

Power Play

Off the ice, he had no rules. On it, he had one: win.


Chapter 1

Face-Off

Finn Harlow, twenty-eight and already nursing a third coffee that morning, leaned back in his chair in the Tribune newsroom as the fluorescent lights hummed overhead like a persistent migraine. The open-plan space vibrated with the clatter of keyboards and the low murmur of deadline panic, but Finn’s corner felt deceptively calm until Nadia Patel, the paper’s formidable fifty-two-year-old editor, appeared at the edge of his desk with a tablet in one hand and a look that said she was about to ruin his week.

“Harlow. My office. Now.”

He followed her, weaving between desks stacked with old game programs and half-dead succulents. Nadia’s office overlooked the financial district, floor-to-ceiling windows framing a glittering Toronto skyline that never failed to remind Finn how far he’d climbed from the arena maintenance corridors his mother had scrubbed when he was a kid. She closed the door and dropped into her chair.

“You’re profiling Luca Moretti.”

Finn’s stomach did something complicated. “The Luca Moretti? Captain of the Wolves? The man who treats interviews like they’re tax audits?”

“That’s the one.” Nadia tapped her tablet, pulling up a mock layout. “Four thousand words, deep dive, the kind that gets Pulitzer whispers. The league’s pushing for more human interest around the captaincy after last season’s collapse. You’re the only one with the balls to push past his wall of silence.”

Finn laughed once, sharp and without humor. “Nadia, he’s notorious for a reason. The guy gives press conferences that make monks look chatty. I’ve watched him shut down veterans with nothing but a stare.

This isn’t a profile. It’s a siege.”

“And you’re our best siege engine.” She fixed him with the unflinching gaze that had built her reputation. “Your piece on the women’s hockey funding scandal last year was surgical. I need that same precision here. Get under the armor, Finn.

Find the man behind the C.”

He rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the faint scratch of stubble he’d forgotten to shave. Outside the window, Lake Ontario glittered under late September sun. Somewhere across the city, the Meridian Centre was waking up for another season, and Luca Moretti—thirty-two, broad-shouldered, scarred, and impenetrable—was probably already on the ice.

“Fine,” Finn said, because saying no to Nadia was career suicide. “But when he stonewalls me in front of the entire press corps, I want it on record that I warned you.”

“Noted. Deadline’s six weeks. Don’t fall in love with him.”

Finn snorted. “Not a risk.”

Back at his desk he opened his laptop and began the ritual that always grounded him: research. Luca’s career unfolded across the screen in crisp statistics and grainy highlight reels. Drafted at eighteen, captain by twenty-five.

Two Jennings Trophies for goaltending excellence—no, wait, that was a different Luca. This Luca was the shutdown defenseman who read the ice like a philosopher read Plato. Three Norris Trophy nominations.

A Selke. The kind of leader who made rookies straighten their shoulders just by walking into a room.

And then the hit.

Three years ago, almost to the day. Chicago. Playoffs.

Finn clicked the muted video even though he knew he shouldn’t. The puck carrier—a fast, cocky winger named Eriksson—cut across the blue line. Luca, twenty-nine then and at the peak of his physical dominance, met him with a clean check that somehow wasn’t clean enough.

The sound of Eriksson’s helmet hitting the boards still turned Finn’s stomach. Career-ending concussion. Lawsuits.

Whispers that Luca had been gunning for him over some off-ice grudge. The league cleared him, but the highlights never died. Every October they resurfaced like a ghost.

Finn paused the footage on Luca’s face. Even through the pixelation of the broadcast, those dark brown eyes looked haunted. The scar along his jaw stood out, a jagged line that pulled slightly when he spoke in post-game interviews.

Finn wondered, not for the first time, what it cost a man to carry that weight and still lead.

He spent the next three hours building a timeline, cross-referencing quotes, studying body language in pressers. Luca never smiled. Not really.

The closest he came was a microscopic twitch at the corner of his mouth when a reporter asked a stupid question. He answered in short, precise sentences that revealed nothing. Favorite food? “Whatever my linemates don’t burn.” Family life? “Private.” The closest anyone had gotten to personal details was a three-year-old profile in The Athletic that mentioned Luca cooked for the team on road trips and read Marcus Aurelius between games.

That was it. The man was a fortress.

Finn’s phone buzzed. A text from the Wolves’ media coordinator confirming his credential for the afternoon’s press availability at the Meridian Centre. No time to overthink.

He grabbed his recorder, notebook, and the battered leather messenger bag that had survived six years of arena press boxes, and headed out into the crisp Toronto afternoon.

The Meridian Centre rose like a cathedral of steel and glass on the lakeshore, its curved roof catching the sunlight in sweeping arcs. Finn had been inside it hundreds of times, but today the knowledge that he was walking in with an assignment to crack Luca Moretti made the corridors feel narrower. He flashed his press pass at security and made his way to the media room, already half-full of familiar faces.

Reporters from TSN, Sportsnet, even a couple of podcasters he respected. They nodded at him, some with sympathy.

“Good luck, Harlow,” one of them muttered. “He’s in a mood.”

When Luca entered, the room temperature seemed to drop five degrees.

He was bigger than the camera made him look. Six-three, at least two hundred and twenty pounds of disciplined power wrapped in a charcoal suit that strained across shoulders built for checking grown men into boards. Dark hair curled at his collar, still damp from what must have been a pre-practice shower.

The scar on his jaw caught the light as he took his seat behind the microphones. Intense brown eyes scanned the room once, efficiently, like he was reading defensive gaps. At thirty-two, Luca Moretti looked like a man who had already survived several lifetimes.

The questions started light. Season expectations. Injury updates on the new Finnish winger.

Luca answered in that low, measured voice that somehow filled the room without effort. Curt. Professional.

Impenetrable.

Finn waited through three more softball questions before raising his hand. When Luca’s gaze landed on him, something electric crackled along Finn’s spine. Those eyes didn’t just look.

They weighed.

“Finn Harlow, Toronto Tribune. Captain Moretti, there’s been a lot of discussion about the mental load of wearing the C in today’s NHL. You’ve spoken before about leadership being a privilege, but never about what it costs you personally.

After the Eriksson hit three years ago, how did you rebuild your sense of self on the ice?”

The room went still.

Luca’s expression didn’t change, but Finn caught the minute tightening at the corner of that scarred jaw. “Next question.”

Finn didn’t flinch. “With respect, the city wants to know the man who leads them every night. Not just the player. You cook for your teammates on road trips.

You read philosophy between games. What drives that, beyond hockey?”

For a second—just a second—something flickered behind Luca’s eyes. Not anger. Not quite.

Something heavier. Then it was gone, replaced by the same flat professionalism.

“I’m here to talk about hockey. If you want recipes, there’s a team cookbook. Next question.”

The dismissal landed like a body check. Finn sat back, pulse hammering, as other reporters jumped in with safer topics. Luca answered them all with the same economy of language, never once glancing Finn’s way again.

By the time the presser ended, Finn’s notebook contained exactly four usable quotes, none of them personal.

He watched Luca rise, shake hands with the media coordinator, and leave without a backward glance. The man moved like he owned gravity itself.

Finn exhaled slowly. This was going to be harder than he’d thought.

Instead of heading back to the newsroom, he took the service elevator down to the lower levels where the offices and maintenance corridors lived. The familiar smell of industrial cleaner and old ice greeted him like a childhood memory he couldn’t quite escape. He found his mother exactly where he expected: Bryn Harlow, fifty years old and still rail-thin from years of physical labor, pushing a cleaning cart down the executive hallway.

Her auburn hair, the same shade as his own, was pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail. Freckles dusted her cheeks, though age and years of early mornings had etched fine lines around her sharp green eyes.

“Mom.”

She turned, and her face lit with the particular brand of exhausted joy that always made Finn’s chest ache. “There’s my boy. What are you doing down here in the bowels? Shouldn’t you be upstairs with the important people?”

He leaned against the wall, watching as she sprayed glass cleaner on an office door. “Got assigned to profile Luca Moretti. The captain.”

Bryn’s hand stilled for half a second. “The big one? With the eyes that look right through you?”

“That’s him.”

She resumed cleaning with more vigor than necessary. “You be careful, Finn. That world chews people up. I’ve seen it.

Cleaned up after it for thirty years. Boys come in here with stars in their eyes, chasing the glamour and the money and the fame. They leave with concussions and bad knees and wives who don’t recognize them anymore.

And the ones like Moretti—the quiet ones who carry everything on their backs—they’re the most dangerous. They make you want to believe in them.”

Finn crossed his arms, feeling the old defensiveness rise. “I’m not chasing anything. It’s a story. I’m good at stories.”

“You’re too good,” she said softly. “That’s what worries me. You got my mouth and your father’s stubborn heart. Just don’t let that man get under your skin.

People like us don’t belong in their world. We clean their floors and write their headlines and go home to our tiny apartments. That’s the deal.”

The words landed with the weight of every late night he’d spent as a kid doing homework in these same corridors while she worked. Finn pushed off the wall and pulled her into a quick hug, breathing in the familiar scent of lemon cleaner and the lavender shampoo she’d used since he was small.

“I know, Mom. I’m not looking to join the club. Just write about it.”

She patted his cheek, leaving a faint smudge of cleaner. “See that you don’t. Now go on. I’ve got six more offices before I can get home and put my feet up.”

He left her there, the echo of her cart wheels following him back toward the arena proper. Practice was still in session. Finn badged his way into the stands instead of leaving, telling himself it was professional curiosity.

The truth was more complicated.

From high in the empty seats, the ice looked like a battlefield. The Wolves moved in intricate patterns, pucks flying, bodies colliding with controlled violence. And at the center of it all was Luca.

Even in practice gear, the thirty-two-year-old captain commanded the ice. He didn’t yell. He didn’t need to.

One quiet word to a struggling rookie, a tap of his stick against the boards, and the entire line adjusted. When a drill broke down, Luca skated into the middle, demonstrated the correct angle of approach with economical grace, then returned to his spot like a king resuming his throne.

Finn couldn’t look away.

There was a scar visible even from this distance when Luca removed his helmet to adjust his hair—dark curls sticking to his forehead with sweat. The broad shoulders flexed as he took a pass, fired it across ice with laser precision. Every movement spoke of contained power and hard-won wisdom.

The guilt from that hit three years ago might still live in those intense eyes, but on the ice, Luca Moretti was absolute.

Finn’s hand tightened on the railing. This wasn’t just a story about a hockey captain. This was a man who had built walls so high no one had ever truly seen over them.

A man whose silence felt like a challenge. A man whose very presence made Finn’s carefully constructed objectivity feel suddenly, dangerously fragile.

Down on the ice, Luca glanced up toward the stands. Their eyes met across the distance. For a heartbeat, neither looked away.

Finn felt the impact somewhere behind his ribs, a sensation he immediately classified as journalistic adrenaline and nothing more.

He was here for a story. Nothing else.

But as Luca turned back to his team and barked a single command that had every player snapping into motion, Finn realized with sinking certainty that the story—and the man—would test every rule he’d built his career upon. Objectivity. Distance.

The hard-earned armor that kept him from becoming just another kid from the maintenance tunnels, dazzled by the lights.

Luca Moretti wasn’t just private.

He was a fucking enigma.

And Finn, twenty-eight years old and suddenly unsure of his own defenses, had just been handed the assignment of a lifetime.


Chapter 2

The Deflection

Luca Moretti kept his expression carved from granite as he sat in the owner’s private suite high above the Meridian Centre ice. The leather chair creaked under his two-hundred-and-twenty-pound frame, but he didn’t shift. He never shifted.

Not when the GM leaned forward with that careful, corporate smile. Not when the league’s media liaison slid a glossy folder across the mahogany table like it was a peace treaty instead of a shackle.

“You’re doing the profile, Luca,” Richard Voss, the majority owner, said without preamble. “No more stonewalling. The league office called it a priority. After last season’s collapse and the Eriksson noise that still won’t die, they want the captain humanized.

Tribune gets full access. Six weeks. Deep background.

You will cooperate.”

Luca’s fingers tightened around the water glass in his hand, the condensation cold against his palm. He could still feel the phantom ache in his left shoulder from the morning’s optional skate, the same shoulder that had driven Eriksson into the boards three years ago. The hit that ended a career.

The hit that still played on loop in every “worst NHL moments” reel.

“I’ve given twelve years to this franchise,” he said, voice low and even. “Fourteen seasons if you count the juniors I bled through before I got here. I lead on the ice. I keep my mouth shut off it.

That was always the understanding.”

Voss didn’t blink. “The understanding changed when the league decided captains need to be relatable. You’re the face of the Wolves, whether you want the job or not. The journalist—Harlow—he’s already been credentialed for extended interviews.

Starting today. His editor made it clear: if you shut him out, the piece becomes about why the captain refuses to talk. You don’t want that narrative.”

Luca stared out at the empty arena below, the ice still bearing the faint scars of morning practice. He could see the exact spot where he’d demonstrated the defensive gap to the new rookie, the way the kid’s shoulders had squared after one quiet correction. That was leadership.

Not words. Not some glossy magazine spread that would peel him open like a tin can.

But the owner’s face said the decision had already been made in boardrooms Luca had never been invited to. He gave a single nod, the same economy of motion he used on the ice when a linesman dropped the puck. No argument.

No theater. Inside, though, something coiled tight behind his ribs.

“Fine,” he said. “But I decide what’s on record.”

Voss smiled like a man who knew he’d won. “Just don’t scare him off, Captain.”

Luca rose without another word, buttoning his suit jacket over the broad expanse of his chest. The scar along his jaw pulled as he clenched his teeth. He took the private elevator down to the players’ level, changed into street clothes, and drove his black Range Rover along the lakeshore in silence.

Toronto glittered around him—glass towers and red streetcars and the endless stretch of water—but his mind was already building the walls higher.

By the time he keyed into his penthouse on the twenty-eighth floor, the sun had dipped low enough to paint the condo in long slabs of amber. The space was exactly as he preferred it: clean lines, dark walnut floors, floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the CN Tower and the harbor like a living painting. No clutter.

No photographs. Just a wall of bookshelves heavy with Marcus Aurelius, Seneca, and dog-eared hockey strategy manuals. In the kitchen, knives hung in precise rows above a butcher block that had seen more team meals than most restaurants.

Cooking for the boys on the road wasn’t an indulgence; it was control. Salt, timing, heat—variables he could master when everything else in his life refused to stay mastered.

He set his keys in the obsidian dish by the door and rolled his shoulders, feeling the familiar pull of muscle built from years of checking bodies against glass. The journalist would be here in forty minutes. Finn Harlow.

Twenty-eight. Auburn hair. Sharp green eyes that had refused to drop during that presser earlier.

The kid hadn’t flinched when Luca shut him down. That alone made him dangerous.

Luca moved to the bedroom and changed into dark jeans and a charcoal Henley that stretched across his chest. Nothing that could be read as performative. He wasn’t trying to impress.

He was trying to survive this. In the mirror, the scar on his jaw stood out like a fault line. He traced it once with a callused thumb, remembering the crunch of Eriksson’s helmet, the silence that had followed in the penalty box when the trainer skated out with that grim expression.

Three years. Five years since he’d let anyone close enough to see the weight of it. Five years since he’d touched another man, tasted salt and want and the kind of surrender that could destroy everything he’d built.

He couldn’t afford fractures.

In the living room he arranged two leather armchairs facing each other across a low table. No couch. No intimacy.

He set out a bottle of sparkling water and two glasses, then reconsidered and replaced one with a tumbler he kept for post-game scotch. Let the journalist think what he wanted. Luca poured himself two fingers of Lagavulin now, neat, and let the peat smoke curl across his tongue.

The burn grounded him.

He ran through his rules again. Short answers. Redirect to hockey.

If pressed on the hit, say the league cleared it and leave it there. Family stayed buried in Woodbridge with his traditional Italian parents who still asked when he was going to settle down with a nice girl. The lake house in Muskoka—his only real sanctuary—would never be mentioned.

And under no circumstances would he speak about the philosophy that kept him sane between games, the way Seneca’s words on endurance sometimes felt like the only honest company he had left.

The doorbell chimed at exactly six. Luca set the glass down, squared his shoulders, and opened the door.

Finn Harlow stood in the hallway looking like he’d stepped out of a different Toronto than the one Luca inhabited. Lean athletic build wrapped in a navy button-down and dark jeans, messenger bag slung across one shoulder. Auburn hair slightly tousled from the lake wind.

Freckles dusted across his nose and cheeks like someone had flicked cinnamon across cream. Those green eyes met Luca’s without hesitation, sharp as freshly honed skates.

“Captain Moretti,” Finn said, voice carrying a dry edge that somehow sounded like both deference and challenge. “Thanks for making time. I know this wasn’t your first choice of evening activity.”

Luca stepped aside. “It wasn’t my choice at all. Come in.”

The journalist crossed the threshold and let out a low whistle that managed to sound appreciative rather than intrusive. “Jesus. You could land a plane in here. The view alone is worth the NHL salary.”

Luca closed the door, conscious of how the space suddenly felt smaller with another body in it. Finn smelled faintly of coffee and something crisp—maybe cedar. He gestured to the armchairs. “Sit.

Water?”

“Actually, I’ll take whatever you’re having,” Finn said, nodding toward the scotch glass on the table. “If that’s not breaking some journalistic vow of sobriety.”

Luca almost smiled. Almost. Instead he poured a second measure into the tumbler and handed it over.

Their fingers brushed. The contact was brief, impersonal. It still sent an unwelcome spark up Luca’s arm that he immediately locked down.

They sat. Finn pulled a small recorder from his bag, set it on the table between them, and leaned back like he belonged in Luca’s carefully controlled world. “Ground rules. You tell me if something’s off the record.

I won’t blindside you in print. But I’m not here to write another press release about your plus-minus. The city wants to know the man who wears the C.

So do I.”

Luca took a measured sip. “The man who wears the C is the same one who plays defense. Everything that matters happens between the dots.”

Finn’s mouth curved—half smirk, half something sharper. “See, that’s the kind of answer that makes me want to dig. You quoted Marcus Aurelius in a post-game scrum once. Two years ago.

After a shutout loss in Montreal. Most guys would’ve said ‘we just gotta execute better.’ You said, ‘Waste no more time arguing what a good man should be. Be one.’ Then you walked out.

Care to unpack that for the readers?”

Luca felt the first crack of pressure against his walls. The kid had done his homework. “Ancient philosophy sounds better in the original Latin. And it was a throwaway line.

Don’t make it into something it wasn’t.”

“Was it?” Finn’s green eyes held his, unblinking. Freckles shifted as he tilted his head. “Because from where I sit, you lead like a man who’s read every Stoic text twice. You cook for your team on road trips.

Not catering. Not takeout. You pack a portable spice kit and make osso buco in hotel kitchens at midnight.

That’s not standard captain behavior. That’s personal. That’s care.”

Luca’s fingers flexed around the tumbler. He could shut this down. Could stand up and tell the journalist the interview was over.

But something in Finn’s relentless focus—those eyes that seemed to catalog every micro-expression—kept him seated. The kid reminded him of a young defenseman he’d once mentored: fearless in the corners, willing to pay the price.

“It’s practical,” Luca said finally, giving an inch he immediately regretted. “Food is fuel. If I control the fuel, I control recovery. The boys eat better, they play better.

Simple.”

Finn leaned forward, elbows on his knees. The movement brought the scent of him closer. “And the fact that you read philosophy between periods? That you keep a first-edition copy of Meditations in your locker according to one very talkative equipment manager?

That’s about fuel too?”

Luca exhaled through his nose. The equipment manager would be getting a quiet word later. “It’s about focus. The ice is chaos.

Twenty thousand people screaming your name, every coach in the league trying to predict your next move. Seneca says we suffer more in imagination than in reality. I read it so I remember the difference between the hit I’m afraid of and the one that actually comes.”

The words left his mouth before he could cage them. Finn’s eyes widened fractionally—not triumph, exactly, but recognition. Like he’d just been handed a live wire and knew exactly how dangerous it was.

“The Eriksson hit,” Finn said softly. Not a question. A door cracked open.

Luca’s scar pulled tight. “Off the record.”

Finn didn’t hesitate. He reached over and clicked the recorder off. The sudden silence felt heavier than the noise had. “Off the record.”

Luca stared into the amber liquid in his glass. “I replay it every night for about three seconds before I sleep. Then I stop myself. Because replaying it doesn’t change the boards, doesn’t change the angle, doesn’t give Eriksson back his career.

I carry it. That’s the job. Leadership isn’t about being untouched by failure.

It’s about making sure no one else carries what you carry.”

Finn sat very still. The Toronto sunset painted gold across one side of his face, catching in the auburn strands above his ear. For the first time since he’d walked in, the sharp tongue had gone quiet.

When he spoke again, the wit was still there but tempered with something closer to respect.

“My mother cleaned these arenas for thirty years,” Finn said. “I did homework in the maintenance tunnels under the Meridian Centre while she scrubbed blood and sweat off the glass. I know what it looks like when someone carries the whole building on his back. You’re allowed to be more than the weight, Captain.”

Luca’s chest tightened in a way that had nothing to do with the scotch. He set the glass down with deliberate care. “We’re back on the record now.”

Finn clicked the recorder on again, but the look in his eyes said the off-record moment still lingered between them like smoke. They spoke for another forty minutes—safe ground mostly, season expectations, the new power-play schemes, how Luca prepared mentally for Montreal’s speed on Friday. But every so often Finn would slip in a scalpel question wrapped in that quick wit: “Does cooking calm you the way the ice used to before the hit?” or “What would Seneca say about a captain who refuses to let anyone see the man behind the C?”

Luca deflected where he could. Gave ground in the smallest increments. He mentioned the lake house in Muskoka once—only that it had good light for reading—and immediately regretted the personal detail when Finn’s freckled face lit with genuine interest.

By the time the recorder clicked off for good, Luca felt oddly winded, like he’d played three periods of overtime with no shift changes.

Finn packed his bag with efficient movements. “Thank you. That was…more than I expected. I’ll transcribe tonight and send you the first draft section for fact-checking in a few days.”

Luca walked him to the door. The journalist paused on the threshold, looking up at him—six foot three to six foot even, but somehow the height difference didn’t feel like an advantage. Those green eyes studied his face openly, tracing the scar along his jaw without pity.

Just curiosity. Just that relentless perception that made Luca want to both slam the door and ask him to stay.

“Captain,” Finn said, voice quieter now that the recorder was gone. “For what it’s worth, I’m not here to tear you down. I’m here because the city needs to see the version of you that reads philosophy and feeds his team at midnight. That version matters too.”

Luca didn’t answer. He simply held the door open until Finn stepped through. The hallway lights caught the auburn in his hair as he walked away, shoulders straight, messenger bag bumping against his hip with each step.

Luca closed the door and leaned his forehead against the cool metal for a long moment.

The penthouse felt larger again. Emptier.

He crossed to the kitchen, poured another two fingers of scotch, and carried it to the windows. The city sprawled beneath him—lights coming on across the harbor, the faint glow of the Meridian Centre’s iconic roof in the distance. He thought about Finn’s mother cleaning those corridors.

Thought about his own father in Woodbridge, still believing his son was the good Italian boy who would eventually bring home a wife. Thought about the five years since he’d allowed himself any kind of touch that wasn’t incidental on the ice.

And those eyes. Sharp green. Freckled.

Seeing.

Luca took a long swallow, the peat burning all the way down. He had built his walls season after season, game after game, hit after hit. Fourteen years in the league and no one had ever made them feel thin.

Until tonight. Until a quick-witted journalist with his mother’s cleaning cart in his past and questions that cut like perfectly timed checks had looked at him like he was more than the captain. More than the scar.

More than the guilt.

For the first time in fourteen seasons, Luca sensed his impenetrable wall developing its first hairline fracture. It terrified him. And somewhere beneath the terror, low and undeniable as a heartbeat against the boards, it felt like the beginning of something he wasn’t sure he was strong enough to stop.


Chapter 3

Cracks in the Armor

Finn Harlow slipped into the upper level of the Meridian Centre with his notebook tucked under one arm and a fresh coffee burning his palm through the paper cup. The arena smelled like cold rubber and anticipation, the ice below gleaming under banks of lights that hadn’t yet been dimmed for game day. Practice was already twenty minutes deep, the Wolves moving in tight, punishing drills that looked more like controlled warfare than rehearsal.

He told himself he was here for color, for the texture a profile needed beyond Luca’s clipped quotes from last night. The truth sat heavier in his gut: he wanted to watch the man without the buffer of microphones and leather armchairs.

He found a seat in the shadows of the press box overhang and let his gaze drop to the ice. Luca was unmistakable even from this height. Six-three of coiled power in practice sweats and a faded Wolves hoodie, dark hair curling damp at the nape of his neck.

He didn’t bark orders like some captains Finn had covered. He moved through the chaos like gravity itself, a quiet word here, a tap of his stick there. When a rookie winger kept missing the seam on a breakout, Luca skated into the middle of the drill without fanfare, stole the puck with a casual poke check, then demonstrated the angle again.

Shoulders squared. Voice low enough that Finn couldn’t hear the words, but the effect rippled outward. The entire line adjusted.

The rookie’s posture changed. It was leadership stripped of theatrics, and it made something in Finn’s chest tighten with unwelcome respect.

He tracked Luca for the better part of an hour, cataloging the way the captain absorbed contact without flinching, the scarred jaw set in concentration, the economical grace that came from fourteen seasons of reading the ice like it owed him answers. When the drill broke for water, Luca glided to the bench, removed his helmet, and ran a gloved hand through sweat-dark curls. His gaze lifted once toward the empty stands, scanning with that same efficient weight Finn had felt in the penthouse.

Their eyes didn’t meet this time—Finn was too high, too hidden—but the memory of last night’s interview crackled through him anyway. The way Luca’s fingers had brushed his when handing over scotch. The fraction of vulnerability when he’d spoken off-record about the Eriksson hit.

The scar along that jaw pulling tight every time Finn pushed.

Finn’s pen moved across the page without conscious direction. *Quiet authority. Not voice, but presence. Reads the room like he reads the blue line.* He paused, then added, *Philosophy book on the bench.

Dog-eared. Meditations?* Because there it was, half-hidden beneath a towel: a battered paperback with the corner of a page folded over like a bookmark. Marcus Aurelius, if Finn had to guess.

The sight of it humanized Luca in a way that felt dangerous. The captain of the Toronto Wolves, carrying the guilt of a ruined career and the expectations of an entire franchise, still dragged dog-eared Stoicism around like a security blanket.

Practice wound down with a final round of suicides that left even the veterans sucking wind. Finn made his way down through the restricted corridors, flashing his new all-access credential like it wasn’t a live grenade. The lower level buzzed with post-practice energy—equipment rattling, skates clacking on rubber mats, the low rumble of male voices echoing off concrete.

He hovered near the tunnel entrance, telling himself he was waiting for the next scheduled sit-down with Luca. Not hoping for another glimpse of that quiet dominance up close.

He got more than he bargained for.

Dante Ricci emerged first, the Wolves’ veteran goaltender and resident chaos agent, still in half his pads with his helmet tucked under one arm. At thirty-four, Ricci had a face like a fist that had lost a few fights and a mouth that never quit. His dark eyes landed on Finn immediately, narrowing with unmistakable amusement.

“Harlow,” he drawled, voice carrying that faint Quebec accent that turned everything into innuendo. “Didn’t expect to see you lurking down here so soon. Most scribes wait for the presser like good little boys.”

Finn offered a tight smile. “Background. Your captain’s a tough nut. Figured I’d watch him crack the whip in his natural habitat.”

Ricci’s grin widened, sharp and knowing. He stepped closer, smelling like sweat and wintergreen gum, and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial murmur. “Crack the whip, huh? That what we’re calling it now?” He glanced over his shoulder toward the locker room where Luca’s broad back was visible through the doorway, stripping off his practice jersey with efficient movements that revealed the heavy musculature of his shoulders and back. “Look, I saw the tape from yesterday’s presser.

You went right for the throat. Most guys fold when Moretti gives them the stare. You didn’t.

Ballsy. Stupid, maybe, but ballsy.”

Finn’s neck heated. “Just doing my job.”

“Yeah? Well, job’s got teeth, kid. I’ve known Luca since he was a rookie with more scars than sense.

He’s not what you think. Under all that granite, there’s a guy who reads dead Romans and worries about everyone else’s nutrition like it’s his personal religion.” Ricci’s expression shifted, the humor sliding into something almost protective. “But he’s also carrying shit that would sink most of us. You poke too hard, you might break something that doesn’t heal pretty.

And if you break him…” He let the threat hang, then softened it with a crooked smile. “Let’s just say I’ve got a hundred bucks riding on how long it takes before one of you flinches. My money’s on the pretty journalist with the freckles.”

Finn opened his mouth to retort—something sharp about not being pretty and not flinching—but Ricci was already clapping him on the shoulder hard enough to sting and sauntering off with a backward wink. “Just saying, Harlow. Cracks in the armor go both ways. Watch your step.”

The exchange left Finn unsettled, pulse kicking like he’d taken a hit himself. He didn’t have time to dwell. A media coordinator waved him forward, and suddenly he was inside the inner sanctum, trailing Luca toward a quiet alcove off the main locker room.

The captain had showered and changed into dark jeans and a simple black thermal that stretched across his chest like it had been tailored by someone with cruel intentions. His hair was still damp, curling at the collar, and the scar on his jaw stood out against freshly shaved skin. He gestured Finn to a bench opposite him, the philosophy book now resting between them like an unspoken challenge.

“Wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow,” Luca said, voice low enough that it vibrated in Finn’s ribs. Those intense brown eyes met his without evasion.

“Change of plans. Nadia wants depth. I figured watching you run practice might loosen a few threads.” Finn clicked on his recorder, then hesitated. “That book.

You leave it on the bench on purpose or was that an invitation?”

Luca’s mouth twitched—the closest thing to a smile Finn had seen. He picked up the paperback, thumb brushing the worn spine. “Neither. Just habit.

Helps me reset between drills.” He set it down again, but not before Finn caught the title: *Meditations*. Of course.

The conversation started carefully. Finn asked about systems, about the power play tweaks that had the analytics nerds buzzing. Luca answered in that measured way, giving just enough to satisfy without revealing.

But somewhere around the twenty-minute mark, the script cracked. Finn mentioned the upcoming Chicago rematch—Eriksson’s old team—and watched Luca’s shoulders tighten.

Instead of shutting down, Luca surprised him.

“After games like that,” Luca said slowly, “I cook. Not just road trips. Every Sunday I have half the team over to my place or we rotate.

Nothing fancy. Osso buco, risotto, whatever keeps the blood sugar steady and gives them something that isn’t arena slop. They rag on me for it—call me Nonna Moretti—but they show up.

Every time.”

Finn’s pen stilled. This was gold. Not the guarded captain, but a man who fed people as an act of quiet care.

He could see it so clearly: Luca in that sleek penthouse kitchen, broad shoulders moving with the same precision he used on the ice, knives flashing, the scent of garlic and braising meat filling the space while million-dollar athletes sprawled across his furniture like overgrown kids. It humanized him so thoroughly that Finn felt the shift like a physical blow.

“Why?” Finn asked, voice quieter than he intended. “Most captains buy the beer and call it team bonding. You cook. That’s…intimate.”

Luca’s dark eyes held his for a long beat. The locker room noise faded around them—distant laughter, the clang of lockers, Ricci’s voice barking something obscene in the background. “Because control matters,” Luca said finally. “After the hit, after watching what one bad angle can do to a man’s life… I control what I can. Salt.

Heat. Timing. Makes the chaos feel manageable.

And they’re my guys. You take care of what’s yours.”

The words landed somewhere deep in Finn’s sternum, cracking open the careful clinical distance he’d promised himself. He saw the wound in Luca then—not just guilt, but a bone-deep loyalty that made the captain’s silence feel less like arrogance and more like armor forged in fire. Finn’s own history flickered behind his eyes: nights doing algebra on the floor of the maintenance tunnels while his mother mopped blood off the boards.

The way she’d warned him that men like Luca would make him want to believe. He was believing a little too hard right now.

They wrapped the interview shortly after. Luca stood, all six-three of him unfolding with that contained power, and offered a handshake that lingered half a second too long. Finn felt the calluses, the heat, the subtle strength, and yanked his hand back like it burned.

“Tomorrow, then,” Luca said. “Try not to ambush me with more philosophy.”

Finn managed a weak smirk. “No promises, Captain.”

He left the arena in a daze, the Toronto evening wrapping around him like a damp cloak. Streetcars rattled past on Queen Street, neon signs bleeding into puddles, but all he could think about was Luca’s voice saying *you take care of what’s yours*. By the time he made it back to his cramped apartment in the Junction—exposed brick and secondhand furniture that screamed *journalist salary*—the notes were already burning a hole in his messenger bag.

He poured a beer and sat at his desk, laptop open, recorder plugged in. The words should have come easy. He transcribed the quotes, layered in the observations from practice, sketched the shape of a man who led without raising his voice and seasoned team meals like a form of penance.

But clinical detachment kept slipping. Instead of writing *Moretti demonstrates leadership through practical care*, he typed *The way he says it makes you want to be one of the ones he takes care of*. He deleted it.

Typed it again. Deleted it harder.

The apartment felt too small, the walls too close. Finn’s mind kept drifting to the freckles of sweat on Luca’s brow during practice, the dog-eared book, the scar that pulled when he spoke about guilt. To the brush of fingers over scotch glasses.

To Dante Ricci’s cryptic warning about cracks going both ways.

At eleven-thirty he gave up and called his mother.

Bryn answered on the second ring, voice thick with the exhaustion of a night shift just ended. “Finn? Everything okay, baby?”

He leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling cracks that looked a little too much like the fractures forming in his resolve. “Just…working on the profile. Moretti. Had another sit-down today.

He talked about cooking for the team. Sunday dinners. Made him sound almost normal.”

She hummed, the sound of her lighting a cigarette crackling over the line. He could picture her in their old Woodbridge-adjacent apartment, feet up, auburn hair escaping its ponytail. “Normal’s dangerous for you, Finn. You start seeing the man instead of the story and suddenly you’re not objective anymore.

I raised you in those tunnels, remember? We don’t get to sit at their table. We clean it after they leave.”

“I know.” His voice came out rougher than he wanted. “But he’s not what I expected, Mom. There’s this weight he carries. The Eriksson thing still eats at him.

And the way he leads—it’s not ego. It’s like he’s protecting them from the same shit that broke him. Makes it hard to keep the walls up.”

A long pause. Then Bryn exhaled smoke. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You’ve got my mouth and too much heart.

This assignment’s already under your skin. I hear it. Just don’t let it compromise you, baby.

You worked too hard to get out of those maintenance corridors. Don’t crawl back in because a handsome captain cooked you a metaphor.”

Finn laughed despite himself, the sound hollow. They talked a few minutes longer—about her latest shift, about the new rink rat she was training—before he hung up with promises to come for dinner soon. The call helped, but only marginally.

When he returned to his notes, the hook stared back at him from the page: *The more real Luca becomes, the more Finn's professional boundaries feel like chains rather than protection.*

He didn’t write it as a note. He wrote it as truth. Because sitting there at midnight, beer warm in his hand and Luca’s low voice still echoing in his ears, Finn felt the first real tug of those chains.

The profile was supposed to be a siege. Instead it was starting to feel like surrender. And the terrifying part was how badly he wanted to keep pushing.

To see what else lay behind the armor. To discover whether the man who quoted Marcus Aurelius and fed his broken teammates osso buco at midnight might ever look at a sharp-tongued journalist from the wrong side of the arena and decide he was worth taking care of too.

The thought should have sent him running for the safety of clinical distance. Instead Finn closed his laptop, heart hammering with a mix of dread and something hotter, sharper, undeniable. The more real Luca became, the more those professional boundaries felt like chains rather than protection.

And Finn had never been any good at staying locked down.


Chapter 4

Road Game

The chartered jet hummed steadily through the thin air somewhere over the Ottawa River, its cabin lights dimmed for the mid-morning flight. Luca kept his seat reclined, earbuds in but no music playing, the better to monitor the low chaos of twenty-three professional athletes pretending they weren’t all half-asleep. His own body ached from yesterday’s optional skate, the familiar grind in his left shoulder a reminder that thirty-two wasn’t twenty-two anymore.

Across the narrow aisle, Finn Harlow had folded himself into the window seat like he belonged there, laptop open, auburn hair catching what little sunlight slanted through the plexiglass. The journalist’s sharp green eyes flicked over the screen, brow furrowed in concentration, freckles standing out against skin still pale from too many hours under Toronto newsroom fluorescents.

Luca told himself he wasn’t watching. He’d repeated the same lie since the penthouse interview two nights ago, since that off-record moment when Finn’s voice had gone quiet and real and far too understanding. Five years of keeping every hunger locked down, and one relentless reporter with a messenger bag and a mouth that never quit had started prying at the hinges.

Proximity on a road trip was only going to make it worse. The league had insisted Finn travel embedded with the team for the full profile—plane, hotel, practices, everything. Unavoidable.

Luca’s fingers tightened around his bottle of water until the plastic creaked.

Dante dropped into the seat ahead of him, twisting around with that shit-eating grin that usually preceded trouble. “Captain’s looking tense. Want me to switch seats with the pretty scribe? Give you some breathing room?”

“Fuck off, Ricci,” Luca said, voice low enough not to carry. The words lacked heat. Dante had been chirping him about Finn since the first presser, half protective, half genuinely entertained by the crack he claimed to see forming in Luca’s legendary armor.

Across the aisle, Finn’s lips twitched like he’d heard every word. He didn’t look up from his laptop, but his retort came anyway, sharp as a fresh blade. “Careful, Captain. Your goalie’s about to start a pool on how many words I can get out of you before we land.

Current odds favor me at under fifty.”

Luca’s gaze slid over despite himself. The freckles across Finn’s nose had multiplied in the brighter cabin light, a scatter of cinnamon dust that disappeared into the faint flush riding his cheekbones. The lean line of his throat worked as he swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing above the open collar of a simple gray henley.

Luca’s cock gave a sluggish twitch in his sweats, the first stirrings of interest he’d allowed himself in half a decade. He crushed it down immediately. Not here.

Not him. Not ever.

“Save the color commentary for your article, Harlow,” Luca said. The words came out rougher than intended. Finn finally glanced over, green eyes meeting his with that same unflinching curiosity that had haunted Luca’s kitchen for two sleepless nights.

The air between their seats thickened, charged with something neither of them named. Finn’s mouth curved—half smirk, half challenge—and Luca felt it like a hook behind his ribs.

The rest of the flight passed in uneasy fragments. Luca reviewed game tape on his tablet, Montreal’s speed on the rush, their aggressive forecheck. Every few minutes his attention drifted sideways.

Finn typing. Finn stretching long legs into the aisle and flexing athletic calves honed from whatever kept a journalist in fighting shape. Finn accepting a coffee from the flight attendant with a quiet thanks that revealed the hidden warmth beneath all that sharp tongue.

By the time they touched down at Trudeau, Luca’s jaw ached from how tightly he’d been clenching it.

Montreal greeted them with the usual damp October chill, wind off the Saint Lawrence cutting through Luca’s suit jacket as the team bus pulled up to the hotel in the old port district. The Meridian Centre’s visiting counterpart loomed a few blocks away, but first came practice, then the inevitable media gauntlet. Finn stuck close, credential hanging from his neck, messenger bag bumping against his hip.

Luca felt the man’s presence like a live wire at his back every time they moved through the hotel lobby. When their rooms turned out to be on the same floor—Finn’s conveniently three doors down from Luca’s suite—the universe seemed to be laughing at him.

Practice was brutal. Montreal’s ice was fast, the visiting dressing room smaller than Luca liked, the air thick with the smell of sweat and wintergreen. He ran the defensemen through zone coverage until his quads burned, corrected angles with quiet words and demonstrations, all while knowing Finn watched from the stands with those green eyes that missed nothing.

Every time Luca peeled off his helmet, he could feel the journalist cataloging the scar along his jaw, the sweat-dark curls at his collar, the breadth of his shoulders under damp practice gear. The knowledge settled low in Luca’s gut, warm and unwelcome.

After showers, most of the team scattered—some for naps, some for video review, a few for illicit poutine runs despite Luca’s nutrition rules. He found himself in the hotel bar instead, a dim, wood-paneled space on the mezzanine level with leather booths and a view of the river. He’d claimed a corner table with a scotch neat, telling himself he was simply avoiding his empty suite.

The lie lasted until Finn walked in twenty minutes later, changed into dark jeans that hugged his lean thighs and a navy button-down that made the freckles on his nose look like scattered stars.

The journalist hesitated only a moment before sliding into the opposite side of the booth. “Mind if I join the brooding captain? Or is this table reserved for Stoic contemplation?”

Luca’s mouth twitched before he could stop it. “You’re embedded, Harlow. Means you don’t get to hide either.” He signaled the bartender for another scotch. When it arrived, Finn took it with a nod, their fingers brushing again like they had in the penthouse.

The spark this time traveled straight to Luca’s dick, thickening it against the zipper of his jeans. Five years. Five fucking years of nothing but his own hand and disciplined denial, and this man was undoing him with a simple touch and a sharp retort.

They drank in silence for a few minutes, the bar’s low jazz filling the space between them. Then Finn set his glass down and leaned forward, elbows on the scarred wood. “That hit on Eriksson. You ever forgive yourself for it?”

The question landed like a body check Luca hadn’t seen coming. He stared into the amber liquid, watching light fracture across its surface. In the dim glow, Finn’s freckles seemed more pronounced, dustings across his cheeks that Luca suddenly wanted to trace with his thumb.

With his tongue. The thought arrived fully formed and filthy, and Luca’s cock jerked hard enough that he had to shift in the booth.

“Forgiveness isn’t the right word,” he said finally, voice low. “You don’t forgive physics. I hit him clean. The league said so.

But clean doesn’t mean consequence-free. He lost his career. I carry that.

Every night.”

Finn’s green eyes didn’t waver. “And the philosophy? The cooking? That’s penance?”

“Control,” Luca corrected. The word came out rough. He noticed the way Finn’s lips parted slightly at the tone, the quick dart of his tongue wetting the bottom one.

Sharp tongue. Sharp mind. Luca wanted both wrapped around his dick.

The realization hit him like a slap shot to the chest—raw, undeniable, dangerous. His attraction had been dormant so long he’d forgotten the weight of it, the way it could flood every vein and leave him hard and aching in a public bar.

Finn tilted his head, auburn strands falling across his forehead. “My mother cleaned arenas for thirty years. I watched her scrub blood off the boards after games like the one that ended Eriksson’s run. She always said the quiet ones who carry everything are the most likely to break something that can’t be fixed.

Including themselves.”

The personal detail cracked something open in Luca’s chest. He saw Finn then—not just the relentless journalist, but the kid who’d done homework in maintenance tunnels, who’d built his career on never letting anyone see him sweat. The same fear lived in those green eyes now: getting too close would compromise the objectivity Finn had bled for.

Luca understood that fear. He lived it every day, hiding who he wanted, who he was, from a traditional family that still expected Sunday dinners with a nice Italian girl on his arm.

“You’re not objective anymore,” Luca said quietly. It wasn’t an accusation. Just truth.

Finn’s sharp laugh held no humor. “No. I’m not. And that terrifies me more than your stonewalling ever did.” He drained his scotch, the motion exposing the long line of his throat again.

Luca tracked the swallow, imagined pressing his mouth there, sucking until a bruise bloomed under all those freckles. His cock was fully hard now, thick and leaking against his thigh, trapped uncomfortably in his jeans. He wanted to fist a hand in that auburn hair and guide Finn’s clever mouth down until those sharp retorts were muffled around his shaft.

Instead he signaled for another round. The conversation shifted, grew heavier. They spoke of mistakes—Luca’s hit, Finn’s early pieces that had burned sources and cost him access.

Of forgiveness as something earned, not granted. Of the weight of expectations: Luca’s family in Woodbridge still believing the lie of his straight life, Finn’s mother warning him that men like Luca would make him want to belong to a world that would never fully accept him. The bar emptied around them.

The lights over the river turned the water to black glass. Every time Finn leaned in to make a point, Luca cataloged another detail: the faint shadow of stubble along that sharp jaw, the way his lean athletic frame filled the booth with restless energy, the intelligence and heat simmering behind every word.

By the time they rose to leave, Luca’s control hung by a thread. His dick throbbed with every heartbeat, heavy and insistent. Finn’s cheeks were flushed from the scotch and the conversation, freckles standing out like invitations.

They rode the elevator up together in charged silence, shoulders brushing once when the car swayed. The contact burned.

At their floor, Finn paused outside his door. “Good talk, Captain. Didn’t expect you to let me past the blue line tonight.”

Luca’s voice came out gravel-rough. “Don’t push too hard, Harlow. Some walls exist for a reason.”

Finn’s green eyes flicked down Luca’s body once, quick and assessing, like he could see the rigid outline of Luca’s erection through his jeans. The corner of that clever mouth lifted. “Noted. Sleep well.”

He disappeared into his room. Luca stood in the hallway for a full thirty seconds, fists clenched at his sides, fighting the nearly overwhelming urge to follow. To knock.

To push Finn up against the inside of that door and finally taste the sharp tongue that had been driving him crazy for days. To drop to his knees and worship every freckle until Finn forgot objectivity and Luca forgot guilt.

He made it to his own suite instead. The door clicked shut behind him like a prison gate. The room was generic luxury—king bed, river view, impersonal art on the walls—but it felt suffocating.

Luca stripped off his button-down and jeans, freeing his cock at last. It sprang up thick and flushed, veins standing out, the head already slick with precome. He wrapped a callused hand around the shaft and stroked once, hard, breath hissing through his teeth.

“Fuck,” he growled. The image of Finn’s mouth flooded his mind—those lips stretched wide, green eyes watering as Luca fed him every inch. He pumped faster, thumbing the sensitive head on each upstroke, the wet sound obscene in the quiet room.

His free hand braced against the window, Montreal’s lights blurring as pleasure coiled tight at the base of his spine. He thought of Finn’s freckled cheeks hollowing, of that lean athletic body on its knees, of sharp retorts replaced by desperate moans.

The orgasm hit him like a check into the boards—brutal, sudden, shattering. He came with a choked groan, painting the glass in thick ropes, knees nearly buckling. Even after, the release left him hollow.

His cock softened but the hunger didn’t fade. It only sharpened.

Luca cleaned up mechanically, then paced the suite in nothing but boxer briefs, the fabric already growing tight again as his body remembered the man just down the hall. Three doors. Thirty feet.

He could be there in ten seconds. Could have Finn naked and spread open in two minutes, could bury himself in tight heat and finally feel something after five years of nothing but ice and guilt and Marcus fucking Aurelius.

He stopped at the door, palm flat against the wood, forehead bowed. His breath fogged the peephole. Every rule he’d lived by for fourteen seasons—hide, protect, endure—felt paper-thin here in this foreign city.

Finn wasn’t just a journalist anymore. He was a fracture line spreading through everything Luca had built to survive his own wounds. The guilt over Eriksson.

The family that could never know. The sexuality he’d buried so deep it had almost died.

Luca’s hand hovered over the doorknob.

In a foreign city, the rules that had governed Luca's life for fourteen years were suddenly harder to remember.


Chapter 5

Hotel Key

The hotel lobby smelled of wet wool and overbrewed coffee, the kind of generic corporate scent that clung to every road trip stop from Toronto to Chicago. Finn stood at the marble counter with his messenger bag cutting into his shoulder, watching the clerk’s fingers fly across the keyboard like the man was personally offended by the error glaring back at him from the screen. Outside, the storm had turned Montreal into a gray smear of rain and wind, the Saint Lawrence River whipped into whitecaps that slammed against the old port district.

Flights were delayed, practices rescheduled, and now this.

“I’m very sorry, Mr. Harlow,” the clerk said for the third time, his French accent thickening with discomfort. “The booking system glitched. Your room was released to another guest when the system thought you’d canceled.

With the weather, every hotel within six blocks is at capacity. But Captain Moretti’s suite has a separate sitting area with a pull-out. It’s quite large.

We can have a cot brought up if needed.”

Finn’s stomach dropped like he’d taken a slap shot to the solar plexus. Luca’s suite. Of course it was Luca’s suite.

Three doors down had already felt like playing with fire after last night’s bar conversation—the way Luca’s voice had gone low and rough when he talked about control, the way Finn’s cock had thickened in his jeans just from the captain’s proximity and the scotch warming his blood. Now they wanted to put him in the man’s actual space? For an entire storm-delayed night?

He could say no. He could camp in the media room or bribe a bellhop. But the clerk was already sliding a keycard across the counter beside Luca’s, and Finn’s journalistic instincts—the same ones that had gotten him this far from his mother’s cleaning cart—knew refusing would look like weakness.

Or worse, like he was afraid.

“Fine,” Finn said, voice clipped. “But bill the paper for any inconvenience. And if I wake up to find myself profiled in the team group chat, I’m writing a column about hotel security failures.”

The clerk’s smile was tight. “Understood.”

Finn took the stairs instead of the elevator, needing the burn in his legs to ground him. Six floors up, the corridor stretched quiet except for the muted roar of rain against the windows. Luca’s door was ajar, a slice of warm light spilling out.

Finn paused outside, heart hammering against his ribs. He was twenty-eight, not some rookie with stars in his eyes. He’d survived worse than one night in a luxury suite with a man whose dark eyes had started following him into dreams.

Still, his mother’s voice echoed from last week’s phone call, sharp as arena ice: *People like us don’t sit at their table, Finn. We clean it after.*

He knocked once and pushed the door open.

Luca stood at the suite’s kitchenette counter, broad back to the door, dark Henley stretched across shoulders that looked even more imposing in the low light. The space was ridiculous—river-view windows now streaked with rain, a living area big enough for half the defensive corps, and a separate alcove with a sofa that had already been made up with hotel linens. Luca didn’t turn immediately.

He was chopping something with precise, economical strokes, the knife flashing like it belonged in his hands more than a stick did. The scent of garlic and herbs hit Finn like a memory he didn’t own—rich, grounding, nothing like arena concessions.

“Booking error,” Finn said without preamble, dropping his bag on the nearest chair. “My room’s gone. They offered me your couch. I can find somewhere else if—”

“No.” Luca’s voice was low, that same measured tone that commanded locker rooms without raising an octave. He finally turned, dark brown eyes locking on Finn’s with the weight of a body check. The scar along his jaw caught the light, pulling slightly as he set the knife down. “Storm’s getting worse.

You’re not wandering the city. Eat first. Then we’ll figure out sleeping arrangements.”

Finn wanted to argue. The quick-witted retort was already on his tongue—something about not needing a babysitter or how the captain’s famous osso buco wasn’t going to make this less awkward. But Luca looked... tired.

Not the post-practice kind. The kind that came from three years of guilt waking him at night, the kind Finn had glimpsed in the penthouse when the recorder was off. Instead, Finn shrugged out of his damp jacket and rolled up his sleeves.

“Smells better than the jet fuel they tried to pass off as dinner. What are you making?”

“Simple. Pasta. Pancetta, peas, pecorino.

Nothing fancy.” Luca’s mouth twitched—that microscopic movement Finn had learned was his version of a smile. “Team nutritionist would have a stroke if he saw the butter I’m using, but road trips require adjustments.”

Finn moved closer despite himself, perching on one of the bar stools at the counter. The kitchenette was small enough that their elbows nearly brushed. Luca’s presence filled the space: six-three of quiet power, dark hair curling at his collar from the humidity, the faint scent of his post-practice shower still clinging to his skin—cedar and something sharper, like winter air off the ice.

Finn’s gaze dropped to the corded muscles of Luca’s forearms as he stirred the pan, veins standing out beneath tanned skin. Heat licked low in Finn’s belly, uninvited and unwelcome. He was here for the profile.

Not to catalog the way Luca’s Henley clung to the heavy slabs of his chest or the way his scarred jaw flexed when he tasted the sauce.

They ate at the low table by the windows, plates balanced on knees because neither seemed willing to move to the more intimate couch. Rain lashed the glass in sheets, thunder rumbling like distant checks against the boards. The pasta was perfect—silky, salty, the kind of meal that made Finn’s shoulders drop for the first time since the lobby.

Luca ate with the same focused economy he brought to the ice, but his eyes kept flicking to Finn’s face, tracing the freckles across his nose like he was reading defensive gaps.

The silence stretched, tense but not uncomfortable. Finn chased a pea across his plate, then set his fork down. “You didn’t have to do this. Cook, I mean.

Most guys would’ve ordered room service and called it a night.”

Luca’s dark eyes met his, intense enough that Finn felt it behind his sternum. “Most guys aren’t carrying what I carry.” He paused, thumb brushing the rim of his water glass. The storm flickered the lights once, casting shadows across the scar on his jaw. “Three years ago, that hit... it still wakes me up. Not every night.

But enough. I’ll be dead asleep and suddenly I’m back in Chicago, hearing the crack of Eriksson’s helmet on the boards. The silence after.

The way the trainer’s face went white. I replay the angle, the speed, what I could’ve done different. Then I get up and cook.

Or read. Anything to remind myself the world’s still turning.”

Finn’s breath caught. This was it—the crack in the armor he’d been chasing since Nadia dropped the assignment on his desk. Not for the article, though.

Not right now. The raw honesty in Luca’s low voice stripped away the captain, left the man: thirty-two, broad-shouldered and guarded, carrying guilt like it was part of his equipment. Finn leaned forward without thinking, green eyes locked on those dark ones. “You were cleared.

League said it was clean.”

“Clean doesn’t erase the fact that a man lost his career on my watch.” Luca’s fingers tightened around his glass. “I read Seneca after those nights. ‘We suffer more often in imagination than in reality.’ Helps for about ten minutes. Then the guilt’s back, telling me I should’ve been better. Faster.

Smarter. That’s what the C means. Not the interviews or the photo ops.

Making sure no one else pays for my mistakes.”

The words landed heavy between them, heavier than the thunder outside. Finn felt his own walls shift, the ones built from years of watching his mother scrub other people’s blood and sweat while he did homework in maintenance tunnels. *Don’t get close*, her voice whispered now, echoing from every late-night call. *Their world chews you up and spits you out in the corridors.* But Luca wasn’t the impenetrable fortress anymore. He was a man whose quiet dominance hid fractures, whose loyalty to his team ran so deep he’d buried his own desires for five years to protect it.

Finn reached for the water pitcher at the same moment Luca did. Their hands collided mid-air, fingers brushing—Luca’s callused and warm against Finn’s, the contact electric enough to send a jolt straight down Finn’s spine. For a heartbeat, neither pulled away.

Finn felt the roughness of Luca’s palm, imagined it sliding up his thigh, gripping his hip, fisting in his hair. His cock twitched hard in his jeans, thickening against the seam as heat flooded his groin. Luca’s eyes darkened, pupils blowing wide, and Finn saw the same hunger there—the captain’s broad chest rising sharper, the subtle shift of those powerful thighs like he was fighting the same surge.

Then they both jerked back. The pitcher wobbled but didn’t spill. Finn’s pulse thundered in his ears, louder than the storm.

Luca’s scar pulled tight as his jaw clenched, and he looked away first, staring out at the rain-lashed river like it held answers.

“Fuck,” Finn muttered under his breath, the word raw. His freckled cheeks burned. He was hard now, cock straining uncomfortably against his zipper, the ache deep and insistent.

Five minutes of real conversation and he was ready to climb the man like the arena glass. This was exactly what his mother had warned him about. Getting close compromised everything—his objectivity, his hard-won distance, the rules that kept him from wanting things he couldn’t have.

Luca cleared his throat, voice gravel-rough. “The sofa’s yours. I’ll take the bedroom. Storm should clear by morning.

Game’s still on.”

Finn nodded, not trusting himself to speak. They cleaned up in silence, shoulders brushing once in the narrow kitchenette—another spark that made Finn’s balls draw up tight, his mind flashing filthy images: Luca’s big hands pinning him to the counter, that scarred mouth on his neck, thick cock sliding deep while thunder rolled overhead. He shoved the thoughts down, but they lingered like bruises.

Later, after Luca had disappeared into the bedroom with one last weighted glance, Finn stripped to his boxer briefs and stretched out on the pull-out. The sheets were cool against his overheated skin, but sleep refused to come. Adrenaline coursed through him, mixing with the forbidden want that had his cock half-hard again just from the memory of their fingers touching.

He stared at the ceiling, tracing water stains in the dim light from the city outside. His mother’s voice wouldn’t shut up. *You be careful, Finn. That world chews people up.

The quiet ones who carry everything—they make you want to believe in them. And people like us don’t belong.*

She was right. Luca Moretti was a story, not a salvation. Getting personal meant losing the sharp edges that made Finn good at his job.

It meant risking the objectivity he’d built from those maintenance corridor nights, the relentless drive that had pulled him out of that life and into the press box. But lying here, cock throbbing with unresolved need, the scent of Luca’s cooking still faint in the air, Finn felt the pull anyway. The captain’s vulnerability tonight had done more than crack walls—it had reached inside Finn’s chest and rearranged something fundamental.

He rolled onto his side, trying to ignore the ache between his legs. The sofa creaked under him, a poor substitute for what his body really wanted: Luca’s king bed, Luca’s body pressed heavy and dominant on top of him, those intense eyes holding his while Luca worked him open with those skilled fingers. Finn bit back a groan, hand fisting the sheet instead of wrapping around his cock.

He wouldn’t. Not here. Not with the man who could ruin him just three steps away.

Thunder cracked outside, rattling the windows. One more night of this proximity—maybe two if the storm lingered—and Finn knew the line he’d sworn never to cross was already blurring beyond recognition. The journalist and the captain.

The kid from the tunnels and the man who carried the weight of the entire franchise. Objectivity was slipping through his fingers like rain down glass, and the terrifying part was how little he wanted to grab it back.

His mother’s warning looped again, but quieter now, drowned out by the memory of Luca’s low confession. *It still wakes me at night.* Finn closed his eyes, but the darkness only brought Luca’s face closer—the scarred jaw, the dark curls, the rare flicker of warmth beneath all that granite. Want coiled tighter in his gut, raw and real, making his cock leak against his thigh. He shifted again, breath shallow, fighting the urge to stroke himself to the thought of Luca’s hands.

The profile was supposed to be a siege. Instead it felt like surrender creeping in on silent skates. And with the storm raging outside and the captain’s quiet dominance just beyond the bedroom door, Finn wasn’t sure he had the strength to keep his defenses up for another round.

One more night like this, and the line wouldn’t just blur—it would vanish completely. He could already feel himself stepping over it, heart hammering with a mix of fear and heat that had nothing to do with the assignment and everything to do with the man who’d just fed him pasta and handed him a piece of his guarded soul.

Finn exhaled slowly, freckled fingers pressing against his own sternum like he could physically hold himself together. The pull-out sofa felt too small, the suite too intimate, the storm too perfectly timed. Tomorrow they’d have practice, the game, the usual barriers of locker rooms and press credentials.

But tonight, with Luca’s scent lingering on the air and the echo of his confession in Finn’s ears, the distance between journalist and subject had shrunk to nothing but a hotel key and a shared meal.

And Finn, for all his sharp tongue and quick wit, had no idea how to stop the inevitable check that was coming. His cock throbbed again, insistent, and he turned his face into the pillow to muffle the quiet curse that escaped him. Sleep stayed far away, replaced by adrenaline and the kind of forbidden want that could cost him everything he’d built.

His mother’s voice faded to a whisper, but it didn’t disappear. It never did. *Don’t let him get under your skin.*

Too late, Finn thought. Way too fucking late.

The rain kept falling, relentless as the tension coiling in his chest. Luca’s bedroom door remained closed, but Finn could feel him there—awake, perhaps, carrying his own guilt and whatever spark had jumped between their hands. The near-touch replayed in Finn’s mind: the heat of Luca’s skin, the strength in those fingers, the way both of them had frozen like they’d been hit with the same current.

If they’d lingered even two seconds longer, Finn wasn’t sure he could have pulled back. His body still hummed with it, cock heavy and untouched, balls aching with the need to be touched by someone who understood the weight of carrying secrets.

He didn’t know how long he lay there, mind spinning between professional terror and raw physical hunger. The profile draft in his laptop bag would have to wait. Right now, all Finn could do was breathe through the storm inside him, matching the one battering Montreal’s windows.

One more night of this proximity, and the careful walls he’d constructed around his heart—the ones that kept him objective, kept him safe, kept him from wanting a man whose world would never fully accept someone like him—were crumbling faster than he could rebuild them.

The hook of the story had shifted somewhere between the pasta and the almost-touch. It wasn’t about Luca’s guilt anymore, or the captaincy, or even the Eriksson hit. It was about the quiet moment when their hands had hovered, wanting, and the way Finn’s entire body had answered yes before his mind could scream no.

He closed his eyes tighter, willing sleep to come. It didn’t. The line was blurring, had been blurring since that first press conference stare-down, and Finn knew with sinking, heated certainty that crossing it might break him in ways no headline ever could.

But lying there in Luca’s suite, cock hard and heart exposed, part of him—the hidden warm part beneath the sharp tongue—wondered if being broken by Luca Moretti might be the most honest thing he’d ever done.

The storm raged on, and so did Finn’s want, unyielding as the man sleeping just beyond the door.


Chapter 6

Blue Line

Luca Moretti stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of his penthouse, the Toronto skyline glittering like scattered puck lights against the October night. The Meridian Centre’s curved roof glowed in the distance, a reminder of the game they’d won in regulation three hours earlier. He should have been reviewing tape or sleeping off the bruise forming along his ribs from that last shift in the third.

Instead, he was staring at his phone, thumb hovering over the message he’d already typed twice and deleted once.

Come by tonight. Final interview. Penthouse. 8:30.

We end this.

He sent it before he could talk himself out of it again. The words felt like a lie even as they left his screen. Ending it.

As if the last two weeks hadn’t already carved grooves under his skin that no amount of ice or Seneca could smooth over. Montreal had been a fracture point—the storm, the shared suite, the way Finn’s fingers had brushed his over a water pitcher and sent lightning straight to Luca’s cock. He’d jerked off twice that night after Finn finally fell asleep on the pull-out, biting his own wrist to stay silent while he imagined those sharp green eyes looking up at him, freckled mouth stretched around his shaft.

Five years of denial, and one relentless journalist had undone it all in a matter of days.

The buzzer sounded at 8:27. Of course Finn was early. Luca crossed to the door, bare feet silent on the dark walnut floors.

He’d changed into gray sweats and a black long-sleeve thermal that clung to his chest and shoulders, the fabric worn soft from years of travel. Nothing calculated. Nothing that could be misread as invitation.

Yet when he opened the door, the sight of Finn hit him like a clean check anyway.

Six feet of lean athletic tension stood in the hall, auburn hair slightly wind-tossed from the walk up from the lobby, sharp green eyes meeting Luca’s without hesitation. Freckles dusted his nose and cheeks, standing out against skin flushed from the chill. He wore dark jeans that hugged his thighs and a navy button-down open at the collar, messenger bag slung across one shoulder like armor.

The scent of him—coffee, cedar, and that faint trace of arena ice that seemed to live in his pores—flooded Luca’s space.

“Captain,” Finn said, voice carrying that dry edge that always sounded like both deference and a dare. “You summoned me for the kill shot. Should I be flattered or terrified?”

Luca stepped aside, jaw tight. “It’s an interview, Harlow. Not an execution.” The door closed behind Finn with a soft click that felt louder than it should. The penthouse suddenly felt smaller, the air thicker.

Luca gestured toward the two leather armchairs arranged across from each other near the bookshelves. He’d added a low table with a bottle of Lagavulin and two tumblers. No scotch this time for himself—he needed his head clear. “Sit.

Water’s in the fridge if you want something that won’t impair your famous objectivity.”

Finn’s mouth curved, that quick-witted smirk that made Luca want to wipe it off with his tongue. He dropped his bag and sank into one chair, eyes scanning the room the way they always did, cataloging. They landed on the books first.

The wall of shelves heavy with Marcus Aurelius, Seneca, Epictetus, dog-eared copies of Meditations and Letters from a Stoic stacked beside hockey strategy manuals and a few Italian cookbooks. Then Finn’s gaze drifted to the framed photos Luca had reluctantly set out on the side table this afternoon. One of his parents at their Woodbridge house, his father’s arm around his mother’s shoulders, both smiling in that traditional way that still made Luca’s chest ache with the weight of unspoken lies.

Another of Luca at eighteen, fresh-faced and unscarred, hoisting a junior championship trophy with his old team.

“Family photos,” Finn observed, voice softer now. “Didn’t have these out last time. Trying to humanize yourself for the profile, Captain? Or is this the real you letting slip?”

Luca poured himself two fingers of water and sat, knees spread wide, broad shoulders filling the chair. At six-three and two-twenty, he knew he took up space. He usually used it to command respect on the ice or in the locker room.

Tonight it felt like a shield against the way Finn’s green eyes traced the scar along his jaw, then dropped briefly to the column of his throat before snapping back up. “They’re just photos. My mother sent them last week. She thinks I need reminding where I come from.”

Finn leaned forward, elbows on his knees, recorder already out on the table between them. But he didn’t turn it on yet. “Woodbridge, right? Traditional Italian family.

Must be proud of the captain of the Toronto Wolves.”

The words landed like a glove tap before a fight. Luca’s fingers tightened around his glass. He could redirect.

Shut this down. Instead, the vulnerability he’d kept caged since Montreal cracked open another inch. “They’re proud of the version they know. The one who calls on Sundays, sends money home, the good son who’ll eventually settle down with a nice girl from the neighborhood.

Not the rest of it.”

Finn’s brows drew together, freckles shifting with the motion. The hidden warmth behind his sharp tongue flickered in his eyes. “The rest of it being the guilt? Or the fact that you haven’t let anyone close in five years?”

Luca’s breath stalled. The kid was too good. Too perceptive.

Those eyes saw past the C on his jersey, past the granite expression he wore like equipment. He set the glass down and stood, needing to move. Crossing to the shelves, he pulled down his copy of Meditations, the spine cracked from a hundred road trips. “Philosophy keeps me level.

Aurelius understood leadership as burden. ‘Waste no more time arguing what a good man should be. Be one.’ I read it before every game because the alternative is letting the weight crush me. The hit three years ago… Eriksson.

I replay it every night. The angle, the speed, the sound his helmet made hitting the boards. League cleared me, but that doesn’t give the man his career back.

I carry it. That’s the job. The C isn’t a privilege.

It’s a fucking cross.”

The words spilled out raw, unfiltered. Luca hadn’t meant to say that much. But Finn was watching him with that relentless focus, auburn head tilted, lean body coiled like he was absorbing every syllable.

No notebook. No recorder running. Just those green eyes, seeing him.

Finn rose slowly, closing the distance between the chairs without breaking eye contact. “You cook for your team at midnight in hotel kitchens because it’s the one thing you can control. You read dead Romans between periods so the guilt doesn’t eat you alive. You lead without raising your voice because you know what it costs to break.

My mother cleaned arenas for thirty years, Luca. I did homework under the stands while she scrubbed blood off the glass. I know what carrying the building looks like.

You don’t have to do it alone.”

Luca’s chest tightened, a band of heat and something sharper wrapping around his ribs. Finn stood close now, close enough that Luca could see the faint stubble along that sharp jaw, the way his pulse jumped in his throat above the open collar. The freckles across his nose looked like stars against flushed skin.

Luca’s cock stirred in his sweats, thickening against the soft fabric as five years of buried hunger roared to life. This wasn’t just attraction anymore. It was recognition.

Finn’s wound mirrored his own—the fear of losing objectivity, the pull of wanting to belong to a world that would chew you up. Luca saw it in the way Finn’s shoulders tensed, like getting close would compromise everything he’d built from those maintenance tunnels.

“Luca,” Finn said quietly, using his first name for the first time. The sound of it in that sharp, quick-witted voice snapped something inside him.

Raw honesty flooded Luca’s veins, hotter than any hit he’d ever delivered. He closed the remaining distance in one step, broad hand coming up to cup the back of Finn’s neck, fingers threading into auburn hair. Finn’s eyes widened, but he didn’t pull away.

Instead, that clever mouth parted on a sharp inhale.

Luca claimed him.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was desperate, months of tension and five years of denial exploding between them. Luca’s mouth crashed down on Finn’s, tongue sweeping inside without preamble, tasting coffee and heat and the faint bite of whatever mint Finn had chewed on the way over.

Finn groaned into it, the sound vibrating straight to Luca’s cock, and kissed back like he’d been starving for it too. Their bodies collided—Luca’s broad, powerful frame pinning Finn’s lean athletic one against the bookshelf. Books rattled.

A copy of Seneca’s letters tumbled to the floor.

Luca’s free hand gripped Finn’s hip, yanking him closer until their cocks aligned through fabric. Finn was hard already, thick length pressing against Luca’s thigh, and the realization sent a bolt of raw lust through him. He licked deeper, tongue fucking into Finn’s mouth with the same dominant precision he used on the ice, sucking on that sharp tongue until Finn whimpered.

The sound was obscene, perfect. Luca’s hips rolled once, grinding his erection against Finn’s, the friction pulling a growl from deep in his chest. He wanted to strip those jeans off, drop to his knees and swallow every inch of Finn’s cock, taste the precome leaking from the head while those freckled fingers fisted in his hair.

He wanted to bend Finn over the arm of that leather chair and fuck him raw, bury himself in tight heat until neither of them could remember why this was a terrible idea.

Finn’s hands clutched at Luca’s shoulders, nails digging in through the thermal, body arching into the kiss like he was trying to climb him. Their mouths slid wetly, teeth clashing, breaths mingling in harsh pants. Luca bit Finn’s lower lip, sucking it between his own, then plunged his tongue back in, mapping every corner like it was territory he needed to own.

The taste of him—salt and heat and that hidden warmth—flooded Luca’s senses. His cock throbbed painfully, leaking into his sweats, balls drawn up tight with the need to come, to mark, to claim.

For one shattering moment, it felt inevitable. Right.

Then reality crashed in like a linesman’s whistle.

Luca tore his mouth away, stepping back so fast he nearly tripped over the fallen book. His chest heaved, lips swollen and tingling with the taste of Finn. Finn stared at him, green eyes blown dark, freckles stark against flushed cheeks, mouth red and wet.

A visible tent strained the front of his jeans. Luca’s own erection was obscene in his sweats, the thick outline unmistakable, head damp against the fabric.

“No,” Luca rasped, voice gravel-rough from the kiss. He dragged a hand through his dark curls, scarred jaw clenched so tight it ached. “This changes nothing. It can never happen again.”

Finn’s breath hitched, but he didn’t look away. That relentless perception was still there, even through the haze of arousal. “Luca—”

“I mean it.” Luca forced the words out, each one a body check against his own ribs. The guilt over Eriksson surged up, mingling with the heavier weight of his hidden life. His traditional family in Woodbridge would never understand.

The public, the league, the locker room—they couldn’t know. Five years of closing himself off, of cooking for his boys and reading philosophy to stay sane, and one kiss had nearly shattered it all. “You’re here for the profile. I’m the captain.

This—whatever this is—ends now. It was a mistake.”

Finn touched his own lips, the gesture so unconsciously erotic that Luca’s cock jerked again. The younger man’s sharp tongue stayed silent for once, but his eyes said everything. The vulnerability Luca had glimpsed in Montreal was there, mixed with heat and the same fear that lived in Luca’s own chest.

Getting close compromised everything.

Luca turned away, bracing one hand on the bookshelf, shoulders rigid. The city lights blurred outside the windows. He could still feel Finn’s mouth, the way it had yielded and fought back at the same time, the desperate roll of his hips, the whimper that had nearly undone him.

His own lies tasted like ash now. It changes nothing. The words echoed mockingly in his head.

Because Finn’s taste lingered on his tongue—salt and heat and want—and it felt like the first real thing he’d allowed himself in half a decade.

The blue line had been crossed. Luca didn’t know how to skate back without taking Finn down with him.

He heard Finn gather his bag, the recorder still untouched on the table. The silence stretched, heavy with everything unsaid. When the door clicked shut behind the journalist, Luca remained where he was, forehead pressed to the cool wood of a shelf, cock still aching, heart hammering against the walls he’d spent years reinforcing.

The taste of Finn Harlow lingered on his lips, making his own lies feel paper-thin. And for the first time since that hit in Chicago, Luca Moretti wondered if his famous control was finally failing him.

The penthouse felt emptier than it had in years. He crossed to the kitchen on autopilot, pulling out ingredients for a late meal he didn’t want—garlic, shallots, whatever could ground him. But even the familiar rhythm of chopping couldn’t erase the memory of that kiss.

The way Finn’s lean body had fit against his broad one. The freckles under his palms. The raw honesty that had passed between them like a perfect tape-to-tape pass.

Luca’s knife paused mid-stroke. He stared at the family photo on the counter, his parents’ smiling faces a reminder of every secret he carried. Leadership meant protecting what was his.

His team. His family’s illusions. His own fractured soul.

But Finn had slipped past every defense, quick-witted and relentless, and now Luca’s body burned with the need to finish what that kiss had started.

He set the knife down and poured a measure of scotch after all. The burn down his throat did nothing to quench the fire lower down. His cock remained half-hard, insistent, the taste of Finn’s mouth replaying on his tongue with every swallow.

This changes nothing.

The lie sat there between him and the empty room, as fragile as the hairline cracks spreading through his walls. Luca drank again, eyes drifting to the door Finn had walked through. The profile wasn’t over.

The season wasn’t over. And whatever this pull was between them felt like it was only just beginning to gain speed, barreling toward the net with no goalie in sight.

He closed his eyes, remembering the desperate heat of Finn’s groan, the way those green eyes had darkened with want. His hand drifted down without permission, palming the thick length of his cock through his sweats. A rough sound escaped him.

He stroked once, twice, then stopped himself with a curse.

Not here. Not like this. Not when the man’s taste still coated his lips like a brand.

Luca Moretti, captain of the Toronto Wolves, set his glass down and stared out at the city that expected him to be unbreakable. Tonight, with Finn’s flavor lingering like the ghost of a perfect check, unbreakable felt like the biggest lie of all. The blue line wasn’t behind him anymore.

It was under his skates, and he was picking up speed whether he wanted to or not.

The weight of leadership had never felt heavier. Or more worth the risk.


Chapter 7

High Stick

Finn Harlow stared at the blinking cursor on his laptop screen until his eyes burned, the third coffee of the morning gone cold beside his elbow in the buzzing chaos of the Tribune newsroom. The fluorescent lights overhead felt like interrogation lamps, and every keystroke landed like a penalty. He’d been at this for two hours, trying to shape the profile into something that didn’t read like a love letter to the ghost of Luca Moretti’s mouth. *Captain Luca Moretti leads with quiet authority,* he typed, then immediately deleted it.

Because that sentence looped straight back to the penthouse two nights ago—the way Luca’s big hand had cupped the back of his neck, fingers threading through his hair with surprising gentleness before turning rough. The scrape of that scarred jaw against his own. The low growl that had vibrated from Luca’s chest when their cocks had aligned through fabric, hard and insistent, grinding like they could fuck right there against the bookshelf.

“Fuck,” Finn muttered, dragging a hand through his auburn hair. His freckled cheeks heated at the memory, and he shifted in his chair, willing his body not to react again. He was twenty-eight, not some hormonal kid fresh out of the juniors.

He’d built his career on distance, on turning observation into scalpels that cut without mercy. But every paragraph circled back to that kiss. The taste of scotch and salt on Luca’s tongue.

The way those intense dark brown eyes had gone molten right before their mouths crashed together. The solid wall of Luca’s six-three frame pinning him, two hundred and twenty pounds of disciplined muscle and barely leashed dominance that made Finn’s cock twitch even now, half-hard in his jeans under the desk.

He tried again. *Behind the C on his jersey, Moretti carries the weight of a hit that ended a career three years ago.* Delete. Because that led to Luca’s confession, the raw vulnerability in his voice when he’d spoken off-record about replaying the sound of Eriksson’s helmet hitting the boards. And vulnerability like that made Finn want to do stupid things—like lean in closer, like let those callused hands map every inch of his lean athletic body, like drop to his knees in that pristine penthouse and take Luca’s thick cock down his throat until the captain forgot every rule he lived by.

The wound in Finn’s chest throbbed with familiar warning. His mother’s voice echoed from their last phone call, sharp as arena ice: *People like us don’t belong at their table, Finn. We clean it after they leave.* Bryn had scrubbed those same Meridian Centre corridors for thirty years, her hands raw from bleach while he did homework on milk crates in the maintenance tunnels.

Getting close to Luca wasn’t just unprofessional. It was suicide for the objectivity that had pulled him out of that world. One kiss, and already his walls felt like tissue paper.

Finn closed the laptop with a snap and grabbed his messenger bag. Observation. That’s what he needed.

Fresh eyes on practice, color for the piece that didn’t involve replaying Luca’s tongue fucking into his mouth like he owned it. The Meridian Centre wasn’t far; the crisp Toronto October air might clear his head. He badged through security with a nod to the guard who still remembered his mother’s ponytail and lemon-scented cart, then made his way down the concrete ramps toward the lower levels.

The familiar smells hit him—rubber mats, sweat, the faint metallic tang of ice—and stirred up the old defensiveness. This was research. Nothing more.

Practice had just ended when he reached the tunnel. The corridor echoed with the post-skate clamor: sticks clattering into racks, skates clomping on rubber, the low rumble of male voices barking laughs and chirps. Dante Ricci’s Quebec accent carried over the rest, something filthy about the new rookie’s forehand that made the veterans howl.

Finn hung back near the equipment room door, notebook out like a shield, telling himself he was timing this for a casual follow-up quote on the power play tweaks. Not hoping for a glimpse of Luca’s broad shoulders shedding practice gear. Not remembering how those shoulders had flexed under his hands two nights ago.

The team filtered past in waves—rookies first, heads down, then the vets slapping helmets and trading insults. Luca emerged near the end, still in his practice jersey, dark hair sweat-damp and curling at his collar, the scar along his jaw standing out like a lightning bolt under the harsh lights. At thirty-two, he moved like gravity obeyed him, quiet commands to the equipment guys that had them jumping without a word raised.

Those intense brown eyes scanned the tunnel with habitual efficiency, landing on Finn for a split second. Something flickered there—heat, recognition, the same fracture Finn had seen in the penthouse right before Luca had pulled back and declared it a mistake.

Finn’s pulse kicked hard. He stepped forward, mouth already forming a question about tomorrow’s matchup against Chicago. “Captain, got a minute for—”

The rest died as the last of the stragglers disappeared into the locker room. The tunnel narrowed suddenly, concrete walls closing in until it felt like just the two of them. Luca’s gaze dropped to Finn’s mouth for half a heartbeat, and that was all it took.

The air crackled like a live wire, the memory of their first kiss surging forward with violent clarity. Finn felt it in his bones—the press of Luca’s body, the way his own cock had throbbed against that thick ridge in Luca’s sweats, leaking and desperate.

Luca moved first. Or maybe Finn did. It didn’t matter.

One second they were three feet apart, professional masks barely holding; the next, Luca had him backed against the tunnel wall, one massive hand fisted in Finn’s shirt, the other braced beside his head. Their mouths collided harder this time, no tentative exploration, no penthouse hesitation. This was raw, starving.

Luca’s tongue shoved past Finn’s lips with dominant force, licking deep, claiming every corner like he was fighting for the puck in the corner boards. Finn groaned into it, the sound echoing off concrete, and kissed back with equal fury—sharp tongue turning filthy, sucking on Luca’s as his hands scrambled up that broad chest, fingers digging into the damp jersey.

“Fuck, you taste like coffee and bad decisions,” Luca growled against his mouth, the words barely human. His hips rolled forward, pinning Finn fully to the wall, and there it was—that thick, heavy cock already rock-hard under the practice pants, grinding against Finn’s own aching length. Finn’s dick throbbed in response, trapped in his jeans, the head leaking precome that soaked through his boxers.

He could feel every inch of Luca through the thin layers: the girth, the heat, the way it jerked when Finn bucked up to meet him.

Luca’s hand slid down, palming Finn’s ass with possessive strength, yanking him closer so their cocks dragged together in a brutal rhythm. The friction was electric, obscene. Finn’s breath hitched as Luca bit his lower lip, then soothed it with his tongue, sucking hard enough to bruise. “This is what you do to me,” Luca rasped, voice low and rough like gravel under skates. “Two nights and I can’t stop thinking about your mouth.

How it would look stretched around my cock, those freckles flushed while I fuck your throat.”

The words hit Finn like a high stick to the ribs—illegal, punishing, perfect. His cock pulsed harder, balls drawing up tight as he ground back, chasing the pressure. He shoved a hand between them, not hesitating, and palmed the massive bulge in Luca’s pants.

The captain was huge, thick and long, the shaft twitching under his fingers like it wanted to bury itself inside him right here in the tunnel where anyone could walk by. Finn squeezed, stroking the length through fabric, feeling the wet spot where Luca was leaking for him. “Yeah? You want that, Captain?

Want me on my knees for you while your team’s ten feet away?”

Luca’s response was a deep, guttural sound that vibrated through Finn’s chest. He kissed him again, even more passionately, tongue fucking into Finn’s mouth in time with the roll of his hips. One big hand tangled in Finn’s auburn hair, tugging just hard enough to sting, tilting his head for better access.

Their bodies moved like they were on the ice—brutal, precise, inevitable. Finn’s free hand roamed under Luca’s jersey, finding hot skin stretched over muscle, the ridge of an old scar on his ribs. He wanted to map every inch, wanted Luca to bend him over the equipment cart and shove that fat cock into his ass until he forgot his own name, forgot the profile, forgot the wound that screamed this would ruin his objectivity forever.

But Luca broke the kiss with a curse, forehead pressed to Finn’s, both of them panting like they’d just skated suicides. Their bodies were still aligned, cocks rigid and throbbing against each other, hips making tiny, involuntary movements that sent sparks up Finn’s spine. Finn could feel Luca’s heart hammering under his palm, matching his own frantic rhythm.

The tunnel smelled like sweat and rubber and the faint cedar of Luca’s skin, and Finn’s mouth felt swollen, claimed, tasting of the man he couldn’t have.

“We can’t,” Luca said, voice wrecked but firm. He didn’t pull away immediately, though. His hand stayed fisted in Finn’s hair, thumb brushing a freckled cheek with unexpected tenderness. “This... it explodes everything.

The team. The profile. My family in Woodbridge still thinks I’m bringing home some nice Italian girl someday.

Five years I’ve kept this buried, and you—” He exhaled sharply, hips twitching once more against Finn’s before he forced himself still. “We walk it back. Professional. Nothing else.

I mean it, Finn.”

Finn’s chest ached with the loss as Luca stepped back, adjusting himself with a grimace. His own cock strained painfully against his zipper, head slick and aching, balls heavy with unspent need. The nickname—*Finn*—landed softer than it should have, cracking open that hidden warmth he never showed in the press box.

He wanted to argue, to pull Luca back in and finish what they’d started, to feel that scarred mouth on his neck, his cock, everywhere. But the fear was there too, his mother’s warning ringing louder now in the empty tunnel. *Don’t let him get under your skin. Objectivity’s all you’ve got.*

“Professional,” Finn echoed, the word tasting like ash. His sharp tongue felt dull, voice hoarse from the kisses. He straightened his shirt, willing his erection to subside even as his body screamed for more.

Luca’s dark eyes still burned on him, pupils blown, lips reddened from their frenzy. The captain looked as wrecked as Finn felt—broad chest heaving, practice jersey askew, that massive cock still tenting his pants like it had its own agenda. “For what it’s worth, I’m already compromised. Every sentence I write loops back to your mouth on mine.

But yeah. We keep it clean. No more tunnel ambushes.”

Luca’s jaw clenched, the scar pulling tight. He nodded once, that quiet dominance settling back over him like armor. “Good. I’ve got tape to review.

You get your quotes from the full-team presser tomorrow.” He lingered a second longer, gaze tracing Finn’s freckled face like he was memorizing it, then turned and disappeared into the locker room without another word.

Finn sagged against the wall, legs shaky, cock still half-hard and leaking. The concrete felt cold through his shirt, a stark contrast to the heat Luca had left behind. His mind spun with conflict—the relentless journalist in him cataloging every detail for the profile (the way Luca’s control fractured only in private, the guilt that fueled his leadership, the hidden fire that made him kiss like a man starving), while the man underneath wanted to chase him down and beg for one more taste.

This was exactly what he’d feared. Getting personal with someone like Luca compromised the hard edges that made him good. From the tunnels to the press box, he’d climbed by never letting admiration turn into want.

Now it had, and it burned.

Back at the newsroom an hour later, the draft still mocked him from the screen. He’d added three paragraphs on Luca’s on-ice leadership—how he corrected rookies with quiet words rather than shouts, how his presence made the entire bench sit straighter—but each one drifted inevitably to the memory of that second kiss. The grind of their cocks.

The filthy promises growled against his lips. Luca’s hand on his ass like he wanted to claim every inch. Finn deleted another line, replaced it with clinical distance, but his body remembered.

His ass clenched at the phantom feel of that thick cock pressing against him, wondering how it would stretch him open, fill him deep while Luca’s low voice rasped philosophy and dirty commands in his ear.

The elevator dinged, and Nadia Patel appeared like a storm front, tablet in hand and expression carved from deadline pressure. She dropped into the chair across from his desk without invitation, her sharp eyes scanning the half-written document over his shoulder. At fifty-two, she’d built the sports desk into a Pulitzer contender, and she didn’t tolerate half-measures.

“Harlow. Tell me you’ve got more than stats and hockey jargon. The league wants human interest.

I want blood on the page. What’s under the captain’s granite? That hit in Chicago still haunting him?

The philosophy thing—does he actually read that shit between periods or is it a prop? And don’t give me the press conference version. I need deeper.

Personal. Who is Luca Moretti when the pads come off?”

Finn’s stomach twisted. Deeper. The word echoed with cruel irony after the tunnel.

He could give her the truth—the guilt that woke Luca at night, the way he cooked for his team as an act of control and care, the five years of self-imposed isolation that hid a sexuality no one could know about. The way his mouth felt like sin and salvation at the same time. But saying it aloud would drag Finn further under.

His wound flared hot: this closeness was already eroding the objectivity he’d bled for since watching his mother push that cleaning cart through these same halls.

“He carries the Eriksson hit like a scar you can’t see,” Finn said carefully, keeping his voice level even as his pulse thundered. “Cooks for the boys on road trips because it’s the one variable he can master. Reads Marcus Aurelius to remember that suffering lives mostly in the imagination. But it’s not a prop, Nadia.

It’s armor. The man behind the C is... layered. Loyal to a fault.

Protective. But getting him to open up feels like sieging a fortress with a butter knife.”

Nadia’s eyebrow arched, sensing the evasion. “Layered. That’s reporter-speak for you’re holding back. I’ve read your drafts so far.

They’re good—tight, insightful—but they skim the surface. I need the personal revelations, Finn. Family life?

What’s he hiding in that Woodbridge traditional Italian setup? Any hints of relationships, or is the captain as celibate as the press makes him sound? Readers eat that up.

The human behind the hero. Push harder. You’re embedded with the team for a reason.

Get me something that makes him bleed on the page without crossing into tabloid trash.”

The pressure settled on Finn’s shoulders like extra equipment. Personal revelations. He thought of Luca’s confession in the penthouse, the way those dark eyes had held his when he admitted the hit replayed every night.

The vulnerability that had led to that first desperate kiss. And now the tunnel—the second one, even more passionate, bodies grinding with explicit need, Luca’s cock huge and leaking against his own while concrete walls echoed their ragged breaths. If he gave Nadia even a fraction of that truth, it would expose Luca’s hidden wounds, his sexuality, the guilt that kept him closed off.

It would expose Finn too—his own fear that he was falling for the story, that the kid from the maintenance tunnels was already too far gone to maintain distance.

“I’m pushing,” Finn said, sharper than he intended. His green eyes met hers without flinching, but inside the conflict raged hotter than the tunnel kiss. “But he’s not a puzzle to dissect for clicks. The man’s carrying real weight.

Leadership isn’t just stats—it’s the shit he doesn’t say. I’ll get you depth without burning sources or turning it into speculation.”

Nadia studied him for a long moment, then leaned back. “See that you do. Deadline’s looming, and this could be career-making if you nail the personal angle. Don’t get soft on me, Harlow.

You’ve got the mouth for it—use it to crack him open.” She stood, tapping her tablet once. “Deeper. I want revelations that make readers feel the weight he carries. Get it done.”

She left, and Finn exhaled slowly, the newsroom noise crashing back in. His laptop screen glowed accusingly, the cursor blinking on a sentence about Luca’s leadership style that now felt laughably inadequate. Every word he added would circle back to that wall in the tunnel: Luca’s hand fisting his hair, hips rolling with dominant precision, that thick cock promising destruction and deliverance in equal measure.

The agreement to walk it back felt like a joke now. Their bodies hadn’t agreed—Finn’s still ached with unresolved arousal, his ass clenching at the memory, his mouth tingling from the bite of Luca’s teeth.

He rubbed his face, freckles shifting under his palm, and stared out at the Toronto skyline. The Meridian Centre loomed in the distance, a steel cathedral where this had all started. Professional distance.

The words mocked him. He’d promised it twice now—once in the penthouse, once against cold concrete—but the pull only strengthened. Luca’s quiet dominance, his hidden warmth beneath the scars and guilt, the way he looked at Finn like he saw the tunnels in his past and didn’t flinch.

It was too much. Finn was already in too deep, objectivity fracturing like a high stick penalty waiting to be called. One more encounter, one more crack in Luca’s armor, and there’d be no skating back.

The profile wasn’t a siege anymore. It was quicksand, and Finn had stopped fighting the sink.

His phone buzzed with a text from the Wolves’ media coordinator confirming tomorrow’s access. Finn’s thumb hovered over the reply, heart hammering with a mix of dread and dark anticipation. He typed *Confirmed* and hit send before he could overthink it.

The memory of Luca’s growl—*how it would look stretched around my cock*—flashed hot behind his eyes, sending fresh blood south. Professional. Sure.

Tell that to the persistent throb in his jeans and the way his mind kept replaying the wet slide of their tongues, the desperate grind of hips against the tunnel wall.

Finn closed the laptop again and leaned back, sharp green eyes distant. The wound his mother had warned him about—the fear of losing himself in admiration for a man like Luca—had already been torn wide open. Professional distance wasn’t an option anymore.

He was in too deep, drowning in the taste of a captain who kissed like punishment and salvation, and the terrifying part was how little he wanted to surface. The story had become the man, and the man had become everything Finn’s carefully built defenses had never prepared him for. One way or another, this power play was headed for the net, and Finn didn’t know if he’d emerge with his career or his heart intact.

But as the afternoon light slanted across his desk, catching the faint tremble in his hands, he knew the truth with sinking certainty: he didn’t want to.


Chapter 8

Roughing

Luca Moretti stood under the Meridian Centre’s shower spray long after the rest of the team had filed out, the decisive home win against Chicago still buzzing in his veins like a live current. Forty-two seconds into overtime, he’d read the play like it was written in Seneca’s own hand—stepped into the lane, stripped the puck clean, and fed Dante for the breakaway goal that sent the building into delirium. The final horn had barely sounded before the boys were piling on him, sticks clattering, voices raw with triumph.

No one mentioned the shadow that always lingered when Chicago came to town. Eriksson wasn’t on their roster anymore, but the ghost of that hit three years ago still hovered in Luca’s peripheral vision every time he lined up against them. Tonight, though, the win felt different.

Sharper. Because Finn had been in the press box again, green eyes tracking him from above like he could see straight through the helmet and the scar and the armor.

Luca killed the water and dragged a towel over his body, the rough fabric catching on the bruises blooming along his ribs and the thick muscle of his left shoulder. At thirty-two, recovery took longer, but the ache felt earned. He dressed in dark jeans and a charcoal Henley that stretched across his chest, then sat on the bench in the near-empty locker room with his phone heavy in his palm.

The profile draft had arrived in his inbox two hours before puck drop—Finn’s clean, surgical prose dissecting Luca’s leadership, his cooking rituals, the Stoic quotes he used like tape on a stick blade. It was good. Too good.

It peeled back layers Luca had spent fourteen seasons welding shut, and every paragraph carried the echo of that kiss in the penthouse, the second one in the tunnel that had left them both hard and shaking against cold concrete.

He typed the text before he could talk himself out of it.

Fact-check needed on the draft. My place. 9:30. Bring the latest version.

The message sat on the screen for three full seconds before he hit send. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. Parts of the article needed tightening—the section on the Eriksson hit danced around the guilt without naming its weight, and Finn had attributed a Seneca line to the wrong book.

But Luca knew the real reason his thumb had moved. The hunger that had been building since Montreal, since the storm and the shared suite and the almost-touch over a water pitcher, had become a roar he couldn’t silence anymore. Five years of nothing but his own hand and disciplined denial, and Finn Harlow had walked into his life with freckles and a sharp tongue and eyes that saw too much.

Luca’s cock twitched at the memory of Finn’s mouth, swollen and wet, the way that lean athletic body had arched into him like it belonged there.

He drove the Range Rover along the lakeshore in silence, Toronto’s lights smearing across the windshield. The penthouse welcomed him with its usual quiet order—walnut floors gleaming under recessed lighting, the wall of bookshelves heavy with philosophy and cookbooks, the kitchen island still bearing the faint scent of the rosemary chicken he’d meal-prepped for the team’s recovery tomorrow. Luca poured himself a single finger of Lagavulin and stood at the windows, watching the CN Tower pierce the night sky.

His phone buzzed.

On my way. This better be actual fact-checking, Captain. I have a deadline.

The dry edge in Finn’s text pulled a rare twitch at the corner of Luca’s mouth. That quick wit, that refusal to let anyone see him sweat—it mirrored Luca’s own walls so perfectly it hurt. He texted back a single word—*It is*—and left it at that.

The lie settled heavy in his gut alongside the guilt he carried like extra equipment. This would change everything. But the fracture lines had already spread too far.

One more night pretending they could orbit each other without colliding felt impossible.

Finn arrived at 9:27, exactly on time, messenger bag slung across his shoulder and a thumb drive in one hand. He looked wind-tossed and edible—auburn hair curling at his temples from the lake breeze, sharp green eyes meeting Luca’s without flinching, freckles scattered across his nose and cheeks like they’d been dusted there by some careless god. Dark jeans hugged his lean thighs, and the navy button-down clung to the athletic build that spoke of restless energy rather than gym vanity.

The scent of him—coffee, cedar, and that faint underlying trace of arena ice—flooded the penthouse the moment Luca opened the door.

“Captain,” Finn said, voice carrying that familiar blend of deference and challenge. “If this is another ambush disguised as an interview, I’m billing the paper for emotional labor.”

Luca stepped aside, letting him enter. The space felt smaller immediately, charged with the memory of their first kiss against the bookshelves. “It’s fact-checking. Your draft has the Eriksson section soft.

And you misquoted Seneca. *Letters from a Stoic*, not Meditations.”

Finn’s mouth curved into that half-smirk that made Luca want to bite it. He dropped the bag on the low table between the leather armchairs and plugged the drive into his laptop, pulling up the document. “Soft? I called it a hit that ended a career and left you carrying guilt like it was part of your contract.

That’s not soft, that’s surgical. But fine. Show me where I went wrong, oh wise one.”

They sat. Luca leaned in, close enough to feel the heat radiating from Finn’s shoulder, and scrolled through the paragraphs. His voice stayed low, measured—the same tone he used in the locker room when correcting a rookie’s gap control.

He pointed out the inaccuracies, suggested tighter language, watched Finn’s clever fingers fly across the keys making changes. For twenty minutes they worked like that, words passing between them in clipped exchanges that felt like a negotiation on the ice. Finn pushed back on phrasing, defending his choices with that relentless wit. “You want me to say the guilt *defines* you?

That’s not accurate. It fuels you. There’s a difference.”

Luca’s control frayed with every exchange. Finn’s freckled face was inches away, green eyes flicking up to meet his between edits, lips parting as he argued a point about leadership as burden. The memory of their tunnel kiss surged—Finn’s cock hard against his own, the filthy grind of hips, the way Finn had squeezed Luca’s shaft through his practice pants and whispered about getting on his knees.

Luca’s dick thickened in his jeans, heavy and insistent, pressing against the zipper until it ached. He could smell Finn’s skin, see the faint pulse jumping in his throat above the open collar. The article blurred on the screen.

“Luca,” Finn said quietly, using his first name again like he had in the penthouse before their first kiss. The sound snapped the last thread of Luca’s restraint.

Words gave way.

Luca surged forward, broad hand cupping the back of Finn’s neck, fingers threading into auburn strands as he dragged him into a kiss that felt like a body check against the boards. Their mouths crashed together, open and hungry, tongues sliding hot and wet from the first second. Finn groaned into it, the sound vibrating straight to Luca’s balls, and kissed back with equal fire—sharp tongue turning filthy, licking into Luca’s mouth like he was trying to claim ground in the corners.

Luca dominated the angle, tilting Finn’s head to plunge deeper, sucking on that clever tongue until Finn whimpered and clutched at his shoulders.

“Fuck,” Luca growled against his lips, biting the lower one hard enough to sting before soothing it with his tongue. “You taste like every bad decision I’ve wanted to make for weeks.” His free hand gripped Finn’s hip, yanking him out of the chair and onto his lap so that lean athletic body straddled his thighs. Their cocks aligned through denim, both already rock-hard, and the friction punched a rough sound from Luca’s chest. Finn rolled his hips experimentally, grinding down with deliberate pressure that made Luca’s vision spark at the edges.

“This is what you call fact-checking?” Finn panted, sharp tongue still intact even as his freckled cheeks flushed dark. But his hands were already tugging at Luca’s Henley, yanking it up to expose the heavy slabs of muscle across his chest. Finn’s palms slid over Luca’s skin, thumbs brushing nipples that tightened instantly.

He gave as good as he got, pinching one hard enough to make Luca hiss and thrust up against him.

Luca’s response was to stand, lifting Finn with him like he weighed nothing—six-three of broad-shouldered power carrying the journalist across the room to the wide leather couch. He dropped Finn onto it, following him down to pin him with his greater weight. Their mouths met again, messier now, teeth clashing as hands roamed.

Luca shoved Finn’s button-down open, buttons scattering across the floor, and latched his mouth onto the column of that freckled throat. He sucked hard, tasting salt and skin, leaving a bruise that would bloom purple by morning. Finn arched beneath him, legs spreading wider to cradle Luca’s hips, cock straining against his jeans like it was trying to break free.

“Tell me you want this,” Luca rasped, voice gravel-rough with five years of suppressed need. His hand slid down Finn’s chest, tracing the lean muscle of his abdomen before palming the thick ridge of his erection through denim. He squeezed, stroking roughly. “Say it, Finn.

I need to hear it.”

Finn’s green eyes met his, blown dark with lust but still sharp, still seeing. “I want it. Fuck, Luca, I’ve wanted your hands on me since the first time you shut me down in that presser. Don’t stop.

Don’t you dare fucking stop.”

The consent unlocked something primal in Luca. He stripped Finn with efficient dominance—jeans yanked down strong thighs, boxers following, until the man lay naked beneath him. Finn’s cock sprang free, thick and flushed, the head glistening with precome that beaded at the slit.

Freckles dusted his shoulders and chest too, trailing down to his hips like a constellation Luca needed to map with his tongue. Luca shed his own clothes in seconds, Henley hitting the floor followed by jeans and briefs. His cock slapped against his abdomen, heavy and veined, nearly nine inches of thick arousal curving slightly upward, the head flushed dark and already slick.

Finn’s gaze locked on it, tongue darting out to wet his lips.

“Jesus, you’re huge,” Finn muttered, that quick wit laced with raw hunger. He reached for it, wrapping long fingers around the shaft and stroking once, firm, twisting at the head the way Luca liked. Luca groaned, hips jerking into the touch.

But dominance surged through him. He caught Finn’s wrist, pinning it above his head with one hand while the other gripped Finn’s thigh and spread him wider. “Not yet. I’m going to taste every inch of you first.” He shifted down the couch, broad shoulders forcing Finn’s legs apart until the journalist’s knees hooked over them.

Finn’s hole was exposed—tight, pink, clenching under Luca’s stare. Luca leaned in without hesitation, tongue dragging flat from the base of Finn’s balls all the way up to the head of his cock, collecting the precome there before sliding back down.

Finn’s sharp cry echoed off the penthouse walls. “Fuck—Luca—”

Luca didn’t give him time to recover. He licked lower, tongue circling the tight furl of Finn’s entrance with deliberate, dominant strokes. The taste was musky and clean, pure Finn, and it made Luca’s cock throb painfully against the leather couch.

He licked again, firmer, then pointed his tongue and pushed inside, breaching the ring of muscle with wet heat. Finn bucked beneath him, free hand fisting in Luca’s dark curls, not pulling away but urging him deeper. Luca ate him out like a man starved—rimming him with long, filthy strokes, tongue fucking in and out while his hand stroked Finn’s cock in time.

Spit dripped down Finn’s crack, slicking him thoroughly. Luca added a finger, thick and callused, sliding in alongside his tongue to stretch the tight heat.

“God, your tongue—fuck, yes, like that,” Finn gasped, hips rolling to meet every thrust. He gave as good as he got even pinned down, thighs clamping around Luca’s head to hold him in place while he rode the pleasure. “Deeper, Captain. Show me how you dominate off the ice too.”

Luca growled against his hole, the vibration pulling another broken moan from Finn. He added a second finger, scissoring them roughly, curling to find the spot that made Finn’s lean body jolt like he’d been hit with a live wire. Luca sucked at the rim, tongue and fingers working in tandem until Finn’s cock leaked a steady stream of precome onto his own abdomen, the freckled skin glistening with it.

When Luca finally pulled back, lips swollen and shiny with spit, Finn looked wrecked—chest heaving, green eyes wild, cock red and throbbing against his stomach. “Inside me,” Finn demanded, voice hoarse but no less sharp. “Now. I need your cock in me, Luca. Don’t make me wait.”

Luca’s control snapped completely. He grabbed the lube he’d stashed in the side table days ago—optimistic, desperate preparation—and slicked his shaft with generous strokes, the wet sound obscene in the quiet penthouse. He positioned himself, thick head nudging Finn’s stretched hole. “You’re going to take every inch,” he said, voice low and commanding. “And you’re going to look at me while I fuck you.”

Finn nodded, legs wrapping around Luca’s waist, heels digging into the small of his back. Their eyes locked—dark brown on sharp green—as Luca pushed forward. The head popped inside, stretching Finn wide around the thick girth.

Finn’s breath hitched, but he bore down, taking more, his sharp tongue reduced to curses and pleas. “Big—fuck, you’re so big, but don’t stop. Fill me up.”

Luca thrust deeper, inch by inch, until his hips met Finn’s ass and his cock was buried to the hilt in tight, scorching heat. The sensation was overwhelming—velvet grip squeezing him like a vice, the emotional weight of finally letting someone this close after five years of isolation crashing over him. He held still for a heartbeat, forehead pressed to Finn’s, sharing breath.

Then dominance reasserted itself. He pulled back almost all the way, the drag exquisite, before slamming home again with a powerful thrust that rocked the couch.

Their bodies moved together in a rhythm that felt both inevitable and negotiated—Luca setting a brutal pace, hips snapping forward with the same precision he used on the ice, each thrust nailing Finn’s prostate and pulling guttural moans from that clever mouth. Finn met him thrust for thrust, rolling his hips up to take him deeper, nails raking down Luca’s scarred back hard enough to leave marks. Sweat slicked their skin, the sound of skin slapping skin filling the room alongside harsh breaths and filthy words.

“Harder,” Finn demanded, green eyes blazing even as he shook with pleasure. “Fuck me like you mean it, Luca. Like you’ve wanted to since that first presser.”

Luca obliged, shifting to hook Finn’s legs over his shoulders, folding the leaner man nearly in half. The new angle let him drive even deeper, cock pistoning in and out of that greedy hole with wet, obscene sounds. He wrapped one hand around Finn’s throat—not squeezing, just holding, dominating—while the other braced on the couch arm for leverage. “This what you need?

My cock owning your ass while you fall apart for me?” He punctuated each word with a thrust, balls slapping against Finn’s ass, the head of his cock dragging over that sweet spot on every pass.

Finn’s response was a broken yes, his cock trapped between their bodies, leaking and rubbing against Luca’s abdomen with every snap of hips. The tension coiled tighter, pleasure bordering on pain in its intensity. Luca felt his own orgasm building at the base of his spine, balls drawing up tight, but he held back, wanting Finn to come first.

He reached between them, fisting Finn’s cock in a tight grip, stroking rough and fast in time with his thrusts.

“Come for me,” Luca growled, voice wrecked. “Let me feel you squeeze my dick while you lose it.”

Finn shattered first. His body seized, hole clamping down like a fist around Luca’s cock as thick ropes of come erupted from his slit, painting his freckled chest and abdomen in pearly streaks. The sight—Finn’s sharp features contorted in ecstasy, green eyes locked on Luca’s even through the orgasm—pushed Luca over the edge.

He thrust deep one final time, burying himself to the root as his own release crashed through him. Come flooded Finn’s ass in powerful pulses, filling him until it leaked out around Luca’s shaft with each aftershock thrust. The pleasure was blinding, shaking Luca to his core, leaving him trembling as the emotional truth of it all crashed in: this wasn’t just sex.

This was surrender.

They stayed locked together, breaths ragged, bodies slick with sweat and come. Luca lowered Finn’s legs gently, collapsing half on top of him without pulling out. The afterglow settled heavy and warm, the penthouse silent except for their slowing heartbeats.

Luca traced a callused finger across Finn’s freckled nose, following the scatter down his cheek, over the bridge that led to lips still swollen from kisses. The tenderness felt foreign but right, cracking open the guarded heart he’d protected for so long.

“I haven’t let anyone this close in five years,” Luca murmured, voice rough but honest. His finger kept moving, mapping freckles like they were stars he could finally name. “Not since before the hit. I buried it all—my sexuality, the want, the fear that my family in Woodbridge would look at me different if they knew their son wasn’t bringing home that nice Italian girl.

The guilt over Eriksson... it convinced me I didn’t deserve anything soft. But you—” He swallowed, dark eyes meeting Finn’s with more vulnerability than he’d shown anyone. “You see the weight. You don’t flinch from it.

You push back when I dominate, and it makes me want to let you in. I cook for the team because it’s the one thing I can control after watching a man’s career end on my blade. I read philosophy so the imagination doesn’t eat me alive.

But tonight... this... it feels like the first real thing since that night in Chicago.”

Finn’s hand came up, threading through Luca’s dark curls with surprising gentleness, the sharp tongue quieted into something warmer. “I’m scared too,” he admitted softly. “My mother cleaned those arenas for thirty years. I swore I’d never lose my objectivity, never let admiration turn into this. But here we are.

Shaken. Full of you. And I don’t regret it.”

Luca traced another freckle, then leaned in to kiss it, the gesture so intimate it hurt. Their bodies were still joined, softening now but connected in every way that mattered. The release had left them both raw, hearts as exposed as their skin.

Luca felt the walls he’d built over fourteen seasons crumbling—not in defeat, but in relief. The guilt, the secrecy, the loneliness—they all felt lighter with Finn’s lean frame pressed beneath him, freckled skin marked by his mouth and hands.

Outside, Toronto glittered on, oblivious to the shift inside the penthouse. The decisive home win felt distant now, replaced by this new victory and its tender cost. Luca pulled out slowly, both of them hissing at the sensitivity, and gathered Finn close on the wide couch.

Come leaked from Finn’s well-fucked hole onto the leather, but neither cared. Luca’s fingers continued their lazy path across freckles—over collarbones, down ribs, circling a nipple that pebbled under the touch—while more words spilled out, unguarded.

“I think about the lake house in Muskoka sometimes as the only place I could ever be fully myself. No press, no family expectations, no C on my chest. Maybe... someday...

I could take you there. Show you the version of me that isn’t carrying the franchise on his back.” The admission shook him. He’d never intended to share this much.

The afterglow had stripped him bare, leaving his guarded heart open in a way that terrified and exhilarated him.

Finn nestled closer, sharp green eyes soft with the hidden warmth Luca had always sensed beneath the wit. “I’d go. But only if you promise to cook for me there too. And read your Stoics out loud while I fact-check every line.”

Luca huffed a quiet laugh, the sound foreign in his own throat. He kissed Finn’s temple, breathing in the scent of sex and sweat and that cedar warmth that now felt like home. Their legs tangled, bodies fitting together with the same negotiation of control that had defined their heat—Luca’s larger frame curving protectively around Finn’s, but Finn’s hand resting possessively on Luca’s scarred jaw, thumb brushing the mark like it was something precious rather than a reminder of failure.

The quiet stretched, comfortable and heavy with everything they’d unleashed. Luca felt shaken to his foundation, the mutual release still echoing in his muscles, the emotional truth lingering in his chest like a perfectly placed pass. He’d dominated every touch, every thrust, but Finn had met him as an equal, giving pleasure and taking it, negotiating the power play until it felt like partnership rather than conquest.

The intensity had left them both raw—Luca’s cock still twitched with aftershocks, Finn’s hole undoubtedly sore but his expression one of deep satisfaction.

As sleep tugged at the edges of Luca’s consciousness, one truth crystallized above all the rest. One night had shattered every defense Luca spent fourteen years perfecting. And for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t sure he wanted to rebuild them.


Chapter 9

Power Play

Finn woke to the unfamiliar weight of an arm draped across his waist and the pale gold of morning light spilling across Luca’s penthouse bedroom. For a disoriented second, he thought he was still in Montreal, tangled in hotel sheets with the storm rattling the windows. Then memory crashed in—the penthouse, the draft fact-check that had never stood a chance, Luca’s mouth on his like a claim staked after years of denial.

The way that broad, scarred body had moved over him, in him, until Finn had come so hard he’d seen stars against the city skyline. His ass ached in the best way, a deep, satisfied soreness that made his cock twitch against the soft cotton sheets before he’d even opened his eyes fully.

Luca’s breath was warm against the nape of his neck, steady in sleep, the dark curls of his hair brushing Finn’s shoulder. Six-three of quiet power curled protectively around Finn’s leaner frame, one thick thigh slotted between his. The contrast was obscene and perfect: Luca’s broad chest rising and falling against Finn’s back, the faint rasp of stubble and the raised line of that old jaw scar.

Finn should have been calculating exit strategies. He should have been drafting the polite text that would reestablish professional distance before Nadia smelled blood in the water. Instead, he lay there cataloging the freckles scattered across his own arms where they rested over Luca’s forearm, feeling the slow creep of warmth that had nothing to do with the sunlight and everything to do with the man holding him like he mattered.

Luca stirred. The arm around Finn tightened, a low rumble vibrating from that powerful chest. “Buongiorno, freckles.” The words were sleep-rough, laced with Italian that slid under Finn’s skin like warm honey. Luca’s hand splayed across Finn’s stomach, callused thumb stroking just beneath his navel. “You stayed.”

“Hard to leave when you fuck me into the mattress like that,” Finn answered, voice still husky from last night’s moans. He turned in Luca’s arms, green eyes meeting dark brown ones that were already sharpening with intent. The scar along Luca’s jaw pulled as he smiled—small, private, devastating.

Finn’s heart gave a treacherous lurch. This was dangerous. This was the exact thing his mother had warned him about in every late-night call from the arena tunnels: getting close to someone like Luca Moretti would compromise the sharp edges that had pulled him out of that life.

Objectivity wasn’t optional. It was survival.

But Luca was looking at him like he was something worth waking up to, and Finn’s cock was already filling, trapped between their bodies.

Luca’s hand slid lower, wrapping around Finn’s length with tender possession. “Sembri un sogno,” he whispered, stroking once, slow and deliberate. *You look like a dream.* The Italian curled around Finn’s spine, pulling heat tight in his gut. Luca rolled them so Finn was on his back, the captain’s broader frame settling between his thighs with quiet dominance. Not forceful.

Not like the frenzied grind in the tunnel. This was measured, intentional—Luca’s dark eyes never leaving Finn’s face as he reached for the lube on the nightstand.

Finn’s breath hitched when slick fingers circled his hole, still puffy and sensitive from the night before. “Luca—”

“Shh. Let me take care of you.” Luca leaned down, mouth brushing Finn’s freckled collarbone, then lower to suck gently at one nipple. Two fingers pressed inside, scissoring with patient care, curling just right to brush that spot that made Finn’s toes curl.

The stretch burned sweetly, a reminder and a promise. Finn’s hands fisted in Luca’s dark hair, tugging just hard enough to earn a low growl. He gave as good as he got, arching up to meet the thrust of those thick fingers, clenching around them on purpose.

“Bossy even in the morning,” Finn managed, sharp tongue intact despite the way his voice cracked when Luca added a third finger. “Thought captains were supposed to lead by example.”

Luca’s laugh was soft, warm breath fanning across Finn’s chest. “Example is exactly what I’m setting, mio giornalista.” *My journalist.* The possessive made Finn’s cock leak against his own stomach. Luca withdrew his fingers, slicked himself with efficient strokes—nine thick inches flushed dark and curving upward, veins standing out in sharp relief. The sight alone made Finn’s mouth water.

Then Luca was pushing in, slow and relentless, the thick head breaching Finn’s rim with careful pressure. Finn bore down, taking him, the burn blooming into liquid heat as Luca sank deeper. Inch by inch until those heavy balls rested against Finn’s ass and the captain’s hips were flush to his.

They stayed like that, locked together, foreheads pressed close. Luca’s eyes were nearly black, pupils blown wide with something that looked dangerously like reverence.

“Così stretto,” Luca breathed. *So tight.* He rolled his hips in a gentle grind, not pulling out yet, just stirring himself inside Finn’s body. “Perfetto. You feel perfect around me.”

Finn’s response was a broken moan. He wrapped his legs around Luca’s waist, heels digging into the small of that powerful back, urging him deeper even though there was no deeper to go. The tenderness undid him more than any brutal fuck could have.

Luca moved like he had all the time in the world—long, dragging strokes that lit every nerve ending on fire, one big hand braced beside Finn’s head while the other stroked Finn’s cock in time. The rhythm built gradually, tender dominance in every controlled thrust, every whispered Italian endearment.

“Guardami,” Luca murmured against Finn’s mouth. *Look at me.* Their eyes held as Luca fucked him deeper, hips snapping forward with more force now, nailing Finn’s prostate on every pass. Sweat beaded along Luca’s scarred jaw. Finn’s freckled chest heaved, nails raking down Luca’s broad back, leaving red trails that only seemed to spur the captain on.

The negotiation was there in the way Finn clenched deliberately around him, earning a guttural curse in Italian, and the way Luca answered by pinning one of Finn’s wrists above his head and driving harder.

“Fuck—Luca, right there—” Finn’s sharp tongue dissolved into pleas. His cock throbbed in Luca’s grip, precome slicking the strokes until the sound turned filthy. Luca’s thrusts grew longer, deeper, each one punctuated by more whispered Italian—*bellissimo, tesoro, vieni per me*—until Finn shattered.

He came with a choked cry, stripes of white painting his freckled abdomen and Luca’s fist. The clench of his ass around Luca’s cock dragged the captain over the edge seconds later. Luca buried himself to the hilt, hips stuttering as he filled Finn with hot pulses, groaning low and broken into the curve of Finn’s neck.

They stayed joined through the aftershocks, Luca’s weight a comforting blanket. When he finally pulled out, a trickle of come followed, obscene against Finn’s pale skin. Luca watched it with dark satisfaction before leaning down to kiss Finn slow and deep, tasting morning and sex and the quiet surrender neither of them had planned.

“Stay with me today,” Luca said against his lips. “No arena. No notebook. Just us.

I have the lake house in Muskoka. We can be gone before anyone notices.”

Finn knew he should say no. The profile was due. His objectivity was already in shreds.

But Luca’s fingers were tracing the freckles across his nose with something like wonder, and the hidden warmth beneath Finn’s sharp tongue won out.

“Take me there,” he whispered.

The drive north took just under two hours in Luca’s black Range Rover, the city giving way to rolling hills blazing with late-autumn color. Finn spent half the trip stealing glances at Luca’s profile—strong hands loose on the wheel, dark hair curling at his collar from the open window, the scar along his jaw catching the light every time he turned to offer one of those rare half-smiles. Conversation flowed easier than it should have.

Luca talked about Seneca’s thoughts on friendship as choice rather than circumstance. Finn countered with sharp observations about how philosophy sounded a lot like avoiding feelings. They laughed—actual laughter that cracked something open in Finn’s chest.

At the lake house, rustic elegance greeted them: weathered cedar siding, wide porches overlooking the water, a massive stone fireplace already laid with wood. Inside smelled of pine and faint woodsmoke. Luca moved through the space like he belonged to it, rolling up the sleeves of his charcoal Henley to reveal corded forearms as he unpacked groceries from the cooler.

Finn leaned against the kitchen island, watching the domestic ritual unfold. Luca chopped garlic with the same precise economy he used on the ice, seared steaks in a cast-iron pan, reduced a red wine sauce with patient attention. The scent of rosemary and sizzling meat filled the air.

This was the man behind the C—not the captain carrying franchise weight, but the one who fed people as an act of quiet care.

“You cook like it’s meditation,” Finn observed, accepting the glass of wine Luca slid across the counter.

Luca’s mouth twitched. “It is. Control what you can. Salt, heat, timing.

After the hit… after Eriksson… it kept me sane. Still does.” He plated the steaks with roasted vegetables and a simple risotto, carrying both plates to the rough-hewn table by the windows. They ate slowly, knees brushing under the table.

Luca talked about his family in Woodbridge—the traditional expectations that still weighed on him, the fear that his parents would never understand the truth of who he wanted. Finn found himself sharing more than he intended: nights doing homework in the maintenance tunnels, his mother’s warnings that men like Luca would make him want to belong to a world that would never fully accept him. The wounds sat between them, acknowledged but not pitied.

For the first time, Finn felt seen without his armor.

After dinner, Luca built a fire. Flames crackled high in the massive hearth, throwing warm light across the open living room. They settled on the thick rug, backs against the couch, Finn’s head eventually finding Luca’s broad shoulder.

The silence stretched comfortable until Luca’s hand slid into Finn’s auburn hair, tugging gently.

“Come here,” Luca said, voice low with renewed hunger.

Finn went willingly, straddling those powerful thighs. Their mouths met in a slow burn that quickly ignited. This time there was no tender restraint.

The kiss turned devouring—teeth and tongue, Luca’s big hands gripping Finn’s ass and yanking him closer so their cocks rubbed through denim. Finn gave as good as he got, biting Luca’s lower lip hard enough to draw a growl before soothing it with his tongue. Clothes came off in a frantic rush: Luca’s Henley yanked over his head, Finn’s shirt buttons scattering.

Skin met skin—Luca’s broad, scarred chest against Finn’s leaner, freckled one.

Luca flipped them with effortless strength, laying Finn out on the rug. The fire painted gold across Luca’s shoulders as he stripped the rest of their clothes, revealing his thick cock already leaking at the tip. Finn reached for it, stroking firmly, twisting at the head until Luca’s hips jerked. “Want you again,” Finn said, sharp green eyes locked on dark brown. “Want to feel you lose control this time.”

Luca’s answer was a rough kiss and the click of a lube bottle. He slicked his fingers and worked Finn open with two at once, scissoring and curling, adding a third when Finn started rolling his hips to meet every thrust. The stretch was perfect, the burn melting into pleasure that made Finn’s cock throb against his stomach.

Luca’s mouth mapped every freckle—across Finn’s chest, down his ribs, sucking marks into the pale skin of his hip while those thick fingers fucked him open.

When Luca finally pushed inside, it was one long, relentless slide until he bottomed out. Finn’s back arched off the rug, a guttural moan tearing from his throat. Luca didn’t give him time to adjust.

He set a hard pace, hips snapping forward, each thrust nailing Finn’s prostate and sending sparks up his spine. The fire crackled beside them, heat licking at their skin as Luca fucked him deep and dirty—broad hands pinning Finn’s wrists above his head, scarred jaw clenched with effort.

“Harder,” Finn demanded, legs wrapping around Luca’s waist, heels digging in. “Don’t hold back. I want all of you.”

Luca obliged, releasing Finn’s wrists to grip his hips instead, angling him so every drive went impossibly deeper. The slap of skin on skin mixed with the fire’s roar and their ragged breaths. Sweat slicked their bodies.

Luca’s dark hair fell across his forehead, curls damp. Finn’s freckled cheeks were flushed, green eyes blazing with challenge even as pleasure threatened to drown him. He reached up, nails raking down Luca’s back, clenching his ass deliberately around the thick cock splitting him open.

The power play between them was exquisite—Luca’s quiet dominance met by Finn’s relentless pushback, each yielding and claiming in equal measure. Luca growled Italian filth between thrusts—*prendi il mio cazzo, così buono per me*—and Finn answered by fisting a hand in those dark curls and yanking him down for a bruising kiss. The emotional rawness built alongside the physical.

Every snap of Luca’s hips felt like confession. Every moan Finn gave up was surrender. The guilt Luca carried, the fear Finn nursed about losing himself—they burned away in the heat between their bodies until only truth remained.

Luca shifted, hooking Finn’s legs over his shoulders, folding him nearly in half. The new angle let him drive even deeper, cock pistoning in and out of Finn’s slick hole with wet, obscene sounds. Finn’s own cock leaked steadily between them, untouched now but throbbing with every drag across his prostate.

The pleasure bordered on too much, too deep, too real.

“Look at me,” Luca rasped, voice wrecked. His dark eyes held Finn’s as his thrusts grew erratic, powerful shoulders flexing. “Want to watch you come on my cock.”

Finn shattered first, back bowing as his orgasm ripped through him. Come pulsed from his slit in thick ropes, striping his freckled chest and chin. The rhythmic clench of his ass dragged Luca over with him.

The captain buried himself to the hilt, hips stuttering as he filled Finn with pulse after pulse of hot release. They rode it out together, mouths fused in a messy kiss, bodies trembling through the aftershocks.

When it finally ebbed, Luca collapsed half on top of him, careful not to crush. Come leaked from Finn’s hole around Luca’s softening cock, but neither moved to clean up. The fire warmed their skin.

Luca’s fingers traced idle patterns through the mess on Finn’s chest, following the scatter of freckles like he was learning a new language. The tenderness after such raw passion cracked Finn open wider than any thrust could.

“I don’t know how to do this halfway,” Luca murmured against Finn’s temple. “Five years of nothing, and now… you. It terrifies me. But the guilt, the secrecy—it feels lighter when you’re here.”

Finn swallowed around the lump in his throat. His wound throbbed—getting this close compromised everything he’d built from those arena tunnels. But lying here marked by Luca’s hands and mouth and come, he couldn’t find the will to pull away. “I’m not objective anymore,” he admitted, voice hoarse. “Haven’t been since you kissed me in the penthouse.

Every word I write feels like a love letter I’m not allowed to send.”

Luca kissed him again, slow and deep, the kind of kiss that promised more than either of them could yet name.

Finn’s phone buzzed on the couch cushion sometime later, dragging him from the hazy afterglow. He reached for it lazily, expecting Nadia or his mother. Instead, Dante Ricci’s name lit the screen.

*Tell the captain his special osso buco recipe must be working wonders. You two smell like domestic bliss from three provinces away. My hundred bucks says you’re at the lake house.

Don’t worry—I’ve got your backs. But maybe stop eye-fucking in the tunnel next time. Walls have ears, Harlow.*

Finn’s stomach dropped. He showed Luca the text. The captain’s scarred jaw tightened, but his arm around Finn only drew him closer.

“Our secret isn’t a secret,” Finn said quietly.

Luca’s thumb brushed a fresh mark on Finn’s neck. “Then we stop hiding parts of it. Not all. Not yet.

But this—” He gestured between them, the firelight catching the come drying on Finn’s skin, the tangle of their legs, the quiet peace neither had expected. “This is real. We protect what matters.”

Finn stared into the flames, heart hammering with a cocktail of fear and something warmer, deeper. Every touch from Luca bound him tighter—every whispered Italian, every domestic gesture in this rustic kitchen, every raw surrender by the fire. He was falling for the one man he was never supposed to have.

The journalist and the captain. The kid from the maintenance tunnels and the leader carrying an entire franchise on his shoulders. Objectivity was a distant memory.

All that remained was the terrifying, inevitable truth that he didn’t want to pull free.

Every touch bound Finn tighter to a man he was never supposed to have. And for the first time, he wasn’t sure he wanted to fight it.


Chapter 10

Shootout

Luca guided the Range Rover through the quiet streets of Woodbridge, the familiar rows of brick homes and manicured lawns blurring past under the late afternoon sun. His grip on the wheel was tighter than it needed to be, the scarred skin over his knuckles pulling taut. At thirty-two, he had faced down playoff overtime, hostile crowds in Chicago, and the ghost of that hit three years ago without flinching.

But bringing Finn here—to his parents’ house, to the carefully constructed lie of his life—felt like skating onto ice riddled with cracks.

Finn sat in the passenger seat, auburn hair catching the light, those sharp green eyes scanning the neighborhood with the same relentless curiosity that had first cracked Luca’s walls. Freckles dusted his nose and cheeks, standing out against skin still faintly flushed from their morning at the lake house. He looked relaxed in dark jeans and a simple gray sweater, messenger bag at his feet like always, but Luca could read the tension in the set of his shoulders.

This wasn’t just a visit. It was a test. Luca’s test, to see if he could navigate the tightrope of his traditional family’s expectations without letting the truth slip through.

“You’re quiet,” Finn observed, voice carrying that quick-witted edge that always sounded like both challenge and invitation. “If you’re having second thoughts about introducing your pet journalist to Nonna Moretti’s Sunday sauce, we can turn around. I’ll even let you blame it on traffic.”

Luca’s mouth twitched, the closest he came to a smile these days. “It’s not Sunday sauce. My mother cooks like it’s a competition with every other Italian mother in the GTA. And my father...” He trailed off, jaw tightening.

The scar along it pulled, a constant reminder of fights won and lost on the ice. “He’s old school. Expects his only son to settle down with a nice girl from the neighborhood, give him grandkids, carry on the name. I bring you as a colleague working on the profile.

That’s it. No slips. No lingering looks.

He’s got eyes like a linesman.”

Finn nodded, but Luca caught the flicker in those green eyes—the hidden warmth beneath the sharp tongue, the same warmth that had undone him by the fire at Muskoka two nights ago. “I know how to play defense, Captain. I grew up in arenas, remember? Cleaning up after men like you.

I won’t blow your cover.” There was no bitterness in it, just fact, but it landed in Luca’s chest like a blocked shot. Finn’s mother had scrubbed those same floors Luca had bled on. Their worlds shouldn’t overlap like this.

Yet here they were, tangled in ways that went far beyond the profile.

The family home came into view: a two-story brick house with a manicured front yard, Italian flag hanging discreetly beside the Canadian one, the smell of garlic and tomatoes already wafting through the open window as Luca parked. His chest tightened. Five years of hiding—who he wanted, what he carried, the guilt over Eriksson that still woke him some nights—had made every family visit a performance.

Today, with Finn beside him, the stage felt smaller, the lights hotter.

His mother opened the door before they reached it, wiping her hands on an apron, dark hair streaked with gray pulled back in a bun. “Luca! Mio figlio.” She pulled him into a hug that smelled of basil and home, then turned to Finn with bright eyes. “And this is the writer? Finn, yes?

Come in, come in. Papa is in the living room.”

Luca’s father rose from his armchair as they entered, a broad man in his late sixties with the same intense brown eyes Luca had inherited, though his were framed by deeper lines. The television played a replay of last night’s game, volume low. “Luca. Good to see you off the ice for once.” His gaze shifted to Finn, assessing. “The journalist.

From the Tribune. You’ve been following my son around like a shadow, I hear.”

Finn extended a hand, steady as ever. “Finn Harlow, sir. It’s an honor. Your son’s leadership is what makes the Wolves a contender.

I’m just trying to show Toronto the man behind the C.”

The words were perfect—professional, respectful, laced with that subtle warmth that made Luca’s stomach flip. His father shook Finn’s hand, nodding once. “Leadership. Yes.

On the ice and off. When is he going to bring home a girl, eh? Thirty-two years old, captain of the team, still alone in that fancy penthouse.

You got a girlfriend, Finn? Maybe you can talk sense into him.”

Luca’s pulse kicked hard. He kept his expression granite, the same mask he wore in pressers. “Papa, Finn’s here for the profile. Not relationship advice.”

His mother bustled in with a tray of antipasti—olives, prosciutto, fresh bread—saving the moment with a wave of her hand. “Enough, Vito. Let the boys eat. Finn, you look like you could use some proper food.

Journalists live on coffee, I bet. Sit, sit.”

The visit unfolded in careful increments. They ate at the heavy oak table in the dining room, Luca’s mother piling plates high with pasta, meatballs simmered in sauce that had cooked all day. Conversation stayed on safe ground at first: the upcoming road trip to Montreal, Luca’s stats this season, Finn’s questions about family traditions that Luca redirected with practiced ease.

But his father kept circling back, traditional expectations like a forecheck that wouldn’t relent.

“You see how he plays, Finn? Hits clean. Leads by example.

A man like that needs a strong woman at home. Not these modern games. Luca, your cousin Maria has a daughter—twenty-eight, beautiful, works in accounting.

You should meet her.”

Luca’s fork paused mid-air. The guilt he carried—the hit in Chicago that ended Eriksson’s career, the weight of the C, the sexuality he’d buried so deep it had almost atrophied—twisted tighter. Five years without touch, without honesty, and now Finn sat across from him, freckles catching the warm light from the window, green eyes meeting his for a fraction too long.

The thrill of the secret burned low in Luca’s gut, mixing with the fear. One wrong word, one lingering glance, and the fortress would crumble. His family’s world was built on traditions that had no room for this.

For them.

Finn handled it with that relentless wit, deflecting without lying outright. “Luca’s focused on the game, sir. That kind of discipline is rare. I’ve seen it up close—the way he cooks for the team on road trips, reads philosophy between periods.

It’s not just hockey. It’s a philosophy.”

Luca’s mother beamed. His father grunted approval, launching into a story about Luca’s junior days. Under the table, Finn’s knee brushed Luca’s once, deliberate, a spark that shot straight to his cock.

Luca didn’t flinch, but inside, the negotiation of control shifted. Finn gave as good as he got, even here—pushing just enough to remind Luca he wasn’t alone in this secrecy.

The visit lasted two hours. By the time they left, hugs exchanged and Tupperware of leftovers pressed into Finn’s hands, Luca’s shoulders ached from the tension. His father clapped him on the back at the door. “Bring that girl home soon, figlio.

Life’s not all ice and pucks.” The words landed like a body check Luca couldn’t avoid.

In the Rover on the drive back to Toronto, the city lights emerging as dusk fell, Luca exhaled for what felt like the first time. “You did well. Too well. He liked you.”

Finn’s hand found his on the gear shift, fingers lacing briefly. “I hated every second of lying for you. But I get it. The wound runs deep.” His voice softened, that hidden warmth surfacing. “Your guilt over Eriksson, your family’s expectations...

I see why you built the walls, Luca. But they don’t have to be impenetrable. Not with me.”

The words cracked something open in Luca’s chest. By the time they reached the penthouse, the waterfront condo rising sleek and private against the Toronto skyline, the tension from the visit had coiled into something hotter. Secrecy.

The thrill of it pulsed between them like a power play—one wrong move and everything shattered, but the risk only sharpened the want.

Luca closed the door behind them, the click echoing like a puck hitting the boards. The penthouse was dim, city lights spilling through floor-to-ceiling windows, casting long shadows across the walnut floors and bookshelves heavy with Marcus Aurelius and Seneca. Finn set the leftovers on the counter, turning with that half-smirk that always tested Luca’s control. “So, Captain.

Think your father would approve of how you really unwind after family dinner?”

The words ignited it. Luca crossed the space in two strides, broad hand cupping the back of Finn’s neck, fingers threading into auburn hair as he pulled him into a kiss that was all dominance and pent-up need. Their mouths crashed together, tongues sliding hot and urgent, the taste of Finn—coffee, basil from his mother’s sauce, and that underlying sharpness—flooding Luca’s senses.

Finn gave as good as he got, biting Luca’s lower lip hard enough to sting, then soothing it with a slick stroke of tongue that made Luca’s cock thicken instantly against his jeans.

“Fuck the expectations,” Luca growled against his mouth, backing Finn toward the wide leather couch. His hands roamed, yanking the gray sweater up and off, exposing lean athletic muscle dusted with those damn freckles across shoulders and chest. Luca’s mouth followed, sucking a mark into the hollow of Finn’s throat, tasting salt and skin while Finn’s hands fisted in his Henley, tugging it free. “You have no idea what it does to me—sitting there with you, pretending I don’t want to bend you over that table and fuck the wit right out of you.”

Finn’s sharp laugh dissolved into a groan as Luca palmed his ass, squeezing the firm muscle through denim. “Then do it. Stop talking philosophy and show me, Luca. I’m not one of your rookies.

I push back.” To prove it, Finn shoved Luca’s Henley higher, nails raking down the broad expanse of his back, tracing the old scars from fights and checks. The sting only fueled Luca, his cock now fully hard, nine thick inches straining against his zipper, leaking at the thought of burying itself in Finn’s tight heat.

Clothes hit the floor in a trail—jeans unbuttoned with impatient hands, boxers shoved down. Luca kicked his away, his heavy cock slapping against his abdomen, veined and flushed dark, balls drawn up tight with five years of denial finally unleashed. Finn’s own length curved upward, thick and flushed, precome beading at the slit amid a scatter of freckles on his hips.

Luca wrapped a callused hand around both their cocks, stroking them together in one rough fist. The friction dragged a mutual groan from them, Finn’s hips bucking into the grip with that same relentless energy he brought to every interview.

“On the couch,” Luca ordered, voice low and dominant, the same tone he used to correct gaps on the ice. But Finn negotiated even here, spinning them so Luca sat first, then straddling his lap, lean thighs bracketing powerful ones. Their cocks slotted together again as Finn rocked down, grinding with deliberate pressure that had Luca’s head falling back against the cushions.

“Like this first,” Finn murmured, green eyes locked on Luca’s, freckled cheeks flushed. “I want to feel you lose a little control before you take me apart.” He leaned in, tongue tracing the scar along Luca’s jaw, sucking at the corner of his mouth until Luca snarled and fisted a hand in that auburn hair, yanking him into a deeper kiss. Tongues fucked in rhythm with their hips, wet and filthy, spit slicking their chins. Luca’s free hand slid between them, thumb circling the head of Finn’s cock, smearing precome before dipping lower to tease his hole.

Finn gasped into the kiss, pushing back against the touch. “Yes. Fingers first. Stretch me while I watch you.”

Luca obliged, grabbing the lube from the side table—kept there now, a silent admission of how deep this had gone. He slicked two thick fingers and pressed them in, breaching Finn’s tight ring with steady dominance. The heat inside was scorching, velvet grip clenching around him as Finn rode the intrusion, sharp tongue reduced to curses. “Deeper—fuck, Luca, curl them.

You know how I like it.” Finn gave as good as he got, reaching down to stroke Luca’s cock in firm twists, thumbing the sensitive underside until Luca’s thighs tensed, hips jerking up involuntarily.

The thrill of secrecy fueled every motion—the visit to Woodbridge still fresh, the lie of “colleague” burning in Luca’s mind while he finger-fucked Finn open on the same couch where his mother’s photo sat framed nearby. Emotional intimacy wove through the raw heat; Luca felt seen, the guilt over Eriksson and his hidden life cracking open under Finn’s relentless perception. “You undo me,” he rasped, adding a third finger, scissoring roughly to stretch him wide. “Five years I hid this. The want.

The fear. You make me want to burn it all down.”

Finn’s response was to clench deliberately around his fingers, green eyes blazing with equal parts lust and understanding. “Then burn it. Fuck me, Luca. I’m ready.

I want your cock owning me while the city watches through those windows and no one knows.”

Luca withdrew his fingers, slicked his throbbing shaft with a generous stroke—the wet sound obscene—and positioned Finn above him. The head nudged Finn’s hole, thick and insistent. Finn sank down slowly, controlling the first inch, his sharp intake of breath mingling with Luca’s groan as the tight heat enveloped him.

Inch by inch, Finn took him, lean body trembling but never yielding, until Luca was buried to the hilt, balls pressed against Finn’s ass.

“Move,” Finn demanded, voice hoarse but commanding. He braced his hands on Luca’s broad shoulders, rolling his hips in a filthy circle that ground Luca’s cock against his prostate. Luca answered with a powerful thrust upward, hands gripping Finn’s freckled hips hard enough to bruise, setting a brutal rhythm.

Their bodies slapped together—skin on skin, sweat building between them, the couch creaking under the force. Luca dominated the pace, snapping his hips up to drive deep, but Finn met every thrust, clenching on the upstroke, nails digging into Luca’s chest, tweaking a nipple with wicked precision that pulled a growl from deep in Luca’s throat.

“Harder, Captain. Give me what your father can’t know about.” The words were a spark to gasoline. Luca flipped them with effortless strength, pinning Finn beneath him on the cushions, legs hooked over his shoulders.

The new angle let him pound deeper, cock pistoning in and out of that slick, greedy hole with wet, filthy sounds. Finn’s cock leaked between their stomachs, rubbing against Luca’s abs with every drive, the head purple and swollen.

Luca wrapped a hand around it, stroking rough and fast. “Come on my cock. Let me feel you fall apart while I fill you.” His thrusts grew erratic, dominance edged with the raw emotion of it all—the closeness after Woodbridge, the secrecy making every sensation sharper. Finn’s green eyes locked on his, freckled face contorted in pleasure, sharp tongue babbling now: “Yes—fuck, right there, Luca—your cock’s so deep, so thick, splitting me open—gonna come—”

Finn shattered first, hole clamping down like a vice as thick ropes of come erupted from his slit, painting his freckled chest and chin. The rhythmic squeeze dragged Luca over with him. He buried himself to the root, hips stuttering as pulse after pulse of hot release flooded Finn’s ass, spilling out around his shaft on the final thrusts.

The orgasm tore through him like a breakaway, shaking him to his core, the emotional truth underneath it all leaving him breathless. This wasn’t just release. It was intimacy—Finn seeing every fractured piece of him and still meeting him thrust for thrust, control negotiated in sweat and gasps and shared wounds.

They stayed locked, breaths ragged, bodies slick. Luca lowered Finn’s legs gently, collapsing half atop him, cock softening inside but unwilling to pull out yet. He traced a freckle on Finn’s cheek with a callused thumb, the tenderness after such heat cracking his walls further. “Closest I’ve felt to anyone in five years,” he murmured, voice rough. “You make the guilt quieter.

The secrecy... it burns, but with you it feels worth it.”

Finn’s hand came up, threading through Luca’s dark curls, pulling him down for a slow, sated kiss. The hidden warmth in his eyes said everything—loyalty, want, the same fear mirrored back.

Later, as they lay tangled on the couch under a throw blanket, Finn’s phone buzzed on the floor. He reached for it lazily, listening to the voicemail with a frown that shifted his freckles. Nadia’s voice carried faintly: “Harlow, it’s urgent.

The draft is strong but safe. I need explosive angles—dig into the personal shit, the hit’s long shadow, any hint of what he’s hiding off-ice. Family?

Relationships? Don’t pull punches. Deadline’s breathing down our necks.

Make it bleed.”

Finn deleted it, but Luca sensed the shift immediately—the subtle tension in Finn’s lean frame, the way his sharp green eyes clouded for a moment before clearing. He didn’t ask. Not yet.

The visit to Woodbridge still lingered, the thrill of their encounter humming in his veins. Instead, he pulled Finn closer, bodies fitting together in the afterglow, legs entwined, Finn’s head on his chest. Sleep tugged at them both, the penthouse quiet except for the distant hum of the city.

This was the closest Luca had felt to another person in five years—the weight of Finn against him, come still drying on their skin, hearts beating in sync after the storm of secrecy and heat. He pressed a kiss to auburn hair, inhaling cedar and sex and home. But as contentment settled, a colder fear crept in behind it.

The closer they became, the more Luca feared what exposure could cost them both—his family’s illusions shattered, the team’s trust fractured, Finn’s career torched by the very objectivity he’d already sacrificed. The shootout was coming. Luca just didn’t know which net the puck would find first.


Chapter 11

Game Misconduct

Finn Harlow sat in Nadia Patel’s glass-walled office with the Toronto skyline stabbing at his back through the blinds, the third coffee of the morning curdled in his stomach like bad ice. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead in that familiar migraine key, but it was nothing compared to the hammer of Nadia’s words.

“I don’t want another glossy captain profile, Harlow. I want the exposé that actually moves copies. Luca Moretti has been hiding in plain sight for years.

The single captain, no girlfriends, no scandals, that ridiculous monk routine with the philosophy books and the midnight osso buco for the boys. It’s a cover. Dig into the sexuality angle.

Confirm it, source it, and we’ll run it under the banner that the league’s most respected leader has been living a double life. The Eriksson hit already makes him damaged goods. This turns the whole thing nuclear.”

Finn’s pen froze against his notebook. The words landed like a blindside hit, rattling his teeth. Nadia leaned forward, tablet glowing with mock layouts that already carried headlines screaming about hidden lives and fractured leadership.

Her eyes were sharp, the same ones that had green-lit every career-making piece Finn had ever filed, but today they looked like scalpels aimed straight at Luca’s throat.

“I’m not writing that,” Finn said. The sentence came out quieter than he meant it to, but the steel underneath was real.

Nadia’s eyebrow arched. “You’re not what?”

“I’m not outing him. That’s not journalism. That’s tabloid garbage dressed up as public interest.”

She sat back, tapping one manicured nail against the edge of her desk. “Public interest is exactly what this is. The league sells wholesome Canadian values. Captains are role models.

If Moretti’s been lying about who he sleeps with while wearing the C, Toronto has a right to know. Especially after that hit three years ago. The guilt angle, the isolation, it all ties together.

You’ve been embedded with the team for weeks. You’ve got the access. Don’t tell me you haven’t seen cracks.”

Finn’s pulse hammered so hard he could feel it in his temples. Cracks. He had seen them.

He had caused them. He had traced the scar along Luca’s jaw with his tongue two nights ago in the penthouse while Luca gasped out Italian curses and filled him so deep Finn still felt the echo of it when he sat down. The memory flared hot and treacherous behind his eyes: Luca’s broad shoulders flexing, dark eyes locked on his, the raw honesty that had passed between them when Luca admitted the guilt over Eriksson still woke him at night.

That wasn’t an angle. That was a man who had trusted him.

“I’ve seen a leader who carries more than anyone realizes,” Finn said carefully. “A guy who cooks for his team because it’s the one thing he can control after watching a career end on his watch. That’s the story. Not whatever you think he does in private.”

Nadia’s smile was thin. “Private is what sells. Get me confirmation. A source.

A photo. Anything that proves the captain’s been hiding his sexuality and we’ll frame it as the human cost of the closet in professional sports. This could be your Pulitzer, Finn.

Don’t get squeamish now.”

She slid the tablet across the desk. The mock-up showed Luca’s face half in shadow, the scar stark, the headline already drafted in aggressive font: *The Captain’s Secret*. Finn’s stomach lurched.

He stood without taking the tablet, messenger bag already slung over his shoulder like armor.

“I need air,” he said.

Nadia didn’t stop him. “Deadline’s in five days. Make the right choice, Harlow. The one that gets you out of the maintenance tunnels for good.”

The words followed him all the way down in the elevator, through the lobby, and into the crisp Toronto afternoon. Finn walked without direction at first, boots slapping wet pavement, until the route became muscle memory. He caught the streetcar heading west, the familiar rumble vibrating up through his seat as the city blurred past.

His mother’s apartment was in the same neighborhood it had always been, a squat brick building two blocks from the arena where she had spent thirty years pushing a cleaning cart. Bryn Harlow opened the door on the second knock, auburn hair streaked with more gray than Finn remembered, sharp green eyes identical to his own narrowing at the look on his face.

“You look like you got checked into the boards without a helmet,” she said, pulling him inside. The apartment smelled of lemon cleaner and the cheap coffee she still brewed by the pot. She gestured him to the sagging couch and disappeared into the kitchen, returning with two mugs. “Talk.”

Finn wrapped his hands around the warmth and tried to find the words that wouldn’t betray everything. He couldn’t tell her he was sleeping with Luca Moretti. Couldn’t tell her the way Luca’s body felt under his hands, the way those intense dark eyes went soft after they fucked, the way Luca traced every freckle on Finn’s skin like it was something sacred.

So he gave her the parts he could.

“Nadia wants me to twist the profile into something uglier. An exposé. She thinks there’s a hidden personal life that would sell papers.

I’m… struggling with where the line is. Between the story and the man.”

Bryn settled into the armchair across from him, feet up on the battered ottoman. She looked smaller than she had when he was a kid doing homework on the arena tunnels floor while she mopped blood off the glass, but her voice carried the same no-nonsense weight.

“Values don’t change just because the lights get brighter, baby. You grew up watching me clean up after men who thought the world owed them everything. Some of them were good.

Some weren’t. But the ones who carried real weight, the quiet ones, they deserved to have their floors cleaned without someone selling their private business to the highest bidder. You’re a journalist, not a gossip columnist.

If the story requires you to become someone who’d sell out a man’s secrets to make your name, then it’s not a story worth writing.”

Finn swallowed hard. She didn’t know the half of it. Didn’t know that the man in question had pinned him against a bookshelf and kissed him like a man drowning until Finn had forgotten every rule he’d ever built his life on.

Didn’t know that last night at the lake house Luca had fucked him slow by the fire and then held him afterward like Finn was the only steady thing in a world of shifting ice.

“I keep thinking about how hard I worked to get out of those tunnels,” he said quietly. “How you scrubbed those arenas so I could sit in the press box instead of under the stands. This piece could be everything. But it feels like it would cost too much.”

Bryn reached over and squeezed his knee, her hand rough from years of bleach and mops. “Then don’t pay it. You’ve got my mouth and too much heart, Finn Harlow. Use both.

Write the truth, not the blood. If that costs you the big headline, it costs you the headline. Your integrity’s the only thing the arenas never managed to take from us.”

The words settled in his chest like a check he hadn’t seen coming, clean and bruising all at once. Finn stayed another hour, letting her feed him reheated lasagna and talk about the new rookie she was training at the Meridian Centre. When he finally hugged her goodbye at the door, she held on a second longer than usual.

“Whatever’s got you this twisted up, don’t let it turn you into someone you’d be ashamed to bring home. I raised you better.”

The streetcar ride back to his apartment passed in a haze. Finn changed clothes without thinking, dark jeans and a navy button-down that Luca had once peeled off him with teeth and patience. His hands shook as he texted the only thing he could manage.

Need to see you. Your place. Tonight.

Luca’s reply came within minutes. Door’s open. I’ll be waiting.

The penthouse smelled like garlic and rosemary when Finn let himself in. Luca stood at the kitchen island in gray sweats and a black thermal that stretched across his broad shoulders, dark hair curling at his collar from the steam off the pan. At thirty-two he looked like everything Finn had ever wanted and everything he was terrified to break.

The scar along his jaw caught the light as he turned, intense brown eyes softening the moment they landed on Finn’s face.

“You look like you took a bad hit,” Luca said, voice low and measured, the same tone he used on the ice when a rookie needed steadying. He set the knife down and crossed the room in three strides, big hands coming up to cup Finn’s face. Callused thumbs brushed over the freckles on his cheeks. “What happened?”

Finn leaned into the touch before he could stop himself. The guilt crashed over him like a wave, cold and relentless. Nadia’s voice echoed in his head. *The sexuality angle.

Make it bleed.* He should tell Luca everything. Should confess that his editor wanted to out him in print, that Finn was sitting on the story of a lifetime and it was rotting in his stomach like bad fish. Instead he surged forward, kissing Luca hard, pouring every conflicted thing into the press of mouths and the slide of tongues.

Luca made a surprised sound but met him immediately, dominance rising like it always did. One broad hand slid to the back of Finn’s neck, fingers threading through auburn hair and gripping just hard enough to sting. The other yanked Finn closer until their bodies aligned, Luca’s solid two-hundred-and-twenty-pound frame dwarfing Finn’s leaner build.

The kiss turned filthy fast, Luca’s tongue licking deep, claiming, while Finn gave as good as he got, biting Luca’s lower lip and sucking it between his own until the captain growled.

“Tell me,” Luca rasped against his mouth, but Finn shook his head, hands already tugging at the hem of Luca’s thermal. He needed this. Needed the heat to drown out the moral crisis clawing at his ribs.

Needed to feel Luca’s skin under his palms before the guilt ate him alive.

“Later,” Finn lied. “Just fuck me. Please.”

Luca’s eyes darkened, pupils blowing wide. He backed Finn toward the bedroom without breaking the kiss, hands stripping Finn’s shirt open with impatient strength. Buttons pinged across the walnut floor.

Finn’s back hit the mattress and Luca followed him down, broad shoulders blocking out the city lights spilling through the windows. Their mouths crashed together again, wet and urgent. Finn shoved Luca’s sweats down, wrapping his hand around the thick length of Luca’s cock.

Nine inches of heavy, veined heat pulsed against his palm, already leaking at the tip. Luca groaned into his mouth, hips jerking forward.

“You’re wound tight tonight,” Luca muttered, voice gravel-rough. He pinned Finn’s wrist above his head with one hand while the other worked Finn’s jeans open. “Let me take care of you.”

Finn bucked up against him, sharp tongue finding its edge even through the haze of want. “Then stop talking and do it. I need you inside me. Now.”

Luca’s control fractured exactly the way Finn loved. He stripped them both with efficient dominance, clothes hitting the floor in a heap. Finn drank in the sight of him: scarred jaw clenched, dark hair falling across his forehead, powerful thighs flexing as he reached for the lube on the nightstand.

Luca’s cock stood thick and flushed against his abdomen, the head glistening. Finn’s own dick throbbed against his stomach, freckled hips shifting restlessly.

Luca slicked his fingers and pushed two inside Finn without preamble, stretching him with the same relentless precision he used on the ice. Finn hissed at the burn, then moaned as Luca curled them just right, dragging over his prostate. “Fuck, yes. Like that.” He rocked down onto the intrusion, giving as good as he got, clenching deliberately around Luca’s fingers until the captain’s breath hitched.

“You’re going to kill me,” Luca growled. He added a third finger, scissoring roughly, mouth latching onto Finn’s throat to suck a bruise into the skin just above his collarbone. Finn’s free hand fisted in Luca’s dark curls, tugging hard enough to earn a bitten-off curse.

The negotiation of control played out in every thrust of fingers, every roll of Finn’s hips, every time Luca tried to pin him down and Finn pushed right back up to meet him.

When Luca finally pulled his fingers free and slicked his cock, Finn was trembling with need. The guilt sat like a weight in his chest, but the desire was louder. Luca positioned himself, thick head nudging Finn’s hole, and locked eyes with him.

Dark brown on sharp green. “Look at me,” Luca ordered, voice low and dominant. “Want to see you while I fuck you open.”

He pushed inside in one long, relentless slide. Finn’s breath caught at the stretch, the burn blooming into liquid heat as Luca bottomed out, heavy balls pressed against his ass. For a moment they stayed like that, foreheads touching, breaths mingling.

Then Luca began to move.

The first thrust was measured, dragging his cock over Finn’s prostate with devastating accuracy. The second was harder. By the third they had found their rhythm, Luca’s hips snapping forward with powerful strokes while Finn met him thrust for thrust, legs wrapped around that broad back, heels digging in.

The sound of skin slapping skin filled the room, wet and obscene, mingled with harsh breaths and broken curses.

“Harder,” Finn demanded, nails raking down Luca’s back hard enough to leave marks. “Don’t you dare hold back on me, Captain.”

Luca snarled and shifted, hooking Finn’s legs over his shoulders, folding him nearly in half. The new angle let him drive deeper, cock pistoning in and out of Finn’s slick hole with brutal precision. Sweat slicked their bodies.

Luca’s scar pulled tight as his jaw clenched, dark curls damp against his forehead. Finn’s freckled chest heaved, cock trapped between them, leaking steadily against his own stomach.

“Touch yourself,” Luca ordered, voice wrecked. “Want to feel you come while I’m buried inside you.”

Finn obeyed, wrapping his hand around his own cock and stroking in time with Luca’s thrusts. Pleasure coiled tight at the base of his spine, guilt and desire colliding so fiercely it felt like he might shatter. Every snap of Luca’s hips drove the moral crisis deeper.

This man trusted him. This man had let him in after five years of isolation, had cooked for him at the lake house and traced his freckles like they were precious. And Finn was sitting on a story that could destroy all of it.

Luca seemed to sense the shift. His rhythm faltered, then steadied again, one big hand coming up to cup Finn’s jaw. “Stay with me,” he rasped, thumb brushing over Finn’s bottom lip. “Whatever it is, stay here. With me.”

The tenderness broke something open. Finn came with a choked cry, stripes of come painting his freckled chest and abdomen as his hole clenched rhythmically around Luca’s cock. Luca followed seconds later, burying himself to the hilt and flooding Finn with hot pulses of release, groaning low and broken against Finn’s neck.

They rode it out together, bodies locked, hearts hammering against each other.

Afterward Luca collapsed half on top of him, cock still buried deep, arms wrapping around Finn like he could shield him from whatever storm was coming. Finn felt the guilt settle heavy in his chest, thicker now after the intimacy. He traced the scar along Luca’s jaw with a trembling finger.

“I’m going to kill the damaging story,” he whispered into the quiet. The decision crystallized as he said it. He wouldn’t give Nadia the exposé.

Wouldn’t drag Luca’s hidden sexuality into the light for clicks and awards. But the words about Nadia’s pressure stuck in his throat. He couldn’t bring himself to confess that part yet.

Not when Luca was looking at him with those soft, sated eyes. Not when the weight of what they’d just shared still hummed between them.

Luca pressed a kiss to his temple, misunderstanding the silence for something simpler. “Whatever you need,” he murmured. “I’ve got you.”

Finn closed his eyes against the burn of unshed tears. The man beneath him carried enough guilt for three lifetimes. Finn wouldn’t add to it tonight.

But the decision to kill the story felt like both victory and defeat. He had chosen integrity over ambition. Had chosen Luca over the story of a lifetime.

And still, as Luca’s breathing evened out into sleep and Finn lay awake staring at the city lights through the penthouse windows, the hook of it all settled in his gut like a bad penalty.

The story of a lifetime now felt like the betrayal of a lifetime.


Chapter 12

Cold Shoulder

Luca Moretti woke to the faint blue glow of a laptop screen cutting through the darkness of his penthouse bedroom. The clock on the nightstand read 3:17 a.m., and the city outside the floor-to-ceiling windows had quieted to a distant hum of traffic and the occasional siren slicing across the harbor. Finn’s body was still pressed against his, warm and lax in sleep, auburn hair tousled against the pillow, freckles faint shadows across the bridge of his nose.

Luca’s arm lay heavy over Finn’s waist, fingers curled possessively against the lean muscle of his hip. For a moment, the sight anchored him—the way Finn’s sharp features softened in repose, the faint mark Luca had sucked into the side of his throat hours earlier, the quiet rise and fall of his chest. It felt dangerously close to peace, the kind Luca hadn’t allowed himself in five years.

But the laptop on the desk across the room kept humming, its screen angled just enough that the glow spilled over the edge of the bed. Luca’s instincts, honed by fourteen seasons of reading plays before they developed, prickled. Finn had been off all night—wired tight, kissing like a man trying to outrun something, coming apart under Luca’s hands with a desperation that tasted like guilt.

Luca had chalked it up to the pressure of the profile, the weight of everything they’d cracked open between them. Now, with sleep refusing to pull him back under, curiosity sharpened into something colder.

He eased his arm free, careful not to wake Finn, and slid from the bed. His bare feet made no sound on the walnut floors as he crossed to the desk, the cool air raising gooseflesh along his naked skin. The laptop was Finn’s, the one he carried everywhere in that battered messenger bag.

It wasn’t locked. Luca told himself this wasn’t invasion; it was self-preservation. The man sleeping in his bed had seen every fracture in him—the guilt over Eriksson that still clawed him awake some nights, the traditional family in Woodbridge who could never know the truth of who he wanted, the five years of celibacy he’d shattered for Finn’s sharp tongue and relentless green eyes.

If there was more to the tension tonight, Luca needed to see it before it carved him open any deeper.

He tapped the trackpad. The screen brightened to reveal a document titled *Moretti_Final_Draft_v3*. Luca’s stomach tightened as he scanned the first paragraphs—clean, insightful prose that painted him as a man forged by quiet philosophy and heavier burdens.

It was good. Too good. It captured the way he cooked for the team not as performance but as control, the Stoic texts as armor against the imagination’s cruelties.

Then Luca scrolled further, and the tone shifted. Notes in the margins, red and raw: *Nadia pushing for sexuality angle. Exposé pressure—confirm hidden life, tie to Eriksson guilt, frame as league hypocrisy.* A linked text conversation popped up in a minimized window, clearly copied from Finn’s phone.

Nadia: *Harlow, this can’t be soft. The captain’s a cipher. No relationships, no women, that monk routine.

Dig. If he’s gay and hiding it, that’s the hook. The hit made him damaged.

This makes him a liar wearing the C.*

Finn: *Not doing that. It’s not the story.*

Nadia: *It’s the only story that matters. You’ve got the access. Use it.

Deadline’s five days. Make it bleed or I’ll hand it to someone who will.*

Luca’s grip on the edge of the desk turned his knuckles white. The scar along his jaw pulled tight as his teeth clenched. Betrayal hit him like a blindside check into the boards, the kind that left you gasping on the ice with the wind knocked out of you.

He’d let Finn in. Not just into his bed, but into the locked rooms of his mind—the lake house in Muskoka where he imagined being fully seen, the family dinners in Woodbridge where he performed heterosexuality like a role he’d never auditioned for, the raw ache of Eriksson’s helmet cracking against the glass that still echoed in his nightmares. He’d traced Finn’s freckles with his tongue and whispered Italian endearments against sweat-slick skin, and all the while Finn had been fielding orders to gut him in print.

The laptop screen blurred for a second. Luca closed it with deliberate care, the soft click loud in the quiet room. He turned back to the bed, where Finn was stirring now, green eyes blinking open, that quick-witted sharpness already sharpening despite the hour.

“Luca?” Finn’s voice was sleep-rough, warm in a way that twisted the knife deeper. “What are you doing up?”

Luca didn’t answer at first. He stood there naked, six-three of coiled power and barely leashed fury, the broad planes of his chest rising with each controlled breath. His cock hung heavy between his thighs, still half-hard from the memory of being buried inside Finn earlier, but the heat in his blood had curdled into something sharper.

Pain. The familiar sting of someone he’d allowed past his walls turning out to be just another blade aimed at the cracks.

“I saw the notes,” Luca said, voice low and even, the same tone he used in the locker room when a player had fucked up but needed direction, not rage. “Your laptop. The draft. Nadia’s texts. *Confirm the sexuality angle.

Make it bleed.*” Each word landed like a slapshot. “All that time in my bed, in my head, asking about the hit, about Seneca, about my family—was that research? Or were you just waiting for the right quote to hang me with?”

Finn sat up fast, sheets pooling around his waist, freckled chest still marked with faint bruises from Luca’s mouth. His auburn hair stuck up in every direction, but his eyes went wide with something that looked like panic. “It’s not what you think. I told her no.

I’m not writing that. I killed it tonight—I chose not to give her the exposé. Luca, you have to believe me.

I wouldn’t—”

“Believe you?” Luca’s laugh was hollow, scraping out of his chest like rust off old skates. He crossed his arms over his broad chest, scarred jaw flexing. “You came here wired tight, fucked me like you were trying to outrun your own guilt, and now I find out your editor’s been riding you to out me as the league’s biggest closet case. Tie it to Eriksson.

Frame me as damaged goods hiding behind the C. Jesus, Finn. I let you see the lake house in my head.

I told you what that hit still does to me at night. And you sat across from my father in Woodbridge and played the good colleague while your boss was texting you to dig up my sex life for headlines.”

Finn swung his legs out of bed, standing to face him. At six feet he was lean athletic grace against Luca’s powerhouse build, but he didn’t back down. That relentless mouth, the one that had moaned Luca’s name so sweetly hours ago, twisted into sharp defense. “You went through my laptop?

While I was sleeping in your bed? That’s not trust, Luca. That’s control.

I’m not the enemy here. Nadia’s pushing hard because the profile’s too human, too real. She wants blood, but I told her no.

I’m protecting you. That’s what tonight was about—coming here because I couldn’t stomach the thought of her twisting what we have into some tabloid hit job.”

The words should have soothed. They didn’t. Luca’s wound, the one that had kept him closed off for five years after watching a man’s career end on his blade, flared wide open.

Betrayal tasted like copper on his tongue, familiar as the guilt he carried every day. He’d let Finn see him—not the captain, not the stoic leader quoting Marcus Aurelius between periods, but the man underneath who cooked osso buco at midnight because salt and heat were the only variables he could master. And Finn had been taking notes the whole time.

“Protecting me,” Luca echoed, stepping closer until their bodies nearly touched, heat radiating between them despite the anger crackling in the air. “By hiding the fact that your paper wants to paint me as a liar who can’t even be honest about who he fucks? By letting me fall for those sharp green eyes and that hidden warmth you keep locked behind your quick tongue? My family thinks I’m straight, Finn.

The team thinks I’m untouchable. The league sells me as the face of integrity after the Eriksson mess. One exposé and it all burns.

And you—fuck, you made me believe you saw me. Not the story. Me.”

Finn’s cheeks flushed under his freckles, but his jaw set in that stubborn line Luca had come to crave. “I do see you. That’s why I’m not writing it. I killed the angle.

Deleted the notes. Told Nadia to shove her Pulitzer whispers. You think this is easy for me?

My mother cleaned your arenas for thirty years. I swore I’d never lose my objectivity, never let admiration turn into this. But here I am, in your bed, choosing you over the story that could make my career.

And you repay that by snooping through my shit like I’m just another source?”

The argument ignited like a bad line change, fast and brutal. Luca’s temper, usually banked behind quiet dominance, surged hot. “Choosing me? Or gathering more material?

Every time you asked about the hit, every time you let me fuck you slow by the fire at Muskoka, was that journalism with benefits? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like I opened every door and you walked through with a recorder in your back pocket.”

Finn shoved at Luca’s chest, not hard enough to move him but enough to spark friction. His palm lingered against the heavy muscle, heat transferring skin to skin. “You arrogant asshole. I gave up everything for this.

My distance. My walls. I let you pin me down and wreck me because I wanted you, not your secrets.

And now you’re twisting it into betrayal because you’re scared shitless someone finally got past that granite exterior. Newsflash, Captain: not everything is a power play you have to win.”

Luca caught Finn’s wrist, fingers wrapping tight around the lean bone. Their eyes locked—intense dark brown boring into sharp green, anger and hurt and something darker twisting between them. The air thickened, charged like the ice before a brawl.

Luca could feel Finn’s pulse hammering under his thumb, matching the furious beat of his own heart. The betrayal burned, but so did the memory of Finn’s body yielding under him, clenching around his cock, those freckled lips parted on desperate moans. Hate and want collided, messy and undeniable.

“Scared?” Luca’s voice dropped to a gravel-rough growl. He yanked Finn closer, their naked bodies slamming together, cocks brushing in a spark of unwanted heat. “I’m not scared. I’m furious.

You got inside my walls, Finn. No one’s done that in five years. Not since I decided the guilt and the hiding were safer than this.

And now I find out it was all fuel for your fucking exposé.”

Finn didn’t pull away. Instead he surged up, crashing their mouths together in a kiss that tasted like fury and salt and the raw edge of pain. Teeth clashed.

Tongues fought for dominance. Luca bit Finn’s lower lip hard enough to draw a hiss, then soothed it with a brutal swipe of his tongue. The argument didn’t stop; it simply transmuted, pouring into their bodies like gasoline on a fire.

Finn gave as good as he got, nails raking down Luca’s back, hard enough to sting and leave red trails that only made Luca’s cock thicken against Finn’s hip.

“Fuck you,” Finn snarled against his mouth, even as his hips rolled forward, grinding their erections together in a slick slide of precome. “Fuck you for thinking I’d sell you out. Fuck you for making me care this much.”

Luca spun them, shoving Finn back against the desk. The laptop clattered but didn’t fall. He pinned Finn there with his greater weight, broad shoulders and powerful thighs caging the leaner man in. “You already did.

Every note, every text. But if this is what you wanted all along—access—then take it.” His hand wrapped around Finn’s cock, stroking rough and fast, thumb smearing the bead of precome at the slit. Finn bucked into the grip, green eyes blazing with equal parts rage and lust.

The sex that followed wasn’t tender. It wasn’t the slow burn by the lake house fire or the whispered Italian in the morning light. This was hate-tinged and raw, a negotiation of control fought with bodies instead of words.

Luca dominated, but Finn pushed back at every turn, refusing to yield completely. Luca dropped to his knees, mouth engulfing Finn’s cock in one wet swallow, throat relaxing to take him deep while his hands gripped Finn’s freckled hips hard enough to bruise. Finn’s hands fisted in Luca’s dark curls, tugging sharply, fucking into his mouth with short, angry thrusts.

“Like that? Sucking the man you’re supposed to expose?” Finn gasped, voice edged with pain and pleasure. “Choke on it, Luca. Show me how much you hate me right now.”

Luca pulled off with a wet pop, lips swollen and shiny, and rose to his full height. He spun Finn around, bending him over the desk with one powerful hand between his shoulder blades. Finn’s chest pressed against the cool wood, ass presented, hole still faintly puffy from earlier.

Luca grabbed the lube from the nightstand drawer, slicking his thick cock with jerky strokes. Nine inches of veined heat, flushed dark and leaking, nudged against Finn’s entrance.

“You want hate?” Luca growled, pushing the head past the tight ring of muscle in one brutal thrust. Finn cried out, the sound half-pain, half-pleasure, his body clenching around the invasion. “Then take it. Every inch.

Like you took my trust.”

He bottomed out, balls pressed tight to Finn’s ass, and paused only long enough for Finn to adjust before pulling back and slamming home again. The pace was punishing—hard, deep snaps of Luca’s hips that rocked the desk and made Finn’s freckled back arch. Skin slapped skin, wet and obscene, the stretch burning around Luca’s girth.

Finn pushed back to meet every thrust, one hand braced on the desk, the other reaching back to grip Luca’s thigh, nails digging in.

“Harder, you bastard,” Finn spat, voice breaking on a moan as Luca nailed his prostate. “If you’re going to cut me out after this, at least make it hurt.”

Luca’s hand cracked against Finn’s ass in a sharp smack, the sound echoing. Red bloomed across pale skin dusted with freckles. Pain and heat twisted together, dominance met by Finn’s relentless fire.

Luca reached around, fisting Finn’s cock in a brutal grip, stroking him out of rhythm with his thrusts just to keep him off balance. “You think this is the end? You came into my life with your sharp tongue and your mother’s warnings about arenas chewing people up, and now you’ve gutted me worse than any hit. I let you see me, Finn.

The guilt. The family lies. The way I want to be buried in you every night.

And it was all research.”

Finn’s response was a broken laugh that dissolved into a groan as Luca ground deep, circling his hips to stir his cock inside that tight heat. “It stopped being research the first time you kissed me. I’m not your enemy. But if you want to hate-fuck me like one, then do it right.

Make me feel it tomorrow when I have to write the version of you that doesn’t include this.”

The words fueled Luca’s anger and his lust in equal measure. He pulled out, spun Finn to face him, and lifted him onto the desk with effortless strength. Finn’s legs wrapped around his waist immediately, heels digging into Luca’s lower back.

Luca thrust back in, deeper at this angle, folding Finn nearly in half as he pounded into him. Their mouths met in a messy clash—biting, sucking, tongues fighting for dominance even as Luca’s cock owned Finn’s ass with every brutal stroke.

Sweat slicked their bodies. Luca’s scarred jaw clenched, dark curls damp against his forehead. Finn’s green eyes stayed locked on his, never flinching, even as tears of overwhelming sensation pricked at the corners.

The pain was there—in the stretch, in the force, in the emotional wound ripping open between them—but so was the consent, the way Finn clenched deliberately around him, the way he moaned Luca’s name like a curse and a prayer.

“Fuck—Luca—right there, you prick. Hate me harder. I can take it.”

Luca’s grip tightened on Finn’s hips, thumbs pressing into the bruises already forming. His balls drew up tight, the base of his spine tingling with impending release. He stroked Finn’s cock in time with his thrusts now, rough and relentless, wanting to feel him shatter first. “Come, then.

Come on the cock of the man you betrayed. Let me feel how much you hate wanting this.”

Finn shattered with a guttural cry, his hole clamping down like a vice as thick ropes of come pulsed from his slit, striping his freckled abdomen and Luca’s fist. The rhythmic squeeze dragged Luca over the edge seconds later. He buried himself to the hilt, hips stuttering as he flooded Finn’s ass with hot, heavy spurts, groaning low and broken against Finn’s shoulder.

The orgasm tore through him like a checked body into the glass, leaving him trembling, the emotional truth underneath it all sharper than any physical release.

They stayed locked together, breaths ragged, bodies slick with sweat and come. Luca’s cock softened inside Finn, but he didn’t pull out immediately. The anger hadn’t faded; it had simply burned down to cold ash.

The betrayal still sat heavy in his chest, familiar as the guilt over Eriksson. He had let someone inside his walls again, and the cut went deeper than any blade.

Finally, Luca eased back, his spent cock slipping free with a wet trickle of come leaking from Finn’s hole. He looked at the man sprawled on his desk—flushed, marked, eyes still defiant even in the afterglow—and felt the walls slamming back into place, thicker and colder than before.

“Get out,” Luca said, voice flat and final. He turned away, grabbing a pair of sweats from the chair and yanking them on. “Take your laptop. Take your notes.

Take your profile and your exposés and your goddamn objectivity. We’re done. No more interviews.

No more access. No more anything. Tell your editor the captain’s stonewalling again.

It’s what I do best.”

Finn slid off the desk, legs shaky, come dripping down his thigh. His green eyes flashed with hurt, but his sharp tongue stayed quiet for once. He gathered his clothes in silence, dressing with efficient movements that somehow hurt worse than any shout. “You’re making a mistake, Luca.

I chose you. I killed the story. But if you can’t see that past your fear, then maybe you were right to keep those walls up.”

Luca didn’t answer. He crossed to the window, staring out at the Toronto skyline as the first gray light of dawn crept over the lake. The penthouse felt colder already, emptier.

The familiar sting of betrayal settled into his bones like an old injury flaring in bad weather. He had let Finn see him—really see him—and the man had been carrying a knife the whole time. Or at least, that’s how it felt.

The philosophy texts on his shelves mocked him now. *Waste no more time arguing what a good man should be.* He’d tried. And this was where it led.

Finn paused at the door, messenger bag slung over his shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I meant every word I wrote. The real ones. Not the ones Nadia wanted.”

The door clicked shut behind him. Luca didn’t turn around. His reflection in the glass showed a man carved from granite again—scarred jaw set, broad shoulders rigid, dark eyes hollow.

The lake house in Muskoka felt a thousand miles away. The family dinners in Woodbridge, the team meals he cooked with quiet care, the quiet moments when Finn had made him feel seen—they all receded behind the walls he was already reinforcing. Five years of isolation had been safer.

This pain proved it.

At practice later that morning, the Meridian Centre ice felt like the only honest thing left. Luca moved through drills with mechanical precision, his voice low and commanding as he corrected a rookie’s gap control, tapped his stick against the boards to reset a breakout. The bruise from last night’s game throbbed along his ribs, but it was nothing compared to the hollow ache in his chest.

Dante skated up during a water break, helmet tucked under one arm, Quebec accent thick with concern.

“Captain. You look like you ate bad poutine. And Harlow’s been blowing up my phone asking if you’re freezing him out.

What the hell happened? You two were eye-fucking across the ice all week. Now you’re back to your impenetrable bullshit.”

Luca didn’t flinch. He squirted water into his mouth, swallowed, and handed the bottle back to the trainer without meeting Dante’s eyes. Protective anger settled over him like armor, freezing everything beneath it. “No comment.

Focus on the power play. Montreal’s forecheck is going to eat us alive if we don’t tighten the seams.”

Dante lingered, mouth opening for another chirp, but something in Luca’s granite expression stopped him. The goalie clapped a gloved hand on Luca’s shoulder instead, squeezing once. “Whatever it is, don’t let it freeze you solid again. We need you here.

All of you. Not just the captain who quotes dead Romans and shuts everyone out.”

Luca nodded once, the economy of motion he’d perfected over fourteen seasons. He skated back into the drill, stick handling a puck with laser focus, body moving on autopilot while his mind replayed the night before—the fury in Finn’s eyes, the clench of his ass around Luca’s cock, the quiet click of the door as he left. The man who had finally made Luca feel seen—really seen, past the scar and the guilt and the C on his jersey—was now the one who cut deepest.

The pain lodged behind his ribs like a puck trapped in the netting, impossible to dislodge.

He read the ice the way he always did, anticipating passes before they happened, blocking lanes with quiet authority. But inside, the fracture lines spread. Seneca would have called it a lesson in endurance.

Luca called it the cost of letting someone past the blue line. As practice ended and the team filed off the ice, he lingered at the boards, staring up into the empty stands where Finn had once watched him from the shadows.

The man who had finally made Luca feel seen is now the one who cut deepest. And Luca, for all his philosophy and control, had no idea how to skate away from that without leaving blood on the ice.


Chapter 13

Line Change

Finn Harlow hunched over his laptop in the Tribune newsroom, the fluorescent lights buzzing like a swarm of angry hornets above his desk. Three days had passed since Luca had thrown him out of the penthouse, and the silence between them had frozen into something arctic and absolute. No texts.

No sidelong glances across the Meridian Centre ice during the mandatory press availabilities Finn still had to attend. Just Luca’s broad shoulders turning away in the locker room tunnel, that scarred jaw set like granite, and Finn’s own chest aching with the weight of everything unsaid. He’d deleted every scrap of Nadia’s demanded expository notes the morning after that hate-fueled fuck on the desk, the memory of Luca’s cock slamming into him while they snarled accusations still burned behind his eyes.

But deleting files didn’t erase the betrayal in Luca’s dark gaze. Finn had spent the intervening hours crafting a different draft—one that honored the man instead of carving him open for clicks.

His fingers flew across the keys now, polishing the final paragraphs. The profile centered on leadership as quiet endurance: Luca cooking osso buco at midnight on road trips not for show but as an act of control after the Eriksson hit, the dog-eared copy of Meditations tucked in his locker like a talisman against the imagination’s cruelties. Finn wove in the philosophy without sensationalism, the guilt without exploitation, the hidden warmth beneath the captain’s silence without once hinting at the five years of celibacy or the traditional family in Woodbridge that still expected a nice Italian girl on his arm.

No mention of freckles traced by callused thumbs. No echo of Italian endearments gasped against sweat-slick skin. Just truth, stripped of the exploitative angle Nadia had demanded.

It wasn’t Pulitzer bait. It was respectful. Human.

The kind of piece that might actually let Toronto see the man behind the C instead of a scandal.

Finn hit send at 4:47 p.m., attaching the file to Nadia with a curt note: *Revised draft. Focused on leadership, guilt, and philosophy as per your initial directive. No sensationalism.

This is the story worth telling.* His stomach twisted as he leaned back, freckled fingers drumming against the edge of his desk. The newsroom hummed around him—keyboards clacking, phones ringing, the distant roar of a television replaying last night’s Wolves win in Montreal. He’d cost himself leverage with this.

Nadia had all but promised a feature editor slot if he delivered the “nuclear” version. Instead, he was protecting a man who currently hated him. The wound his mother had warned him about—the fear that getting close to someone like Luca would erode the objectivity he’d built from those maintenance-tunnel nights—had already swallowed him whole.

But integrity felt like the only thing left that didn’t taste like ash.

Nadia’s office door slammed open twelve minutes later. She stormed out, tablet clutched like a weapon, her expression thunderous. “Harlow. My office.

Now.”

Finn followed her, pulse steady despite the ice in his veins. He’d expected this. Nadia shut the door hard enough that the glass walls rattled, then spun on him.

“What the fuck is this?” She jabbed the tablet screen, where his draft glowed accusingly. “I asked for blood, for the hidden life, for the sexuality angle that ties the guilt and the isolation together. This is a fucking valentine. ‘Quiet endurance’? ‘Philosophy as armor’? You had the access, Finn.

You were embedded. And you give me this sanitized crap?”

Finn crossed his arms, leaning against the window frame with the Toronto skyline at his back. Lake Ontario glittered under the weak November sun, the Meridian Centre’s curved roof visible in the distance like a taunt. “It’s not crap. It’s accurate.

Moretti carries real weight. The Eriksson hit still haunts him. He cooks for his team because it’s the one variable he can master.

That’s leadership, not a closet case for you to out in print.”

Nadia’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t play naive. The league sells him as the unbreakable captain. If he’s been hiding who he sleeps with, Toronto deserves to know.

Especially after that hit. The guilt, the monk routine—it all fits. You’ve been dodging my texts for days.

What’s really going on? You get too close? Fall for the granite jaw and the quiet dominance?”

Heat crawled up Finn’s neck, but he kept his sharp tongue leashed. “I got objective. The story isn’t the scandal you want it to be. It’s a man who reads Seneca so the imagination doesn’t eat him alive and feeds his rookies at midnight because he knows what it costs to break.

I’m not outing him. Not for you, not for a byline, not for anything.”

She slammed the tablet down. “Then you’re off the piece. I’ll reassign it to someone with balls. You can go back to covering junior leagues and women’s funding scandals.

This was your shot, Harlow. Pulitzer whispers. Feature editor track.

And you blew it because you caught feelings for the subject?”

Finn’s jaw tightened, freckles standing out against the flush creeping across his cheeks. The cost landed like a body check—his career plateauing again, the maintenance-tunnel kid clawing his way up only to slide back down. But Luca’s face flashed behind his eyes: that rare half-smile at the lake house, the way his broad shoulders had curved protectively around Finn after they’d come apart by the fire, the raw confession about five years of burying his sexuality to protect his family’s illusions. “Reassign it.

I’ll stand by this draft. It’s the truth. Not the blood you want.”

Nadia stared at him for a long beat, lips pressed thin. “Clean out your notes. You’re benched from the Wolves beat until further notice. And if this respectful drivel leaks with your name on it, I’ll make sure every editor in the city knows you went soft.”

She dismissed him with a flick of her hand. Finn walked out without another word, the newsroom blurring around him. He gathered his messenger bag, powered down his laptop, and headed for the elevators.

The descent to street level felt like falling. His mother would be proud—integrity over ambition—but the wound in his chest throbbed anyway. Getting close to Luca had compromised everything.

And now, with icy silence stretching between them like an empty rink, Finn wasn’t sure what was left.

The next four days blurred into a haze of avoidance and ache. Finn filed copy on minor leagues from his cramped Junction apartment, the exposed brick walls closing in like the maintenance tunnels of his childhood. He didn’t go to the Meridian Centre.

Didn’t text Luca. The profile ran under a different byline two days later—Nadia’s sanitized version of his draft, stripped of even more depth and reframed with vague hints at “personal burdens” that made Finn’s stomach turn. No exposé.

He’d killed it at professional cost: the feature track vanished, his access badge collected by a stone-faced media coordinator. Luca’s name never appeared on his phone. The captain had gone full fortress again— curt press conference answers, body language screaming stay away.

Finn told himself it was for the best. Distance would let him rebuild the walls his mother had always insisted on. People like them didn’t sit at tables like Luca’s.

They cleaned them after.

But the nights were hell. Finn lay awake in his narrow bed, cock half-hard from memories he couldn’t kill: Luca’s thick nine inches stretching him open against the desk, the slap of skin and the growl of accusations turning into desperate thrusts, the way Luca’s scarred jaw had clenched as he came deep inside him. The emotional truth underneath it all hurt worse.

Finn had protected Luca’s truth at the expense of his own career, and the man thought he’d been betrayed anyway. The misunderstanding sat like a puck trapped in the net—impossible to dislodge without smashing everything.

On the fifth night, rain lashed Finn’s apartment windows, the old building creaking under the wind off the lake. He’d skipped dinner, nursing a beer at his desk while staring at a blank document. The respectful draft sat saved in a hidden folder, its final line taunting him: *Distance only proved what both men already knew in their bones—this connection was never just a story.* He’d written it before the fight.

Now it felt like a eulogy.

A sharp knock rattled his door. Finn startled, setting the beer down. It was after ten.

No one visited this neighborhood unannounced. He crossed the small space in bare feet, sweats hanging low on his lean hips and an old Wolves T-shirt clinging to his athletic frame. When he opened the door, the world narrowed to six-three of rain-soaked fury.

Luca stood on the threshold, dark hair plastered to his forehead, water streaming down the scar along his jaw. His broad shoulders strained a soaked black Henley, jeans molded to powerful thighs. Those intense brown eyes locked on Finn’s with the weight of a body check, haunted and furious and something rawer underneath.

The cedar-and-ice scent of him hit Finn like a slapshot, stirring his cock despite everything.

“You killed the exposé.” Luca’s voice was gravel-rough, low enough to vibrate in Finn’s ribs. Rain dripped from his curls onto the hallway floor. “I saw the final piece. Not a word about sexuality.

Not a hint. Nadia’s been raging in the owners’ box all week about how her star reporter went rogue. You cost yourself the byline.

The promotion. Everything.”

Finn’s pulse hammered. He didn’t step back. “Yeah. I did.

Because it wasn’t your truth to sell. I told her no from the start. Deleted every note.

Chose you over the story that could’ve made my career. And you threw me out anyway, like I was just another source with a recorder up my ass.”

Anger crackled between them, days of icy silence shattering like glass. Luca’s big hand shot out, fisting the front of Finn’s T-shirt and yanking him forward until their chests collided. Rain soaked through Finn’s shirt instantly, cold against heated skin. “I saw the texts.

The notes on your laptop. What the fuck was I supposed to think?”

“You were supposed to trust me,” Finn shot back, green eyes blazing. His hands came up, shoving at Luca’s broad chest—not hard enough to break free, but enough to feel the solid wall of muscle flex beneath his palms. “I let you in. Let you fuck me raw while I was carrying that pressure.

Chose integrity over ambition because the man I saw—the one who carries Eriksson’s ghost and cooks for his rookies and whispers Seneca like a prayer—deserved better than being gutted in print. But you snooped through my shit and decided I was the enemy.”

Luca’s grip tightened, scarred jaw clenching. For a heartbeat, the anger held, electric and sharp. Then it melted, fracturing into desperate heat.

Luca’s mouth crashed down on Finn’s, claiming him with five days of pent-up fury and want. The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was teeth and tongues and rain-slick lips, Luca dominating the angle as he backed Finn into the apartment and kicked the door shut behind them.

The slam echoed like a check into the boards.

Finn gave as good as he got, biting Luca’s lower lip hard enough to draw a growl, then sucking on his tongue in filthy retaliation. Their bodies pressed flush—Luca’s powerhouse frame pinning Finn’s lean athletic one against the inside of the door. Finn could feel the thick ridge of Luca’s cock already hard against his hip, nine inches of veined heat straining behind wet denim.

His own dick throbbed in response, filling rapidly in his sweats, the head leaking against the fabric as Luca’s big hands roamed.

“Fuck you for making me miss this,” Luca rasped against Finn’s mouth, one hand sliding down to grip Finn’s ass possessively, yanking their hips together. The friction dragged a groan from Finn’s throat. “Five days of silence and all I could think about was your tight ass clenching around me, those freckles flushed while you took every inch.”

“Then stop talking and fuck me against this door like you mean it,” Finn challenged, sharp tongue intact even as his hands tugged Luca’s Henley up and over his head. The wet fabric hit the floor with a slap. Luca’s chest was a map of disciplined power—broad slabs of muscle, old scars from fights, dark hair dusting down to the trail that disappeared into his jeans.

Finn’s palms mapped it greedily, thumbs flicking over tight nipples until Luca hissed and thrust against him.

The dynamic shifted between them like it always did—a negotiation of control on slick ice. Luca dominated, hands pinning Finn’s wrists above his head against the door with one massive grip, but Finn pushed back, rolling his hips to grind their cocks together, legs spreading to cradle Luca’s powerful thigh between them. Rain pattered against the windows, mirroring the storm breaking open between them.

Luca released Finn’s wrists only to shove his sweats down, freeing his cock in one rough motion. Finn’s length sprang up thick and flushed, curving toward his freckled stomach, the slit already beading with precome. Luca wrapped a callused hand around it, stroking once, twice, thumb smearing the wetness as his mouth latched onto Finn’s throat, sucking a fresh bruise over the fading one from their last encounter.

“Luca—fuck—” Finn’s voice broke. He yanked Luca’s jeans open, shoving them down just enough to free that massive cock. It slapped heavy against Finn’s thigh, thick and veined, the head dark and slick.

Finn fisted it, stroking with the same relentless pressure Luca used on him, twisting at the head until Luca’s hips jerked and a low Italian curse spilled out.

They didn’t make it to the bed. Didn’t even make it two steps from the door. Luca spun Finn around, pressing his chest to the wood, one big hand braced beside Finn’s head while the other fished a packet of lube from his jeans pocket—clearly prepared, desperate.

The cap snapped open. Cold slick fingers circled Finn’s hole, pressing in without preamble, two thick digits stretching him open with dominant precision. Finn moaned, pushing back onto them, ass clenching deliberately to make Luca groan.

“Always so fucking tight,” Luca growled, scissoring his fingers roughly, curling to nail Finn’s prostate on every thrust. “Five days and you’re still greedy for my cock. This what you needed? Me owning this hole while you prove you protected me?”

Finn’s sharp retort dissolved into a gasp as Luca added a third finger, the burn blooming into liquid heat. “Yes—fuck, Luca, right there. I killed the story. Cost me my beat, my shot at editor.

Because your truth mattered more. Now fuck me like you believe it.”

Luca withdrew his fingers, slicked his cock with a few rough strokes—the wet sound obscene in the small apartment—and notched the thick head against Finn’s stretched rim. “Look at me,” he ordered, voice wrecked. He turned Finn’s head just enough for their eyes to lock over his shoulder—dark brown on sharp green, anger melted into raw need and something deeper. “Want to watch you while I take you apart.”

He thrust in, one long, relentless push that seated him to the hilt. Finn’s breath punched out, the stretch exquisite after days of emptiness. Luca’s cock filled him completely, heavy balls pressed to his ass, the veined shaft dragging over his prostate with devastating accuracy.

For a heartbeat they stayed like that, foreheads nearly touching, breaths mingling hot and desperate. Then Luca began to move.

The pace was punishing but negotiated—Luca’s hips snapping forward with powerful strokes, broad shoulders flexing as he fucked Finn against the door. Each thrust rocked Finn onto his toes, the wood creaking under the force, his cock trapped between his stomach and the door, leaking steadily. Finn gave as good as he got, pushing back to meet every drive, clenching his ass on the upstroke to pull a guttural moan from Luca’s throat.

One of Luca’s hands gripped Finn’s hip hard enough to bruise, the other sliding around to fist Finn’s cock, stroking in time with his thrusts.

“Harder,” Finn demanded, green eyes never leaving Luca’s over his shoulder. “I took the hit for you, Captain. Cost me everything. Fuck me like you know it.”

Luca snarled and shifted angle, bending his knees to drive up deeper, folding Finn slightly as the wet slap of skin on skin filled the room. Sweat mixed with rain on their bodies. Luca’s dark curls clung to his forehead, scarred jaw clenched with effort.

Finn’s freckled back arched, auburn hair damp at the nape as pleasure coiled tight at the base of his spine. The emotional truth wove through the raw heat: this wasn’t just fucking. It was forgiveness, proof, the fracture lines between them sealing with every shared moan.

Luca’s strokes grew erratic, thumb circling the head of Finn’s cock on every upstroke, spreading the precome that dripped freely now. “Come for me,” he rasped, voice gravel-rough with five days of silence and want. “Want to feel this tight ass squeeze me while you lose it. Show me you’re mine, Finn. Not the story.

Not the exposé. Mine.”

The words undid him. Finn shattered with a broken cry, hole clamping down rhythmically around Luca’s thick cock as come pulsed from his slit in thick ropes, striping the door and Luca’s fist. The vise of his ass dragged Luca over seconds later.

The captain buried himself to the root, hips stuttering as hot release flooded Finn’s channel, pulse after pulse filling him until it leaked out around Luca’s shaft with each aftershock thrust. Luca’s groan vibrated against Finn’s back, low and broken, Italian curses spilling like prayers.

They stayed locked together, panting, bodies trembling. Luca’s forehead pressed to Finn’s shoulder, his cock still buried deep as the last aftershocks faded. Slowly, he pulled out, a trickle of come following to slick Finn’s thighs.

He turned Finn gently, cupping his freckled face in both big hands, thumbs brushing over the scatter across his nose with unexpected tenderness after the desperate ferocity.

“I’m sorry,” Luca murmured, dark eyes searching Finn’s. The anger was gone, replaced by regret and that quiet vulnerability Finn had fought so hard to reach. “I saw the notes and the guilt—the same guilt that still wakes me over Eriksson—made me assume the worst. I shouldn’t have.

You protected me. At real cost. I heard Nadia cornered you in the owners’ box after the piece ran.

You lost access. The byline. For me.”

Finn leaned into the touch, sharp green eyes softening with the hidden warmth he rarely showed. His legs still shook from the orgasm, ass aching pleasantly with the stretch and the wet heat of Luca’s release inside him. “I did. And I’d do it again.

My mother raised me in those tunnels, Luca. Taught me that some stories aren’t worth the blood they cost. You aren’t a scandal.

You’re a man carrying more than anyone sees. The philosophy, the cooking, the way you lead without raising your voice—it’s all real. I couldn’t let her twist it.

Even if it meant staying on the bench while someone else got the credit.”

Luca’s thumb traced Finn’s bottom lip, the gesture so intimate it cracked Finn’s chest wide open. They moved to the couch eventually, Luca pulling Finn down into his lap, their naked bodies fitting together with the ease of negotiated control. Luca’s broad chest rose and fell under Finn’s cheek, one big hand stroking lazy patterns down his freckled spine.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said before the fight,” Luca said quietly, voice rumbling through his ribs. “About not being forced out. About coming out on my own timeline. The family in Woodbridge, the team, the league—they’ve all got expectations.

But five days without you showed me the walls I built aren’t protecting me anymore. They’re just keeping me alone. Maybe… after the season.

After I talk to my parents. I could do it my way. Not because Nadia or the league forces it.

Because I want to stop hiding what this is. What we are.”

Finn lifted his head, searching those intense brown eyes. The offer hung between them like a perfect tape-to-tape pass—vulnerable, tentative, real. “Only if it’s what you want. Not for me.

Not to prove anything. I protected your truth because it was the right thing. Not to trap you into revealing it.”

Luca kissed him then, slow and deep, the kind of kiss that carried promises beyond heat. Their bodies stirred again, cocks thickening where they pressed together, but the urgency had softened into something warmer. They talked for hours after that—about the misunderstanding, about Nadia’s fury and Finn’s benching, about Luca’s guilt easing just enough to let hope in.

Finn proved his protection in the quiet details: the deleted files, the stand-up fight in her office, the way he’d walked away from the career ladder his mother had scrubbed arenas to help him climb. Luca listened, really listened, his hand never stopping its gentle path across Finn’s skin.

By the time the rain eased outside, the apartment felt less like a refuge and more like shared ground. Distance only proved what both men already knew in their bones—this connection was never just a story. It was the kind of power play that ended with both of them winning, even if the road to the net was still littered with checks and scars and the hard-won courage to skate it together.


Chapter 14

Overtime

Luca steered the Range Rover along the familiar streets of Woodbridge, the late afternoon light slanting through the maples and casting long shadows across the brick homes he had known since childhood. His hands flexed on the wheel, calluses from years of gripping sticks catching on the leather. At thirty-two, he had stared down playoff pressure, hostile crowds, and the ghost of a hit that still echoed in his nightmares, but this conversation felt heavier than any overtime shift.

The penthouse reconciliation with Finn three nights ago had cracked something open in him, the rain-soaked apology and the desperate reaffirmation against Finn’s apartment door leaving him raw in a way philosophy could not patch. He had traced every freckle on Finn’s lean body afterward, whispering Italian endearments into sweat-damp skin, and for the first time the walls he had built felt like they were suffocating rather than protecting.

Marco Moretti was in the garage when Luca pulled up, tinkering with the old Buick that had been in the family since Luca’s junior days. His father looked up, wiping grease from his hands on a rag, the same intense brown eyes Luca saw in the mirror every morning. At sixty-eight, Marco carried himself with the quiet authority of a man who had worked construction for forty years, building homes for other families while raising his own on traditional values that had never left room for doubt.

“Luca,” Marco said, voice gruff but warm. “Didn’t expect you midweek. Your mother’s at her book club. Sauce is in the fridge if you’re hungry.”

Luca killed the engine and stepped out, the cool November air biting at his scarred jaw. He had rehearsed this on the drive, Seneca’s words on truth echoing uselessly in his head. Truth wasn’t a quote.

It was the man waiting back at the penthouse, auburn hair tousled from their morning together, sharp green eyes soft with the hidden warmth that had undone Luca’s control. “I’m not here for sauce, Papa. I need to talk. About something I’ve been carrying a long time.”

Marco set the rag down, gesturing to the workbench. They sat on metal stools that creaked under their combined weight, Luca’s broad shoulders hunched forward, elbows on his knees. The garage smelled of oil and sawdust, familiar as the Sunday dinners where his father had drilled into him the importance of family name, duty, a good Italian wife.

The scar along Luca’s jaw pulled tight as he clenched his teeth.

“You’ve been different lately,” Marco said, cutting through the silence. “That journalist fellow—Harlow—he’s been around a lot. Your mother thinks he’s writing a big story. You look like a man with more on his mind than hockey.”

Luca met his father’s gaze, the weight of five years of silence pressing on his chest like equipment he could no longer carry. “The profile is done. Finn wrote it honest. No scandals, no twists.

Just me. The hit in Chicago, the way I cook for the boys because control keeps the guilt from swallowing me whole. He saw the man behind the C, Papa.

And seeing that… it made me see myself clearer.”

Marco’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t interrupt. Luca pushed on, voice low and measured, the same tone he used in the locker room to steady a struggling line. “I’ve been hiding something. Not from the ice.

From you. From Mama. From everyone.

Five years, I’ve kept it locked down. After the Eriksson hit, the guilt ate at me so deep I thought I didn’t deserve anything soft. So I buried it.

My… sexuality. I’m gay, Papa. I’ve known since I was a kid, but the family, the league, the traditions—it all made it easier to pretend.

Until Finn. He didn’t push. He saw the weight I carry and didn’t flinch.

He protected me when his editor wanted to twist it into headlines. And now I’m tired of the pretending. This is the beginning.

Not the whole story. Not yet. But I needed you to know first.

From me.”

The words hung in the garage air, heavier than any body check. Marco stared at him for a long moment, the lines around his eyes deepening. Luca braced for anger, for disappointment, for the traditional storm he had feared since he was eighteen and first understood why no neighborhood girl ever stirred him the way a certain type of quiet strength did.

Instead, Marco exhaled slowly, rubbing a hand over his face.

“Gay,” he repeated, tasting the word like unfamiliar food. “My son. The captain. Carrying that hit like a cross and this too.” He shook his head, but there was no rage in it.

Just the slow processing of a man whose world had just shifted on its axis. “I won’t lie and say I understand it all. The Church, the family—we were raised a certain way. But you’re my blood, Luca.

You lead men on that ice without raising your voice. You cook for them like your nonna taught you. If this journalist sees the good in you, if he makes you less alone with all that weight… I won’t turn my back.

It’ll take time. For me. For your mother.

But this is the start. You hear me? The start.

Not the end.”

Luca’s throat tightened, the scar on his jaw aching with the force of his swallow. He nodded once, the economy of motion that defined him. Tense, honest, the conversation cracked open a door neither of them had known was there.

Marco clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder, the gesture rough but grounding. “Go on, then. Don’t keep him waiting. And bring him for dinner sometime.

Not as the journalist. As… whoever he is to you.”

Luca drove away from Woodbridge with the first fragile threads of relief loosening the knot in his chest. The conversation had not been easy, but it was real. No full acceptance yet, no parade of understanding, but the beginning his father had named it.

He headed north instead of back to the city, the highway unwinding toward Muskoka as the sun dipped low. Finn was already at the lake house—Luca had given him the key two days ago, a silent promise after their reconciliation. The rustic cedar building waited on the shore, lights glowing warm against the gathering dusk, the water rippling black and silver under a rising moon.

Finn met him on the wide porch, lean athletic frame wrapped in one of Luca’s old Wolves hoodies, auburn hair catching the porch light, freckles stark across his nose and cheeks. Those sharp green eyes held Luca’s without hesitation, the quick wit tempered by the warmth Luca had come to crave like oxygen between shifts.

“How did it go?” Finn asked, voice quiet as Luca climbed the steps.

“Tense. Honest. He called it the start.” Luca pulled him close, broad hands spanning Finn’s back, feeling the solid warmth of him. “Not perfect.

But I said the words. To my father. Because of you.”

Finn’s arms came around his waist, fingers digging into the muscle of Luca’s back with that give-and-take edge that defined them. “Proud of you, Captain. Not many men skate into that corner alone.”

They moved inside without another word, the door clicking shut behind them. The lake house smelled of pine and the faint smoke from the fireplace Luca had asked Finn to light. Dinner was simple—steaks seared in cast iron, roasted vegetables, a bottle of red wine breathing on the counter.

They ate at the rough-hewn table by the windows, knees brushing, conversation flowing easy now that the walls had thinned. Luca talked about his father’s face, the way Marco had processed without exploding. Finn shared the final edits on the profile, how he had fought Nadia tooth and nail to keep it authentic, respectful, focused on the man and not the scandal.

After the plates were cleared, the night shifted. Luca felt it in the air, the slow build of desire that had simmered since their rain-soaked reunion. He caught Finn’s hand, tugging him toward the bedroom where the king bed overlooked the lake through wide glass doors.

Moonlight silvered the water, casting the room in cool tones that contrasted the heat rising between them.

“Come here,” Luca murmured, voice low with the dominance that came as natural as reading the ice. He pulled Finn against him, six-three of broad-shouldered power meeting six feet of lean athletic fire. Their mouths met slow at first, a reaffirmation rather than the frantic clash of days ago.

Luca savored the taste of wine and Finn, tongue sliding deep with deliberate control, mapping the sharp tongue that had challenged him from the first presser. Finn gave as good as he got, nipping Luca’s lower lip, sucking on it until Luca growled and tightened his grip on Finn’s hips.

Clothes shed in unhurried layers—Luca’s Henley tugged over his head, revealing the heavy slabs of muscle across his chest, the old scars from fights and checks that Finn traced with reverent fingers. Finn’s hoodie and jeans followed, leaving him naked in the moonlight, freckles scattered like stars across shoulders, chest, hips. Luca’s cock thickened at the sight, nine thick inches curving upward, already leaking at the slit as he drank in the man who had fractured every defense.

“You undo me,” Luca said, the words raw as he backed Finn onto the bed. He settled between those lean thighs, bodies aligning with the negotiation that had become their rhythm—Luca’s quiet dominance met by Finn’s relentless pushback. He kissed down Finn’s throat, sucking a mark into the freckled skin above his collarbone, then lower, tongue circling a nipple until it pebbled.

Finn arched, hands fisting in Luca’s dark curls, tugging just hard enough to sting.

“Luca… fuck, your mouth.” Finn’s voice was hoarse, sharp tongue softened by want. He rolled his hips up, cock sliding against Luca’s abdomen, leaving a trail of precome on the ridged muscle. Luca growled approval, shifting lower to drag his tongue along the veined underside of Finn’s shaft.

The taste was salt and musk and Finn, pure and addictive. He swallowed him down in one slow glide, throat relaxing around the thick length until his nose brushed the auburn curls at Finn’s base. Finn’s moan vibrated through him, heels digging into Luca’s back as he gave as good as he got, fucking up into Luca’s mouth with controlled thrusts.

Luca pulled off with a wet pop, lips swollen, and reached for the lube on the nightstand. He slicked his fingers generously, circling Finn’s hole with one thick digit before pressing in. The heat inside was scorching, velvet grip clenching around him as Finn bore down, taking the intrusion with a sharp gasp that melted into pleasure.

Luca added a second finger, scissoring slowly, curling to brush that spot that made Finn’s lean body jolt.

“Look at me,” Luca commanded, voice gravel-rough. Their eyes locked—intense dark brown on sharp green—as he worked Finn open with patient dominance. Finn’s freckled chest heaved, cock leaking steadily onto his stomach, but he pushed back, clenching deliberately around Luca’s fingers to wrest a curse from him.

“More,” Finn demanded, giving as good as he got even pinned beneath Luca’s greater weight. “I want all of you tonight. Not just your cock. You.

The man who talked to his father today. The one who lets me see the guilt and the philosophy and the heart under all that granite.”

The emotional truth of it cracked Luca wider. He withdrew his fingers, slicked his throbbing cock with long strokes—the wet sound filling the quiet room—and positioned himself. The thick head nudged Finn’s stretched rim, and Luca pushed forward, slow and relentless, watching every inch disappear into tight heat.

Finn’s breath hitched, legs wrapping around Luca’s waist, heels digging into the small of his back to pull him deeper. When Luca bottomed out, balls pressed tight to Finn’s ass, they stayed like that, foreheads touching, breaths mingling.

“Perfect,” Luca whispered, the Italian slipping out unbidden. “Così perfetto per me.” He began to move, long dragging strokes that lit every nerve. Not the punishing pace of anger or the frantic reunion fuck. This was reaffirmation—deep, emotional, each thrust a promise.

Luca’s broad shoulders flexed as he drove in, hitting Finn’s prostate with devastating accuracy on every pass. Sweat beaded along his scarred jaw, dark curls falling across his forehead.

Finn met him thrust for thrust, rolling his hips up to take him deeper, nails raking down Luca’s back in red trails that only spurred him on. “Harder now,” Finn gasped, green eyes blazing with challenge even as pleasure threatened to drown him. “I can take it. Give me the captain who dominates the ice and the man who lets me in after.”

Luca shifted, hooking Finn’s legs over his shoulders, folding him to drive impossibly deeper. The new angle pulled broken moans from Finn’s clever mouth, the sound raw and honest. Luca wrapped a hand around Finn’s cock, stroking in time with his thrusts, thumb circling the slick head.

Their bodies moved together in negotiated heat—Luca setting the rhythm with quiet power, Finn clenching and pushing back, hands fisting the sheets, then reaching up to grip Luca’s scarred jaw, thumb brushing the mark like it was sacred.

The pleasure built slow and inexorable, coiling at the base of Luca’s spine as the emotional weight settled over them both. This was more than bodies. It was the guilt over Eriksson easing with every shared breath, the wound of Finn’s fear of lost objectivity dissolving in the reaffirmation of trust.

Luca felt seen, truly seen, in the way Finn’s sharp eyes held his even as his body trembled on the edge.

“Come for me,” Luca rasped, voice wrecked. “Let me feel you while I’m buried so deep.”

Finn shattered first, back bowing as his orgasm ripped through him. Thick ropes of come pulsed from his slit, striping his freckled chest and abdomen, his hole clamping down like a fist around Luca’s cock. The vise grip dragged Luca over seconds later.

He thrust deep one final time, burying himself to the root as release crashed through him in powerful spurts, flooding Finn’s channel until it leaked out around his shaft with each aftershock. The pleasure was blinding, shaking him to his core, the emotional truth leaving him trembling as he collapsed half atop Finn, careful not to crush.

They stayed joined through the aftershocks, Luca’s weight a comforting blanket, his fingers tracing idle patterns through the mess on Finn’s chest, following the scatter of freckles like a map he had memorized. “I love you,” Luca murmured against Finn’s temple, the words slipping out unbidden but true. “Not the journalist. Not the story. You.

The man who protected my truth at cost to his own. The one who pushes back when I dominate and makes me want to yield.”

Finn’s hand threaded through Luca’s dark curls, pulling him close for a slow, sated kiss. “Love you too, Captain. The man behind the C. Scars, guilt, philosophy, and all.

We reaffirm this every night if we have to.”

They cleaned up eventually, bodies slick and spent, then curled together under the heavy quilt. Sleep came easy, the lake lapping at the shore outside like a lullaby. When morning light filtered through the glass, Luca woke to Finn’s auburn head on his chest, the steady beat of his heart a reaffirmation all its own.

The profile published two days later. Luca read it in the penthouse, sunlight streaming across the walnut floors as Finn paced nearby, nervous energy radiating from his lean frame. The piece was everything Luca had hoped—authentic, respectful, focused on the man behind the captain’s jersey.

It detailed the quiet leadership, the way Luca quoted Marcus Aurelius to steady himself between periods, the midnight meals he cooked as both penance and care after the Eriksson hit. No sensationalism. No exposure of his sexuality or the conversation in Woodbridge.

Just truth, rendered with surgical precision and hidden warmth. The byline was Finn’s again; Nadia had relented after the backlash from readers who praised the depth over drama.

“It’s good,” Luca said, setting the tablet down. “More than good. It’s me. Not the myth.

The man.”

Finn stopped pacing, green eyes searching his. “No regrets? I kept it clean. But it still peels back layers.”

“No regrets.” Luca pulled him into his lap on the leather armchair, broad hands spanning Finn’s back. “You gave the city the truth without taking from me. That’s the kind of integrity that makes me want to control my own narrative now. Not hide.

Not explode it all at once. But step forward when I’m ready.”

Dante provided the support Luca needed two nights later, cornering him in the Meridian Centre locker room after a grueling practice. The veteran goaltender leaned against the lockers, arms crossed, Quebec accent thick with knowing amusement. “So. You and the pretty scribe.

Don’t bother denying it, Captain. I’ve had eyes on you two since Montreal. The tunnel.

The lake house texts you thought were secret. And that profile? It’s gold.

Human. Makes the whole team look better. But I see the way you look at him now.

Less granite. More… free.”

Luca didn’t deny it. He sat on the bench, broad shoulders relaxed for once, dark hair still damp from the shower. “It’s real, Dante. Started as the profile.

Became more. I talked to my father. Beginning of coming out.

Not full press conference yet. I want to control it. My timeline.

My terms. With Finn beside me. After the season, maybe.

When the weight feels lighter.”

Dante clapped a gloved hand on his shoulder, the gesture solid and brotherly. “About damn time. You’ve carried enough alone. The hit, the guilt, the hiding.

Team’s got your back. I’ve got your back. We’ll run interference with the media, the owners, whoever.

You lead us on the ice. Let us help lead you off it. And Harlow?

He’s solid. Protected you when it cost him. That’s loyalty.

Don’t fuck it up.”

Luca nodded, the support settling like a perfectly timed pass. With Dante’s backing, he began preparing. Meetings with the team’s media coordinator to shape the narrative.

A quiet conversation with the GM about readiness. Small steps, but forward ones. The walls were not gone, but they had doors now.

Finn moved more of his things into the penthouse that week, the messenger bag finding a permanent hook by the door, his laptop sharing space on the kitchen island where Luca cooked for them both.

The lake house became their sanctuary again on a quick midweek escape, the rustic quiet wrapping around them like a balm. They spent the days reading—Luca with his dog-eared Meditations, Finn fact-checking lines with that sharp tongue before softening into warmth. Nights were reaffirmations, slower now, layered with the emotional depth of knowing they had chosen each other over fear.

Luca would pin Finn to the rug by the fire, thick cock sliding deep in one relentless thrust, but Finn would flip them midway, straddling him and riding with relentless rolls of his hips, freckled hands braced on Luca’s chest as they negotiated pleasure until both shattered.

One such night, the fire crackling high, Luca lay sprawled on the thick rug, Finn atop him, bodies joined in slick heat. Luca’s hands gripped Finn’s freckled hips, guiding the rhythm with dominant strength, but Finn clenched around him on every downstroke, green eyes locked on his as he leaned down to bite Luca’s scarred jaw.

“Mine,” Finn gasped, the word both challenge and surrender. “Not the captain. Not the story. Mine to push back against.

Mine to love.”

Luca thrust up harder, cock dragging over Finn’s prostate until the younger man moaned. “Yours,” he agreed, voice wrecked. “And you’re mine. The one who saw the wound and stayed. The one who makes winning feel like more than points on the board.”

They came together that night, Finn’s come striping Luca’s abdomen as Luca flooded him deep, the emotional release leaving them both trembling. Afterward, tangled and spent, Luca traced the scatter of freckles across Finn’s nose, the gesture tender as the fire died to embers.

The season marched on, the Wolves climbing the standings with Luca’s leadership sharper for the honesty he carried. Practices felt lighter, the C on his jersey less a cross and more a choice. With Dante running quiet interference—distracting reporters, covering for stolen moments in the tunnel—Luca prepared the ground.

A call to his mother in Woodbridge, her voice tight but softening as he explained. Meetings with a league counselor about timing. Finn by his side through it all, quick-witted barbs keeping the tension at bay, hidden warmth anchoring him when the old guilt stirred.

One evening in the penthouse, as Toronto glittered beyond the windows, Luca stood at the glass with Finn’s arms around his waist from behind. The final profile had sparked conversations across the city—not scandal, but respect. Fans wrote letters about leadership and vulnerability.

Teammates chirped him less, looked at him more like a man than a myth.

“For the first time in my life,” Luca said quietly, turning in Finn’s embrace to cup that freckled face, “winning means more than what happens on the ice.”

Finn’s sharp green eyes softened, mouth curving in that half-smirk that had started it all. “Took you long enough, Captain. But I’ll be right here for the overtime. Every period.”

Luca kissed him then, slow and deep, the reaffirmation settling into his bones like the perfect check. The narrative was his to control now. The wounds were shared.

And with Finn’s lean body pressed to his, the lake house waiting, his father’s tentative acceptance on the horizon, and Dante’s unwavering support at his back, Luca Moretti finally understood what Seneca had meant about enduring not in isolation but in connection.

The ice would always call him. But for the first time, the man behind the captain’s jersey knew that victory off it mattered just as much. And with Finn at his side, the power play had become something far sweeter than any trophy.

It had become home.


Chapter 15

Champions

The roar inside the Meridian Centre was a living thing, a wall of sound that vibrated through Finn's bones and made his teeth ache with the sheer volume of it. Twenty thousand fans on their feet, scarves waving like battle flags, the ice below a chaos of red and black jerseys colliding in one final, glorious scrum. The Wolves had done it.

Four games to two. The Stanley Cup was theirs. Finn stood in the press box with his hands gripping the railing so hard his knuckles had gone white, his sharp green eyes locked on the ice where Luca was skating toward the presentation table with that quiet, unstoppable momentum that had defined him for fourteen seasons.

The captain's broad shoulders cut through the celebration like he was still reading the play, dark hair matted with sweat under his helmet, the scar along his jaw stark under the arena lights. When the league commissioner handed him the Cup, Luca lifted it with both hands, six-three of pure powerhouse dominance, and the building detonated. Finn's chest tightened, a swell of pride so fierce it bordered on pain.

This was the man who had carried the weight of a hit three years ago that still haunted his nights, the one who cooked for his team at midnight like penance and read Marcus Aurelius between periods to keep the guilt from swallowing him whole. And now he was hoisting silver over his head while the city screamed his name.

Finn's own mother, Bryn, was somewhere down in the lower bowl with the other arena staff who'd been given seats for the finals. He could picture her rail-thin frame in her Wolves jacket, auburn hair like his own pulled back tight, green eyes misty with the same mix of awe and protectiveness she'd worn since he was a kid doing homework in the maintenance tunnels. She'd warned him about men like Luca, about how their world chewed people up.

But watching Luca now, spinning slow with the Cup raised high amid a pile of teammates Dante leading the charge with that shit-eating Quebec grin, Finn felt only certainty. Their love hadn't compromised him. It had sharpened him into someone who could stand here, objectivity intact, and still feel every inch of the man beneath the C.

The on-ice celebration stretched forever. Luca passed the Cup to Dante, who bellowed something filthy that got lost in the noise, then to the rookies whose eyes were wide as kids on Christmas. But Luca kept circling back, his intense dark brown eyes scanning the stands until they found Finn in the press box.

Even from that distance, the look hit Finn like a clean check: heat, triumph, possession. A promise. Finn's cock twitched in his jeans despite the public setting, freckles standing out on his flushed cheeks as he remembered the lake house nights, the penthouse desk, the way Luca's thick cock had stretched him open while they negotiated control with every thrust and bite.

When the team finally funneled into the locker room for the immediate media gauntlet, Finn slipped down through the corridors with his all-access credential that Nadia had grudgingly restored after the profile's success. The air down here was thick with sweat, champagne, and pure elation. Teammates clapped him on the back as he passed Dante's stall, the goalie winking like he knew exactly where Finn was headed later. "Tell the captain the osso buco better be on the menu for the parade, Harlow.

And don't let him lift that Cup again without you in the photo next time."

Finn's sharp tongue fired back before he could stop it. "He's earned every second of this. You just focus on not dropping the Cup in the shower like last time you won in juniors."

Dante's laugh boomed, but Finn was already moving toward the captain's corner where Luca sat on the bench, pads half-off, broad chest heaving. Their eyes met again, and the noise of the room faded. Luca's scarred jaw flexed with that microscopic twitch that passed for a smile, his dark curls damp and curling at his collar.

Finn wanted to drop to his knees right there, freckled hands on those powerful thighs, but instead he kept his distance, professional mask in place even as his body burned.

"Champions," Finn said, voice low enough that only Luca could hear. "You looked like philosophy and power out there. Like you finally let the weight make you stronger instead of carrying it alone."

Luca's hand brushed Finn's wrist as he reached for a water bottle, the callus rough and electric. "Couldn't have done it without the man who reminded me what control really means. Off the ice too. The words carried layers: the guilt over Eriksson that had eased in their shared nights, the coming-out conversation with Marco that had been tense but real, the way Finn had killed the exposé at the cost of his own advancement.

Their wounds had become scars they traced together now, no longer hidden.

The locker room chaos swallowed them again, but later, in the private exit tunnel, Luca pulled Finn aside. "Penthouse. One hour. Bring nothing but yourself.

His voice was that quietly dominant rumble that always sent heat licking down Finn's spine. "We're celebrating properly tonight."

Finn's cock was already half-hard by the time he made it back to his apartment to shower and change. He chose dark jeans that hugged his lean athletic build and a simple navy button-down that made his freckles pop against his pale skin. His auburn hair was still damp, sharp green eyes bright with anticipation as he drove through Toronto's victory-mad streets toward the waterfront.

The city was alive, horns blaring, fans spilling out of bars in Wolves jerseys. But inside Luca's sleek penthouse, it would be just them.

Luca opened the door wearing nothing but gray sweats slung low on his hips, the V of muscle disappearing into the waistband like an invitation. Six-three of broad-shouldered power, dark hair curling at his collar, scarred jaw set in that quiet intensity. The Cup sat on the kitchen island like a silver sentinel, gleaming under the low lights, but Luca's intense brown eyes were only for Finn.

"Get in here," Luca said, voice gravel-rough with victory and want. He didn't wait. The door clicked shut and Luca had him pinned against it in the next breath, big hands cupping Finn's face as their mouths crashed together.

The kiss was joyful, triumphant, tongues sliding hot and deep with none of the earlier anger. Finn gave as good as he got, sharp tongue licking into Luca's mouth, biting his lower lip until the captain growled and ground their hips together. Luca's cock was already thick and hard under the sweats, nine inches of veined heat pressing against Finn's own rapidly filling length.

"Fuck, you feel good," Finn panted against Luca's scarred jaw, freckled hands roaming the broad expanse of his chest, thumbs flicking over tight nipples. "Lifting that Cup like you owned the ice. Like you own me."

Luca's laugh was low, warm, the hidden warmth beneath his dominance surfacing fully tonight. "I do own you. And you own me right back, freckles. That's what makes this work.

He stripped Finn's shirt open with impatient hands, buttons scattering across the walnut floors, then yanked his own sweats down. Both cocks sprang free, Luca's massive and curving upward, flushed dark at the head with a bead of precome already leaking. Finn's was thick and leaking too, curving toward his freckled stomach as Luca wrapped one callused hand around both and stroked them together in one rough, perfect fist.

The friction dragged a moan from Finn's throat. He rolled his hips into the grip, giving as good as he got, one hand tangling in Luca's dark curls to tug him down for another devouring kiss. They stumbled toward the bedroom without breaking apart, shedding the rest of their clothes in a trail.

The penthouse windows framed the celebrating city below, but inside it was just heat and joy and the raw truth of them.

Luca pushed Finn onto the king bed, following him down with that quiet dominance that made Finn's hole clench in anticipation. But Finn flipped them midway, straddling Luca's powerful thighs and pinning his wrists to the mattress with a wicked grin. "My turn to lead first, Captain. You got the Cup.

I get to ride you until you forget your own name."

Luca's dark eyes blazed with challenge and lust, but he didn't fight it. He let Finn set the pace, hips bucking up as Finn ground their cocks together, precome slicking the way. Finn reached for the lube on the nightstand, slicking his fingers before reaching back to open himself up right there on Luca's lap.

Two fingers pushed inside his hole, stretching the tight ring with wet sounds that made Luca's cock twitch against his thigh.

"Jesus, look at you," Luca growled, voice wrecked with joy. "Fucking yourself open for me like you can't wait. That's my good journalist. My man."

Finn added a third finger, scissoring roughly, curling to nail his prostate until his own cock leaked a steady stream onto Luca's abdomen. The stretch burned sweet, the ache deep and familiar after months of this. "Want your cock, Luca. Thick and deep.

Fill me up while the whole city celebrates what you did tonight."

Luca surged up then, negotiation shifting as he flipped them again with effortless strength. He hooked Finn's legs over his shoulders, folding him nearly in half, and slicked his massive cock with a few strokes that made the wet sound obscene. The head nudged Finn's hole, thick and insistent, and Luca pushed in slow, relentless, watching every inch sink into that greedy heat.

Finn's breath punched out, the burn blooming into liquid pleasure as Luca bottomed out, heavy balls pressed tight to his ass.

"Fuck, you're huge," Finn gasped, green eyes locked on Luca's. "Every time. Like you were made to split me open."

Luca's hips rolled in a deep grind, stirring his cock inside without pulling out yet. "Made for you. Only you. Then he began to thrust, long powerful strokes that nailed Finn's prostate on every pass.

The bed creaked under them, skin slapping skin, sweat building between their bodies. Finn met him thrust for thrust, heels digging into Luca's back, nails raking down those broad shoulders to leave red trails. The dynamic was perfect negotiation: Luca's quiet dominance driving the rhythm, Finn's relentless fire pushing back, clenching deliberately around the thick shaft to wrench groans from Luca's throat.

"Harder," Finn demanded, sharp tongue turning filthy. "Fuck me like you lifted that Cup. Like you own this ass and everything else."

Luca obliged, shifting to pin Finn's wrists above his head with one hand while the other wrapped around Finn's leaking cock. He stroked in time with his thrusts, rough and perfect, thumb smearing precome over the head. Their bodies moved with joyful abandon, the victory pulsing through every snap of hips.

Luca's scarred jaw clenched, dark curls damp, intense eyes never leaving Finn's face as he drove deeper, balls slapping against Finn's ass with wet smacks.

The emotional truth wove through the raw heat. This wasn't just celebration. It was proof that their wounds had healed each other.

Finn's fear of lost objectivity had dissolved in the face of a love that made him sharper, more himself. Luca's guilt over Eriksson, the five years of hiding his sexuality from his traditional family, had lightened with Finn's unwavering loyalty. Every thrust was a reaffirmation: they had transformed each other.

The greatest power play wasn't on the ice. It was this, off it, where control was shared and love won.

Luca released Finn's wrists to grip his hips instead, angling him for even deeper penetration. Finn's cock throbbed untouched now, bouncing against his freckled stomach with every drive. "Gonna come," Finn warned, voice breaking on a moan as Luca's cock dragged relentlessly over his prostate. "Fill me first. Want to feel you pulsing inside me while I lose it."

Luca's rhythm faltered, thrusts growing erratic as his own orgasm built. "Come on my cock, freckles. Squeeze me while I flood that tight hole. He leaned down, mouth latching onto Finn's neck to suck a fresh bruise, hips snapping forward one final time as he buried himself to the hilt.

Finn shattered first, back bowing as his orgasm ripped through him. Thick ropes of come erupted from his slit, painting his freckled chest and chin in pearly streaks. His hole clamped down like a vice around Luca's cock, rhythmic pulses that dragged Luca over the edge with a guttural groan.

Hot release flooded Finn's channel, pulse after pulse of it, so much it leaked out around Luca's thick shaft with every aftershock thrust. The pleasure was blinding, joyful, shaking them both to their cores as they rode it out together, mouths fused in a messy, sated kiss.

Luca didn't pull out immediately. He collapsed half atop Finn, cock still buried deep, bodies slick with sweat and come. His fingers traced the freckles across Finn's nose, over his cheeks, down to the mess on his chest, spreading it like a claim. "Love you," he murmured, voice rough but full of that rare, quiet warmth. "Winning the Cup was nothing compared to winning you.

You saw me when I couldn't see myself. Pushed when I needed it. Protected me when it cost you everything."

Finn's hand came up, threading through Luca's dark curls, pulling him close. His ass ached pleasantly around the softening cock still inside him, the emotional release leaving him raw and complete. "Love you too. The man who cooks at midnight and quotes dead Romans and finally let me in.

We didn't just win on the ice tonight. We won off it. Both of us."

They stayed tangled like that for long minutes, Luca eventually pulling out with a hiss, come trickling from Finn's well-fucked hole onto the sheets. Luca fetched a warm cloth from the bathroom, cleaning them both with tender efficiency that made Finn's chest ache. They migrated to the couch after, naked and unashamed, the Cup gleaming on the island like a silent witness.

Champagne was opened, glasses clinked, and they talked into the night about the game, the season, the future. Luca's hand never left Finn's thigh, thumb stroking idle patterns over freckled skin.

The next morning brought the official victory press conference at the Meridian Centre. Finn stood at the back of the room, messenger bag slung over his shoulder, watching as Luca took the podium in a sharp suit that strained across his broad shoulders. The scar along his jaw caught the lights, dark hair curling at his collar, intense brown eyes scanning the crowd until they landed on Finn.

Pride swelled in Finn's chest, sharp and undeniable. This was his man, champion on the ice and off it.

The questions came fast: how it felt to lift the Cup after the Eriksson shadow, what the philosophy had meant during the finals run, plans for the parade. Luca answered in that measured, low voice that commanded without effort. Then, toward the end, a reporter asked about the "personal burdens" the profile had hinted at.

Luca's gaze flicked to Finn again, a spark of something real and vulnerable passing between them. "The greatest power play isn't always on the ice," Luca said, voice steady but carrying new depth. "It's learning to share the weight. To let someone see the man behind the captain. I've spent five years carrying things alone.

Guilt. Expectations. But this season taught me that true leadership means being honest about who you are off the ice too.

I'm grateful to the people who've helped me get here. My team. My family.

And the man who's shown me that love transforms everything."

The room buzzed, cameras flashing, but Luca's eyes stayed on Finn. No full confession, not yet. But a hint.

A door cracked open on his own timeline. Finn's heart hammered with pride, his sharp green eyes misting as he nodded once from the back. This was Luca claiming his truth without explosion.

And Finn had been part of making it possible.

Sunday dinner at the Moretti family home in Woodbridge felt like the perfect full circle. The brick house smelled of garlic and simmering tomatoes, Marco's tentative understanding evident in the way he clapped Luca on the back at the door and offered Finn a firm handshake instead of the assessing stare from months ago. "You made my son lighter," Marco said gruffly, voice thick with Italian accent. "That's enough for now. Sit.

Eat."

Bryn was already there, helping in the kitchen with Luca's mother, the two women bonding over arena stories and stubborn sons. Teammates filled the table: Dante with his chaos grin, a few other veterans who'd become allies after Luca's quiet revelations to the core group. The conversation flowed easy, laughter mixing with toasts to the Cup still sitting proudly on the sideboard.

Finn watched Luca across the table, broad shoulders relaxed in a way they never had been before, dark eyes warm as they met his. The guilt that had once carved lines into that scarred jaw had softened. The walls were doors now.

Later, as the sun set over the manicured lawn, Finn stood with Luca on the back porch, Bryn and Marco chatting inside with the others. "This is what we built," Finn said quietly, leaning into Luca's side. His lean athletic frame fit perfectly against the powerhouse build, auburn hair brushing Luca's shoulder. "You lifted the Cup. I wrote the truth without selling you out.

We both let go of the wounds that kept us isolated. My fear of losing objectivity, your guilt and hiding. Love didn't compromise us.

It freed us."

Luca's arm came around him, big hand splaying possessively over Finn's hip. "The greatest power play happens off the ice," he murmured, echoing his press conference words. "With you. Every night at the penthouse or the lake house. Every time you push back when I dominate and make me want to yield.

You've transformed me, Finn Harlow. From a man carrying crosses to one who knows how to share the load."

Finn turned in his arms, sharp green eyes meeting intense brown with that hidden warmth fully on display. "And you've given me a table to sit at instead of just cleaning it after. We're champions in every way that matters."

As they kissed under the Woodbridge twilight, soft and deep with the promise of more nights, more victories, more negotiations of control in bed and in life, Finn felt the hook of their story pulling them forward. The season was over, but their real power play was just beginning. The city celebrated a Cup, but in the quiet spaces they carved together, the true win was this: two wounded men who had found that love, raw and real and unapologetic, was the ultimate championship.

And neither of them was letting go.
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