My feet, settled on the hardwood floor, slip and slide as he bobs his head, his tongue fluttering along the underside of my shaft. It’s sloppy and inelegant but so, so hot.

Saliva dribbles down his chin, and my balls draw up tight, the pressure building at the base of my spine.

“God, your mouth,” I groan, my fingers tangling in his hair. “Feels so good, Elliot. Don’t stop.”

He hums around me, and the vibrations nearly send me through the roof. My feet come off the floor, abs clenching hard as I fight the urge to thrust into his throat. I’m already so close, my cock throbbing between his hollowed cheeks.

Through the haze of pleasure, some distant part of my brain registers that the bedroom door is still wide open. Anyone could walk by and see us. But I can’t find it in me to care, not when Elliot is taking me apart so thoroughly with that magical mouth of his.

He pulls off with a lewd pop, gasping for air. His lips are shiny and swollen, and his glasses sit askew on his nose. He looks downright raunchy.

“You close?” Elliot rasps, his voice wrecked. All I can do is nod frantically, my balls drawing up into my body. He grins and licks a stripe up the length of my shaft before sinking back down.

Elliot’s fingers travel below my balls, and my breath catches in my throat as he grazes my perineum, sending electric shocks through my body.

I’m reminded of the last time Elliot was between my butt cheeks. When he rimmed me, making me moan and writhe under his tongue. It had been hot as fudge.

Elliot’s finger knocks on my hole, and I let out an “ack!” as my whole body tenses. He pulls off my cock to ask, “Can I finger you?”

I hesitate for a split second, but the need coursing through me is too strong to deny. I nod, biting my lip as a moan escapes my throat.

Elliot sits up and reaches for the bottle of lube on the nightstand. My heart pounds in my ears as he flips the cap open and drizzles some over his fingers. The cool liquid trickles down his hand, and he warms it by rubbing his fingers together.

He looks at me for confirmation one last time. I spread my legs wider in response, giving him access. My cock stands tall and angry, bobbing with each beat of my heart.

Slowly and carefully, Elliot circles my entrance with a slick finger. The pressure is gentle at first but enough to make me squirm. He applies more force, and I feel him start to slide in. My muscles clench around him instinctively, and I suck in a sharp breath.

“Relax,” he soothes, leaning down to kiss my inner thigh. “It’ll feel good if you relax.”

I will my body into submission, focusing on the heat of his breath and the softness of his lips as they trail along my leg. Bit by bit, the tension eases, and Elliot’s finger sinks deeper.

A low groan rumbles from my chest as he curls his finger inside me, exploring. It’s an odd sensation—not painful, but unfamiliar and intense. Sparks shoot up my spine with each little movement he makes.

“How does it feel?” Elliot asks.

“Different,” I manage to say through gritted teeth. “Good different.”

He smiles at that and leans back down to take my cock in his mouth again. The dual sensations of his warm lips and probing finger are almost too much to handle. My hands grip the sheets tight enough to tear them as he works me over.

Elliot pumps his finger in and out, finding a rhythm that matches the bobbing of his head. Pleasure mingles with the strangeness, and my hips buck involuntarily, seeking more of the delicious friction he’s creating. I’m so close that every stroke feels like it could tip me over the edge.

And then Elliot’s finger finds something inside me that makes my vision go white. I yelp like a startled puppy, my whole body jerking as if I’ve been electrocuted.

“Holy shit!” I shout—half in disbelief, half in pure, unfiltered ecstasy. And then it hits me.

I just cursed.

I’ve never—My mom would—Oh gosh.

Elliot pops off my cock, his lips glistening. “Found it,” he says, a wicked grin spreading across his face before he realizes the same thing I just did. “Did you just swear?”

I’m too stunned to answer. The thought of me cursing is almost more shocking than the pleasure still coursing through my body. Almost.

Before I can process what it means or how it’s even possible, he applies more pressure to that magic button. My cock twitches violently, and a rush of precome spills out, sliding straight down Elliot’s throat. He takes it all without flinching, his eyes never leaving mine.

“Fuh—” I bite down on my lip so hard I taste blood. The word had been right there, ready to burst out again. What is happening to me?

Elliot’s mouth works with renewed fervor, his tongue swirling around the head of my cock before sucking like a Hoover.

His finger continues to massage that spot relentlessly, sending wave after wave of unbearable pleasure through me. My hands fly to his shoulders, not sure if I want to push him away or pull him closer.

“Elliot,” I gasp, my voice unrecognizable even to myself. “I’m gonna⁠—”

He doesn’t stop. He doesn’t slow down. If anything, he speeds up, his mouth and hand working in perfect, torturous harmony.

I’m beyond words now, reduced to a series of guttural moans and whimpers. My toes curl tightly, and my legs tremble with the effort to stay grounded.

Elliot knows exactly how close I am. He pulls off my dick, letting the cool air hit my wet skin. My hips thrust up, desperate for the warmth of his mouth again. He strokes me with his free hand, his fingers slick with my fluids.

“Ready?” he asks, but he doesn’t wait for an answer.

He presses hard on my prostate, and I say it. “FUCK!”

I explode with a force that leaves me shattered. Hot cum shoots out of me in thick spurts, each one accompanied by a violent contraction of my abs and a hoarse cry from my lips. It splatters against my chest and stomach, dripping down to the sheets like melted candle wax.

He milks me for every last drop. My breathing comes out in ragged gasps, and sweat pools in the hollows of my collarbones.

“Fuck,” I say again, not sure if it’s an exclamation or an order at this point.

Elliot studies me with those warm brown eyes of his as he casually asks, “How do you feel about swearing now?”

I don’t even know where to start. “That was amazing,” I rasp, my voice sounding like I gargled gravel. “You’re amazing.”

Elliot’s smile widens, and he leans in to kiss my jaw. “You’re not so bad yourself, big guy.”

I laugh, still trying to wrap my head around this turn of events. My eyes roam over Elliot’s face, drinking in every detail as if I were seeing him for the first time. He’s beautiful, and it makes my chest ache.

Something catches my eye as I stare at him like a lovesick fool. My phone lies on the bed next to us, still open to one of the pictures of my feet. Seeing it jars something loose in my brain—a half-formed thought.

I frown, pick up the phone, and squint at the screen. The photo is a strangely artistic shot, almost sensual in its composition. The kind of picture the Ice Queen will love.

The Ice Queen.

My eyes dart from the photo to Elliot’s face and back again, my mind racing to connect the dots.

Could it be? Could Elliot be the one behind the blog, the mysterious figure who’s been lusting after my body parts for months? It seems impossible, but the more I think about it, the more it makes sense.

The things the Ice Queen loves—my ass, my hands, my feet—Elliot loves too. I mean, he’s got a self-proclaimed hand kink, for Pete’s sake. Elliot also loves to write, and what better way to practice than on a blog?

But no. It can’t be him. Elliot loves his privacy. He wouldn’t “out” himself to the entire campus. It could be a great cover, though.

I glance down at him as he closes his eyes. He looks peaceful. Serene. Happy.

Elliot is not the Ice Queen. I know it in my heart of hearts.

But she is someone I know.
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GERARD


“Hey, Gerard. Why the long face?”

I look up from the cup of coffee I’ve been cradling to see Sarah staring at me like I’m a puppy for sale. She’s bundled up in a winter coat, earmuffs, a scarf, and mittens. It’s the coldest day on record in Berkeley Shore, so it’s no surprise she’s almost hidden beneath all her layers.

She sits across from me, removes her hat and earmuffs, and sets them on the table. “Is it Elliot?”

“No. Elliot’s great. He’s hanging out with Jackson today. They’re shopping and then seeing the new Star Wars movie.”

“And you weren’t invited?”

“Don’t tell anyone, but I’m actually not that much of a Star Wars fan.”

She dramatically clutches her chest. “You’re going to hell, you know that, right?”

I shrug. “Considering what Elliot and I have been getting up to lately, I kind of already figured that’s my fate.”

“So, if it’s not Elliot, what’s got you looking so down in the dumps?”

I take a deep breath, lean back in my chair, and run a hand down my face. “It’s the Ice Queen.”

Sarah raises an eyebrow. “The Ice Queen? Not what I was expecting.”

“Yeah, well. Ever since I realized that she’s probably someone I know, I haven’t stopped thinking about her.”

Sarah leans forward, her eyes lighting up with intrigue. “What makes you think you know her?”

“The way she writes about the team. She knows things only someone close to us would know. And the way she describes me…” I trail off as a blush creeps up my neck. “It’s like she’s been watching me, studying me.”

Sarah nods thoughtfully. “So, who do you think it could be?”

I lean forward and rest my elbows on the table. Sorry, Mom. “That’s the problem. I know too many people. She could be a teammate, a coach, or one of the many friends of friends who hang out at the Hockey House. It could even be one of the rink staff.”

Sarah pulls a thermos out of her bag and drinks from it, her eyes never leaving mine. “Okay, then let’s narrow it down. Who has the most to gain from writing about you?”

I pause, considering her question. “I don’t know. What’s there to gain from writing about me? It’s clear that I’m taken.”

Sarah nods. “Maybe someone secretly in love with you and hopes they’ll win you over with their words?”

I almost choke on my coffee. “What? No way. That’s ridiculous.”

Sarah shrugs, leaning back in her chair and crossing one leg over the other. “Is it, though? Think about it. The way she writes about you, the attention to detail. It’s like she’s obsessed with you.”

I shake my head, trying to wrap my mind around the idea. “But who would be in love with me—aside from Elliot?”

Sarah rolls her eyes. “Gerard, have you seen yourself? You’re a walking sex machine”—Now, I choke on my coffee—“I’m pretty sure half the campus is in love with you. We should focus on the people you talked to the most this semester.”

I nod slowly as my mind races through the possibilities. “Okay, then, let’s start with Drew Larney. He’s our center, and we’ve been tight since freshman year.”

Sarah taps her chin thoughtfully. “Drew’s definitely got the hockey knowledge and the lingo. And he’s always been somewhat of a wild card.”

“True,” I muse, shuddering at Drew’s reputation as a playboy. “But would he risk our friendship like that? And why would he be in love with me?”

Sarah shrugs. “Maybe he’s been hiding his true feelings all this time. Or maybe he’s jealous of your relationship with Elliot.”

I shake my head, unconvinced. “Nah, Drew adores Elliot, if anything. What about Oliver Jacoby? He’s our left winger and probably my best friend on the team.”

“Oliver’s a sweetheart,” Sarah agrees. “And he’s been supportive of you and Elliot. But could that be a cover?”

I frown, trying to picture Oliver secretly pining for me. “I don’t know. He’s never given me any reason to think he’s into me. And we tell each other everything.”

“Maybe that’s just it. He knows everything about you, which means he can write about you intimately.”

I rub my temples, feeling a headache coming on. “Okay, well, what about Kyle Graham? Our goalie.”

“Kyle’s got the brooding artist vibe going on. And he’s always chilling in the background.”

“Could he be observing me?” I wonder aloud. “But why would he be in love with me? We barely talk outside of practice.”

Sarah shrugs. “Maybe that’s why. He admires you from afar, too shy to make a move.”

I lean back and groan, burying my face in my hands. “This is getting us nowhere. Jackson Monroe is the only other person I’ve been close with this semester.”

Sarah’s eyebrows shoot up, as do mine.

“Okay. Hear me out,” I say, leaning forward. “Jackson’s close with Elliot, so he knows plenty about our relationship.”

Sarah nods slowly. “That’s true. And he’s not shy about expressing himself. Remember that poem he wrote for the school newspaper last year?”

I chuckle at the memory. “How could I forget? It was an ode to his abs.”

Sarah smirks. “He’s also the vice president of the Gerard Gunnarson fan club.”

I blink. “He has the writing chops, the access, and the obsession…” I trail off as the realization starts to set in.

“He’d have a pretty good idea of how to write from the perspective of someone who’s infatuated with you,” Sarah adds. “Or maybe it’s not Jackson. It could be the president of the fan club. Whoever that is.”

I let out a long sigh. “The president is someone named Ryan Eddington. I looked it up after I found out about Jackson. I’ve never even met the dude.”

“They’re the two biggest Gunnarson devotees. It makes sense that one of them would be behind this.”

I run a hand through my hair, feeling more stressed than when we started. “Now what? Do I confront Jackson? He’s been nothing but supportive⁠—”

“—and maybe his support has been a way to get closer to you all along,” Sarah finishes.

I slump in my chair, defeated. “I don’t want to accuse anyone without proof. If I’m wrong…”

“If you’re wrong, you’ll still have an answer,” Sarah says. “But if you do nothing, this will keep eating at you.”

I know she’s right, but the thought of potentially ruining friendships makes me queasy. “Why can’t life just be simple?” I mutter.

“Because then it’d be boring.”

My mind frantically spins with ideas of how I’m going to handle these potential candidates.

The last few months with Elliot, the team, and everything else has been an exercise in embracing change. Meanwhile, the Ice Queen’s blog has been a constant background noise in my life—sometimes flattering, sometimes intrusive, but always there.

Could Jackson really be writing those posts? Or Ryan? They’re the most logical suspects now, but logic doesn’t always account for human emotion.

By the time I finish my coffee, I still don’t have a plan. I stare at the ceiling and think about how easy it is for Elliot to balance everything—his friendships, our relationship, his schoolwork—while I’m here struggling with something as simple as a blog.

My phone buzzes, pulling me out of my hectic thoughts.

Jackson


Had a blast today! Just dropped Elliot off.




I stare at the screen longer than I should before typing back.

Me


Thanks for looking out for him.




Jackson replies almost instantly.

Jackson


No problem :)




I set my phone down and sigh. “Here’s the problem, Sarah. Everyone is possible but also impossible at the same time.”

Sarah tilts her head and studies me with a thoughtful expression. “Maybe that’s the whole point. Maybe the Ice Queen doesn’t want to be discovered. Think about it, Gerard. Wouldn’t she have dropped more obvious hints if she wanted you to know who she was?”

I frown, turning the idea over in my mind. Could Sarah be right? Could the Ice Queen’s plan be to remain undetected? To keep me guessing and obsessing over her identity? The thought is both frustrating and intriguing.

Sarah reaches across the table and pats my hand. “Hey, don’t stress over it too much. The Ice Queen said she’d back off now that you and Elliot are in love, right? Maybe let the mystery be—for now—and focus on what truly matters.”

She’s right. I’ve got the most amazing guy by my side, and that’s what truly matters. The Ice Queen can keep her secrets—for a little while longer.

“Speaking of Elliot,” I say, changing the subject, “he promised to do some karaoke at the Hockey House New Year’s Eve party tonight. You should come. The party starts at nine, but feel free to show up earlier and hang out.”

Sarah nods, gathers her belongings, and stands up. “I’ll be there with bells on. Literally. I have a festive headband with bells on it.”

“I can’t wait to see that. Thanks for the chat, Sarah. You sure know how to put things in perspective.”

“I know.” Sarah smiles, pulling me into a quick hug. “Now, go get ready for your party. And don’t forget to wear something that shows off that hockey butt of yours. Elliot will appreciate it.”

I snort. “I’ll keep that in mind. See you tonight, Sarah.”

[image: ]


Streamers and balloons in glittering golds and silvers hang from every surface, catching the light from the strobes and disco balls. Every room in the house is filled with laughter, chatter, and the pulsing beat of the DJ’s playlist. Right now, our guests are singing and dancing along to “All Night” by Icona Pop.

I weave through the crowd, exchanging fist bumps and high-fives with my teammates and friends. The euphoria of the impending new year is infectious, and I have a permanent grin on my face as I make my way toward the makeshift stage in the living room.

Elliot’s already there, gripping the microphone stand as he waits for the song to end. There’s a sheen of sweat on his brow, and his chest rises and falls with every breath. He looks like he’s about to puke, and my heart aches for him.

My sarcastic, guarded Elliot is putting himself out there in front of everyone—for me—because he knows how much I love to hear him sing.

The DJ fiddles with the controls, and his eyes dart around the room, searching for me. When our gazes lock, I give him a reassuring smile and a thumbs-up, trying to convey all my love and support in that simple gesture.

He visibly relaxes, his grip on the mic loosening slightly, and mouths, “I love you.”

I tell him I love him back before the music starts, and he serenades me with Meghan Trainor’s “Like I’m Gonna Lose You.”

Suddenly, nothing else matters. The flashing lights and the thumping bass disappear until it’s only Elliot, his voice, and the words he sings just for me.

His eyes never leave mine as he pours his heart out to me. I don’t know how I got this lucky to end up with him. I’m determined to cherish every moment I spend with Elliot because—as the song says—tomorrow is never promised, and a life without Elliot is not worth living.

When he finishes his performance, he’s met with thunderous applause—mine being the loudest. He jumps off the stage and into my waiting arms, burying his face in my chest as I hold him tight.

“You were amazing.” I press a kiss to his temple. “I’m so proud of you.”

Elliot pulls back, his eyes shining with emotion. “I can’t believe I did that. I was nervous as fuck, but then I saw you, and everything else melted away.”

I cup his face and stroke my thumbs over his cheekbones. “That’s because you’re incredible, Elliot. And I’m the luckiest guy to have you by my side.”

We share a tender kiss, ignoring the whistles and catcalls from our friends. When we break apart, Oliver takes the stage.

“Alright, alright, settle down,” he says into the mic while grinning at the crowd. “I know we’re all here to celebrate the new year, so what do you say we get this party started?!”

The opening notes of Bruno Mars’s “Uptown Funk” fill the room, and Oliver sways his hips to the beat. He might not have the smoothest voice, but his enthusiasm and stage presence more than makes up for it.

The crowd goes wild, singing and dancing with him as he belts the lyrics. His sensational energy spreads through the room like wildfire. I join in, pulling Elliot close as we move to the music, our bodies pressed together in the best possible way.

After Oliver finishes his set, the crowd takes a moment to catch their breath. I spot Alex by the punch bowl and tell Elliot I’ll be right back. He nods, wiping sweat from his forehead, and heads toward the couch to take a breather.

“Alex,” I call out, waving as I approach. He’s scooping a generous portion of punch into a plastic cup, and his face is flushed from all the dancing.

“Gerard!” He hands me a cup. “Can you believe this turnout? It’s insane!”

I take a sip of the punch—spiked, of course—and nod. “Yeah, it’s one of the best New Year’s parties ever. How’s everything with you?”

Before Alex can answer, someone taps my shoulder. I turn around to find a tall, lanky guy with a mop of strawberry-blond hair beaming at me.

“Hey, Gerard!” He’s practically bouncing on his heels with excitement.

I blink, trying to place him. Nothing. “Uh, hi?”

“I’m Matt,” he announces, sticking out his hand. I take it and give it a polite shake, still totally clueless.

“Nice to meet you, Matt,” I say slowly. “Have we met before?”

He laughs, but there’s a hint of nervousness in it. “Not officially. I’m the guy from the bathroom stall.”

My mind races back to that day after the first Ice Queen blog post about me went live. I remember hiding in the restroom at The Brew, and some dude in the next stall told me to embrace my peach and not worry about what others thought.

“Wait,” I say, realization dawning. “You’re the guy who told me to embrace my peach?”

Matt nods, his smile widening. “Yep. That was me. Looks like you took my advice.”

I’m stunned. This whole time I wondered who that voice belonged to, and now here he is, standing in front of me like some kind of guardian angel.

“Thanks for that,” I say, genuinely grateful. “You really helped more than you know.”

Matt shrugs modestly. “I’m just glad to see you’re doing well. And that you’re not hiding that ass behind baggy clothing.”

I chuckle, scratching the back of my neck. “Yeah, it’s grown on me—literally.”

There’s an awkward pause, and Matt shifts from foot to foot. He has more to say but is unsure how to say it.

I take pity on him and break the silence. “Are you a fan of the team?”

His eyes light up again. “Huge fan! I’ve been following the Barracudas since freshman year.”

That explains why he’s at our party. Still, something about his sudden appearance feels…off. Maybe it’s just the mystery surrounding him.

“Well, it’s always great to meet a fan,” I say. “Enjoy the party!”

He beams. “You too!”

As he walks away, I think about how people come into our lives for a reason. Matt was in the “right place, right time” when I needed help learning to appreciate my booty. And Elliot—he started it all.

Without him, I may have never figured out who I am and who I’ll always be.

A guy who has room in his heart to love anyone, no matter who they are or what they look like.
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“Gerard, where are you taking me?”

I’m dragging Elliot down the hall and up the stairs to my bedroom. After meeting Matt, I realized something else. I want to make love to Elliot.

Or…er…have him make love to me. I don’t think my dick will fit inside of him without splitting him in two.

“Why are we in our room?” Elliot’s eyes dart around as if something is about to pop out and scare him. Little does he know, something is indeed about to pop out. And it definitely won’t scare him.

It also doesn’t go unnoticed by me that he’s finally called my room “our room.” It makes me even harder.

I close the door behind us and turn to Elliot, my heart pounding with anticipation as I take his hands in mine. “Elliot, I want you to make love to me.”

His mouth falls open, then shuts, then opens again like a fish out of water. “You…you want me to…Gerard, are you sure? I mean, that’s a big⁠—”

“I’m sure,” I interrupt, squeezing his hands. “I want to feel your love for me. I want to be closer to you than ever.”

He pulls back and runs a hand through his hair, disheveling it. “Gerard, this is…I don’t even know if I can…”

“Elliot Jerome Montgomery. Please.”

Silence fills the room, heavy and charged. Elliot takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly.

“Okay,” he says, almost whispering. “But we need to take it slow.”

The next thing I know, Elliot has a condom on his dick, and I’m naked in bed and on my back with my feet near my head. I didn’t realize I was this flexible. Maybe all that yoga Coach dragged the team to last year paid off after all.

Elliot hovers over me, his glasses fogged up from the heat of our bodies. He adjusts them with a shaky hand and looks down at me with a mix of fear and determination. “Are you ready?”

I nod and bite my lip in anticipation. My whole body is taut like a bowstring, waiting for the release.

He presses forward slowly—agonizingly too slow, in my opinion—and the head of his lubed-up dick knocks at my entrance, making me flinch. A gasp escapes my lips when he pushes in just enough to stretch me.

My muscles clench around him, and he pauses, breathing hard.

“Gerard, you need to relax. Same as when I put my finger in you, but even more.”

Nodding, I take a deep breath and will my body to loosen up more.

Elliot moves again, inching in deeper, and a low moan escapes from my throat. The initial discomfort blends with something else. Something hotter and more urgent.

His face is a mask of concentration as he fights to keep control. His hands grip the back of my thighs tightly, and his knuckles turn white.

Just when I think I can’t take any more of his dick, he bottoms out.

“Oh God!” My toes curl so hard I think they might break, and they don’t uncurl for the entirety of what comes next. A good, hard screw.

My hands clutch at the sheets, then get tangled up in my hair, then wind up back on the sheets. I don’t know what to do with them; I don’t know what to do with myself. All I can do is feel—feel him inside me, feel the heat building in my core, feel the love radiating from Elliot’s every touch.

His breathing grows ragged and desperate. He thrusts into me harder, faster, and my eyes roll back in my head. The sound of his balls slapping against my butt is loud and obscene and mixes with his moans, my gasps, and the creak of the bed.

I’m lost in it—in him. My love.

With every second that goes by, I’m driven closer to an edge I didn’t know existed. My cock leaks copious amounts of precome onto my stomach, and I don’t have it in me to touch it. My limbs are now jelly, and I fear if I move, I’ll die.

Elliot shifts his body, and his dick hits my prostate dead on. A bolt of lightning shoots through my entire body.

“Fuck!” The word rips out of me with the same raw force as when Elliot fingered me a few days ago.

In the back of my mind, I wonder if my prostate has some kind of curse-inducing power, making me lose all sense of clean language. But the thought is fleeting because Elliot thrusts and hits that spot dead on again, sending another shockwave through me.

A stream of curses pours from my mouth, uncontrolled and primal. “Shit! Oh, fuck! Goddamn!”

My body convulses with each thrust, every nerve ending lit up like a Christmas tree. Elliot keeps the pressure on, driving into me with an almost mechanical precision.

I can’t breathe. I can’t think.

He stops fucking me long enough to take my hands and place them on his tiny, pert ass. I knead, pushing him deeper into me. He groans, and I feel it vibrate through his entire body and into mine.

Downstairs, voices blend into a drunken symphony, and I catch bits of laughter and shouted conversations. Nobody knows that I’m getting fucked into the new year—literally. Nobody knows that my boyfriend is making love to me. Nobody knows that I’m this close to releasing my own fireworks spectacular.

Nobody can hear me cursing up a motherfucking storm, either. “Fucking shit balls, Elliot. Fuck me harder. Make me your goddamn bitch.”

And for his part, he does just that.

The bed shakes with our movements, and I wonder briefly if it will collapse. Not that I care. Let it crumble beneath us; we’ll keep going on the floor.

“Ten!”

The countdown to 2016 has started. My heart races even faster—if that’s possible.

“Nine!”

Elliot’s hips pick up speed, and my head bobs up and down, my hair flopping around wildly. Holy shit, I’ve become my bobblehead!

“Eight!”

My back arches off the bed, seeking more of the delicious pleasure that only Elliot’s cock inside of me can give.

“Seven!”

Sweat drips from Elliot’s forehead and into my open mouth. It’s salty as I swallow it down, but I don’t care. I love it.

“Six!”

I study Elliot’s face—his fogged glasses, his parted lips, his eyes shut tight in concentration—and my heart swells with love for the beautiful librarian who has given me everything.

“Five!”

A hard slam into my prostate causes my breath to leave me. My vision blurs around the edges, and I realize I’m about to have the most intense orgasm of my life.

“Four!”

Elliot leans down and captures my lips in a kiss. It’s messy and desperate and shuts up my new favorite curse word—motherfucking hell—before God smites me for being so crude.

“Three!”

Elliot whispers my name in my ear, and my toes curl even more. I don’t know how it’s possible; it just is.

“Two!”

The world slows to a standstill, and all I see is Elliot. All I hear is his broken gasps, his balls smacking my ass, and my high-pitched, drawn-out whine as I reach the point of no return.

“One! Happy New Year!”

The room explodes with noise as the party downstairs hits its peak. Fireworks crackle outside the window, casting colorful shadows on the walls.

Elliot lets out a strangled cry and throws his head back as he thrusts deep one last time. I feel his dick pulse inside me as he comes, and I explode, my eyes rolling back so far I think I can see my brain.

My cock shoots out load after load without me even touching it. It ends up everywhere—my chest, my stomach, even my face. The heat of it mixes with the sweat already coating my skin, creating a slick, sticky mess.

Elliot collapses onto my chest, and the sudden impact of his belly on my cock makes it spurt one final time. It’s a weak but satisfying last “hurrah!”

My eyes roll back to their natural state, and I chuckle. Elliot’s glasses are askew and fogged beyond use. We make out slowly. Our tongues dance around each other’s, and it’s the most sensual kiss ever.

Elliot breaks the kiss and pulls out of me. He gingerly helps me unfold my body, and my muscles scream.

“God, Gerard?”

“What?”

“How in the world are you still hard?”

I glance down to see my dick still standing at attention and shrug. “I dunno. Must be you.”

He hums thoughtfully. “Must be.”

“I love you,” I whisper.

“I love you, too.” He reaches for my discarded shirt on the floor and wipes off my chest and face before resting his head on it and falling asleep.

Fireworks continue to explode outside, while downstairs, the DJ blasts “Somebody to You” by The Vamps.

My hand finds its way onto Elliot’s back, and I trace lazy circles between his shoulder blades with my thumb as I reflect on the past few months.

When this semester began, I never imagined it would end with me in a committed relationship, let alone a same-sex one. And while my future is still as uncertain as it’s always been, I can at least take comfort in the fact that I no longer have to go about it alone.

Because now I have Elliot.

And that’s enough for me.


EPILOGUE
ELLIOT



Ten years later

Ialways said I’d never return to Boston. Besides my mother, there was nothing else there for me. It was a reminder of everything I could never become. A reminder that not everyone in this world has a heart as big as Gerard’s. But it was also the place that would become Gerard’s future and, therefore, ostensibly mine.

Gerard called me immediately after getting the news during our senior year at BSU. “Can you believe it, Elliot? The Bruins! I’ll be playing in Boston. Your hometown!”

“That’s amazing, Gerard. I’m so proud of you.”

“And that’s not even the best part,” he continued excitedly while people in the background clamored for his attention. “Oliver got signed, too! We’ll all be together again. Well, except for Drew and Kyle, but New York isn’t that far. We can still see them plenty.”

I listened as Gerard rambled on about Drew joining the Devils and Kyle getting picked up by the Rangers. As hard as I tried, it was impossible not to get swept up in his excitement. If Gerard was happy, then I was, too.
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The posh condo Gerard and I live in is a far cry from the cramped, rundown apartment I grew up in. The floor-to-ceiling windows bathe the open-concept living room in natural light, illuminating the plush, cream-colored sectional sofa that Gerard picked out.

A sleek, modern fireplace is set into the exposed brick wall, creating a cozy ambiance. The hardwood floors gleam, leading to a state-of-the-art kitchen with stainless steel appliances and a marble-topped island perfect for casual breakfasts together.

Down the hall, our bedroom is an oasis. The king-sized bed is adorned with luxurious Egyptian cotton sheets and a fluffy duvet that feels like sleeping on a cloud. Built-in bookshelves line one wall, already filled with Gerard’s ever-growing collection of hockey biographies and my eclectic mix of romance novels. The en-suite bathroom boasts a spacious walk-in shower with multiple shower heads and a deep soaking tub, which I spend hours lounging in.

But the real showstopper is the balcony off the living room. It offers a breathtaking panoramic view of the Charles River and the Boston skyline.

Gerard has been not-so-subtly hinting for years about christening it with a little al fresco fun. Ever since that memorable New Year’s Eve back in college when I fucked him while the party was going on downstairs, he’s developed quite the exhibitionist kink.

Maybe one day. Maybe.

It’s not just Gerard and I who have entered another tax bracket, though. My mother has traded her waitressing uniform for designer labels. Her new job as Gerard’s personal assistant affords her a taste of the good life.

I barely recognize her now, with her perfectly coiffed hair and manicured nails. But I’m happy for her, truly.

Of course, I’ll never tell her the truth about how she became not only Gerard’s personal assistant but also the proud owner of a beautiful home in one of Boston’s most affluent suburbs. That’s a secret I’ll take to my grave.

It all started in our junior year at BSU when Gerard misplaced his hockey stick. He was frantic, saying anything would be mine for the taking if I helped him find it.

Naturally, I filed that away for future reference, knowing that a favor from Gerard Gunnarson was a valuable currency.

Fast-forward to Gerard signing with the Bruins and us moving to Boston when I saw an opportunity to cash in on that long-ago promise.

“Remember when you said you’d do anything for me if I helped you find your hockey stick?” I asked casually one evening as we cuddled on the sofa.

Gerard’s brow furrowed for a moment before realization dawned. “Of course, I remember. What do you need, babe?”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself. “I want you to buy my mom a house and hire her as your personal assistant.”

Gerard blinked in surprise, clearly not expecting that request. “Wow, Elliot, that’s…”

“I know it’s not a simple request, but you did say anything, and this is what I want. My mom deserves a better life, and you can give that to her.”

Gerard was quiet for a long moment, considering my words, before he pulled me closer and nuzzled his nose in my hair. “Okay, Elliot. If that’s what you want, consider it done.”

And just like that, my mother’s life was transformed. Gerard found her a stunning Colonial-style home with a wraparound porch and a manicured lawn in a neighborhood I never could have dreamed of growing up in.

He furnished it with all the finest things, from plush carpets to gleaming stainless steel appliances. And just to really drive home the fairy tale, he bought her a shiny new car to park in the driveway.

As for the personal assistant gig, Gerard created a position solely for her. She manages his schedule, handles his correspondence, and keeps his life running smoothly.

But more than that, she’s become a mainstay in our little family. She comes over every Sunday and cheers on the Denver Broncos with Gerard.

And I couldn’t have asked for anything more.
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My head is on Gerard’s broad, bare chest, listening to the steady thrum of his heartbeat. His fingers card through my hair, lulling me into a state of absolute contentment.

“Did you hear about the renovations they’re planning for TD Garden?”

“Mmm, no. Tell me,” I murmur, tracing idle patterns around his pebbled right nipple.

“They’re going to completely overhaul the locker rooms. State-of-the-art everything. And they’re adding a new VIP section with private boxes and a lounge.”

“Fancy.” I tilt my head to press a kiss to his pec. “You’ll be living the high life now.”

Gerard chuckles, and the sound vibrates through me. “I guess so. But you know what I’m most excited about?”

“What’s that?” I prop myself up on my elbow to gaze down at him.

His blue eyes sparkle with mischief. “The fact that tomorrow is our first anniversary as husbands.”

A slow smile spreads across my face. “Is that so? I hadn’t realized.”

“Liar.” Gerard grins, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “You’ve been counting down the days.”

“Guilty as charged.” I lean in and brush my lips against his. “What do you have planned for us?”

“It’s a surprise.” He captures my mouth in a searing kiss.

I moan loudly as heat unfurls in my belly. My hand slides down his chest, over the ridges of his abs, to palm the growing bulge in his boxers.

Gerard groans, his hips canting into my touch. “Elliot…”

“Shh, let me take care of you.” I hook my fingers in the waistband and tug his underwear down, freeing his hardening cock.

I wrap my hand around him and stroke slowly from base to tip. Gerard’s head falls back against the pillow, and his eyes flutter closed.

“I love seeing that ring on your finger,” I murmur, my gaze zeroing in on the black metal band on his left ring finger.

“I’ll always be yours, Elliot,” Gerard rasps.

That sleek black band encircling Gerard’s finger never fails to make my heart skip a beat. It’s a tangible symbol of our love, our commitment, our forever.

Gerard’s breath hitches as I take his ring finger into my mouth and swirl my tongue around the digit. I hollow my cheeks and suck, mimicking the way I worship his cock. Gerard’s toes visibly curl against the sheets, and a low moan escapes him.

“Elliot,” he pants, pupils blown wide with desire.

I release his finger with a pop. “Yes, dear?”

“You’re going to be the death of me,” he groans.

“But what a way to go.” I trail my hand back down to his straining erection and leisurely stroke him, relishing the velvety soft skin that stretches taut over rigid flesh.

Beads of pre-cum gather at the tip, and I swipe my thumb through the slickness, spreading it down his length.

Gerard’s hips buck up into my fist, and his hands fist the sheets as he surrenders to the pleasure I’m giving him.

I’m so lost in my single-minded focus on reducing Gerard to a quivering mess that I don’t register the sound of our bedroom door flying open.

But Gerard sure as hell does. In a feat of athleticism that would impress even his teammates, he yanks his boxers up and flips over onto his stomach in record time.

I blink at the sudden absence of his gorgeous cock in my hand before my brain catches up to what just happened.

There, standing in the doorway with an impish grin on his cherubic face, is our son.

“Gunnar Gunnarson!” I attempt to scold, but it comes off as more of a chuckle. “What have we told you about knocking?”

“To always do it!” Gunnar chirps, clearly unperturbed by his father’s state of undress and compromising position.

“And did you knock?” Gerard asks, his voice slightly muffled by the pillow his face is currently smooshed into.

Gunnar’s grin widens. “Nope!”

I sigh, leaning over the bed and grabbing Gerard’s shirt off of the floor. “Gunnar, we’ve talked about this. Daddy and I need our private time.”

“But it’s morning!” Gunnar protests as if that explains everything. “And Daddy promised we’d make chocolate chip pancakes.”

Gerard lifts his head, his cheeks flushed a charming shade of pink. “I did promise that, didn’t I?”

“Yeah!” Gunnar bounces on his toes, his blond curls flopping into his eyes. “So, come on, Daddy!”

As he drags Gerard out of bed, I think back to how our family of three came to be.

I never wanted nor could deal with an infant. The very thought made me break out in a cold sweat. Those tiny, fragile creatures with their never-ending needs and ear-splitting cries? No, thank you. I was content being the cool uncle to Oliver’s twin boys, spoiling them rotten before sending them home hopped up on sugar.

But then, two years ago, we met Gunnar.

Gerard had insisted that we should at least consider expanding our family, and so I begrudgingly went to an adoption event with him. I knew that resistance was futile when he set his mind to something.

We walked into a room filled with bright balloons, streamers, and the excited chatter of children. Kids of all ages, from chubby-cheeked toddlers to gangly preteens, darted about with wide eyes full of hope and longing for a family to call their own.

That’s when I saw him. A little boy, no older than three, with a mop of blond curls and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. He was sitting quietly in the corner, clutching a worn teddy bear and watching the commotion with a solemn expression.

Gerard noticed him, too.

As if sensing our gaze, the boy glanced up, and our eyes locked. Something inside me shifted. A piece of my heart that I didn’t know existed suddenly made itself known, clicking into place.

Gerard tugged me forward, and we knelt in front of the boy.

“Hi there,” Gerard said softly. “I’m Gerard, and this is my fiancée, Elliot. What’s your name?”

The boy hugged his bear tighter, and his little chin wobbled as he whispered, “Gunnar.”

Gerard’s face split into a grin. “Gunnar? That’s an awesome name! I wish my name were that cool.”

A ghost of a smile flickered across Gunnar’s face. “Really?”

“Totally!” Gerard enthused. “I bet you’re super brave and strong, just like your name.”

Gunnar ducked his head shyly, but I could see the pleased flush on his cheeks.

I cleared my throat, finally finding my voice. “Gunnar, would you like to come home with us? We promise to love you and take care of you always.”

Those luminous blue eyes met mine, searching, hoping.

“Forever?” His voice sounded so small and uncertain that it cracked my heart wide open.

“Forever and ever,” I vowed.

“Okay,” he whispered.

And just like that, our family was complete.

Of course, Gerard was over the moon that our son’s name was Gunnar.

“Gunnar Gunnarson,” he kept saying, rolling the name around on his tongue like it was the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted. “It’s perfect!”

I, on the other hand, was not as thrilled. Don’t get me wrong, I loved the name Gunnar. But the alliteration was a bit much for me. I could already picture the endless teasing and nicknames he’d endure on the playground.

“Maybe we should change it,” I suggested tentatively one night as we lay in bed with Gunnar snuggled between us. “Something a little less…tongue-twisty?”

Gerard’s head snapped up, his brows knitting together. “Change it? Absolutely not! Gunnar Gunnarson is his name, and that’s final.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the fierce determination in Gerard’s eyes made me pause. This clearly meant a lot to him. And truthfully, seeing the joy radiating from him every time he said our son’s name was enough to melt my reservations.

So, Gunnar Gunnarson he remained. And as the days turned into weeks and the weeks into months, I couldn’t imagine him being called anything else. It suited him perfectly, just like Gerard said.

Watching Gunnar grow and thrive under our love and care has been the greatest privilege of my life. Every milestone, every giggle, every “I love you, Daddy” is permanently etched into my heart.

And the bond he shares with Gerard? It’s something truly special to behold. They’re thick as thieves, always conspiring and adventuring together. Gunnar follows Gerard around like a shadow, soaking up every word and imitating his every move.

It’s uncanny, really, how much Gunnar resembles Gerard. From the unruly blond curls that refuse to be tamed to the mischievous glint in those cerulean eyes, he’s a mini Gerard through and through.

He even has the same infectious grin that makes you want to smile right back.

Sometimes, I catch myself staring at the two of them, marveling at the miracle of it all.

How did I get so lucky to have not one but two gorgeous blond-haired, blue-eyed boys to call my own? It’s like the universe knew exactly what my heart needed and delivered it to me in spades.

Sure, Gunnar may not share our DNA, but he’s ours in every way that matters.

And watching him grow into a spitting image of the man I love most in this world?

Well, that’s just the icing on the cake.
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