
Wild Ice by makeit_takeit



Fandoms: Men’s Hockey RPF


AO3 Categories: M/M


Rating: Explicit


Warnings: No Archive Warnings Apply


Relationships: Travis Konecny/Nolan Patrick


Characters: Travis Konecny, Nolan Patrick


Freeform Tags: Alternate Universe, Online Relationship, Getting to Know Each Other, Self-Discovery, Soul-Searching, Emotional Baggage, Recreational Drug Use, Hunting, Skating for theraputic reasons, As well as TikTok reasons, Instead of hockey reasons, Nolan Patrick attempts to unlearn Toxic Masculinity, With ex-soldier Travis Konecny as his guide, Falling In Love, Angst with a Happy Ending


Status: Completed


Chapters: 3


Words: 47,419


Publisher: archiveofourown.org


Published: 2024-06-23


Updated: 2024-07-06


Packaged: 2024-12-16 20:55:51


Summary: 
              Nolan doesn’t want to open TikTok yet, likes to give it some time after he posts a new video. He feels too anxious and weirdly vulnerable, too exposed if he watches the responses come through in real time. So instead he burrows down into his air mattress, finishes the episode of the hunting podcast he was listening to on the drive in then another full one after that.
He thinks about just going to sleep, making himself wait until morning to check the app, but.
It’s been more than two hours since he posted – he’s sure Travis has seen it by now.
He picks up his phone, scrolls through his notifications. The response is good, which he expected – he’s been doing this long enough now that he has more of a feel for it, and he knows everyone loves the clear lakes where you can see the bottom, and everyone loves when he films at sunrise or sunset.
It’s nice, obviously – it’s cool knowing there’s this little group of people out there that appreciate what he’s been doing, for the same reasons he does – but there’s really just one person whose response he’s particularly interested in, at the moment.
And there he is in Nolan’s inbox, just like usual – @TKthree11.

            







1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
      I’d been wanting to do some kind of deep dive into Nolan dealing with the slow, drawn-out end of his career and all the emotional and physical baggage of that, and of trying to get past it. Simultaneously I kept seeing these TikToks of people skating on #wildice and yeah, that’s pretty much all it took.

Warnings for semi-graphic depictions of hunting, and recreational drug use.

Parts 2 and 3 will be posted over the next two weekends, cross my heart.

Hope you enjoy!

    


    
     

Nolan leans down, gives his laces a quick tug just to make sure they’re nice and tight. Then he steps out onto the ice, takes a deep breath, and shoves off.

The sound, as always, is soothing, the rhythmic swoosh-swoosh-swoosh of his blades taking on an almost musical cadence as he gets a long, steady stride going.

He looks to his left, then his right, nice and slow, taking in the full 180-degree panorama of his surroundings, then down, watches the path his skates trace across the otherwise unmarred surface of the ice, right through the dark stretch of the shadow of his body.

He goes maybe a thousand meters, maybe a little more, before he makes a wide, lazy semi-circle, eyes on his feet as he focuses on making his crossovers slow and smooth – relaxed.

When he turns back, the setting sun is just barely peeking over the bluffs in the distance, the dusting of snow his blades carved out of the smooth surface sparkling like diamonds in the last slanted rays of sunlight, highlighting the tracks his skates have cut into the brilliant aquamarine of the lake.

He skates even more slowly on the return trip, weaving back and forth over the tracks he just made, looking down at his skates as he traces patterns across the ice – figure eights and spirals, long swooping waves.

He loses himself in it for a few minutes, zoned out on the sound of his skates and the lines left by his blades, on the boulders and logs he can see way down beneath the perfectly glassy surface, and the trippy way that clear ice always makes it feel like you’re skating in thin air or something.

Eventually, he realizes the light’s getting low; he needs to get his circles in, or he’ll miss his chance.

He takes off toward the sun, builds up speed until it feels like the pace is right. Then he lifts his left boot off the ice, just barely – a super-casual kick of his skate, just to drive the point home that this isn’t some fancy figure-skating shit – and glides on his right foot in a slow, easy circle.

When he comes all the way back around to 360 degrees, where the path of his circle starts, he focuses on the track, on lining his blade up perfectly to connect the circle exactly, pushes off just once more, and traces his track around the circle one more time. Then he gives a showy little hockey stop – it’s not much, at the speed he’s moving, but it’s about the repetition, about the consistency – and turns back to where the circle is connected.

He leans down, makes sure to get a good shot of the tracks. The trace is almost perfect, the two razor-thin blade marks carved millimeters apart.

“Not my best, but not bad,” is all he says, then he takes off the camera, stops the video.

He skates back over to the side, where he left all his stuff. Gets a good pic of his ice screw still holding the 8 solid inches of ice he pulled up when he tested; if he doesn’t embed that in the clip the concern trolls always want to show up, telling him what a stupid and dangerous thing he’s doing.

And that includes his own mother whenever he sends her video, so.

Better to just head that off at the pass and avoid a bunch of discourse in his comments section.

Not that you can ever avoid it completely; if the last few months have taught him anything, it’s that.

He unplugs the mic cord, unstraps his mic from around his ankle, pulls the cord down from under his hoodie and out the bottom of his pantleg then packs all his gear away into his backpack, changes back into his boots and ties his skates over his shoulder for the walk back to the truck.

It’s only about a kilometer, maybe a little more, but it’s fully dark by the time he gets there.

He unzips the interior pocket of his thermal vest where he keeps his keys, opens the hatch on the Tahoe and tosses his stuff inside. He walks 20, 25 meters away, packs a steel water bottle with pristine white drift snow, takes a piss, and climbs into the back of the truck, closes himself in for the night.

He fires up his heater, just long enough to bring his body temp back up and take the worst of the chill out of the air, puts up his insulated window covers and turns on his lantern, then dumps most of the snow he collected into the kettle and sets it on the hot plate to heat up. He makes cup noodles and throws in a can of mixed vegetables – for the nutrients, or whatever. Eats a few sticks of beef jerky for some protein as well, while he watches the footage back.

It’s good, even though the sun’s low enough behind him in the first part that his own shadow makes it hard to see through the ice; the 180 degree look at the horizon is still sick, and when he turns around the sunset lights make up for it tenfold.

He pours the last of the boiled water back into his water bottle to melt what’s left of the snow, and downs half of it.

He’d really like to smoke, but it’s too cold to open the window and he can’t hotbox the truck or everything he owns starts to reek like skunk. He pulls out his bag of hard candy edibles instead, sucks on a lemon drop while he edits his video. It’s not the same – part of what’s soothing about smoking is the ritual of it, the rolling and the sparking, the deep inhale and the long exhale, the rhythm of his breathing and the taste on his tongue, the smell in the air and the haze of the smoke, the scratch in his throat – but it’ll get the job done, in a pinch.

He posts his video, texts his mom his location for the night because otherwise he’ll definitely hear about it. Makes sure the doors are locked, pulls his boots off. He brushes his teeth, swigs some water around in his mouth and spits it out into an old Sprite bottle, climbs into his bedroll and piles on his extra blankets, turns off the heater.

It’s barely 7 p.m., but it feels way later; one thing about being all alone out in the middle of nowhere when the days are this short – he’s definitely getting plenty of sleep.

Nolan doesn’t want to open TikTok yet, likes to give it some time after he posts a new video. He feels too anxious and weirdly vulnerable, too exposed if he watches the responses come through in real time. So instead he turns off his lantern and zips his sleeping bag snugly around him, burrows down into his air mattress; he finishes the episode of the hunting podcast he was listening to on the drive in, another full one after that.

He thinks about just going to sleep, making himself wait until morning to check the app, but.

It’s been more than two hours since he posted – he’s sure Travis has seen it by now.

He picks up his phone, scrolls through his notifications. The response is good, which he expected – he’s been doing this long enough now that he has more of a feel for it, and he knows everyone loves the clear lakes where you can see the bottom, and everyone loves when he films at sunrise or sunset.

It’s nice, obviously – it’s cool knowing there’s this little group of people out there that appreciate what he’s been doing, for the same reasons he does – but there’s really just one person whose response he’s particularly interested in, at the moment.

And there he is in Nolan’s inbox, just like usual – @TKthree11.


  Another banger, dude. Looks like the location was as good as advertised! And so close on that circle, one of your best so far! Sound is perfect, already watched like 10 times straight while I was smoking, worked like a charm. You all tucked in for the night, safe and sound? 


Nolan grins at his phone like an idiot, feeling stupid for caring that some dude in Ontario who he doesn’t even know is like, finding peace through the ASMR of Nolan’s skates on the ice.

But he does care, apparently, so whatever.

glad it worked for you, he types in response. location was good – pretty easy to get to. not sure yet exactly what’s next, gotta do some research. probably keep on heading west for the next couple days, then head up north through banff.

He stops there, bites his lip.

He scrolls back up through their message string, through the weeks, or – it’s been almost two months now, actually – that they’ve been going back and forth. Lately, sometimes, if he’s writing late at night, Travis will sign off with something like Hope you’re not pushing yourself too hard, or Hope you’re being careful out there, bud, and it always gives Nolan a private little thrill, some dumb, hopeful thing fluttering in his chest.

Tonight it’s You all tucked in for the night, safe and sound?

He’s thought about saying something like that in return, but he hasn’t – not yet.

His thumbs hover over his keyboard for another moment, indecisive. But then he decides, like – fuck it, right? Nolan doesn’t know this guy, and this guy for sure doesn’t know Nolan. What does he care, if he says something Travis thinks is weird?

i’m in for the night, doors locked and everything. pretty wiped, gonna call it a night, he types, then finally: hope you sleep well.

 

-

 

It’s not like Nolan really set out to be, whatever – a content creator. He’s not harboring any secret dreams of TikTok stardom, no matter what his sisters like to say to give him shit. He kind of wishes he’d never told them about this at all; at least he had the good sense to make them swear not to tell mom and dad.

And anyway it was just, like, a thing that happened – a fluke really – that he wound up where he is, doing what he’s doing.

To say the last few years haven’t been great would be putting it, like, extremely mildly. And this past September, which hit him with the end of what would probably be – like, pretty much definitely, actually, barring some kind of miracle the likes of which Nolan has for sure never been the recipient of in the past and certainly has no fucking reason to start believing in now – his last NHL contract, followed immediately by his 25th birthday, was the roughest it’s been yet.

His parents got him some new gear he’d been wanting for a while and he just figured, whatever. He might as well use it, right? Not like he had anything else going on, besides watching all his buddies leave town, jetting off to various parts of the globe to start their seasons while Nolan sat around his condo getting baked and feeling sorry for himself.

So he went, just by himself, a two-week trip up to the north end of Lake Winnipeg, right smack in the middle of the Central Flyway. He spent his time rolling through the marshes in his Tahoe, the four rear seats all stacked up in his garage back at home and a bedroll in the back along with everything else he needed to rough it for a couple of weeks, including a couple of big coolers to pack up his birds once they were field dressed, and a little charcoal stove so he could also kill ‘em and grill ‘em, as they say.

He lived on cup noodles and protein bars, a bag of apples and a couple jars of almond butter, and fresh grilled duck breast for the duration, plus a few fish he caught here and there. He only showered once, at a truck stop in Grand Rapids, and came home feeling better than he’d felt in months.

It kept him afloat, for a while.

But when the first big snowstorm hit in November, everything gloomy and grey and miserable with no end in sight, he felt that same old sense of whatever-it-is – hopelessness, maybe? Or maybe dread, or something like it – creeping back in. So he just thought, fine. Maybe hit the road again, see if it works a second time.

And it did.

It was another stretch of living out of the Tahoe, this time with a bit more forethought and a few more provisions, a concession to the cold and the fact that if he fucked around too much with half-assing his preparations in that kind of weather, he could actually get himself in real trouble.

And Nolan might not be exactly sure what he’s living for these days, but that doesn’t mean he has an actual death wish.

So he bought a backup power source to run a heater and a hot plate without draining the car battery, to keep his phone charged so his mom’s not always pissed at him, complaining about him not being safe. He bought a blow-up mattress and packed some extra blankets, and even brought along some canned goods, added a little variety to his diet.

“Not gonna be many birds left, this late,” his dad said, eyebrow raised skeptically when Nolan said he was going.

“Gonna take the bow, see about the whitetail up at Duck Mountain,” was all Nolan said in return, and his dad let it go. He didn’t need to ask what exactly Nolan was going to do with a whole ass deer on his own in the middle of the forest – Nolan already knew he was thinking it. Nolan was also thinking it, but like. He’s dressed and boned out deer with his dad since he was a kid. Sure, he’d never done it alone in the field before, but.

He figured that’s what YouTube is for.

So he bought a satellite hotspot for good measure, and hit the road.

He spent three days on the Eastern edge of the park, stalking through drifts up to his thighs, looking for signs with none to be found. So he packed it in and headed around to the West side, tried his luck in a new location.

On day 5 he crossed a frozen stream, clear as glass all the way to the bottom, just down the hill from where he’d parked the truck. He came back that afternoon with no deer, but he remembered the old pair of beater skates he had in the car, dug them out and went for a rip along that stream, took some video just because it looked so dope.

He posted it to his extremely private, closely guarded Insta, the one that only like 15 of his closest friends and family are aware of, and everyone agreed that the footage was fire.

Maddie sent him three different TikToks of similar stuff, one of a girl in figure skates doing jumps and shit on a mountain lake, another one of a guy filming his skate tracks across smooth, untouched surface of a snowy pond, carving trails through the powder. The last one was most like Nolan’s – just a pair of skates gliding across a pristine surface, the ice beneath them completely transparent.

All three of them were tagged with #wildice, all set to some sort of music, soaring and probably like, inspirational.

Yours was better, Maddie said, with just the sound of your skates. That’s some ASMR quality shit, gave me tingles!

And Nolan didn’t give a shit about ASMR, but he did agree: just the skates on the ice was clearly superior to any other soundtrack.

The next night, while he ate his dinner of noodles and canned peaches, sitting alone on his blow-up mattress, he scrolled TikTok for other similar content, marveling at the unbelievable places some of these people managed to film, wondering how you even go about finding places like that.

Wondering how hard it would be to figure out how to find places like that, and then to get himself there.

Then he did something he would probably never have done under any other circumstances, any time or place other than locked into his truck for the night and already out of things to do at 8 p.m.: he created a new, super-secret account of his own, and he posted his video.

For no real reason, other than like – just to see what happened. To see if other people would also think it was cool, besides just the ones that actually know him.                                                        

He tagged it with all the same tags as the videos he’d been watching, plus some ASMR tags too, just because of what Maddie said. Then he put down his phone, and went to sleep.

He got his deer the next day, a young buck with a lot of fight. The blood trail took him deep into the thick underbrush before he found where the deer finally dropped, a solid 5 kilometers of snowy forest between his kill and his vehicle. But thanks to YouTube, he’d come prepared with an external frame pack, game bags, and a big ass knife. He hadn’t worked that hard or sweated that much since the last time he skated a double shift in the NHL, but he got the fucking thing dressed, quartered, bagged, and packed back to the truck, stowed it into his coolers, and hit the road.

He drove six hours straight back to Winnipeg, called his dad on the way to say he was coming. When he got to his parents’ house at one a.m., his dad met him at the door to help him move the meat into the big freezer in the garage.

“Good size,” his dad said as he hefted a back leg into the freezer, “must have been a bitch to handle on your own,” and Nolan felt his cheeks heat, felt his heart squeeze in his chest. He can tell when the old man is proud of him, whether he says it in so many words or not.

It’s not a feeling Nolan experiences a whole lot, these days. Not like he used to.

“I’d give ya a hug,” his dad said, hand on Nolan’s shoulder in the driveway after, “but I gotta tell ya kid, you smell like you took a bath in deer guts.”

“I mean, basically,” Nolan agreed, then headed back to his condo to shower and sleep, feeling even better than he’d felt after his October trip.

 

-

 

He didn’t exactly forget about the TikTok thing or the video he posted, it’s just that it took him a few days to remember. When he finally opened the app again, it’s not like he’d gone viral or anything crazy, but he was still kind of surprised that one video from a brand new account had generated that many followers, so many likes and comments.

A few of the replies mentioned liking the fact that there was no music laid over the video, that you could hear his skates – just like Maddie had said. So a few days later, bored on a whim, he drove out to the cottage, to see if Falcon Lake was frozen yet.

It was just frozen enough – at least in close to the shore – that he could film a few more videos. There was nothing special about the ice this time, not like the crystal-clear surface of the stream in his first video, but the scenery around the lake was nice, all towering evergreens and granite boulders, so he made sure to do a few slow pans with the camera, aside from just focusing on his skates. Otherwise, he just tried to keep his strides long and steady and even, the whoosh-whoosh of his blades rhythmic and soothing.

He put even more ASMR tags on that one, and it got even more hits, more interaction.

There were a few complaints about the quality of the video – like, excuse the hell out of Nolan for not holding his arm perfectly still while he’s fucking skating, Jesus – but the replies were mostly complimentary, more people saying how nice it was that he doesn’t talk or use an audio track, some saying what a good skater he is, some others critiquing his mechanics, or insisting it was too early in the season for it to be safe out there, and that Nolan must be some kind of idiot.

If nothing else, at least it was entertaining, something to do with his time besides sit around wondering what the hell he’s supposed to be doing with his time, now.

So Nolan bought a GoPro, took a few more day trips, filmed a few more videos. Started skating those circles at the end of each video like some old-timey figure skater doing school figures, just to put an end to put an end to the good skater/bad skater? debate that kept on popping up in his comments section.

People seemed to like it.

Like, more and more people.

Including @TKthree11, one of his very first followers, and the first one to show up in his DMs.


  Hey man (gender neutral!), love your content, was just wondering. Have you ever thought about putting a mic on your skates? Just a thought, no pressure or anything obviously! I just really dig the sound, it gives me the absolute BEST asmr you know? Anyway I could send you a mic if you have like a wishlist or whatever, or a donation if you’ve got Kofi or Patreon or anything. I didn’t see it mentioned in your bio so just let me know! Thanks!


Nolan was only vaguely familiar with any of those concepts, and not really interested in finding out more. He also couldn’t believe the balls on this guy, showing up from nowhere asking for specific shit like put a mic on your skates, as if he should have a say in whatever Nolan was doing? Nolan’s first thought was: get fucked, asshole.

The profile pic was hard to make out, just a tiny face in sunglasses and a cap in front of an indeterminate background, so Nolan tapped the username just to get a closer look at the guy.

Enlarged on Nolan’s screen, he could see that the pic was actually taken inside of the cab of some giant piece of agricultural machinery, the background that had seemed blurry in miniature clearly showing a cultivated field of some kind outside the windows; soybean or oats, Nolan thought, maybe even corn in its early stages. Not wheat, is all he could say for sure.

The bio just said: Travis., followed by a string of emoji Nolan couldn’t be bothered to look at too closely.

But the thumbnail for the first post was a cute border collie, so of course Nolan clicked on it automatically. He watched the dog playing fetch in the snow, nothing visible of @TKthree11 but his gloved hand picking up the icy tennis ball, his boots on the snowy ground, his arm launching the ball back out over a wide-open field and the dog bounding off into the tall drifts, black tail waving like a flag against the white.

He kept scrolling past more dog videos – frolicking in snow, barking its head off at a fireworks display on a tv screen with a caption that said Happy New Year, tearing into a wrapped box in front of a twinkling Christmas tree, running in circles around a herd of cows in a muddy field.

A few of the posts in between showed the actual guy: dark shaggy hair, patchy beard, big smile. In a flannel and a faded-out cap at a Raptors game. In a different flannel and the same cap on a patio under a propane heater, drinking a beer at a card table, crowing at a bunch of other guys about the poker hand he just won. In yet another flannel and the same old cap, balancing treats on the dog’s nose, giggling about it, cooing at her all soft and proud: good job, Annie, good girl!

It was – whatever. Not as annoying as Nolan expected.

Further down it was more of the dog, looking younger the deeper Nolan scrolled, playing fetch again – this time in an autumn hayfield – and running around with cows, getting in trouble for harassing a bunch of chickens. It was more of the guy, too: walking through a field of hip-high grain. In an open pasture with a rifle on his shoulder, showing off a stringer full of geese. At the finish line of some kind of race, arm in arm with a bunch of other people, a numbered placard on his chest and a big Wounded Warriors Canada banner behind him. Casting a reel off the end of a dock, then grinning next to the tiniest Crappie ever, with the caption Monster Catch!

Still further down there was the guy, bare chested and laughing, on his back in the bright spring grass with the dog – still just a puppy – barking and nipping and nuzzling, crawling all over him. There was a tattoo on his arm, something indistinct that Nolan couldn’t quite catch, and that same cap on his head, the logo on the front brighter and newer than in the more recent videos. It was some kind of insignia with a crown and a dagger, under stitched block letters that just said CANSOFCOM.

Nolan watched it again, then again, paused on the tattoo the third time.

It was that same insignia as the hat, he realized – a dagger surrounded by leaves, topped with a crown and bordered on the bottom by a banner full of Latin words Nolan couldn’t make out.

Nolan scrolled down all the way to the bottom of the feed.

The first post on the account was Canada Day 2022, video of a parade, then a bunch of guys in military uniforms. Nolan almost didn’t catch that one of them was the guy, @TKthree11, looking totally different – clean shaven with short hair and a tan beret.

Nolan scrolled back up, looked more closely at those emoji in the bio: tractor, corn, cow, chicken, dog. Canadian flag, military helmet, saluting face, red flower.

Rainbow flag.

Followed by links to Wounded Warriors Canada and the Royal Canadian Legion.

Nolan closed the app, googled CANSOFCOM.

He ordered the new mic that same afternoon.

 

-

 

It snows overnight, wind blowing hard enough to rock the Tahoe like a ship at sea. Normally snow and wind are two things he’s trying to avoid – neither are great for creating the kind of ice that he’s usually chasing – but he’s got something different in mind for today.

Nolan wakes up in the dark of his truck at six a.m., pisses into a bottle, turns on his heater and his kettle, then settles back onto his air mattress with a hot cup of tea to read his comments.

He never engages with the comments section – it’s kind of part of his whole thing, along with not showing his face or giving his name, never saying more than a few words at most on any of his videos (international man of mystery, Travis likes to call him) – but he does respond to select DMs, if he feels like it.

Mostly, he only feels like responding to Travis.

See you got snow, his message from earlier this morning says, because ever since Nolan started letting him in on his general location, Travis always checks the forecast wherever Nolan is. Were you freezing your balls off in the truck overnight? Hope you’re being smart and staying warm and dry, bud! What’s on tap for today – are we staying put or are we traveling?

Another thing Travis has started doing is talking about we like they’re in this together or something. It’s something Nolan thinks he would normally probably find super irritating but for some reason just, like. Doesn’t, when it comes to Travis.

Travis has been following his progress across Manitoba and Saskatchewan, and now into Southern Alberta. Nolan’s been on the road full time since the second day of January – since he suffered through the most depressing New Year’s Eve of his life, and decided all of a sudden that he had to get the fuck out of Winnipeg. Like, all the way out.

He’s been in touch with Travis almost that long. First it was just about the mic, which ended up being a great idea – the ASMR crowd fucking loved it from day one, and his following keeps on growing – but Travis is the kind of chatty that doesn’t ever seem to worry about things like how to keep a conversation going, the way Nolan does, or seem bothered that his messages tend to be paragraphs and Nolan’s tend to be a single sentence, maybe two at best.

Travis just keeps on messaging, so Nolan just keeps, like. Responding.

Not like he’s got a lot of other shit going on out here, where there’s like 8 hours of daylight in the middle of February, and most nights he’s locked into his car by 6 pm at the latest, without a goddamn thing to do besides troll wild ice skating forums and message boards, and research regional weather conditions, trying to pinpoint places that are experiencing the trifecta of extremely low temps, low wind, and no snow that are optimal to create the glassy, crystal clear ice that his followers love most.

He’s gone literal days at a time without speaking to another human being, and it’s not even that he minds the solitude; being alone has always been something that comes naturally to Nolan, loneliness always something he’s felt more or less impervious to.

But still. He has to admit it has been nice, having someone other than just his parents and his sisters checking in.

His buddies are all mid-season busy, and anyway, it’s kind of a relief not to have to answer any questions about what the fuck he’s doing with his life, or what his plans are for the future.

It’s nice to not have to answer any questions at all, actually, and to just listen – or read along, really – while Travis talks all about himself: about the family farm where he grew up in Ontario, that he couldn’t wait to get away from as soon as he finished school. About his stint in the Army, which was supposed to end after three years of standard, unremarkable service, just something to get me out of town, get me away from home without having to go to school, Travis had said. But before it was over, he got an invitation to the JTF2 selection course – Canada’s answer to the Navy Seals or Delta Force or SAS or whatever – and somehow, despite his relatively low rank and relatively young age, shocked himself and everyone else by actually passing the qualifications.

The selection rate for a Corporal was something like 3%, he’d said, apparently happy to share his whole life story with an ice-skating stranger on the internet whose name he doesn’t know and whose face he’s never seen. I mean, it was such a huge thing just to be invited, to get a chance to try it. No way was I actually supposed to make it, like, dudes go through selection three, four, five times sometimes before they make it, if they ever do. But once I was selected it was like, how could I turn it down, right? It’s a giant fucking honor, you can’t just say no thanks and walk away.

So he stayed in the Army for another four years – in the special fucking forces, no less – doing the kind of shit that even Travis, who as far as Nolan has seen will talk about literally anything, doesn’t want to talk about.

Let’s just say playing commando sounds all bad ass and fun until you’re doing it for real, he said, then it gets shitty in a hurry – or at least it definitely did for me.

So now Travis is back on the farm, working with his dad, living with his dog in an apartment over the barn right down the lane from his parents’ house, and trying to work through shit.

Shit like PTSD and anxiety, shit that sometimes keeps him from sleeping that great or feeling that great, sometimes makes it hard to function like a normal fucking person.

Shit that ASMR can sometimes help with, at least temporarily.

Travis believes in therapy, and in talking about your shit. He has a lot of opinions about how men are culturally conditioned to behave, and about how Patriarchy hurts everyone, and about how toxic masculinity isolates men from each other and stigmatizes intimacy and vulnerability in male friendships. He talks about things like the necessity of understanding indoctrination and of deconstructing your values system when you’re leaving a high-control, high-demand organization.

And sure, Nolan might need google to figure out what the fuck Travis is talking about half the time, but once he starts to understand some of the lingo or whatever, it’s actually kind of, like.

Interesting.

He’s never known anyone – another dude, at least – who just.

Says things, the way Travis does. Like how he’s really feeling, even if it’s not great. What he really wants in life, what he’s really scared of. It’s like it’s never occurred to him that someone might call him a bitch or a pussy, laugh in his face for being so fucking soft. Like he doesn’t even care if it comes off as, you know – weak, or sensitive, or any of that shit.

And maybe it’s because Travis is, regardless of all the extremely personal shit Nolan might know about him, still actually just a perfect stranger on the internet – but it’s made Nolan feel. Okay, somehow – . Like, free, or something. To tell Travis a few things of his own.

Not like, everything, or anything – he’s still himself, after all.

But over the weeks, Nolan has slowly doled out a few tiny morsels of info – ex-hockey player, can’t play anymore, fucked up head (in more ways than one), not sure where his life is going from here or how to like. Figure it out. So he’s just – winging it. Out on the road all alone, going where the wind takes him, making his little videos and doing not a hell of a lot else.

I get it, man, is all Travis had to say to that. Totally relatable, y’ know? What do you do when life doesn’t go the way you thought it was supposed to? I don’t fucking know, but I know it sucks. And I know you gotta be patient with yourself, give yourself some space to figure it out.

And maybe Travis is right, or maybe he’s full of shit, but Nolan figures as long as the ice holds, he doesn’t have to think about anything beyond the next lake, the next video, the next town big enough to have a truck stop with showers and laundry and the supplies he needs to get through another week.

What he’s gonna do once spring comes, once there’s no more ice to skate on, he doesn’t have the first fucking clue. But he figures he can try it Travis’s way for another month or two, and just keep on giving himself patience and space. Hoping like hell that at some point, the answers he’s been waiting for will find him.

 

-

 

Nolan hikes back to the lake in the first light of dawn, skates out onto the snow-covered surface as soon as the sun shows itself over the horizon. It’s harder with the snow, without the reflection of the sun off the ice to help light his tracks, but the tracks are also much more obvious, the snow deep enough that it comes up past his blades. Every move he makes, he leaves a trail behind as wide as his boots.

The circles especially look great, the wider tracks easy to match, to make as close to perfect as he’s ever done it.

He does three, just because he can.

It’ll be hell on his blades, but when he sees the way the tracks look on the video, hears the way the snow sounds extra crispy and crunchy for the ASMR subs, he thinks it’s worth it.

Once he’s happy with the footage he’s got, once he’s got his pics of the ice he pulled with the ice screw and has all his equipment packed away, he skates back out, off to the right where the snow is still pristine, and spends another 15 minutes painstakingly tracing out a message, hopping between the letters he’s writing in the snow so he doesn’t fuck it up, until he can shove off on the last stroke of the last letter and skate away, get far enough out that he can finally put his other skate down and get back over to his gear.

He changes out of his skates and hikes out along the embankment at the side of the lake, until he’s got a good vantage point to take a picture of his message down below in the snow.

It says: HI ANNIE

He has to wait until he’s hiked all the way back, fired up the wifi in the truck to send it to Travis, along with a message that says truck wasn’t too cold overnight, but the wind was wild. skating on snow was pretty sick – video coming later but I had to shout out my girl.

He gets a message back while he’s editing his video, a selfie of Travis and Annie, Travis holding her paw up to the camera like she’s waving. She says hi back! And that she’s really impressed with your skating skills!!!

Nolan is, as always, glad there’s no one around to see the dumb way he grins down at his phone, shaking his head all alone in his truck at how Travis always overuses exclamation points.

They haven’t talked live or anything; all Nolan knows about how Travis sounds is based on whatever little snippets of his laugh, his voice have shown up in his TikToks. It’s hard to tell for sure just from that, but the way he moves in his videos, the way he gestures with his hands and the way his smile stretches so wide, the way he types always makes Nolan imagine him as animated, expressive. He wonders if that’s true or not.

He wonders a lot of things about Travis, these days – where he is, what he’s doing, how he’s doing – and it’s only getting worse, not better as time passes and they keep messaging more and more. It feels like they’re inching closer to each other day by day, even as Nolan keeps moving West, putting more physical space between them while the emotional space feels like it keeps on shrinking.

Which is – a weird thing for him to think.

Or at least, not a thing he’s ever thought before.

Emotional space, Jesus Christ. Obviously, Travis is rubbing off on him.

Nolan snorts at himself over the pun, thinks you fucking wish, Patrick.

And maybe he would, like – y’know. Be into something like that. Or maybe it’s just the way Nolan’s never had a buddy, another dude that he feels okay saying the shit he sometimes says to Travis, and maybe he feels a little, whatever. Soft about it, or something. But the more time passes the more it does feel like they’re inching closer to something, anyway – Nolan’s just not sure exactly what it is, or what he’s supposed to do about it, anyway.

 

-

 

It’s not like it’s some big new personal revelation for Nolan that he’s, like – .

Some degree of not-totally straight, or whatever.

Queer, he guesses.

He’s been aware of that whole situation for a long time – like, forever, basically – but that doesn’t mean he’s ever, like.

Done anything about it.

Or even thought about doing anything about it, not seriously, not really.

So it feels kind of crazy, the way he keeps thinking about it now.

When he was young the whole idea just seemed sort of foreign and mystifying, something too-complicated and best avoided altogether, something that didn’t fit into the life he was chasing, so like. He leaned hard into the whole girls are hot side of things and willfully ignored the rest of it, trained his brain to gloss right over it, any time he accidentally noticed how hot some distinctly non-girl-type people could also be.

And by the time he was getting far enough along in the NHL, far enough along in life that he maybe could have been ready to start thinking about it a little more, if circumstances had been different, instead he was already busy fighting off all the other labels that kept being heaped on his head: injury prone, soft, weak.

Locker room cancer. 

Bust.

With all that going on, it just kind of felt like the whole probably wanting to fuck guys thing was pretty far down on the list of problems Nolan had the time or energy to deal with.

As devastating as it’s been, having to face the premature end of his hockey career and the death of the only dream he’s ever had for his life, Nolan’s not unaware that it may also come with some silver linings, has definitely considered the fact that it could also open up some newfound freedoms. Namely, the time and space to possibly explore the whole probably wanting to fuck guys thing a little more.

Unfortunately, that realization also happened to coincide with the worst, and subsequently least horny, period of Nolan’s entire life, so it’s still not something he’s put much thought into.

Or not something he had put much thought into, at least. Until – recently.

Now, the reality of knowing that he could actually choose to pursue something like that, if he wanted to, sends a shivery sort of thrill down his spine, puts a flutter of anticipation in his belly.

The possibility that something like that could actually maybe happen like, sooner rather than later. Could possibly happen with Travis, even, is like.

Yeah, it’s definitely been on his mind. Like, a lot.

He’s also aware that he might be making assumptions that he shouldn’t, where Travis is concerned. Like, just because Travis is gay and open about that, and because he’s made some comments that could possibly be considered flirtatious, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.

Just because he’s become a really good friend in such a short amount of time, and just because they talk like every day now, and about the kinds of things Nolan’s never really talked about with any of his buddies before. Or just because he keeps dropping hints, talking about how much he’d love to skate in some of the unreal spots Nolan has managed to find, talking about how bored he is on the farm in the winter, when there’s not a lot to do.

How he’s never really spent much time out West, but he’d sure like to.

None of that has to mean anything.

But the fact that it could mean something is definitely – yeah.

Plenty to keep Nolan’s mind busy.

Once Nolan finishes editing, finishes drinking his shitty hotplate coffee and inhaling a couple of protein bars, he posts his snow video, then climbs out of the back and into the cab of the truck. He has a vague plan to get as far west as he can by lunch, find a place to stop for the night and stock up on a few things. He’s been reading promising stuff about Waterston National Park, but he needs to do more research.

It’s boring driving across southern Alberta, just north of the US border. He stops at the A&W in Cardston, has his first real meal in over a week. A fast-food burger and fries has literally never tasted so good; he orders two more burgers for the road, to have for his dinner later.

He uses their wifi to book a site at a campground just out of town with good restroom reviews. He could absolutely use a shower.

He stops at the laundromat in town and throws everything he owns into one of the giant machines, starts it up, then heads over to the market down the street for his usual supplies: Instant coffee and powdered milk, dry noodles and canned goods, almond butter and jerky and protein bars, baby wipes and hand sanitizer and gallon jugs of water.

He goes back and moves his laundry to the dryer, sits cross-legged on top of it and listens to a podcast, returns some texts while it runs. Then dumps his clothes and bedding, all unfolded, back into his laundry bag in one big clump and heads out.

Once he’s found the campgrounds and gotten settled on his site, he rolls a jay and wanders down to the little creek that runs through the property, too quick-moving to be frozen over. He smokes a little while he takes some photos – not to share online, but just for himself mostly, to document his journey, maybe to share in the family group chat.

Well, and he might send a couple to Travis, too – he always likes to see what Nolan’s up to, aside from the stuff he puts online.

He showers and shaves, uses the microwave in the little lounge area to heat up his burgers and fills up his water bottles from the water cooler in the corner, then settles himself into the truck for the night.

He fires up the heater and the lantern and the wifi while he eats, sends Travis a photo of the creek, the sunset over the mountains, tells him made it to cardston, headed into the park tomorrow.

The skate through the snow was dope, Travis says, the sound was extra scratchy, amped up the tingles like crazy. They were loving it in the comments if you haven’t checked yet.

It’s a term Nolan sees used a lot by his ever-growing group of followers who aren’t just there for the pretty scenery, but specifically for the little frissons of pleasure they swear they get from the scratch of Nolan’s skates on the ice. They’re always talking about shivers, goosebumps, spine-and-scalp-tingling sensations, fucking braingasms – Nolan would maybe think it’s all fake, if he didn’t have tons of people in his comments raving about it, if Maddie didn’t swear up and down it happens to her, too.

Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response – Nolan looked it up – is something you pretty much either have, or you don’t. Nolan definitely doesn’t, it just doesn’t work for him that way – but Travis is apparently highly susceptible to the whole ASMR thing, so Nolan just has to take his word for it about the snow making it especially good.

Nolan has read a few, but definitely not all, of the comments from this morning – too busy with other things today, and more interested in Travis’s opinions than anyone else’s anyway. But the way they talk about it in the comments kind of makes Nolan wish he could feel whatever it is they’re feeling.

Nolan’s up for trying pretty much anything that will get his brain to give up the good chemicals, these days.

haven’t really had a chance to check them out yet, is what Nolan types back, but glad you liked it.

He’s been trying hard to remember that this is his own thing, not something he’s doing for likes or comments or for anyone else. But it would be a fucking lie to say he doesn’t want his followers to like his stuff.

It would be an even bigger fucking lie to say he doesn’t want Travis, specifically, to like it.

Because, like.

There’s just something about the idea of Travis watching his videos over and over, sometimes smoking or just laid back, relaxed, feeling all shivery and tingly with pleasure about the sounds of Nolan’s skates, that makes that dumb, hopeful thing flutter and flare inside him. Sends a burst of heat through his belly in that way that still surprises him, but really shouldn’t at this point.


  still trying to decide what the plan is for tomorrow.


He sends Travis a couple of links, info on different lakes in the park that might be good options, blog posts about people who’ve skated there and the pros and cons, the relative safety concerns and risk factors, the difficulty of getting to and accessing the ice. It’s nice to have someone else’s input and opinions, someone who feels invested in the decision, even if Nolan’s the one making the final call.

Did you ever think about bringing someone with you? Travis asks, and Nolan’s heart thuds. It’s not the first time Travis has made a comment that seems like it could be hinting at something, possibly fishing for an invite, but Nolan’s never quite sure. I know you’re all into going it alone on your solo journey of self-discovery or whatever, but if you had someone with you it would be safer to do the harder to reach spots. Also they could film some wide shots while you skate, that could be cool eh?

Nolan skips right over the concerns about the dangers of doing what he’s doing alone – he’s heard it all before from his sisters, even if it does hit different when it’s Travis, for some reason – and responds to the last part instead.


  i don’t want wide shots, i don’t need anyone seeing me.


Oh right, man of mystery, Travis says, followed by a little eyeroll emoji. Are you just shy or are you like, secretly famous? Am I talking to a celebrity?

Nolan rolls his own eyes, snorts down at his phone. Travis knows he was a hockey player, but not of what caliber or to what degree. He knows about the long list of injuries, including the head trauma and related symptoms, that mean he can’t play anymore. He even knows a little about the other stuff – the ways that all Nolan’s physical ailments have left him with battle wounds of a different kind, emotional and psychic damages that still haven’t fully healed. Travis has always listened intently to whatever Nolan’s been willing to share, has been unfailingly non-judgmental, encouraging, supportive, and has never even asked Nolan’s first name, much less for any other personal stats. And none of Nolan’s videos have ever shown any identifying info or even a glimpse of skin that wasn’t covered in winter gear. It’s only because of his voice – which he’s also posted very little of – that Travis has even clocked him as a dude.

But Nolan is not unaware that if they were actually going to, y’know – meet up or something. Travis would probably, like, want to know his name first. Would probably expect to like, put a face with that name just so he knows he’s not meeting up with some psycho who’s going to lure him into the wilderness and axe murder him or whatever.

And it’s not that Nolan hasn’t thought about it, not that he hasn’t been tempted to do it, even – there’s just really no good way to like, reveal himself, or whatever, that doesn’t feel dramatic and lame.

neither really, he types now, skipping right over the whole secretly famous thing, i just like my privacy.

but like, he follows up immediately, because the whole retired/not-retired thing that happened in December was an unpleasant jolt of attention he hadn’t asked for and didn’t want, and the last thing he needs is someone realizing he’s the one posting videos on TikTok and recycling that whole situation, i’m also not technically retired yet so i don’t really need anyone in my business or whatever.

Retired? Like from hockey you mean? Travis says, then, So you ARE famous! Dude, that’s crazy! Have I heard of you??

i’m not famous, jesus, Nolan sends, then he blows out a long breath, and figures, what the hell. He pulls up the link to his Elite Prospects page, because it seems less pretentious somehow than like, Wikipedia or ESPN or something, and copies the link.

me, is all he sends with it, then locks his screen and puts his phone face down on the mattress next to him. He forces down the rest of his second burger, tells himself he can’t look at his phone again until he makes a decision about where he’s going tomorrow.

 

-

 

It actually works like a charm.

He feels suddenly convicted that the absolutely correct choice is the lake with the shallow end full of fallen tree stumps, where he’s read that the skating is pretty difficult and slow going due to all the debris, but the visuals look absolutely killer.

He maps the route, figures out what time he needs to leave in the morning in order to stop for one more real meal, drive to his intended destination, and leave time for the hike he’ll have to make to get to the shallow end of the lake in time to film at sunset.

Once he’s got a rough itinerary sketched out, he takes another deep breath, and picks his phone up again.

There’s a barrage of messages from Travis, all stacked on top of each other and full of exclamation points as usual.


  Buddy! Holy shit, look at this handsome devil!



  You’ve got like 50K followers on IG!



  I get what you’re saying about your privacy and everything but like. If you ever changed your mind you could be making bank off this you know? Like if you let people know it was you!



  I’m sure you know that but just saying.



  Full disclosure I’ve never heard of you but dude, look at that face! Can’t believe you’re hiding that thing!



  You could be a total TikTok star! Like the wood chopping guy, but with skating!


Nolan can’t help the big stupid grin that stretches across his face as he reads, even if Travis’s usual brand of over-the-top enthusiasm makes his eyes roll just on principle. He doesn’t even know what he’s supposed to say to any of that, so he just goes with:


  the wood chopping guy?


Oh right, sorry! I forget not everyone spends their time on the girls and gays side of TikTok, like me Travis says back, followed immediately by a video of a movie-star-handsome guy with broad shoulders and a dark beard, holding an alarmingly heavy-looking axe in front of a giant section of tree trunk.

He gets in a few admittedly impressive swings, heavy breathing and murmuring under his breath like he’s sweet-talking the wood, hitting his target pretty much dead-on every time, but the wood barely even chips.

Then he sets the axe down, swipes his forearm across his brow, lets out a loud breath. He tugs the suspenders down off his shoulders, then gives the camera a flirty little grin before he picks the axe back up and splits the wood wide open with one more perfectly placed swing.

Nolan snorts again, at the very fucking idea that Travis would ever compare him to this dude – who, Nolan finds with a quick click into his profile, is apparently called Thor of all fucking things, and is also shredded to hell and back and not shy about showing it off. There are plenty of thumbnails of him half naked, flexing and grinning with his tattoos on display, artfully smudged with dirt and grime.

And it’s not like Nolan doesn’t get the appeal, in theory, but:

little harder to go topless when you’re skating in -40, he points out, then feels compelled to add, just in case Travis is getting any big ideas, and sorry to disappoint but hockey players don’t look like that. less swinging a 20-pound axe around and more every day is leg day, you know? not sure the girls and gays side of tiktok would appreciate that quite as much.

Don’t underestimate the girls and gays, Travis says, we have a lot of different interests. That’s followed by a bunch of peach emojis that make Nolan blush stupidly, alone in his truck.

Nolan doesn’t know what kind of assumptions Travis might be making about him; of course Nolan’s never said one word about girls, or guys, or given any hint of – anything, really – for Travis to go on. And he’s still not sure if he’s making assumptions he shouldn’t where Travis is concerned, but the fact that Travis is up front about being into dudes and, at the very least, not not into Nolan, just. Removes some of the guess work, in that Nolan at least knows that the possibility exists that something could happen between them, if they met up in person.

Because once he knows who Nolan is, it’s obvious that Travis does his research. His questions get a little more direct, his concerns a little more pointed:


  I read some articles, and it sounds like you’ve had a pretty tough go of it, bud. You been talking to anyone about it? I promise it really helps!



  I think sports and the military are the only things where you can be considered retired at 25. It’s crazy when you think about it, right? Like, it kinda fucks with your head actually! 



  I know you’re out there finding your own way and figuring things out and you should definitely do that! But don’t forget that there are people who care about you and want to help if they can!


His flirting also gets more obvious, more blatant and overt:

I offered her a treat for finishing her morning chores, but she said she wants a good-morning selfie from her buddy Nolan instead, with a shrugging guy emoji and a picture of Annie in the barn, sitting with her mouth open and tongue lolling like she’s been working hard.

me, listening to your last video on repeat, and a shirtless selfie, lounging in bed with one arm propped behind his head, bicep and hairy armpit on full display, Annie lying next to him and air pods in his ears, eyes hooded and mouth open around a cloud of smoke.

And Nolan figures he could still be making assumptions he shouldn’t, but that seems, like.

Pretty hard to misinterpret, he thinks.

So after five more days and three more videos on two more lakes, and countless flirty messages and not-so-subtle comments about how much Travis has always wanted to see more of the Rockies, about how jealous he is that Nolan’s going there next and how sick it will be to skate on Lake Louise, Nolan finally decides enough is enough.

this is maybe crazy, so no pressure he types finally, heart hammering in his chest like he’s actually working hard or something, instead of tucked into his bed with a thermos of hot tea in his freezing cold Tahoe in the middle of nowhere, but if you ever wanted to come out, now would probably be good. was just thinking, banff is pretty easy to get to, compared to most places I’ve been.

Dude!!!!!!!! Travis sends back immediately, a hundred exclamation points followed by a hundred different smiley faces, I thought you’d never ask! It’s followed almost immediately by a flight itinerary, Toronto to Calgary.

Would this work? He asks, and Nolan’s been so far off the grid for so long now, he has to check his calendar to even remember what day it is, to see when the flight is that Travis is proposing.

It’s three days away, and Nolan’s already-alarming heartrate suddenly kicks into an even higher gear. He tries to breathe through it, before he has a heart attack in his truck fifty kilometers away from the nearest anything. If he dies out here alone the way his mom has been warning him about, she’s definitely going to kill him.

 

-

 

“Hey, you’re really you!” Travis grins over at him from the passenger seat of the Tahoe, while he’s buckling his seatbelt. “Good news for me, eh?”

Nolan can feel his face burning, can just imagine how he must look, all blotchy and red and sweaty; luckily he’s had a lot of practice doing an impression of someone who doesn’t give a shit what people think, despite the rosy cheeks, so. He hopes it serves him well, now.

“Better than finding out you just got catfished, I guess,” he concedes, delivery as close to deadpan as he can make it, eyes on the road while he pulls away from the curb outside baggage claim.

Travis snorts, shoves him in the arm with another big grin, no hesitation at all, like they’ve been doing this for years.

“I can’t believe I’m here! Can you believe I’m here?” He asks, apparently rhetorically, because he doesn’t seem to expect an answer, just pulls his toque off and runs a hand through his hair, gives his head a little shake and puts his fingers up to the heat vents.

“Fuck it’s good to be off that plane. I always get so antsy, y’know? Just sitting there, nothing to do, nowhere to go. And I can’t sleep for shit anyway, I mean you know that – but especially on a plane. No shot.”

And antsy isn’t usually Nolan’s vibe, nor is skipping sleep – he’s more likely to fall prey to the numbing embrace of all-day binge sleeping and/or self-medicating himself into a vegetative state when he’s feeling shitty – but he’s definitely been antsy for the last three days, has barely slept for worrying about how weird or stupid or desperate or awkward or whatever it might be to meet up with a random dude from his DMs. His brain’s been working overtime, thinking about all the ways it could go sideways, could be a huge mistake that he’ll regret forever. He’s been debating the pros and cons of telling someone what his plans are for the next week – just for his own safety, in case Travis turns out to be some kind of psychopath – versus the embarrassment of, you know, telling someone what his plans are for the next week, and then having to explain why.

Since the someone in question would obviously be Maddie, there’s also a high probability that somehow, some way, she’d see something in Nolan’s attempts to dodge and deflect her inevitable one million questions which would somehow give his whole fucking game away, because she’s always been able to read him like a book if given half a chance. No matter how cryptic or vague or mysterious he tries to be, she always manages to pick apart his defenses and get at the truth, and the truth behind why he’s having a strange dude he’s never met fly out from the other side of the country to meet up with him is not really a conversation he’s prepared to get into with her. Or anyone, so like –.

He kept his mouth shut, decided to just roll the dice on the whole Travis not being a psychopath thing.

Luckily, so far, Travis also appears to really be who he said he was. He looks just like the guy in the pics, sounds just like the guy in the videos, talks and acts just like the guy who types using way too many exclamation marks.

He’s dressed head to toe in good gear, the kind that’s definitely built to withstand the shit they’re gonna be doing this week, and he’s got one military-style rucksack and a Bauer skate bag with him, and that’s it.

He looks – confident. Self-assured. Capable.

He’s built like an athlete, compact and muscular, and there’s an economy to the way he moves, easy and efficient and quick. Same crooked grin, same shaggy hair, same broad shoulders, same handsome face Nolan’s been low-key obsessed with watching for months now online.

He looks exactly how Nolan has imagined him – in the deepest, most secret recesses of his brain where he occasionally lets himself think about things like How Travis Looks and How He Feels About It – and the second Nolan saw him standing on the curb, the second Travis turned his head and smiled, waving as soon as he saw the Tahoe and recognized Nolan behind the wheel, the queasy feeling in Nolan’s gut started to dissipate.

 

-

 

Aside from Travis turning out to be some creepy old dude catfishing him, or alternatively, Travis turning out to be one of those deceptively hot serial killers, one of Nolan’s most immediate and pressing worries has been about how stilted and uncomfortable the drive from Calgary up into the mountains is gonna be. Nolan’s not exactly known for his engaging conversation skills, and he’s been wondering what the fuck he’s possibly gonna find to say to a virtual stranger for two fucking hours.

But Travis just starts talking, a running commentary starting with how bad the traffic was getting into Toronto this morning, segueing right into the life story of the lady who sat next to him on his flight then straight into the last time Travis was in Calgary – on libo from Mountain Warfare Training exercises back in 2021 – and right up to how he’s always wanted to get better at snowboarding, how he’s only been a couple of times but it was so fun.

He’s looking out the window, mostly, hands waving in the air a bit while he talks – not too loud or fast or obnoxious or anything, just a steady stream of lilting chatter that doesn’t seem to require any input from Nolan other than an occasional uh huh or yeah or right.

It’s not overbearing or irritating, not manic in the way it can sometimes feel to Nolan when people talk too much. But it is constant, just enough so that there’s no empty spaces for Nolan to have to fill up, much less time to worry about things being awkward.

It’s a relief, honestly, not needing to talk, being able to just listen while he drives, and Travis’s habit of just saying whatever’s on his mind feels familiar, comfortable. It’s just as entertaining in person as it has been in the DMs for the past few months.

Probably more entertaining, really, considering that this way Nolan gets to actually hear him, gets to look at him – subtly, and everything, just a little out of the corner of his eye – while Travis is talking.

He starts to realize, the further they drive – the thing he forgot to consider while he was freaking out about what they’d have to say to each other, is the fact that they’re not actually strangers at all. It’s a weird, but comforting, realization.

“Maybe we could hit the slopes one day, while I’m here,” Travis says, ducking down to try and see the top of the snowy peaks above them. “Or, I don’t know, do you ski? Did we ever talk about that? Anyway, you might not want to, I know you’ve got your plans and everything, places you want to hit. Can’t disappoint your followers, eh! But I could go on my own one day, maybe, if the timing works. We can play it by ear.”

“Sure,” is all Nolan has to say, which gets him another grin and a few beats of easy silence before Travis is off and running again, talking about all the cool stuff he’s been reading about online, about everything there is to do around here.

Nolan takes another deep breath, lets his hands go a little looser on the steering wheel. He sinks deeper into his heated seat and feels himself relax a little more.

 

-

 

The cabin Nolan rented is halfway between Banff and Lake Louise, way bougier than anywhere he’d normally stay on his own. But it’s a well-located access point for the three different National Parks they’re trying to hit this week and, perhaps most importantly, gives them way more room than a typical hotel would, to like – feel each other out, or –.

Or some other, similar thing that doesn’t sound quite so much like a euphemism.

Nolan’s mostly trying not to think about that part, or if there’s even gonna be a that part, just trying to take Travis’s visit on face value, like hanging out with any other buddy. But as they haul their stuff into the cabin he’s definitely relieved to see that it’s laid out just the way the pictures on the website showed it: a little living space with sofa and a wood stove, a kitchenette along one wall with a small table, one washroom with a sleeping alcove behind it on the main floor, then a separate sleeping loft up above.

“This place is sick.” Travis immediately dumps his gear onto the wide-plank wood floor next to the kitchen table, opens the back door and steps out onto the small deck. It overlooks the frozen river, with views across the highway to the ridge of peaks that form the Continental Divide.

He immediately steps back in with a dramatic brrrrrr, closes the door behind him with a shiver.

“We should get that fire going, eh?”

He crosses over to hop up onto the ladder leading to the loft, peers over at the two single beds up there.

“Guessing this is me, up here,” he says as he hops back down, not even really a question, and Nolan breathes another sigh of relief.

They light the fire, finally strip off all their outerwear and kick off their boots, make themselves a little more at home. They sit at the kitchen table to eat the pre-packaged sandwiches and crack open the six-pack of local beer they paid through the nose for at the café in the main lodge, while they run through the plan for tomorrow.

It’s only eight p.m, by the time they finish the last of the beer; even though Nolan’s feeling much more at ease than he was this morning, even though everything’s been totally fine so far, he still feels on edge, little jolts of nervous energy running through him whenever there’s the smallest lag in the conversation.

Or whenever Travis’s socked foot knocks against his under the table.

Or whenever Travis tips his beer up, long expanse of his throat working as he swallows, forest green henley unbuttoned at the neck, showing a hint of clavicle and just enough chest hair to make Nolan’s skin feel too tight, to make his palms itch and his face feel hot.

Or whenever Travis puts his beer down and looks over at Nolan with his not-quite-green but not-quite-not-green eyes, and his smile spreads across his face all slow and sly, like he knows something Nolan doesn’t.

It’s unnerving.

“Guess I’m pretty tired, after driving all day,” Nolan pushes back from the table and stands, he hopes not too abruptly. He tosses his trash, pushes his chair in, tries to seem as nonchalant as he can. “Been awhile since the last campground, too, so. Probably gonna hit the showers, then call it a night.”

“You bet,” Travis just nods up at him with that same friendly, crooked smile he’s been wearing pretty much all day. “It’s getting late for me anyway, still on Ontario time. Ready to go at oh-six-hundred, right? Bright and early?”

“More like dark and early,” Nolan says, and Travis laughs. “But yeah, six is good. We can get breakfast from the café on the way out.”

“Sounds great, man,” Travis stands, too, gives Nolan a nod. He picks his rucksack up off the floor, slings it over his shoulder while Nolan tries not to notice the way his biceps bulge against the arm of his henley, the way his shirt stretches across the broad planes of his back.

“I’m pumped, can’t wait.”

 

-

 

They do Lake Louise, on day one. It’s overcast skies and thick, choppy white ice, crawling with parents skating hand in hand with little kids and guys playing shinny, but it’s an easy first outing to see how things go with Travis, and regardless of anything else, it’s still Lake Louise.

It’s iconic for a reason.

Travis is a solid skater, has no problems keeping up, not that Nolan’s really ripping around at top speeds or anything, but still; he knows Travis is pretty dedicated about keeping in shape – commitment to physical fitness is like the one part of my military indoctrination I’m not actively trying to undo, he told Nolan once – but it’s still good to see for sure that it won’t be like, an issue going forward or anything.

They skate out past the crowds and shoot a little video, Travis mostly just staying off to one side and behind him, observing silently and keeping out of the way. He offers again to film some wide shots of Nolan skating – from the back only, no identifying info! – but Nolan waves him off, sticks to his same old routine.

“Pretty impressive, dude,” Travis says, once he finishes his circles and takes off his AV gear. Nolan just shrugs.

“I mean, it’s just skating.”

“Sure,” Travis nods, “guess just anyone could do it, eh?”

He raises a pointed eyebrow, and Nolan’s glad for the toque and the gaiter obscuring most of his face, so his blush can’t give him away.

They grab another crazy-overpriced lunch at one of the cafe’s down the mountain, while Travis tells him about the only other time he’s ever been up here, on a summer vacation to Banff with his family when he was ten.

“We did the whole glass-bottom canoe thing and whatever,” he says, “rode the gondola and all that. I don’t remember a whole lot of it, except we saw a bear, which I thought was so bad ass. But the main thing I remember is we passed a sign for like, some dog sledding operation or whatever, and I was fucking obsessed. I wouldn’t shut up about it until my parents finally said we could go, and then it turned out they were only open in the winter. Ruined my whole vacation, man.”

He’s grinning across the table, mouth full of his sandwich, asking Nolan, “what about you, you been here?”

So Nolan tells him about the couple times he’s been here before: obligatory family vacation as a kid, buddy’s wedding last summer. He almost doesn’t – normally wouldn’t – but then somehow just does, mention that he’s actually skated on the lake before.

He was here with his teammates, during his season in Vegas.

During his last season, full stop.

“Bet that was fun, playing pond hockey with a bunch of NHLers,” Travis says, and Nolan has to think for a second.

Was it fun? He can’t really remember. That whole season was such a clusterfuck, it’s hard to distinguish one thing from another, pick out individual events that may have been good from among the sea of bad. In his mind it’s just one thing after another going every kind of wrong, not ever able to get his feet under him, the fresh start he’d been pinning all his hopes on slipping away like water through his fingers as the season wore on, the sense of fear and dread mounting day by day.

The only thing he can recall with sickening pinpoint accuracy is the sinking, helpless feeling that he was sliding too far too fast to stop the skid, to right the ship.

Despite all that, or because of it, what Nolan means to say is yeah for sure, or any other meaningless, inane nothing-response to just gloss right over the question.

But something about Travis’s face, his wide eyes and his intent expression, like he’s really listening, just makes Nolan feel – whatever. Like he could, maybe should tell the actual truth.

“Honestly? Pretty much everything sucked all the time, at that point. Was kind of a fucked-up year,” is what he says instead, and watches the way Travis’s eyes go all soft, mouth turning down at the corners.

“Shit, yeah,” Travis blows out a breath, voice solemn “I didn’t think about that. You were really goin’ through it, eh? That must’ve been rough, bud.”

“Yeah,” Nolan takes another bite of his sandwich, “wasn’t great.”

Travis doesn’t push it any further, but he nudges his boot up against Nolan’s under the table, a little show of solidarity that makes that stupid, hopeful flutter start up in Nolan’s belly again.

 

-

 

After lunch they hit up the market next door for some groceries and supplies – still ridiculously overpriced – then park up at the Great Divide trailhead and hike out a way, as far as they dare given the limited daylight they’re working with. The views are excellent, and the company’s not bad, either. It’s been a long time since Nolan was out hiking around just for fun, without a specific objective in mind, without thinking about what and when and where he’s gonna film next.

It’s also been a while since he had someone to hang out with, and for all that he’s never been much of a talker, it’s still nice to have someone there to listen, whenever he does have something to say.

Back at the cabin, they make spaghetti on the two-burner cook-top, then Travis watches while Nolan gets out his laptop and edits his video from the lake, sits next to him at the kitchen table and asks a bunch of questions while he’s working on it. He gives it his stamp of approval – not that Nolan asked – before it goes live.

“Crazy,” Travis says with a grin, “to think if this was just a few days ago, I’d be at home right now, lying in bed smoking and watching that shit on repeat, having braingasms about it.”

Nolan hates that fucking word – Travis knows this – and the smirk on his face says that’s exactly why he said it. Nolan rolls his eyes, tries for long-suffering even though he can feel his cheeks getting hot.

“If that’s what you wanna do, nobody’s stopping you,” he points out in his best emotionless monotone, but Travis just holds up the bottle of vodka and the pack of souvenir playing cards they bought at the market, shakes his head.

“Maybe later,” he says, “right now I gotta kick your ass at Gin Rummy.”

Unfortunately, that turns out to be a more prophetic statement than Nolan would have liked.

Nolan drinks way faster than he should and loses his concentration too easily, still distracted by the reality of Travis sitting right across from him, capable hands shuffling and dealing, quick and practiced, long fingers wrapped around the tin mugs they found in the cupboard of the little kitchen, grinning his crooked grin and shit talking, laughing every time Nolan loses again.

“Hey, our video’s doing good, look!” he holds his phone screen up as Nolan’s coming back in from refilling his mug out on the porch, where they’re keeping the vodka cold.

“Oh, it’s our video now, eh?”

“I said what I said,” Travis shrugs, all smirky, and another little bolt of electricity shoots down Nolan’s spine. He really needs to stop fucking drinking, but instead he pulls himself back up to the table with his three fingers of freshly poured vodka and doubles down.

“Just deal the fucking cards,” he nods at the deck where it’s stacked in between them, aquamarine image of Lake Louise in summer stamped on the back, “I’m about to turn this thing around, watch me.”

“Sure you are, boss,” Travis picks up the cards, starts dealing with his eyes still on Nolan like a dare.

Nolan takes a too-big swig of his drink, just for an excuse to look away.

He loses again – it’s like Travis is cheating or something, has to be – and throws his cards down while Travis stands up, crowing about it. And Nolan’s not actually mad, or at least not really mad, but he does hate losing, even a stupid card game. He knows he’s scowling like a petulant kid, but he can’t make himself not.

“Careful, your face might stick like that,” Travis says, completely unphased by Nolan’s mean mugging. He pulls his vape out of the breast pocket of his flannel, waggles it in Nolan’s general direction. “Let’s turn that frown upside down, buddy.”

They smoke on the deck, bundled up and still freezing, passing the vape back and forth.

“So just tell me this much: was today better than your last skate on the lake, at least?” Travis’s tongue darts out, wets his bottom lip as he takes the pen back from Nolan, their fingers brushing together as he does.

Nolan’s lungs are still full; he holds onto it for another couple of beats while he considers his answer.

And Nolan isn’t sure how Travis does it, how he manages to make questions that Nolan might take as prying or pushing from anyone else feel innocuous, non-invasive. He has this way of letting Nolan know he’s interested without making it feel like he’s under a microscope the way he always seems to when other people ask simple questions: how’s it going, how’re you feeling, what’ve you been up to?

Travis makes it seem like he actually gives a shit, like he’s not asking just to be polite, or just to be nosy. Like he’s not put-off or annoyed by all Nolan’s eye rolling and sarcasm and fucking – whatever.

Emotional baggage.

So Nolan tips his head back, finally blows out. His breath sparkles against the deep blue of the clear night, a misty haze fading up into a sea of stars.

“Think that’s an understatement, bud,” he says up to the sky, and from the corner of his eye, he can see the glint of Travis’s smile.

 

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    They hit up Banff, Yoho and Kootenay Parks over the next few days, skate on some of the most famously scenic lakes in Canada - Moraine and Emerald and Peyto – but the best spots, as always, are the hidden, more difficult to reach lakes and ponds that your average vacationer doesn’t even know about, and wouldn’t want to work hard enough to get to, even if they did.

Where they’re the only souls in sight and the ice is pristine, untouched.

The weather cooperates like maybe the universe is actually on Nolan’s side for once, every day colder than the next but no snow in the forecast, and even a few days of clear, cloudless skies.

For all that Nolan had been worried having Travis along would slow him down, if anything the opposite is true; they can venture farther off the beaten path with two people to carry equipment and supplies, two people to keep an eye out for unexpected hazards as well as unexpected gems, for unexpected wildlife both dangerous and harmless.

At the end of a long, steep trek – in search of runoff pool that only forms in years when the weather is right, that they weren’t even sure would actually be here – they come up over the crest of the trail, panting and sweating inside their heavy layers, and find themselves looking down at cobalt blue ice, tiny white pockets of air frozen just under the surface like bubbles in a glass of champagne.

“Holy shit,” Travis breathes, “look at this fucking place.”

“Dude, this is wild,” Nolan agrees, just taking it in. It’s not like anything Nolan’s come across so far in his travels, the kind of place you only run across once in a blue moon, and only ever by some combination of recklessness, blind faith, and dumb luck.

They climb down to the edge of the water, and Nolan gets out his screw to test the thickness even though the water’s obviously shallow, and it’s been so cold for so long there’s no way it’s not frozen solid. He pulls up the eight inches the screw can reach, pushes a trekking pole down into the hole and still hits solid ice. He takes a picture of the ice he pulled, then some photos of the area, a panorama of the little valley and the glassy surface of the pool. Then they walk out to a boulder that’s protruding from the surface a few meters out from shore; Nolan straps on all his AV gear, and they sit down to lace up their skates.

The ice is so pretty, Nolan hesitates before he stands up, feeling almost reluctant to make the first mark, to ruin the perfectly immaculate surface.

“Take your time,” Travis almost-whispers, like they’re in church or something, “I’ll hang here until you’re done recording.”

Nolan just nods, takes a breath, and shoves off.

He starts slowly, takes his time even more than usual, hyper aware of every movement of his skates, and of Travis back behind him somewhere, watching him. The sun glints off the ice like a mirror.

He crisscrosses the width of the pond, long steady strides and wide sweeping turns so his blades don’t churn up too much snow, making sure to get plenty of long shots of the surface: the deep blue color of the water under the perfectly transparent ice, and the way the air bubbles suspended there sparkle in the sun like diamonds. The whole thing feels a little surreal; he loses himself for a little while, zones out the way he does sometimes when he’s skating out here, the rhythm of his skates as constant and steady as a metronome, lulling him into something close to a meditative state.

He leaves half the pond untouched – for his circles, but also because he wants Travis to have a chance to feel what it’s like to skate out onto that perfect, unmarked sheet of ice, the way the translucent surface makes it feel like you’re walking on water.

When he finally finishes, he heads back over to where Travis is reclined against the boulder in the sun, shades on and face tipped up like he’s lying on a beach or something. Nolan unstraps the camera and the mic, stows all his gear, kicks at Travis’s calf with the toe of his boot.

“You should get out there where it’s still clean, take a spin,” he nods at the far end of the pond, the part he left unmarked. “It’s pretty dope.”

Travis sits up with a grin, holds out a hand for Nolan to pull him up, then hands over his phone, camera already open.

“Get some video of me, would ya bud?”

Then he takes off at a rip.

Nolan gets him skating away then coming back, buzzing by the boulder where Nolan’s still sitting, flipping off the camera.

Nolan ends the video there.

“Really classy, I’m sure your mom and dad will love that,” he calls, stuffing the phone into his pocket. Then he takes off too, catches up with Travis in no time.

He lets Travis talk him into racing, which is stupidly unfair, obviously, but it does help soothe the wounded ego he’s been carrying around from all the L’s he’s been taking at the card table every night this week.

“Jesus,” Travis pants after he loses even more lopsidedly in the rematch he demanded, “okay, I get it, you’re fast.”

“You’re the one who insisted, bud.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Travis flops down onto the boulder again, grabs the water bottle from his pack and unscrews the top. “I gotta knock it off, or I’m never gonna make it back to the truck.”

 

-

 

The footage, when they look at it, is insane, like – .

Better than Nolan even dared to imagine; better than anything he’s filmed so far, and it’s not even close.

“Buddy,” Travis breathes when Nolan shows him the raw video, voice all low and reverential, “this is gonna go viral.”

“Shut up,” Nolan snorts, elbows him in the arm and rolls his eyes. “But like. It’s still sick though.”

“Okay,” Travis says, “just hear me out,” and he holds his phone up so Nolan can see.

“I know you didn’t want any wide shots, but like.”

He pushes play on the video that’s up on his screen, and at first Nolan doesn’t even get it, assumes it’s the video he took of Travis, but – of course, it’s not.

It’s Nolan, obviously – there’s his orange toque when Travis’s is green, his long easy stride when Travis was moving much faster, the way he’s skating toward the sun when Travis was skating the opposite direction.

It’s weird, jarring at first, to see himself from that vantage point.

It’s just his back, skating away from the camera; he’s got his head down, hands behind his back to keep them out of his GoPro shot. He gets smaller as he gets farther away, and the zoom pulls back simultaneously, the angle getting wider until you can see more of the valley, the jagged peaks that surround the pond, snow trailing down between the crags of their rocky faces. The lens catches the sun just right, and a flare bursts out across the frame, a long, hazy golden beam that obscures Nolan’s receding figure for just a moment before the camera refocuses and there he is again, doing a slow series of lazy crossovers to follow along with the curve of the far edge of the ice.

The video cuts out there, just before he turns far enough to face back toward the camera – even though he’s too far away for his face to be visible, and anyway, with the toque and the gaiter and the sunglasses, he’d be unrecognizable, regardless.

“You don’t have to use it, or anything,” Travis says with a shrug, “but I think it looks pretty cool. I just, y’know. Wanted you to see it.”

His voice is a little too nonchalant, his cheeks a little too flushed, like he’s self-conscious or something. Nolan’s not sure he’s ever seen that before; Travis always seems so sure of himself.

“No, for sure,” Nolan nods without even thinking. “Could be a sick opening shot; you should send it to me.”

“You got it, boss.”

Travis gets that little grin on his face, the sly, crooked one that makes Nolan feel sort of insane and off balance, especially when he’s smoked a little or had a few drinks. Or both, like he has already tonight.

Like he has every night that Travis has been here.

It’s starting to feel more and more dangerous with each day that passes, like he’s being wound up tighter and tighter, getting closer and closer to some kind of breaking point, with nothing to do but just – wait.

When he posts the video, Travis is sitting right next to him watching him do it, but he still opens his Tiktok and immediately likes the post, @TKthree11 leaving the first comment:


  Best one yet, man!


“Oh shit,” Nolan realizes suddenly, “should I have credited you? I mean, I did use your video.” And Nolan really does not want to have to explain that to his sisters, who would be all over him with questions if he tagged someone in a video – he’s already wondering if they’re gonna ask him how he got that wide shot, because they’re physically incapable of just letting him fucking live – but fair is fair. He’ll do it, if Travis asks.

“Nah,” Travis waves him off, still looking down at his phone screen. The sound of Nolan’s skates is audible through his speaker. “’s the least I could do, eh? That was legit one of the coolest things I’ve ever gotten to do; consider it a thank you for letting me tag along.”

Nolan feels that hopeful little flutter in his belly again, watching Travis watch his video.

Their video.

And he knows he never would have been able to make the trek up there if he was alone – too many variables, too dangerous, too many ways it could go wrong, too much risk and too much effort to put in without even being sure there’d be a payoff at the end of it.

He doesn’t know how to say that to Travis – Nolan’s never been good at finding the words for shit like that – but he feels suddenly like he should at least try.

“Glad you were here, bud,” he keeps his eyes on his own phone, mindlessly watching the number of likes tick up, then up some more. “Definitely never would have tried to get all the way up there alone, and I mean. Would’ve sucked to miss out on this, y’know?”

He can see Travis grinning from the corner of his eye, again, then he leans in, gives Nolan a friendly little shoulder-check.

“And I was right about the wide shot,” his voice is leading, eyebrows all high and expectant.

Nolan sighs, long-suffering.

“You weren’t completely wrong.” He keeps his eyes on his phone, dismissive.

Travis snorts, but he shoulders into Nolan’s side again, easy and companionable, and getting closer all the time. He keeps squirming, digging his elbow into Nolan’s ribs until he finally turns his eyes up, looks Travis in his smug little face.

“It’s almost like all the shit I keep saying, about letting people help you once in a while? Isn’t actually complete bullshit – go figure.”

Nolan just gives a little grunt and shrugs, non-committal – but he doesn’t disagree.

 

-

 

The next night, over an extremely sketchy dinner made up of all their leftovers from the week, sitting at opposite ends of the little sofa, Travis is laughing down at his phone, turning it around so Nolan can see the video of Annie his mom and dad sent.

She’s lying on her back on a rug, holding a toy between her front paws, hugging it like a toddler with a teddy bear.

Nolan counters with pics Aimee has sent him of the boys, looking devastatingly adorable as always. She’s been staying at his place to keep an eye on things, to water his one plant and enjoy a little taste of living alone for a while, but mainly to take care of the dogs.

And it’s no shade to his family or anything, but his dogs are the only thing Nolan can honestly say he misses about home, at the moment.

Currently, he’s much more preoccupied with the fact that tomorrow, they drive back to Calgary. Travis has a hotel there for the night, and a flight home the next morning. Nolan’s dropping him off, stocking up on supplies and hitting up a laundromat, then turning around and backtracking, heading north for Jasper National Park.

Which sucks in a lot of ways; Nolan’s for sure going to miss the comfy bed and the access to hot running water. He’s going to miss the company, the laughs, having something to do at night besides just sit alone in the dark of his truck, the extra help on hikes and shoots. But if he’s being honest, it namely sucks because nothing has, like.


  Happened.


Like, between him and Travis.

Not yet, and it’s seeming more and more like not ever, which.

As much as Nolan’s been increasingly nervous and edgy every night this week, thinking about the if-what-when-how of, y’know – something happening – the realization that actually it might not is just.

Well, it’s got Nolan in his head a little about it, is all. He tries to focus, keep his mind where it belongs instead.

“Hopefully they don’t like Aimee better than me by the time I get back,” he tells Travis, even though there’s no way – he’s like, 99% sure they wouldn’t betray him like that.

Maybe 95%, to be fair.

“No shit,” Travis just laughs, “I know my mom and dad have been spoiling the shit out of Annie, she won’t wanna come home with me. She’ll just be like, no thanks – I live with Grandma and Grandpa now!”

“What’d you tell them you were doing, anyway?” Nolan finally asks, just one of a million questions that have been on his mind more and more as the week has passed.

“What do you mean?” Travis just looks confused. “I told ‘em I was coming out here.”

Nolan rolls his eyes.

“I mean about, like, who you were going with or whatever.”

“Oh, y’know,” Travis shrugs, no sweat. “I got a million army buddies all over the place, so. They didn’t ask too many questions.”

Nolan just nods, takes a sip of his drink.

“Really, I think they were just happy I was like. Doing something fun, y’know? And that I seemed like - excited about it, or whatever.” He’s still tapping at his phone, scrolling or texting or whatever, Nolan can’t tell for sure, but his face looks a little tighter, brows pulled down flat and forehead wrinkled. He chances a quick look up at Nolan’s face, then his eyes are right back on his phone.

“I wasn’t doing great, when I first came home after – you know that whole deal. But it’s been getting better, lately. Like, I’ve been getting better, which is, y’know. Easier on them.

“They don’t really know what to do with me, when I’m like. Not acting like myself, I guess?

“Or, at least – not acting like the version of me they like best. If that makes sense.”

Nolan can’t help but think about his own parents, about his dad who’s never had much to say, but seems to have even less to say now that they don’t have hockey to talk about. About his mom, whose worries about his future and his mental health come out in weird ways, like her newfound obsession with his physical safety and her insistence that he tell her his exact location every day like he’s 15 instead of 25.

Like, he gets that they’re struggling, too, because watching him struggle is hard for them. But he wishes sometimes he could tell them how much their concern just feels like extra pressure, one more reason in the long list of ever-more-pressing reasons he needs to get his shit together asap – get a plan, get a job, get a whole new fucking life. Get back to being easy to understand, easy to explain to their friends and family, easy to be proud of – so he can stop worrying about how much they’re fucking worrying about him.

“Dude. Hundred percent.” Nolan blows out a long breath, cranes his neck back to look up at the timbers of the vaulted ceiling. “With my parents, it feels like – obviously, if I could just snap my fucking fingers and fix myself I would. I don’t want them to worry about me or whatever, but like. I already feel shitty enough about my life, right? Them also feeling shitty about it just makes it worse.”

“You never said,” Travis kicks out the leg he had folded under himself, taps at Nolan’s thigh with his socked toes, “if you’re talking to anyone – like a therapist or something? Because seriously, like. Highly recommend. It’s helped me so much, like. Definitely the talking but also like, the meds have for sure made a huge difference, too.”

Nolan just shrugs uncomfortably. Travis knows a little about his whatever – health issues – but he doesn’t really feel like getting into the weeds about it, about how some anti-depressants and anxiety meds can induce migraines in chronic migraine sufferers, or how his daily preventative meds don’t interact well with other anti-depressants and anxiety meds. About how he and his doctors have already been down that road and they’re all in agreement that the headaches are a much more pressing concern, at least for now, than the fact that Nolan sometimes chooses sleeping all day over getting out of bed and like. Dealing with his life.

Nolan also knows – like really, truly knows – that therapy is a good thing. His sisters have both been to therapy, they talk about it all the time like it’s no big deal at all. And he’s glad Travis is going and that he’s had a positive experience, and that’s great for him, but for Nolan, it’s like.

“I saw a sports psychologist for a while, when I was still trying to get healthy enough to get back on the ice. It’s like, this specific thing where you can’t make yourself heal faster, but you feel like you should be healing faster, and you kinda get these mixed messages from the team like, definitely take all the time you need, but also you’re taking too long? And you’re totally still part of the team, but like, you’re kinda not part of the team until you’re playing again? It fucks with your head, y’know? But once I obviously wasn’t gonna be playing anymore –.”

He shrugs again. He doesn’t want to say the truth out loud, which is: he just doesn’t want to be the kind of person who needs help. Who can’t solve his own problems, who can’t just fucking get over it and get on with his life, the way his dad did, and his dad did. Not like they didn’t have shitty things happen in life, and they just fucking.

Powered through it, got the fuck on with it. Dealt with it.

Like men should, he thinks, but doesn’t say out loud. He already knows what Travis would have to say about that.

But even beyond all that, the bottom line is it just seems like, whatever.

“Seems kind of like whining at this point, eh?” Nolan tries a little grin, a little eye roll. “Like, oh, my life is so hard because I don’t get paid to play my favorite game anymore. That’s like – literally 99.9% of everyone, and they don’t all need to go cry about it in therapy.”

Travis lets that hang in the silence between them for a minute, before he digs his toes into Nolan’s thigh again.

“You know how I talk about the Army being a high control organization? Like, legit, it meets a lot of the criteria for a cult, it’s kind of wild when you read about it. And I just think, I mean – hockey, and the whole culture around it at the level where you were – it’s the same fucking thing, dude.

“It’s like: the organization demands complete buy-in and doesn’t tolerate dissenters. The individual always sacrifices for the group even if the group is doing shady shit or demanding unreasonable or dangerous sacrifices. It’s always fucking – us versus the world. We’re on some epic quest with some kind of higher calling that outsiders will never understand.

“All that is like, straight up cult shit, by the fucking book. Sound familiar?”

Nolan can’t pretend it doesn’t make a few alarms go off in his brain. He wags his head back and forth like, okay, maybe, the slightest hint of an admission – but like. No one had a gun to his head, making him play hockey every day. He was there because he wanted to be, he was sacrificing because that’s what it takes, to play at the highest level.

Travis just doesn’t understand, because – .

Suddenly another alarm goes off in Nolan’s brain, louder this time, and.

Well, fuck.

“That’s why I’m always saying,” Travis shoves at his leg again for emphasis, “that shit is hard to come out of! It’s like, you spent all this time learning how to be who they told you to be, doing what they told you to do, thinking what they told you to think, acting how they told you to act, and now all of a sudden you have to like. Learn. On your own. Who to be, what to do, what to think, how to act, when no one’s telling you anymore. The good news is you get to decide for yourself, finally, but. Bad news is you have to decide for yourself, and that shit is hard. It’s hard to like, reach down deep enough to get past all that shit they taught you to be, and find who you really are, underneath it all.”

Nolan bites his lip, nods. He takes another sip of his drink. Travis isn’t wrong – of course he’s not, Nolan knows that, it’s just.

Once again, he’s struck by the fact that he’s never known a dude who says shit like this – like, right out loud. It sounds like the kind of stuff his sisters would say to him, maybe his mom – but definitely not his buddies.

At least no buddy Nolan’s ever had before.

He doesn’t want to be like, stereotypical or whatever, but he can’t help wondering how much of that is because Travis is like.

Gay, and everything.

And gay guys are probably more in touch with their feelings or their feminine side or whatever – although there’s not much about Travis that Nolan would classify as feminine, aside from all the talking, and his penchant for unapologetic enthusiasm.

It’s a stupid thought anyway – obviously. It’s not like there’s something inherent in being a dude who’s into dudes that also makes you suddenly good at talking about shit that dudes who aren’t into dudes aren’t usually good at talking about. That’s idiotic.

And anyway, Nolan is technically a dude who’s into dudes, and he’s like. Especially terrible at this shit, so.

He takes a deep breath, and tries anyway.

“It’s not like you’re wrong or anything,” he says, trying not to sound as begrudging about it as he feels. “I know you’re not wrong. It’s just –. I don’t want to fucking have to – figure it out. It’s like I still want someone to just fucking, like, tell me what my next step should be, so I can stop thinking about it and just –.

“Get the fuck over it and get on with my life. And I know that’s not happening, obviously, I just –.

“I guess it’s just that I wish it wasn’t so hard. I know that’s stupid.”

“Might be stupid, but – you and me both, bud.” Travis sighs, long and loud. “I wish it wasn’t, but it just is. Hard I mean. Shitty, but true. And it’s maybe especially hard if, like.”

Travis pulls his foot away, curls his leg back under himself at the opposite end of the couch, and takes a deep breath.

“If like – not to make any assumptions, or anything, but. If who you really are underneath it all is maybe, like, something different than what you expected. Or what you think other people are expecting.”

His eyes are focused intently on Nolan’s face, eyebrows high and like – encouraging, or something. Nolan feels a spike of adrenaline flood through him, heart beating faster, face going flushed in an instant.

“Like.” He swallows, tries not to fidget. “Like what do you mean?”

Travis takes another deep breath, blows it out slow.

“So, listen. I’ve had an awesome time this week, and I don’t want to turn shit awkward at all. I’ve been debating even bringing it up, like I’m not trying to make you get into something you maybe don’t want to get into – but like. I think you know I’ve got a little crush on you, eh? I mean I haven’t been super subtle about it.”

He rolls his eyes, all self-deprecating, while Nolan’s face burns, his mouth goes dry.

“Oh,” Nolan says stupidly. Travis cocks his head to one side, mouth twisted sideways like he’s not buying.

“I’ve been high key flirting with you the DMs for months, bud. You really gonna try and act like you just didn’t notice?”

“I mean. I didn’t –. I guess, yeah, like.” He shrugs lamely. “I noticed, I guess, yeah.”

“You guess,” Travis says, voice flat. “Sure.”

“I said I –.” Nolan shakes his head, huffs impatiently in a way that’s definitely not very dignified. He takes a deep breath, grits his teeth, tries to act like he’s been here before, Jesus. “I noticed, okay. That you were – yeah.”

“Right,” Travis nods like exactly, “So. Maybe you’re just the most chill straight guy on the planet, like, just inviting thirsty gay dudes you’ve never met to spend a week with you alone in a cabin in the woods without a second thought – but like.”

He stops, shrugs, and levels Nolan with a knowing look, the kind that makes it clear exactly how likely he thinks that is.

“Ooooorrrrr,” Travis drawls out slowly, once the silence has stretched too long, dragging out the word like he’s still hoping maybe Nolan will jump in and actually speak, “maybe there’s more to it than that. In which case, I mean. I’m over here wondering, like. What’s a guy gotta do to get something going with you.”

“Um,” Nolan says, still just as stupid, whatever hopes he had of maybe seeming at least marginally cool deserting him. He chews on his lip for a second, acutely aware that Travis is waiting. “I mean.”

Fuck.

He doesn’t know how to respond to that, or like. To any of this.

He feels stupider by the second, like his tongue is too big for his mouth, like every word he’s ever known has suddenly deserted him.

“Maybe,” he manages, then has to pause for a few seconds to think of what word should come next. “It’s like. There are other – things. Scenarios you didn’t consider, or whatever.”

Travis narrows his eyes, like he’s really pondering the possibilities.

“You mean like, you’re not straight, but you don’t want to hook up with me?” He raises one eyebrow, like the very idea is suspect. “I mean, possible, I guess – but fucking unlikely.”

Nolan snorts, can’t help the little laugh that bubbles up out of him.

“Wow. I can respect the confidence I guess, but Jesus.”

“I’m just saying,” Travis spreads his hands wide, crooked little grin stretching his mouth up on one side while he shrugs, “look at me, I’m adorable. And hilarious, and charming as hell, and I mean – you haven’t even seen me with my shirt off yet.”

“All of TikTok’s seen you with your shirt off, bud.”

It’s out of his mouth before he can even think, and suddenly Travis is pinning him with this look, like Nolan just walked right into his trap.

His smile gets a little wider, and a lot more smug. Nolan would love to be annoyed by it, but unfortunately it seems to be having the opposite effect on him.

“Maybe,” Nolan goes on, pointedly ignoring the look on Travis’s face and the way it’s making all the blood in his body feel like it’s on fire, flames roaring through his veins at top speed. “Maybe like, it’s what you were saying before? About how, when you’re living in a –” he refuses to use the word cult, but, “world with all these rules, you just kind of – make yourself be what you need to be, to fit the mold. So you just like. Ignore anything that doesn’t. Fit, I mean.”

Travis nods, eyes softer now.

“So you mean like, if you were maybe not straight, you wouldn’t necessarily have wanted to like, try and. Explore that. While you were also trying to play hockey.”

“Right,” Nolan breathes, trying not to sound as relieved as he feels. “Exactly, maybe something like that.”

“But now…” is all Travis says, then just leaves it there, hanging. Long enough that it’s obvious he’s waiting for Nolan to finish the sentence.

“Well,” Nolan breathes out, long and low. His words are still just as painstakingly slow, his brain still feeling its way in the dark even though his body feels primed and ready, impatient for whatever comes next.

“I guess it’s just, like. Everything’s different now, y’know?”

He looks Travis in the eye, wills him to fucking understand. To stop fucking talking and just – do something.

“So, then,” and suddenly his voice is all low and full of gravel, hand reaching out, fingers closing around Nolan’s wrist. And he’s moving now, kneeling up onto the empty couch cushion between them, leaning closer so he’s looming just a little, enough so Nolan’s got to look up at him. “If I like, made a move. You’d be, y’know. Into it, and everything.”

It feels more like a statement than a question. He’s still got one hand around Nolan’s wrist, and his other reaches over, palms Nolan’s knee.

“I’m, uh,” Nolan breathes, and he can feel the way his own head is nodding, without permission from his brain, but whatever, because, “yeah. Into it. For sure.”

 

-

 

Travis’s grin goes all dark and predatory, and the hand on Nolan’s knee tugs at his leg, sharp and strong.

“Fuck yeah, bud,” he says, pushing Nolan’s right arm back and up with those fingers still anchored around his wrist, while he pulls on his right leg. “Just lie back for me, kay? I’ll take care of the rest.”

And Nolan had kind of figured they might move this to one of the three beds in this place, if they ever actually got down to it, but apparently Travis has other ideas, because he keeps pulling and prodding until he gets Nolan to swivel around and pull his legs up onto the sofa, to lean back against the throw pillow behind him. Travis gets his knees shoved in tight on either side of Nolan’s hips, hand still holding onto Noan’s wrist, pushing his arm up and behind his head while Travis leans down, brings their faces close together.

“Kissing okay?” He asks, soft and hot against Nolan’s jaw, and that’s not a question Nolan’s ever been asked, or thought to ask, either – like, his lifelong understanding of the bases theory of hooking up dictates that kissing always comes first – but he just nods mutely, quick and sure with his lips already parted like he’s asking for it.

Travis grins, doesn’t make him ask twice. With one slow, deliberate move, he covers Nolan’s mouth with his own, and that’s it – all those years of waiting and wondering are over, just like that.

And whatever buzz Nolan might have had from drinking or smoking earlier in the night is burned off immediately, scoured right out of his bloodstream by the rush of the adrenaline. There’s nothing hazy or soft-focus about it, every touch and taste and sound registering laser-bright and pinprick-sharp, etching itself into his consciousness: The feather-soft way Travis’s hair feels, where it’s falling down to brush against Nolan’s forehead, the damp heat of his breath on Nolan’s skin, the weight of his tongue in Nolan’s mouth and the boozy, smoky taste of him.

The low, eager sounds he keeps making in the back of his throat, the way his fingers are gripped tight, circling Nolan’s wrist with one hand and kneading at the back of his neck with the other.

The density of Travis’s body on top of his, shifting and squirming in his lap, and the way even the thick layers of their bulky winter clothes can’t camouflage the hard line of Travis’s erection pressing into Nolan’s belly.

The sudden, acute need he feels, pulling their bodies flush with the hand that isn’t still held inside the cuff of Travis’s fingers, sucking on Travis’s tongue, licking at his teeth like he’s half a second from trying to take a bite of him, to eat him alive.

Nolan fumbles with his free hand, pulling and tugging until he can find the bottom of Travis’s layers of t-shirts and thermals and flannel, find his way underneath to the smooth, hot skin of Travis’s side, and he shivers with a wave of overwhelming urgency, the animal rush of desire he had thought maybe he wasn’t capable of feeling, anymore.

Everything about him, about his life, has felt so disconnected and numb for so long; it’s felt like he’s looking at himself through foggy glass, the barrier between his brain and his body solid and opaque, both physical and mental.

It’s felt like any hint of horniness he’s had in the last few years has been muted and fleeting, just some inkling he gets occasionally, like remembering a task he’s put off for too long. He’ll jerk off in the shower, purely perfunctory, only when the heavy ache in his balls reminds him it’s been like, weeks since the last time. Or he’ll get a flirty DM or a text from someone – an old hook up or a girl whose photos he liked on insta or whatever – and force himself to reply, to try and get something going just for the night, just to clear away the cobwebs. To remind himself that this used to be something he cared about, a motivating factor in his life. That it can still feel good, even if it doesn’t feel as good as it used to.

Now, with Travis on top of him, he feels it in a way he hasn’t felt it in forever: this rushing wave of want running through him, lighting up every nerve ending in his body.

“Trav,” he growls, low and pained, one hand fully palming Travis’s ass now, pulling him down at the hips so Nolan can rut up against the heat and the weight of him. His cock is already leaking and sticky, twitching impatiently against the confines of his pants. “C’mon, can you?”

He trails off there, not sure exactly what he’s asking for.

“On it,” Travis says against his ear, like Nolan actually made a real request instead of just sort of – whining at him. He drags his wet mouth along the tendon at the side of Nolan’s throat, teeth scraping, making Nolan shudder as he goes, then he’s sliding off the couch onto his knees, finally letting go of the stranglehold his fingers have had around Nolan’s right wrist, both hands moving to the fly of Nolan’s pants.

“Okay if I blow you?”

He asks it like it’s a legitimate question, or something. A disbelieving little huff escapes from Nolan’s lungs before he can stop it.

“You get a lot of people turning down blow jobs?” He raises an incredulous eyebrow, chest heaving.

“I dunno,” Travis shrugs, gives him a little grin, “I’m not really offering them around much, these days.”

“Not like you used to, I guess,” Nolan deadpans, and Travis just wiggles his eyebrows.

“Buddy, you got no idea,” he smirks, hands already working Nolan’s pants open.

Travis is quick, efficient. He doesn’t bother being cute about it, has Nolan’s dick in his hand, in his mouth in no time, no fucking around.

Nolan throws his head back against the arm of the sofa as Travis swallows him down, hisses and squirms, has to bite the inside of his cheek to keep himself quiet, dig his own nails into his palms to keep his fingers from digging into Travis’s hair, all messy and tangled from being stuffed under his toque all day.

It feels – crazy, almost too intense or something. Good, but in the same achingly painful way it feels good when feeling finally comes back into cold-numbed extremities. It’s almost like relief, more than pure pleasure – the hot suction of Travis’s mouth, the obscene sounds he’s making around Nolan’s cock, the way he’s got one hand snaked up under Nolan’s shirts, fingers flexing against his ribs in time with the slick up-and-down slide of Travis’s mouth.

Nolan fights to keep his eyes open, doesn’t want to miss anything, wants to make sure it’s seared into his brain in case it never happens again. But watching Travis in action – so eager it’s like he’s crossed over into aggression, like he can’t fucking get enough of Nolan’s dick in his throat, like he’s gonna take it all or die trying – it’s too much to endure, too fucking hot to withstand for long.

“Dude,” Nolan pants weakly, hand coming to rest on the back of Travis’s head, gentle and careful and the exact opposite of the way Travis is handling him in return, “you can’t – I’m gonna.”

Travis pulls off just long enough to look up, eyes all dark and hooded.

“Jesus, yeah, c’mon,” he swipes the back of his hand across his wet chin, lips all pink and spit-shiny, voice full of gravel, then fists Nolan’s messy cock, jacks it once or twice.

“I want it all,” he slurs, mouth pressed to the swollen head, breath a hot tease, “give it to me.”

Then he slides his mouth back down, swallowing as he goes, and that’s pretty much it, Nolan’s done.

 

-

 

His eyes are still closed, breaths still coming in ragged gasps when Travis is suddenly back on the couch again, straddling Nolan’s thighs, shoving at his t-shirt and hoodie until they’re pushed up under his armpits.

Nolan’s pants are still ripped open, his slobbery, barely-deflated cock still lying there dark and flushed against his lower belly, waistband of his compression shorts still tucked down under his balls.

“Jesus,” Travis pants, and he’s yanking his own fly open, “you make me so fuckin’ hot.”

And he’s got his hard dick in one hand, already jacking it, but his other hand is fisting Nolan’s cock, making him squirm and hiss.

Travis just smirks down at him, swipes the mess he just wiped off Nolan’s dick all over his own, then runs that same filthy hand up over Nolan’s chest, fingers sliding through his chest hair.

Nolan just lies there, still panting, watching open-mouthed and stupid while Travis jerks himself a few more times, then comes all over Nolan’s torso.

“Fuck,” Travis is grunting while his cock kicks in his fist, striping Nolan’s skin, “fuck you, Jesus Christ, dude.”

He heaves one last shuddery sigh, then lets go of his cock, tips his head back to the ceiling. The tense, rigid lines of his body all go lax at once, and his full weight suddenly collapses down onto Nolan’s legs, the long line of his neck stretched out and working around a low, throaty laugh.

“Goddamn,” he huffs up into the cold, still air of the vaulted room, disbelieving. “I can’t fucking believe you.”

“Me,” Nolan grumbles, not sure what Travis’s complaint is gonna be but ready to defend himself regardless. Like, sure, he didn’t actually, like – participate much in that whole scene, but like. Travis didn’t really give him a chance, so.

“I didn’t even – ,” he starts, ready to make his excuses out loud, but then Travis is leaning over him, wiping his finger through mess on Nolan’s stomach and sucking it into his mouth, grinning down at him all smug while he does it. Whatever protest Nolan might have had dies in his throat, so all that comes out of his mouth is a barely-stifled, hurt-sounding little grunt.

Travis’s smirk just gets smirkier, his eyes dark and knowing.

“You ever try it?”

He’s all nonchalant, running his fingers through the jizz pooled in the shallow indention of Nolan’s sternum. He holds up his filthy hand, waggles his slick fingertips like maybe Nolan doesn’t know what he’s referring to.

“My own, obviously.”

“But nobody else’s.”

Nolan rolls his eyes, huffs like obviously not.

Travis just keeps smirking.

“Wanna taste?” he asks, low and dirty-sounding, and leans in even closer, lifts his fingers up toward Nolan’s mouth.

And Nolan’s dick is still mostly-hard, never really seemed to get the message that he already came, show’s over; when Travis presses closer, his sticky cock slides against Nolan’s.

He sucks in a breath, eyes still on Travis, and he just thinks, like. Whatever. Fuck it. Maybe he does want to taste.

He opens his mouth, sticks his tongue out a little, lets Travis stick his fingers in before he closes his lips around them and sucks.

It’s not like it tastes that great – not like it tastes any different from his own, really, any different than he already knew it would – but it makes Travis groan, makes him pull his fingers away and replace them with his own mouth, so that’s a W in Nolan’s book.

“I can’t even tell you,” Travis breathes into his mouth, “how long I’ve been waiting for this, just like – hoping.”

“Hoping?” Nolan pants, and his voice sounds desperate to his own ears. There’s something in him that’s dying to know exactly what Travis has been hoping for, that’s terrified to find out.

“That you’d wanna do this,” Travis says, “like, with me I mean.”

“Yeah.” Nolan closes his teeth on Travis’s bottom lip, just to listen to him hiss. “Shouldn’t have waited so long.”

“Now you tell me.” Travis rolls his hips, not just incidental pressure but with specific intent this time. “So how ‘bout you? Anything specific you been waiting for?”

“I mean.” Nolan’s trying to concentrate, but Travis is sucking on his ear now, teeth scraping along the sensitive shell, and it’s hard to remember, exactly, but –.

“I finally got off with a dude, and I’ve still never touched a dick. Seems wrong.”

“Buddy,” Travis laughs into his ear, “babe.”

He pulls back, pushes himself back up so there’s some space between their bodies, his hands braced against Nolan’s chest. He arches his back a little, hitches his hips forward so his dick is lying there against Nolan’s, half-hard (still? Again? Nolan couldn’t fucking say.) and presented like an offering.

“I’m totally here for you – anytime you’re ready.”

Nolan tries to ignore the way Travis is looking at him, all expectant, watching him intently like he’s a bug under a microscope, and the way it makes his face feel hot all over again. Because the truth is he doesn’t really have a solid plan for what he’s going to do with this particular dick, once he’s got his hands on it, but – he’ll figure it out.

Nolan’s always learned best by doing.

 

-

 

“Hey,” Travis whispers, in the weak, pale light of earliest dawn.

“Uh,” Nolan grunts, one eye slitted open, disoriented and confused. “What.”

They went to sleep in their own rooms last night – eventually – but now Travis is crawling under the covers, settling himself next to Nolan in his bed, bringing a hit of cold outside air with him when he comes. But his body is hot, like a furnace once it’s pressed up against Nolan’s, and his hand finds its way under Nolan’s t-shirt immediately, settling warm and heavy on his stomach.

“I had to come down to take a piss,” Travis whispers, “and here you were.”

“Here I am,” Nolan agrees dumbly, Travis’s hot breath against the thin skin of his throat as he comes closer.

“I couldn’t help but notice,” his hand is sliding as he talks, tracing a teasing trail down over Nolan’s belly to the fly of his flannel pj pants. “Seems like you’re not using this dick right now; mind if I borrow it for a few minutes?”

“Hah.” Nolan half laughs-half gasps as Travis’ fingers wrap around the dick in question, which has transitioned rapidly from dead-ass asleep to very much awake and interested in the proceedings, just like Nolan.

“If you – I mean,” he stutters, turns more fully onto his back to give Travis better access. “You can – yeah. Have at it, bud.”

“It’s a good dick,” Travis says, while he’s sliding down under the comforter, “like, really good. Like, can’t stop thinking about it good, y’know?”

Travis is tugging down on his pants, his underwear; Nolan tries to do his part, lifts his hips a little just to help move things along.

“Like, it’s keeping me up – could barely fucking sleep up there, man. Knowing this dick is down here, just, like, going to waste. It’s a fucking shame.”

He rubs his face up against Nolan’s erection, his cold nose and prickly whiskers making Nolan twitch, making him suck air between his teeth. Travis laughs, low and knowing, a hot huff of air on super-sensitized skin, and his cock flexes against Travis’s cheek, looking for pressure and friction, embarrassingly eager.

“Hey look at that, I think it likes compliments.” Nolan can hear the grin in his voice, can feel another warm gust of air, then it’s soft lips and wet tongue sliding down and around him, sucking him in deep just like before, no easing into it and no fucking around.

Except this time, he only keeps at it for a few minutes, just long enough to get the full length of Nolan’s cock good and wet, fully coated and slippery with spit, then Travis is pulling his mouth away, sliding back up while he pulls his own erection out of his own set of flannel pants, kicks them off and away.

He pauses to spit into his hand, smear it up and down his cock, before he lowers himself down, lets the full weight of his body relax onto Nolan, pulls both their t-shirts up and out of the way and grinds his hips down until their dicks slide together, hot and slick in between them, until his face is pressed up under Nolan’s chin, teeth scraping along his jaw.

“Fuck, you feel good,” Travis growls, and Nolan bucks up against him, chasing the pressure, the friction.

“Yeah,” he pants, and his brain focuses just long enough to realize: if it’s more pressure he wants, there’s more he could be doing to like, facilitate that. He uncurls his fingers from where they’ve been gripping the sheets, slides them down to pull Travis tighter against him, tugs down purposefully as he bucks his hips up again, and –.

“Yeah, god, that’s more like it,” Travis groans, so Nolan does it again, and again, keeps on doing it until they’re both spent, lying there panting with a filthy, sticky mess in between them.

Nolan closes his eyes, lets himself drift a little, hands still anchored to Travis’s ass, Travis’s nose tucked inside the collar of Nolan’s t-shirt, smashed against his collar bone.

“You make my dick so fucking hard,” Travis sighs against his chest, sounding all content about it, “which is like – saying something these days, y’know?”

And Nolan very much does not know.

“Uh,” he says, and Travis snorts.

“No, okay,” he starts again, picks his head up enough to look Nolan in the eye in the gradually brightening daylight. “Just, it’s been a long road, with the old,” he pauses there, gives a low whistle while he taps on the side of his head. “And trying different meds and just – it hasn’t exactly been great for, like.”

He stops again, shakes his head, gives a little roll of his eyes, like he’s impatient with his own inability to explain.

“It was just – during the worst of it, it just wasn’t happening for me at all, like. Physically?” He raises his eyebrows, all you get what I’m saying.

“And I really thought maybe I’d just never fuck again. And I mean honestly, I was so depressed I didn’t even care that much. I just thought like, eh. Whatever, who would want to fuck me anyway, y’know? No great loss.

“But when I said that to my therapist he was like, yeah, no, that’s not okay. And then we changed my meds again, and messed with the dosage a little, and anyway then I started to care again. And feel a little more like a person that someone might want to fuck. And also like a person who would potentially want to fuck someone, also. Except then it was like.”

He sighs, shakes his head again.

“So, like. I used have a super high sex drive, y’know? I mean like, I fucked, okay? I never really even thought about, like.”

He shoves absently at Nolan’s shirt, pushes it up far enough that he can slide his fingers into Nolan’s chest hair again, just like he did earlier on the couch. Tugs a little, his eyes on his own hand instead of Nolan’s face.

“Connection, or whatever,” he goes on, finally. “Like, about how impersonal and detached it could actually be, fucking around with perfect strangers who I didn’t know and didn’t know me. Just two warm bodies, using each other.”

He looks up, shakes his head with a little sigh.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that, y’know? I had a lot of fun doing that for a long time, and it felt good to me, it didn’t feel – empty, or disconnected, or whatever, before. But now.”

He shrugs, tugs again on Nolan’s chest hair, wrapping it tight around his finger like he doesn’t even realize he’s doing it, then uncurling it with a little swirling motion before he does it again. Nolan’s struck a little bit dumb, once again, by the way Travis talks about shit he’s never heard another guy talk about in his fucking life, the way he seems to just say whatever he’s thinking and doesn’t worry about seeming lame or soft or whatever Nolan would be worried about.

“Sorry,” Travis says, “for talking your ear off. I just –.

“The thing is, I’m doing this thing where I’m trying to actually communicate with people in my life about how I’m feeling, and it’s. Good. It’s amazing, actually, but hard, too, y’know? So like, I just wanted to tell you, part of why I wasn’t sure if I should like, try to make a move or whatever wasn’t just about you. It was also, like – I was a little nervous that maybe if we did hook up I like, wouldn’t be able to get it up or something, because I’ve tried hooking up a few times recently and the response from my dick has been kind of. It’s been fine, but still, it’s scary, right?

“But also, I had a feeling it would be okay with you, because you’re, like. Not just a warm body. Not just some dude. You’re someone I actually know, and who, y’know. I actually give a shit about, and I think that’s.

“I mean you’re also stupid hot, obviously, and 100 percent my type, which doesn’t hurt, for sure, but – .

“I think maybe I kinda need to actually have a connection with someone, right now, for it to really work for me. And I think that’s why it felt like – or, I mean. I think that’s why my dick was fully on board. All three times.”

The mess between them is probably drying, sticking their pubic hair together like glue, but Travis doesn’t seem concerned about it, doesn’t seem in any hurry to get up and clean up and get back to his own bed, so Nolan decides maybe he doesn’t need to be concerned about it, either.

Not right now, not yet.

Right now he’s mostly concerned with what he’s supposed to say to – all that.

Predictibly, he comes up with nothing whatsoever. He just lies there in the silence, still and awkward, wishing for millionth time in his life that he wasn’t – whatever.

The way he is.

“I dunno,” Travis says, after the silence stretches long enough that it feels weird, tense when it shouldn’t be. “I’m not trying to creep you out,” he hedges, “like I swear I’m not like, obsessed with you or anything, I just – like you, I guess. But maybe there’s such a thing as like. Over communicating, eh?”

His voice sounds different, less matter-of-fact and more, like. Unsure, and Nolan just. He doesn’t like that, feels like he can’t let that stand.

“No,” he grits out, before Travis can say anything else. “You’re fine, I just. I don’t always know what to say back, I guess. I’m not a big feelings guy, if you hadn’t noticed.”

“That’s okay.” Travis’s voice is softer now, fond. It makes something inside Nolan’s chest feel like it’s cracking open, exposing the soft, vulnerable bits he keeps shoved way down, out of sight, out of mind.

“It’s hard, learning to be a feelings guy. But you just gotta work at it. Like – try telling me one thing you’re feeling, right now.”

Nolan takes a deep breath, thinks about it.

“I’m feeling like it’s easier in the DMs. To communicate, I mean. I have time, like. To think about it, and make sure I say it how I want to say it.”

“Yeah. Makes perfect sense. But you can take your time now, too. You’re not on the clock or anything. I just – I know you’re dealing with a lot of shit, and I know how much it can help when you have someone you trust you can talk to about it. It sounds dumb, maybe, but. I want you to feel like you can talk to me.”

Nolan takes a few beats, tries to remind himself it’s not a race. He feels less anxious about the silence, now that Travis said it’s okay that he’s so fucking slow about shit.

“I do,” he grits out, finally. “Or, I would, if like. If there was anything I wanted to say, I mean. If I was gonna say it to anyone, it would be you, so.”

Travis laughs a little under his breath, sounding embarrassed but pleased.

“Fair enough.” Then he groans, and peels himself up and away from Nolan’s body, slides out of the bed.

“Be right back,” he says over his shoulder, already halfway to the washroom that’s only a few steps away.

Nolan watches the light come on, listens to the sink run then turn off, then the shower starts up.

Travis comes back over to the bed, holds out a wet cloth.

“Pretty much time to get up anyway, I guess.” He’s gathering up his pants and underwear while Nolan wipes himself down with the warm rag. “Think I’ll go ahead and jump in the shower.”

“Sure.” Nolan drops the cloth on the rug next to the bed, pulls the blankets back up around his shoulders against the chilly air of the room.

Travis stands there, clothes held in front of his junk, and looks indecisive for about half a second. Then he steps closer, leans down all at once and opens his mouth over Nolan’s, hot and wet with just a tease of tongue, then he’s gone again, stepping back and away just as quick as he stepped forward.

Nolan’s hand darts out from under the blankets without stopping to think, or overthink; his fingers catch Travis by the wrist, wrap around and tug.

Travis jerks back toward him, overbalances and stumbles forward a little so he’s got to put a knee up on the bed to catch himself, so he’s right back where Nolan wants him, close enough to kiss again, to get a hand around the back of his neck and hold him there this time, bite at his lip and suck on his tongue until they have to break apart for air, both breathless and panting.

Nolan lets go of his neck, lets go of his wrist.

“Anyway,” he says stupidly, while Travis smirks down at him.

“Right,” he nods, smug little smile on his face while he straights up, backs slowly away from the bed and toward the washroom. “Anyway.”

Nolan feels his cheeks burn; God, he’s an idiot.

Travis keeps on grinning, keeps his eyes on Nolan until he disappears into the washroom.

 

-

 

They stop in at the café at the lodge to pick up breakfast sandwiches and coffee to go, hit the road south back to Calgary. There’s a vibrating, anxious energy in the cab of the truck, a string pulled too tight, threatening to break.

Nolan’s trying not to think too much about what’s going to happen once they get to the city, trying not to think about how he’s only got a few more hours of Travis and how much he wishes he wouldn’t have waited so long to –.

Well.

He gets it now, why Travis was slow to make a move, but what’s Nolan’s fucking excuse? He just wishes he would have said something, done something. Made some kind of fucking effort to make something happen, before last night.

He’s never been good at that shit, even with girls – always kind of hung back and just let them come to him.

But the fact that he spent the whole week with Travis and only got one night to like – whatever.

It just seems so unfair, like such a fucking waste.

Travis cuts his eyes over at Nolan from the passenger seat, gives him that sly little secret grin for just a split second before he’s looking down and away, almost bashful or something, and Nolan wants to kick himself all over again for being such a fucking pussy.

“So listen,” Travis says, somewhere between Harvie Heights and Canmore, “I was thinking.”

Nolan’s heartrate speeds up, automatically.

“I know you were gonna drop me off and head back up north, but like. I have the hotel tonight, and all. If you wanted to, like. Stay over.”

He’s facing forward, voice perfectly nonchalant; he just keeps staring out at the expanse of wide-open road ahead of them, at the mountains in the distance.

“No pressure or anything,” he shrugs, jerks his chin to one side, a tell-tale tick Nolan has noticed he does sometimes, when he’s nervous. “I know you’ve already got your week planned.”

“It’s not – I mean,” Nolan shakes his head, tries to order his thoughts. The sudden and unexpected prospect of another night with Travis, in a room with a bed, has his brain working overtime all at once, head spinning with an immediate rush of ideas, flooded with images of all the ways they could spend that extra time. Just, like – potentially.

“The schedule is pretty flexible,” he manages, finally. “It’s not like, set in stone.” His campsite in Jasper is like 17 bucks a night. It’s not exactly the end of the world if he paid for tonight and doesn’t end up using it.

He might need to call though, make sure his reservation for the rest of the week will still be good if he doesn’t show until tomorrow.

Unless –.

Travis is nodding, little grin playing at the corner of his mouth while he keeps looking straight ahead.

“Well, y’know,” he says, voice light, “whatever you want. Up to you.”

Nolan’s brain just keeps on working, wheels turning and turning and turning, until.

“Or, I mean,” Nolan blurts out, somewhere just past Dead Man’s Flats, “if you wanted, maybe – ”

Travis turns to look at him, sharp and immediate. His eyes are wide.

“Yeah?” he jerks his chin like go on, like he’s willing Nolan the courage to finish his thought.

“I just thought,” Nolan shrugs, and now he’s the one with his eyes pointedly fixed on the road, trying to keep his fingers loose on the steering wheel, to seem like he’s not pressed about it either way, “that like, if you wanted. Or like, I don’t know if you have time, or if you need to get back, but – . You could, y’know. Stay a little longer, or whatever. Come with me to Jasper.”

His face is burning, his lungs feel too tight to breathe. He can’t believe he even got the words out, past the giant lump in his throat.

It’s a stupid idea, probably, and Travis has a plane ticket for tomorrow, and a hotel room for tonight, and just because he said he likes Nolan, that doesn’t mean he can just rearrange his whole life on a whim, just to stay here and wander around the fucking mountains with Nolan and his little GoPro, like – .

“You mean like, you and me,” Travis says, and suddenly he’s unbuckling his seatbelt. “In the middle of the wilderness, in this truck.”

He turns in his seat, gets up on one knee to lean over the console, to put his mouth close to Nolan’s ear.

“With the one bed in back.”

His breath is hot against Nolan’s skin; there’s a smile in his voice Nolan can hear clear as day, even though he can’t see it.

He can’t see it because Travis’s face is tucked up against the side of his throat now, cold nose nudging inside the collar of Nolan’s coat, wet mouth attaching to the hinge of his jaw, sucking a hot, stinging kiss there while his hand slides down between Nolan’s legs, gropes at his dick through his insulated pants.

“Just, like. If you want,” Nolan pants, tries to keep his eyes open, tries to concentrate on not running the truck off into a ditch or anything.

“Are you fucking kidding,” Travis growls, “of course I want,” and Nolan throws an arm out as he slams on the brakes, does his best to keep Travis from going flying while he swerves across two lanes to make the exit for the turn-around at Lac des Arcs.

 

-

 

They make it around to the north-bound on-ramp before Nolan has to skid to a stop on the gravel shoulder, slam it in park so he can finally let his eyes close, throw his head back and just give in to Travis’s hand in his pants, Travis’s mouth on his neck.

He tries to reach for Travis, after, but he just sinks back against the passenger door, eyes all hooded and lips pink and wet, pants obviously tented when he shakes his head, breathes get me back later, eh?

They stop for lunch back in Banff, do laundry and stock up on supplies. Nolan had been planning to do that in Calgary after he dropped Travis at his hotel, but whatever, he can roll with the punches. Sure, everything costs three times more with the tourist-trap prices in a resort town, but he gets to keep Travis with him for a little while longer, at least, so that’s a trade Nolan’s more than willing to make.

Travis calls from the laundromat to cancel his hotel, calls to change his plane ticket. Nolan sits in an orange plastic chair and looks at his phone, tries to pretend he’s not even listening.

In the cheap, wavy mirrored wall across from him, he can see the mark up high on the side of his throat, just under his ear. His stomach feels all hot and squirmy about it, a queasy kind of thrill he hasn’t felt in forever.

“I’m not sure yet, about the return date,” Travis says, phone to his ear, and Nolan’s heart rate spikes again.

“They issued me a credit,” he explains, once he’s finally off the phone. “So I can just buy a one-way home, whenever. And like, it doesn’t have to be from Calgary, necessarily. So.”

Travis grins, all wide and white.

Nolan can’t help it, he grins back just as wide.

They drive the Icefields Parkway on their way up to Jasper, Travis looking up all the scenic spots along the way, checking to see if they’re worth stopping to take a look. It’s still just the first of March, and the Columbia Skywalk isn’t open until May, but Travis shows Nolan the pics on his phone, holding his screen up so Nolan can see the giant glass walkway extending out into the middle of nothing, suspended in midair like magic.

“That would be so dope,” Travis says, “maybe next time, eh?”

They check in at the Jasper visitor’s center, get to their site at the one campground that’s open all winter, climb down the hill to the river and take some pics. It’s overcast, no sun in sight, and getting darker by the minute.

“Ever taken one?” Travis asks, as they watch a trio of elk carefully pick their way across a shallow spot downstream.

“Nah,” Nolan shakes his head. “Too busy with hockey, during elk season.”

“Right,” Travis nods as the last elk disappears into the shadows of the trees on the opposite bank, then turns his face back toward Nolan. “Put that on the list of things you can do now that you couldn’t do before. Right under make out with dudes, eh?”

Nolan snorts, rolls his eyes, but Travis just grins that sneaky little grin of his.

“Speaking of,” his eyebrows wiggle, suggestive and ridiculous, “getting dark out here. Better get back to the truck, get ourselves all tucked in, eh?”

Nolan snorts again, just for good measure, but his cheeks feel hot despite the blistering cold. Travis is standing just enough higher on the incline of the riverbank that they’re almost of a height, eye to eye for once.

“I got plans for you,” he whispers, leaning in so they’re nose to nose, gloved hands digging into Nolan’s coat pockets to pull him in close. “Wanna hear about ‘em?”

Nolan feels the sudden rush of arousal, blood all headed south just like that, and he lets out a pained-sounding little groan, shakes his head quick and final.

“I don’t – ” he sputters, “I mean, not here, Jesus.” He jerks his head in the general direction of the trail that leads down to the riverbank from the campsite, tries to force himself to breathe.

“You can tell me in the truck.”

 

-

 

Travis sits in the passenger seat while Nolan crawls around the back, putting up the insulated window covers and firing up the portable heater. Nolan gropes around for his lantern in the pitch black that the window covers create, the only other light coming from Travis’s phone screen, then gets out the manual pump and airs up the half-deflated mattress that hasn’t been used since the last night he spent in the truck, the night before Travis arrived. He pulls his freshly washed, wadded-up bedding from his clean laundry bag, covers the mattress in the thick, quilted mattress pad and the flannel fitted sheet.

Usually, he sleeps in his bedroll with the top sheet and his other two heavy fleece blankets pulled over top, but now that there are two of them – .

He spreads the top sheet, the blankets, and his unzipped sleeping bag all over the double mattress, puts the pillows into the pillowcases.

And normally this is when he’d heat up the hotplate, get started on warming up whatever he’s having for dinner, start planning for the next day. But he’s hyper aware of Travis literally two feet away from him, scrolling his phone with his socked feet up on the dash, boots already discarded.

He’s hyper aware of the fact that Travis said he has plans for Nolan, but he still hasn’t said exactly what – or when – those plans are going to be.

“Did you want, like.” Nolan leans up between the seats to get Travis’s attention. “I dunno. Dinner, or whatever?”

Travis’s phone screen goes dark immediately, his face turns toward Nolan.

They’re closer than Nolan realized, the sudden proximity of Travis’s mouth to his own an instant distraction. His eyes land there, without his permission; he looks away as fast as he can, back up at Travis’s eyes.

“Did you want dinner?” Travis is grinning, that sly, smirky one he’s been wearing a lot today. “Or did you want to wait? It’s pretty early, still.”

“Yeah, it’s early for sure.” Nolan gives a one-shouldered shrug, tries to seem nonchalant about whatever comes next. “I’m not starving or anything.”

“We could kill some time first, eh?” Travis’s eyebrows jump on his face, his chin jerks back toward the back, in the general direction of Nolan’s shoulder.

“I’d hate to mess up that bed you were working so hard on back there, but y’know.”

He wiggles his eyebrows again, tongue sticking out the side of his mouth, and Nolan’s dick gives a sudden, insistent throb.

“That’s – yeah,” is as far as he can get, already scooting back and over to the side to make room, further over onto the air mattress so there’s space for Travis to come through between the seats.

Travis wastes no time getting him laid out on the bed, gets his shirts off and his pants undone, peeled down and off in no time.

Then Nolan lays there, shivering in his socks and underwear, and watches in the dim lamp light while Travis gets himself down to the same.

“Fuck it’s cold,” he hisses, pulling the blankets back on the empty side of the mattress and diving under them. “Get under here, before you freeze your balls off, Jesus.”

Nolan doesn’t need an engraved invitation, his heart hammering and dick already half-hard despite the icy bite in the air.

He shudders at the first press of Travis’s body against his, the sizzling slide of his blood-hot skin under the chill of the blankets, their combined body heat already working to warm up the flannel cocoon they’ve wrapped themselves in.

They kiss and grope and rub against each other, legs and arms and hips all slotting together just right, no hesitation and no easing into it; it’s zero to sixty from the jump, both of them panting and pulling at each other, biting and sucking and rutting with the kind of urgency Nolan hasn’t felt in ages.

Years, maybe.

“Wait,” Travis breathes into his mouth, pulling back just far enough to speak, disentangling himself just enough to reach down, shove at his underwear. “I don’t wanna ruin these, I only got so many clean pairs, eh?”

“Good call.” Nolan follows suit, both of them wrestling their way out of their boxers as fast as they can before they’re right back to it, wrapped up tight, groaning and clutching and cursing, thrusting against each other like it’s a fucking race to the finish line.

If it’s a race, Travis wins – but barely. The hot, slick rush of him coming just makes Nolan’s cock slide even more easily up against Travis’s, turns everything slippery and wet and perfect for two, three, four more thrusts, then he’s coming too, adding to the mess between them.

 

-

 

“One thing,” Travis holds up a finger, taps it on Nolan’s chest. “Like, a feeling-type-thing. Give me one – go.”

“What the fuck,” Nolan wheezes, throws his arm over his face. He hasn’t even caught his breath yet.

“No rush,” Travis is trying to sound all innocent about it, “we’re just practicing! Tell me one feeling you’re having, that’s it, not a big deal.”

For something that’s not a big deal, Nolan sure feels panicky and uncomfortable about it, all of a sudden.

“You first,” he grumbles, and Travis laughs.

“Just remember you asked for it, bud,” he slaps his whole hand against Nolan’s chest this time.

“I am feeling…” he says it all slow, like a kid reciting a prompt, answering a teacher’s question. “Really happy to be here. Glad I’m not in a hotel room in Calgary all alone, thinking about how I barely even got my fucking hands on you before I had to go home. A little sad that I don’t get to see Annie tomorrow, though. But still, mostly excited about all the sick stuff we’re gonna find to film. Also excited about having a lot of sex, hopefully. Really relieved my dick keeps working right – definitely feeling very positive about that. And, uh. A little nervous that you might regret asking me to come with you, or like. Start to freak out about this whole thing and leave me stranded in the Alberta wilderness. If we’re like, keeping it a hundred and all.”

“Jesus,” Nolan huffs, “you sure that’s it?” He peeks out from under his arm at Travis, who just shrugs at him with a wry little twist to his mouth, all I warned you.

“Now you,” he prods, “one thing,” and Nolan sucks in a deep breath, tries to swallow past the knee-jerk aversion and discomfort, past the fear of saying the wrong thing, or of having nothing to say at all.

Because Travis keeps telling him all this shit about learning to access your authentic self and listening to your inner voice, how it’s hard and it takes practice, how it’s just like any skill that you have to work to master. But what if it’s not just that it’s hard and Nolan’s new to all this, what if it’s not just that he feels unsure and embarrassed and wrong-footed, that he doesn’t have the right words?

What if it’s deeper than that, and even more pathetic?

What if it turns out he’s just defective, has something wrong at the very core of him that just doesn’t work right. What if his authentic self is just this: awkward and tight-lipped, indecisive and surly and numb inside, a flat, shallow puddle with no hidden depths to access. And as soon as Travis starts poking around under the surface, he’s going to realize that; then he’ll be just one more name Nolan can add to the list of people he’s disappointed.

“Can you hit the switch on the lantern? I don’t want to burn the battery when we still have to make dinner.”

It’s not exactly a smooth misdirection – not like he doesn’t know that – but Travis just says sure, rolls over and sits up gamely to turn off the light, then snuggles back in under the covers, tight and close, and lets Nolan stall a little longer.

“Do you feel…cold?” He asks finally, voice cutting through the pitch black that surrounds them, and he presses the icy tip of his nose to Nolan’s jugular.

“Fuck,” Nolan snorts, “I do now.”

“See, you did it! Good job!” And it’s obviously mocking, but there’s a grin in his voice; that and the heat of his breath, the soft low tone of his voice against Nolan’s skin help to soften the insult a little. “How ‘bout this one: do you feel…hungry?”

“Yeah, actually,” Nolan shoves at him, “but I hope you don’t, cause I’m not feeding you.”

“Oh, I think you’ll feed me,” he says, all deep and rumbly into Nolan’s ear like he’s saying something dirty. “But first you still have to tell me a thing.”

“I already told you two things,” Nolan tries to protest, but Travis isn’t having it.

“One real thing,” he insists, “that you think of all by yourself. C’mon, try it. I feel….?”

“Confused,” Nolan spits finally, petulant but honest; he’s surprised by Travis’s kiss in the dark.

“Now we’re cooking,” Travis says, between kisses, “confused about…?”

“What you want me to say, I guess.” When he doesn’t stop to think, the words come right out, shockingly easy.

“There’s not a right answer,” Travis assures him, “it’s just practice. All I want you to say is the truth, whatever that is. It’s like – expressing your emotions instead of ignoring or suppressing them, that’s what we’re going for. But first you have to like – learn to identify them.”

“Oh, okay,” Nolan sighs, put upon, “is that all?”

“That’s literally it!” Travis kisses him again, then again. And Nolan knows it’s just a tactic, a way to disarm him and keep him out of his own head, but it’s pretty effective, actually.

Even more effective when it’s accompanied by Travis’s thick thigh, pressing purposefully up against Nolan’s crotch.

“I know you can do it,” he says, cajoling, encouraging. “I feel…?”

“Well, I mean. Horny, again, now – what do you fucking expect?” It’s a last-ditch effort, a final attempt to avoid the question, but Travis just laughs into his mouth, keeps kissing him and rubbing against him.

“Come on,” he says, “one real thing, and I’ll jerk you off again, blow you – whatever you want.”

“Fuck,” Nolan grunts, tries to concentrate, make his brain finish the thought: I feel…

“I feel,” he tries, voice thick with uncertainty. The first words that come to mind to describe his overarching, baseline emotional state recently are all things he’d rather die than say out loud: he feels useless, lame, scared, insecure, overwhelmed, disappointed, angry, sad, lost.

But the things Travis named were less about his general state of being and more about the present, about how he’s feeling in this moment, in their current situation.

And if Nolan narrows the scope of his view, focuses just on how it feels to be right here right now, naked and warm and buzzing with arousal, fresh off an orgasm and already primed to go again with Travis tucked up against him, then – skipping over his general irritation at being forced to engage in this exercise – he feels, like.

“I feel fucking surprised.” It might sound stupid, but he realizes as he says it, it’s the truth. “About this. You. Like this is crazy, but it’s good, y’know? And I don’t have a lot of good shit going on, at the moment, so, like. Yeah, just – surprised. That even though my whole life is kind of a shit show, there’s this one part that’s like. Actually working out pretty good so far.”

“Dude,” Travis whispers, voice like he’s proud or something, like he’s impressed that Nolan managed to get out a few mostly-coherent words that to Nolan felt both poorly articulated and kind of pointless.

Like maybe it actually accomplished something Nolan can’t really understand, like maybe the sum of the statement meant more to Travis than its stilted, inarticulate parts.

“First of all, me too, y’know? Like – who would have thought, right? But here we are. And second, I mean. I know it was like, hard for you to say that, but you did it, and lived through it and everything. And now I also feel less nervous about you abandoning me in the mountains, because I understand more about where you’re coming from, so see? Everybody wins.”

Nolan swallows thickly, manages a low grunt by way of agreeing. Travis kisses him one more time, and he makes this one long and deep and dirty.

“I think you earned that blow job, bud,” he whispers, and Nolan can feel the shape of his smile against his lips. “What do you say?”

And Nolan’s cheeks are still burning in the dark, his heart’s still racing, but this time at least, he can answer Travis’s question without needing to think twice.

 

  



3. Chapter 3


    
     

There are a million potentially unreal spots to film in Jasper, and all of them are hard as hell to get to in winter.

With the right weather and the right light and the right timing any of them could look fantastic on video. With the wrong weather and the wrong light and the wrong timing, you could accidentally die trying to film a fucking TikTok video.

Nolan plans his usual way, by watching the weather and reading every blog and message board he can find, keeping up with the latest alerts from the park service. Travis helps in his own way, which is mostly chit-chatting with basically anyone who’ll engage with him: all their neighbors at the campground, with locals and fellow travelers in coffee shops and cafes in town, with park rangers when they run across them.

Between their two opposite approaches to info gathering, they actually manage to amass quite a bit of data to use for planning their days.

They alternate: hard days hiking through deep snow or up and down icy trails to hopefully skate and film, and chill days in between where they do as little as possible, just try to rest up and research what’s next.

On the hard days they set out at dawn with their best laid plans, and hope the weather holds and the routes they have mapped are passable, that they’ll be able to find a way to reach whatever body of water they’re aiming for without killing themselves, literally or metaphorically. They never know, when and if they find their intended target, if the ice will be too thin, or too thick and choppy or covered with too much snow, or otherwise have unfavorable conditions that render the whole endeavor pointless in the end.

On their off days they keep it lazy and relaxed, just driving around the park taking in the scenery, hitting up the giant heated pool at the Fairmont resort, hanging out at one of the breweries or coffee shops in town, using the free wifi and planning their next steps.

They film a couple of good videos, Nolan doing his usual stuff and Travis filming wide shots that he bullies Nolan into using in his final cuts.

“You should let me film this part, too.” Travis is watching him check the ice depth, down on one knee, huffing and straining to set his screw, making sure it’s set straight in the ice so he can get an accurate check on the depth, then cranking the solid 8-inch cylinder out of the surface and taking his photo for the safety trolls like always.

“Seems real boring, bud,” Nolan’s still crouched on the ice, Travis standing over him, and there’s cloud cover overhead but at the horizons it’s burned off enough to let the sun shine through, little patches of pink and gold and orange.

Travis just raises an eyebrow, smirks down at him, sun glinting off his shades.

“I think I can speak for the girls and gays when I say, we respectfully disagree.”

Nolan just snorts, ducks his face down into his gaiter to hide his blush while he shakes his head.

“The sound is good, too,” Travis takes a different tack, nudges at Nolan’s knee with the toe of his boot, cajoling. “That grinding noise gives me the tingles every time.”

Nolan stands up, gives him a flat look that he hopes makes it clear he’s not buying Travis’s story.

“Should have led with that, if you wanted me to believe it.”

They work well together, get along great if you don’t mind all the bickering and chirping, which Nolan definitely does not. That’s his native language, no different than hanging out with any of his buddies from back home, really, comfortable and natural like they’ve known each other forever instead of only a few months, accommodating each other easily even though they’re living practically on top of each other, together every waking hour then stuck night after night in the close confines of the truck.

Of course, Nolan figures all the sex is probably helping with that.

And they’re having, like – a lot of it.

Pretty much every night as soon as they settle into the messy tangle of bedding on their shared mattress, pretty much every morning before they roll out of that same, sleep-warm nest of blankets, they’re all over each other, kissing and groping and rutting, rolling around and making an even bigger mess of their bed, day by day.

In the showers at the campground, in the locker room at the Fairmont’s pool, in the men’s washroom at the Jasper Brewing Company, they can’t seem to keep their hands off each other.

Nolan feels a little insane about it actually, like he’s 13 again and just discovering how his dick works.

“Ever had road head?” Travis asks from the passenger seat, laid back in a lazy sprawl with that fucking smirk on his face, and Nolan probably shouldn’t be surprised at this point, but he has to fight to keep his eyes on the road, not to gape over at Travis for too long.

“Like, while I’m driving? Dude, no.”

They’re on a long, empty stretch of the parkway north of town on an off day, because Travis heard from the older couple in the RV two sites over from theirs that the bighorn herds are on the move up here, that it’s a sight to behold if you can catch them.

“Wanna change that?” he asks, wiggling his eyebrows like he likes to, when he’s being like this.

“I don’t know,” Nolan shrugs, “will it be worth it, when we slide off the road and you die choking on my dick?”

Travis barks out a laugh, then unbuckles his seat belt, gives Nolan his best smoldering eyes and says he’s willing to risk it.

 

-

 

At random times and in random places – on a hard hike, after a good skate, over dinner, while they’re both scrolling through comments on their latest video, or especially in the pitch-black darkness of the truck at night – Travis will ask for one real thing, prompt Nolan for the kind of stuff he feels like he’s maybe, day by day, slowly getting a little bit better at providing.

It’s getting a tiny bit easier to make himself stop and think, to open the door he’s kept carefully closed and locked for most of his life, and peer inside at the complicated mess of thoughts and emotions long enough to finish the sentence: I feel…

Cautiously optimistic is what he says, on the trail down to Abraham Lake, where the hydrogen bubbles under the ice are known to be famously, ostentatiously giant. It’s a hard hike, but the weather is clear and the light is good, and the video should be killer if nothing goes wrong.

Fucking famished is what he says, sitting across the table from Travis in some diner up in Hinton, still shaking off the cold after they walked the Beaver Boardwalk, stood by the side of the parkway and watched the sheep wander the valley bottom for an hour. Even though it’s been one of their chill, no-agenda days, he still feels ravenous, like he could eat a horse.

Like kind of a big deal is what he says, when the likes and comments on the Abraham video just keep on rolling in, numbers climbing like crazy. He always feels good, when something he made seems to strike a particular chord with his subs and beyond, and he let Travis talk him into adding some video of him testing the ice on this one – from far enough away that his sunglasses and toque and gaiter obscured his face, he made sure of that, even if Travis insisted he take his gloves off for reasons that are still not really clear to Nolan. Still, Travis might have been right about it going over well with certain pockets of his followers, if some of the thirsty comments are anything to go by. And Nolan doesn’t really get it – all he’s doing is using a relatively simple tool – all it takes is a little muscle and some elbow grease. It’s called competence kink, Travis informs him. And with the hands, and all? Just trust me - it’s a thing. Nolan figures at this point, he should know to just shut up and take Travis’s word for it on stuff like that.

Pretty happy, I guess is what he says under the blankets in the truck one night, when they’re both sweaty and sticky and huddled up together, that everything is still, like – working out.

Travis just kisses him, smile stretching his lips wide against Nolan’s as he whispers me too, bud.

 

-

 

The physical symptoms of Nolan’s fucked-up brain – the migraines and the auras, the sudden onset nausea if he turns his head a certain way or moves his eyes too fast, the unexpected sensitivity to lights and sounds and smells that don’t bother him at all until they do – are fairly few and far between these days. He’s come a long, long way from the worst of it, when it was a daily fight to make it through the mundane tasks of keeping himself fed and washed and clothed, to now, where he can do pretty much whatever he wants again, pretty much symptom free.

It’s the pretty much that’s the fucking kicker.

There’s only been one day since he left Winnipeg where he woke up knowing it was going to be one of those days; he took his meds, made himself some tea and downed some crackers with almond butter, and slept it off. When he finally woke up, at almost sundown, he did it all over again and went right back to sleep, and by the next morning he felt fine.

Every day since then, he’s felt fine.

On morning nine of sleeping with Travis next to him in the truck, Nolan wakes up, sudden and sweaty, and he does not feel fine.

Like, at all.

“Fuck,” he curses before his eyes even open, before he can remember he’s not alone. The random nature of it, and the impotent rage it brings up in him, has become the hardest part for Nolan to deal with. The actual physical pain is nothing, compared to the futilely frustrating way it just shows up out of nowhere, with no rhyme or reason or pattern Nolan’s ever been able to identify. Usually with no warning, and always in the middle of the night like a fucking thief, stealing his plans from him while he’s still sleeping, then waking him up with all the subtlety of an ice pick through his right eye socket to tell him the news, like: surprise, motherfucker, this is what you’re doing today.

“Whassup bud?” Travis slurs next to him, “You okay?”

“Fine,” Nolan whispers, “go back to sleep.”

He knows when he says it, it’s just wishful thinking.

Travis stays put while Nolan sits up, turns on his phone screen for the tiniest possible amount of light, starts digging for his bags. But as soon as he starts rattling around in his little medicine kit Travis sits up, too; his own screen lights up, then he’s peering at Nolan through the dark.

“It’s like,” he pauses to look at his phone, “not even six a.m. You sure you’re good?”

The right side of his face is ghostly pale in the white glow of his screen, his left side hidden in shadows.

“I’m fine,” Nolan growls, short and sharp, “don’t worry about it. I’ll turn the light off in just a minute.”

Travis is quiet behind him while he gets the right meds out. Nolan can feel him watching, even though he doesn’t say a word, even though Nolan doesn’t turn around and look at him again.

He pops a tab of his anti-nausea shit and puts it on his tongue to dissolve while he shakes out his daily preventative pill – for all the fucking good it’s doing him right now – into his palm. He usually takes it with his breakfast but he has a feeling he’ll be sleeping through that today, so might as well get on with it. He washes it down with a glug from his water bottle, then grits his teeth.

The last thing he wants is to fuck around with his fucking injectable pen in front of Travis, but whatever. Gotta do what you gotta do and all that. So he tears open the packaging, gets the pen screwed into the cartridge as fast as he can. At least he’s already naked, blanket wrapped around his shoulders like a cape, so he can just shove the injector into his thigh where Travis can’t see.

And years in hockey locker rooms, on long-haul busses and in shared hotel rooms have pretty much inoculated Nolan, at this point, to any sense of shame he might have ever had about his body and its functions, his natural preference for personal space and privacy worn down so long ago it’s usually not even something he thinks about anymore. But this is the one thing that still makes him feel embarrassed, makes him long for just a moment to himself, for a private space with a door that closes and locks, where he could conduct his personal fucking medical affairs without a fucking audience.

But whatever – at least it’s done. He can feel the warm, seeping flood of the medicine already, swamping his brain while he shoves the cartridge and pen back into their case and pushes it back down into his bag. It’s the feeling of impending relief, not quite fully realized yet, but signaling that it’s coming. He lets out a long breath, rolls his shoulders and his neck, lets himself bask in it for just a few seconds.

And normally he’d make some tea for the caffeine, try to eat something with some protein and fat. Even though the nausea makes eating sound like a terrible idea, if he doesn’t, he’ll sometimes find himself waking up six hours later, weak and shaky and nauseated from low blood sugar, instead.

But with Travis sitting here, he doesn’t want to make a big production, turn it into a whole ordeal. So he feels for his half-drunk Gatorade in the rear cup holder, finishes that off and decides that will have to be good enough for today.

He flops himself back down onto the mattress, worms his way back under all the covers and curls into the fetal position. Travis is still sitting up behind him.

“Probably not gonna be able to go out today,” Nolan grumbles, half into his pillow, and God, he hates how weak it makes him feel, saying that out loud. He follows it up with a gruff sorry, not even sure what he’s apologizing for.

It’s not like he can help it; he knows that, knows that Travis will understand – but still. What the hell is Travis supposed to do all day, stuck here in this fucking truck in the middle of nowhere with a grumpy, sleeping invalid?

“Don’t be sorry,” Travis says, voice all low and sweet as he slides back down, curls himself around Nolan’s back. “Shitty days are shitty, eh? Believe me, I know all about that. Just because you haven’t seen one yet doesn’t mean I don’t still have plenty of ‘em.”

He pets at Nolan’s hair, nuzzles behind his ear, kisses his neck. Nolan feels sudden pressure behind his eyes, a thick lump rising up in his throat, and he has to clench his jaw, squeeze his eyes shut to fend it off.

“I just hate this shit,” he grits out; Travis just keeps petting his hair.

“Tell me.” He whispers it low, right into Nolan’s ear. “I wanna understand what you’re dealing with.”

And Nolan’s throat is still tight, his eyes still stinging, threatening to tear up. Travis and all his feelings talk is making him soft, Jesus Christ.

But Travis kisses his shoulder, his back, gives him a squeeze and the tiniest little shake, says come on, says talk to me, bud, in that same understanding, cajoling voice, and suddenly Nolan just –.

Does.

It comes spilling out of him, just like that, just because it seems like Travis really wants to know, like he really cares or whatever. Like he really is trying to understand, and for some reason Nolan really wants him to.

So he tries his best to explain, through the lingering nausea and the throb of the pain behind his eye, through the pharmaceutical-grade drowsiness that’s starting to drag at him, through the lump that’s still in his throat: the way his whatever – chronic illness – makes Nolan feel so out of control, so frustrated. The infuriating way it comes on out of nowhere, and the way it makes him feel helpless and weak, and so fucking angry.

How hard he tries, anytime he manages to go for a stretch without a bad day, to never let himself hope that maybe it means he’s over it – like, for good this time. But how it’s still so fucking disappointing every time he wakes up to fresh proof that he’s absolutely, still very much not over it.

That he might never be fucking over it.

And the way it can make him drive himself crazy with trying to figure out what he did wrong, like: maybe he’s been drinking too much, since Travis has been around. But that was mainly back at the cabin, those first few nights when they were still dancing around each other, when Nolan was using the booze to take the edge off the jittery anxiety that kept bubbling up inside him. Since they’ve been on the road it’s been a couple of beers here and there, and that’s it. And surely that’s not enough to really fuck with his head like this.

But then again, he never really knows, has never really been able to figure it out. He spent two years tracking every single daily activity, every single thing he ate or drank, how much he smoked and slept and worked out, looking for patterns, for triggers, for answers. Worrying about too much caffeine or not enough caffeine, too much sleep or not enough sleep, too much weed or not enough weed, too much physical exertion or not enough physical exertion.

In the end, there were no answers. The bottom line is, the brain is fickle and unpredictable in the way it reacts to trauma, and has its own timetable for healing. There’s nothing much Nolan can do about that but learn to fucking deal with it.

For all he knows today’s flare up could be about the altitude, the cold, the fucking barometric pressure. Maybe he just slept with his neck at a weird angle.

“Maybe I’m getting off too much,” he says, finally. “That’s definitely been a sudden change to my daily routine, that’s for sure.”

He can feel the huff of Travis’s laugh against the back of his neck, feel his body shake a little as he chuckles.

“Listen, we could always put the brakes on that, if we need to.” He says it like he’s not quite sure if it’s a joke or a serious offer, but Nolan just snorts.

“I mean, it’s just a little headache, right? Let’s not get crazy.”

 

-

 

They move on from Jasper after two weeks, driving west into British Columbia.

Travis hasn’t said anything about his plans for leaving, heading back to Ontario, and Nolan’s not about to ask.

In a laundromat in Prince George, Nolan’s sitting on one of the extra-large dryers at back of the space, back to the door, scrolling his phone, when Travis steps up in between his dangling legs, puts a hand on the fly of his pants.

“This what you meant?”

There’s a dare in his eyes as he pulls down Nolan’s zipper, because Nolan’s the idiot who told him he’d kind of always kind of had a thing for the idea of whatever – public indecency - like he shouldn’t know well enough by now that Travis was likely to take that as a challenge.

“Dude,” he says, tries to look back over his shoulder, scan the place for potential witnesses, but Travis grabs his chin in one hand and his dick in the other.

“You just keep your eyes on me,” he growls, “and let me worry about the rest of it.”

Nolan does as he’s told, just rides it out, tries to stay quiet and still while Travis jerks him off and whispers to him about how there are definitely cameras in this place, how maybe there’s some guy behind a computer at some security company somewhere, and they’re spicing up his day right now, giving him a show.

Two nights later, Nolan breaks his rule about smoking in the truck. In honor of his birthday, he lets Travis fire up his vape, laid out on the mattress with his earbuds in and their latest video playing on repeat, smoking and shivering and moaning like he’s dying while Nolan burrows under the covers between his legs to suck him off. He even left the lantern on, just so he could watch Travis come apart.

“Gimme one thing,” he insists after, as if Travis really needs prompting.

Also, as if Travis ever actually just has one.

“I feel,” Travis pants, no hesitation, “like that was a killer birthday present. You’re getting really fucking good at that.”

“Obviously,” Nolan bites at his shoulder, “but a real thing, those are the rules.”

“Right,” Travis grins over at him, “wouldn’t want to break the rules.”

He turns on his side, tips their foreheads together, noses sliding against each other.

“I told you, I was fucking daydreaming about that for like, months, so. I feel pretty fucking good about finally getting the real deal experience. Also I was definitely right, it was just as good as I thought it would be. I wish I could do it for you, sucks that you don’t get ASMR. I feel happy for me, but sad for you. You’re missing out.”

Travis takes video of him lacing up his skates – gloves off, again – and convinces him to add it, along with the clips he took of Nolan testing the ice and the wide shots of him skating from a distance.

“Just trust me,” he insists, and Nolan feels stupid about it, but he does it anyway, ignores the increasingly insistent questions he keeps getting in the siblings chat about these additions to his videos and just posts it, because.

Because Travis likes it. Whatever.

The reaction in the comments just proves Travis was right – again – and Nolan feels even stupider for the way he still doesn’t really get it.

“It’s hot,” Travis shrugs, while he freely steals Nolan’s fries without even pretending to ask, “what’s not to get?”

“Tying my skates, though? Like. How? How is that hot?”

Travis chews thoughtfully, like he’s really thinking hard about it.

“It’s like.” He reaches across the table of the shitty roadside diner where they stopped to use the wifi, grabs another handful of cold fries from Nolan’s plate while he ponders the question.

“Hands are a thing, for a lot of people, so that’s part of it. But it’s mostly, like – the way you do it. Fast. Aggressive. Like – with authority, you know? Like you can tell you’ve done it a lot, that you know exactly what you’re doing.”

He shrugs again, wraps his mouth around his straw and looks up at Nolan through his lashes while he takes a sip of his soda.

“Highly competent. Like I said.”

Nolan snorts, can’t help it. He’s still skeptical at best, and he knows the look on his face says as much.

“Okay, how about this.” Travis raises an eyebrow like a dare, pulls out his phone and scrolls for a minute.

“Here.” He holds it out with the screen facing Nolan. “Just watch.”

It’s a video, of what exactly Nolan’s not sure at first. It’s just Travis’s face, jarringly clean-shaven. On screen, Travis jerks his head to one side then the other, like he’s loosening up his neck, rolls his shoulders. The video pans out enough to see he’s wearing fatigues, sitting at a table; in front of him is a firearm Nolan doesn’t immediately recognize, something similar to an AR-15 but military-grade, obviously.

“3…2…1.” someone says off-camera, and Travis starts to move.

His hands are quick, purposeful, practiced, taking the weapon apart piece by piece. They never hesitate, never make a wrong move; everything unlocks and clicks and slides apart with perfect precision in Travis’s capable hands, his fingers moving with the kind of easy grace Nolan would normally associate with playing an instrument, laying each individual component of the weapon out in a neat little grid on the table. Then he taps both hands against the table’s edge and makes a little hup sound, raises his hands up and away, holds them palm-out next to his ears.

“Okay,” the off-camera voice says, “and, 2…1,” and his hands are moving again, this time in reverse. Everything he just took apart goes right back together with the same practiced efficiency, hands moving with machine-like accuracy to bolt and lock and snap each element back into place, just one long, rhythmic series of metallic clicks and chinks as the pieces of the puzzle fit together perfectly.

It’s not just that it’s impressive, which of course it is – but there’s something specifically satisfying about it, not just in the obvious display of expertise, but in the sureness and the economy of his movements, in the way his hands never falter or fumble.

The Travis in the video lays down the fully assembled weapon, taps the table one more time, and holds up his hands again. There’s some hooting and whistling off camera while Travis sits there grinning a big, cocky grin, and the video cuts out.

The whole clip is only 41 seconds long.

“What’d you think about that?” The grin that real life Travis is wearing across the table looks remarkably similar to the one he had at the end of that video, like he already knows exactly what Nolan thought about that.

Nolan just twists his mouth to the side, flattens out his eyebrows and tries his best to look unimpressed. He can tell by the look on Travis’s face that it’s not working, but all Travis does is roll his eyes, reaches over to take his phone back.

Nolan jerks his hand away before Travis can get to it, pulls the phone closer to him.

“Hey, relax,” he says, still straight-faced. “I just need to see something really fast.”

He restarts the video, and Travis snorts.

“Uh huh,” he raises his eyebrows, smirks like the cat with the canary. “That’s what I thought.”

 

-

 

They don’t make plans on Wednesdays, always keep that as a hangout-and-do-nothing day, because that’s the day Travis Zooms with his therapist. He skipped the first week he was here, but now that it’s clear he’s planning to stick around a while longer to zig zag around BC with Nolan, he’s pretty insistent about being somewhere with reliable service on Wednesday mornings, about sending Nolan into a coffee shop or a laundromat or a truck stop shower so Travis can sit in the car and talk in private.

“About me, you mean,” Nolan said, the first time Travis kicked him out.

“Check out the ego on this guy,” Travis just huffed and shook his head, mock offended. “Like I don’t have anything else to talk about but you? Like I’m really paying good money to sit in the freezing cold car all alone just to be like, oh yeah we’re still having a great time, oh yeah he’s actually the best, oh yeah the sex is still super hot, oh yeah my dick’s doing great, thanks for asking.”

He rolled his eyes, like the idea was so ridiculous; Nolan just raised his eyebrow.

“But for real, that’s mostly what it is, right?”

Travis tried for another three to four seconds to maintain his shocked and outraged face, before he gave in with a little snort, shrugging with a what can I say grin.

“I mean. It’s like, fifty percent that. Tops.”

In the dark at night, though, Travis isn’t always quite so cute about it, isn’t always quite so unbothered or quite so nonchalant.

“We’ve been talking a lot about what I’m avoiding. Why I’m still here, why I haven’t gone home yet.”

They’re spooned up together, naked, Travis plastered to Nolan’s back like a jetpack, talking so low the rumble of it vibrates right through his chest and into Nolan’s body, so close Nolan can feel the hot damp of his breath on the back of his neck.

“Like, aside from all the cool shit we’re doing – including all the sex, which he’s totally on board with by the way – he’s got some concerns that I’m also using you as an excuse, like. To run away from home, again.”

And Nolan knows the basics of why Travis ran away from home the first time, knows that small town life was great for him, until it wasn’t. He’d been a kid who fit into his little farming community in almost all the ways that mattered, who suddenly found that he didn’t fit, in one big way that seemed to matter most of all.

I was always that grimy little kid running around barefoot and wild with a dog and a fishing pole, Travis told him once, back in the early days when they were still just messaging back and forth, back when Nolan was still shocked at the way such personal shit just came out of him so freely, like it was no big deal. 


  I was always fishing and hunting and playing sports, helping out on the farm, just like all the other boys, you know? So when I came out, it was almost like people acted like I’d been trying to fool them or something. 


The truth is I was never any fucking good at keeping secrets, he’d said, and I never wanted to keep them, anyway.


  A lot of people’s attitudes were like, we’re not homophobic! It’s just that we don’t want to see or hear anything that reminds us that you’re gay, ever, that’s all!



  Including my parents, at least like at first. So.



  The army was a way to get the hell out of there, but also it was a little like. What’s something I can do that they won’t be able to talk shit about, you know? Something my parents can feel good about, when people ask what I’m up to.



  Maybe something that would kind of, like. Distract people, or whatever. Like ok sure he sucks dick, but ALSO HE’S A SOLDIER! HE’S OFF SERVING HIS COUNTRY! You know?



  Nobody’s gonna talk shit about The Troops, right?


Nolan did know, of course, had felt a deep kinship with Travis on that point right from the start, like – what do you do when you can’t be the person your friends and family always thought you were gonna be? How do you all, like, move on from that? How do you find a way to not just feel, forever, like no matter what you do or who you become, you’ll always be a little bit of a disappointment, always a lesser version of what they’d hoped you’d be.

Just a few months ago, that was the kind of stuff you’d have to pry out of Nolan with a crowbar. Now, talking about shit like this comes maybe just the tiniest bit easier, and he knows that’s entirely, one hundred percent because of Travis. So he takes a deep breath, grits his teeth, and tries to like.

Say how he feels.

It seems like the least he can do, after everything Travis has shared with him, everything Travis has done for him.

“Maybe we’re both running away, a little bit,” Nolan admits into the dark, heart thudding against his ribs. “I can see that, I mean. Obviously. But also, like. At least for me.”

He swallows past the lump in his throat, forces himself to breathe through it and keep going.

“Also, I think, like. I’m – learning stuff, you know? Trying things I’ve never done before, going places I’ve never been. Expanding my horizons, or whatever. And so are you. So I think that’s like. Also good.”

“I told him I think I’m helping you,” Travis whispers into his back, “but also, like. I think you’re helping me. Like, maybe it’s the blind leading the blind out here, but it feels like we’re still getting somewhere, like. Somewhere good. It just feels like this is where I should be right now, y’know?”

And Nolan still can’t bring himself to say it out loud: how much he wants Travis here, how badly he wants him to stay, to keep staying. He wants to, but he just – can’t.

“Definitely,” is the best he can do, through gritted teeth. He knows it’s not enough, but.

If the way Travis squeezes him, the way he sighs contentedly against Nolan’s back is anything to go by, he doesn’t seem too disappointed.

 

-

 

At the crappy little grocery store in Cranberry Junction, where they’re stocking up before pushing further northwest, Travis disappears without a word, slipping around a corner and out of sight before Nolan even notices he’s gone.

He reappears two aisles later, slides a bottle of probably-terrible, off-brand lube and a box of condoms into the cart without a word, just a set of raised eyebrows like he’s daring Nolan to ask, or comment.

Nolan does neither, just keeps pushing his cart along like his heart isn’t pounding all of a sudden, thudding against his ribs like it’s trying to break out of jail.

The wilderness campgrounds at the Provincial Park at Swan Lake are borderline-creepy and fully deserted, like they’re the only people around for miles. They build a campfire and sit outside, the weather insanely mild compared to just two weeks earlier, drink beer and roast hot dogs and smoke and talk shit, then they crawl into the truck for the night.

Travis immediately pulls out the bag, the one from the grocery store with the condoms and lube inside.

And it’s not like Nolan’s been thinking about it all day, or anything, but he hasn’t not been thinking about it, either.

About, like, what Travis has in mind about who’s going to do what, about what his own thoughts are on the matter. He’s had plenty of occasion to ponder the question, especially in the last month, but it’s been an abstract, future-based kind of concept, not ever something he needed to think about too critically or too urgently, or like.

Make any firm decisions about, regarding his desire to – or at least his willingness to – whatever.

Get fucked.

“I know you’ve done this before,” Travis says, not waiting for Nolan’s confirmation before he goes on. “Big time hockey star, looking like that? Know you’ve been a killer with the ladies since way back, eh?”

He’s stripping off his layers, shedding his shirts and kicking off his jeans, pulling off his socks.

“So, I mean – it’s no difference really, fucking a girl or guy. An asshole is an asshole – basic mechanics are the same, either way.” He puts the condoms and the lube next to the bed, matter of fact, and stretches himself out on his back, diagonally across the mattress, arm behind his head and grinning. Nolan’s still mostly-dressed, slow to catch up as usual; his tongue feels too big for his mouth, his hands all clumsy and uncoordinated all of a sudden.

He blows out a breath, tries to focus despite the way his blood is all rushing away from his brain at a record pace. Travis’s words, his body language are all telegraphing his intentions pretty clearly, and Nolan feels a little flood of relief; no big philosophical decisions necessary at this time, and definitely no questions about whether or not this is something he wants to do. He can feel the heat coming up in his cheeks, feel the sweat starting to break out along his hairline, under his arms. The covers are still off the windows – there’s no one around to see, and the moon’s almost full tonight – so the moonlight’s shining in, glinting off the chain around Travis’s neck. The way he looks laid out right there, waiting for Nolan, it’s just.

It feels like more than Nolan deserves, but not nearly as much as he wants, all at the same time.

“Sure,” he grumbles finally, once he’s down to his socks and underwear, rubbing absently at his dick through the thin material of his boxers, “easy as that, huh?”

“Just get it wet, loosen it up, and you’re good to go. Nothing to it.” Travis is smirking, watching, underwear still on like he’s daring Nolan to do something about it.

Nolan knee-walks up onto the mattress between his calves, grabs Travis behind the knees, and pulls. He has to sit with his ass on his calves, pretty much, can’t raise up onto his knees much at all without having to duck his head to keep from bumping up against the Tahoe’s roof.

Travis yelps, then giggles, high-pitched and giddy, while Nolan’s dragging the elastic band of his boxer briefs down his thighs, off over his feet. Then he props Travis’s ankles over his shoulders, grabs for the lube.

“Could you go over step one, again?” He keeps his eyes on the lube when he asks, keeps his mouth a flat line, all business while he’s pouring the lube out, coating his fingers.

Travis just snorts, shoves at Nolan’s left pec with his heel.

“Get it. Wet.” he repeats, all faux patience and careful enunciation, crooked little smile at the corner of his mouth, taunting.

“Hm.” Nolan Nods, like he’s considering. “You mean like this?” Then he slides his slippery fingers up the crack of Travis’s ass, and listens to him hiss from the cold.

They make it through steps one and two, Travis squirming and panting more and more as things progress, way more encouraging and enthusiastic than any of the girls Nolan can ever remember doing this to.

Definitely, no one has ever groaned and kicked his hand away, thrown a condom at him all impatient-like and growled get your fucking dick in me, Jesus.

Nolan doesn’t need anyone to tell him twice; he gets the condom on and his dick in Travis in record time, as instructed.

Travis groans some more, pants some more, mumbles a bunch more mindless nonsense that’s generally flattering to Nolan’s anatomy and just shy of begging, actually, so Nolan tugs him up higher, gets them settled with Nolan on his knees and Travis’s ass lifted up onto Nolan’s thighs, gets a slick hand around his dick. Travis wiggles and squirms, grinds his hips down onto Nolan’s cock, eyelashes fluttering like they can’t stay open.

Nolan keeps his hand moving on Travis’s erection, stroking steady and rhythmic in time with the thrusting of his hips, in time with his own heaving breaths. He makes sure Travis comes first, watches as his cock jerks in Nolan’s hand, spills all over his fingers and Travis’s belly, before Nolan finally leans up and over him, leans even deeper into him, and lets himself take what he wants.

 

-

 

Nolan’s never been to the Yukon, and he figures, no time like the present, right? Travis seems fully on board, so they just sort of…take a turn to the north, and keep on going.

So far, Nolan’s been doing all the driving, but on their way up to Whitehorse they switch off.

It’s nice, being able to get a little nap in on the road, and also nice to wake up and look over at Travis driving, observing from behind the smokescreen of his sunglasses before Travis realizes he’s awake. To watch Travis’s hands on the wheel, the shadowed cut of his jaw and the straight line of his nose outlined in stark relief against the snowy, overcast landscape flying past outside the driver’s window.

To study the way his mouth moves, singing along under his breath to his truly regrettable music choices.

Nolan’s not completely unreasonable, believes unfailingly in the right of the driver to pick the music, but Travis seems dead set on testing his resolve on that point, insisting on a terrible, inexplicable mix of sassy girl-pop and redneck bro-country.

His singing gets louder and more animated when he thinks Nolan’s asleep, so Nolan stays slumped back into his reclined passenger seat, cap pulled down and shades on, eyes barely squinted open just in case Travis can see past all that. He watches through his lashes while Travis taps out the rhythm against the black leather of Nolan’s steering wheel, bopping his head, singing along in his too-high falsetto with the likes of Miley Cyrus and Dua Lipa, Sabrina Carpenter and fucking Doja Cat.

It’s like, objectively lame and cringe, the kind of behavior that should absolutely make Nolan sneer and roll his eyes, but somehow, inexplicably, he mainly just finds it kind of funny and cute and like, endearing or something.

It does something to his insides, makes his stomach flip over and his chest feel all fluttery, watching Travis like that; Nolan has to close his eyes, make himself turn away and try to go to sleep for real.

They pull into their destination on Spirit Lake after dark, another almost-deserted RV Park with a café and motel just adjacent. The fee for a campsite is only a few bucks less than one of their crappy motel rooms, so they spring for the upgrade just for the access to a real bed and a private shower. Travis insists on paying half, the way he’s been insisting since they left Jasper.

“I’m the only one of us with an actual income,” he chirps, and Nolan just laughs and chirps back, doesn’t even stop to feel awkward or shitty about it.

“Maybe you should be paying for the whole thing then, eh?”

In the morning, they cross the highway to their intended destination before sunup. They film Emerald Lake 2.0, the Yukon version. The ice is flat and green, fast-moving cotton candy clouds blowing over as the sun breaks over the horizon, covering the tops of the surrounding mountains, shadows reflecting off the pale ice, racing Nolan across its surface. The video looks sick, and the best part is they stop for a late lunch in the café and take a walk down the short path behind the motel, through the campground and down to the shore of Spirit Lake, and are still back in their room by mid-afternoon.

Nolan edits and posts the video and Travis likes and comments and reposts it like always, then they’re naked in the bed about 2 minutes later.

Fucking in a real bed in the bright afternoon light, blackout curtains wide open and just the gauzy white sheers covering the windows, is a revelation. Travis is spread out under him, both of them sweaty and loud and not giving a shit about either, with all the room they want. They end up panting and exhausted, covered in lube and come, then hit up the tiny shower, kissing under the scalding hot spray while they rinse off.

“Jesus, my ass isn’t used to this.” Travis screws up his face a little as he collapses back onto the bed, after. He grunts and squirms and repositions himself, turns onto his side.

“Been awhile, eh bud?” Nolan can’t help the way the corner of his mouth twists into a sideways smirk; he raises his eyebrows, suggestive and smug.

“A long while.” Travis yawns, squirms a little closer so he can press his cheek against Nolan’s bicep. “Plus, like, I just haven’t really done it that much. I’m usually the one on the other end of it, y’know? Like, historically speaking.”

And Nolan’s not totally sure how to interpret what that means, or how he should take it, but his face must do something Travis doesn’t like, because he rolls his eyes, reaches up and slaps his hand over Nolan’s open mouth before he can even decide on a response.

“Don’t even,” Travis shakes his head, yawns again. “Obviously I like it, I mean c’mon.” His eyes flutter closed, he rubs his scratchy whiskers against Nolans arm again, lets out a little sigh with his fingers still pressed against Nolan’s lips.

“I’m the one who brought it up in the first place, eh?” he murmurs, voice already fading, eyes still closed, and Nolan lets out a yawn of his own. Travis couldn’t sound less worried about it, so Nolan doesn’t bother, either.

Instead, he lets his eyes close, too, breathes deep and relishes the feeling of being right here, right now: freshly fucked and freshly showered, in a real bed, with Travis next to him. There’s a brand new video, maybe one of his favorites ever, that he posted just over an hour ago, with all those likes and comments just waiting for him in his phone like a little treat for later, whenever he wakes up from his nap.

And if Travis had asked, Nolan thinks – if he wasn’t already asleep, snoring softly against Nolan’s shoulder – Nolan might have had the balls to tell him the whole truth, this time.

That he feels – for the first time in a long time – like maybe his life isn’t gonna suck forever, after all.

 

-

 

“Holy shit,” is what wakes him up, along with Travis’s hand, shoving at his shoulder. “Dude, wake up, come look at this.”

Nolan opens one eye to a dark room – they obviously slept past sundown – and Travis already off the bed and over at the window, yanking back the sheer white curtains.

The sky outside is exploding with green and purple, yellow and pink.

“Holy shit,” Nolan agrees, and follows Travis to the window.

They get the Northern Lights pretty often in the Peg, it’s something Nolan grew up with, just a fact of life that sometimes the night sky glows and pulses with eerie shades of neon. But this is something different than anything he’s seen before, the lights brighter and the colors more intense, and it’s not just patches or streaks, it’s the whole fucking sky, a wall-to-wall kaleidoscope as far as the eye can see.

Which isn’t that far, actually, from inside the room; they stand there shoulder to shoulder, naked at the window for a few minutes before they pull on pants with no underwear, boots with no socks, coats with no shirts underneath, and walk out into the middle of the parking area to get the full effect.

They aren’t the only ones; it’s two a.m. and there are six or seven other people milling around the mostly-empty lot.

“This is gonna sound crazy,” Travis says, face turned up to the sky, lit up all teal and fuchsia, “but we should try to film this.”

“For sure.” Nolan already has his phone out, messing with the settings, trying to find what makes the colors show up best on his screen.

“No, like,” Travis shoves at him to get his attention, “what if we filmed you. Like, skating. Under this. That’d be un-fucking-real, dude.”

“Yeah, but like – how?” Because Nolan doesn’t disagree, it would be amazing, but.

To get back to the only spot they know around here, the place where they skated this morning, would take hours probably; they’d have to get dressed, pack up, drive there, then hike down the same steep trail they used earlier, but this time in the dark.

But when he says that, Travis just shakes his head.

“I mean right here.” He points his thumb back over his shoulder. “Spirit Lake.”

Which – okay.

On one hand, Spirit Lake is, in fact, right there. They walked there easily after lunch, down the flat trail past the restaurant and a row of campsites, to a broad lawn with picnic tables and a charcoal grill, square swimming dock jutting out into the water, all of it currently covered with snow.

On the other hand, they know nothing about it. They’re just staying here because of the proximity to the more scenic Emerald Lake, across the road. They never planned to skate on this lake, never researched it or looked into it at all.

“I don’t know anything about it,” Nolan starts, just thinking out loud. “I haven’t tested the ice, or – .”

“I know, I know,” Travis waves his hand, cuts him off. “But – just hear me out.”

“Maybe we film, like – I dunno, you running across the parking lot, just to see how it looks on camera, test the visibility. And if it’s okay, then, I mean. You know it will look even better on the ice, with the reflection, right? And the conditions have got to be identical, I mean – Emerald Lake is like two miles away.”

There’s something sort of manic in his voice, all amped up and talking a mile a minute, brimming with excitement. It makes Nolan’s blood run a little hotter, makes him feel a little wild, reckless. And Nolan is, by nature, careful, cautious, measured. He’s not impetuous, and he’s never been what you’d call a daredevil. He’s about a thousand times more likely to be paralyzed by indecision than he’s ever been to rush headlong into – well, anything really.

But he finds himself nodding along, ignoring the glaring red flags that are waving in the periphery of his mind and focusing on Travis instead, on the look in his eyes: resolute and confident and half feral, so fucking fired up it makes Nolan feel like he could run through a fucking wall or something.

He feels like a lunatic jogging across the parking area and back while Travis films with the Go Pro, the little crowd of other motel guests standing off to the side, probably wondering if the two of them are high or what. But the playback on the video looks as bright as if they were filming at dusk, the undulating waves of light in the sky coming through in living color, the dark shadow of Nolan’s body standing out against the dusty grey gravel of the parking lot in perfect relief, his movements clear and obvious.

“Now imagine if the gravel was ice,” Travis says, and Nolan groans; he fucking knows when he’s beaten.

It doesn’t take long at all; they’ve done this enough by now they can gear up quick. And the walk down to the lake is flat and easy, just like Nolan remembered. He sits on the dock, puts on his skates by the light of the GoPro strapped around his head, then lowers himself down the ladder on the side, holding on tight to the metal rails while he gingerly puts his full weight on the ice, bouncing just a little, then a little more, testing.

But there’s no creaking or cracking, the surface feels solid under him; Travis passes him the ice screw and he pulls up a full eight inches from right there next to the dock, then slowly walks out a few feet and does it again. He walks out another 6 feet or so and does it a third time, and everything’s still solid.

Which would be safe enough, if he was about to drill a hole and sit right here to fucking fish or something, but it doesn’t mean a whole lot once he starts skating away into areas he can’t really see and hasn’t scouted at all.

He’s not sure if this is the actually the stupidest thing he’s ever done, but it’s got to be close.

He takes a deep, steadying breath, reminds himself: he’s got all available safety precautions in place – his inflatable life belt strapped around his waist, his ice claws strung through the arms of his parka like his mom used to do with his mittens when he was a kid. And of course, Travis, standing by to film, but also to sound the alarm immediately if the worst were to happen.

And the sky is still exploding with color, reflecting off the ice in a psychedelic rainbow of light, and he’s made it this far on bravado and pure adrenaline. Might as well bite the bullet, roll the dice and see what happens.

“Okay, fuck it,” he calls, and switches on the camera on the GoPro, heart pounding, “I’m going!”

“Fucking right!” Travis yells from the dock, then hoots and hollers as Nolan shoves off, and glides out into the unknown.

By the time he makes it out as far as he dares, takes a few careful spins around and circles back, Travis is off the deck and down on the ice, flashlight trained on Nolan’s skate marks, following his trail and coming right for him.

Travis barrels into him, wraps him up so they go spinning together, laughing and then kissing, holding onto each other under the neon sky.

“Fucking insane,” Travis breathes into his mouth, his eyes all wide and shiny, voice full of awe, or maybe just joy. “Jesus Christ, I can’t even believe this is real.”

Nolan wouldn’t believe it, probably, if he hadn’t seen it for himself, hadn’t felt it for himself, but as things stand – .

“Believe it, bud,” he says, grabbing for Travis’s hand, doing his best to lace their fat, gloved fingers together. “You asked for it, you got it, eh?”

He shoves off again, Travis’s hand still clasped tight in his; this time, everywhere he goes, Travis is right there with him.

 

-

 

Back in their room, sky high on the kind of rush you can only get from knowing you just tempted fate and got off scott free, they strip out of their cold, sweaty clothes and fall into the bed in a tangled heap, laughing at nothing, still flooded with adrenaline.

“Don’t think I’m up for another round, after this afternoon,” Travis pants into his mouth, and it’s like a record scratch; Nolan stops in his tracks. He’s already hard, so fucking turned on he could hammer nails, Travis on top of him all naked and seemingly enthusiastic, but –.

“Not like – I don’t mean like my dick isn’t up for it,” Travis hurries to clarify as soon as he sees the look on Nolan’s face. “just like, my ass isn’t up for it.”

Nolan laughs, can’t help it; he’s always hated the way his real laugh sounds, too high-pitched and giggly, too much like a girl. Usually, he tries his best to keep it on lock, not to let it escape without a fight, but right now it’s a lost cause, his ability to regulate himself or his emotional responses all fucked up by the endorphins and the dopamine running riot in his blood. He’s still fucking flying, like his brakes have been cut.

“I’m serious!” Travis laughs right back, sounding just as unhinged as Nolan feels, “I keep thinking I gotta take a break but then I see that dick and I cave every time.” He shoves at Nolan like he’s mad about it, but he’s still snickering, helpless and giddy. “Not tonight, though,” he wheezes, “this time I mean it.”

“What if my ass was up for it,” Nolan asks, still trailing off into involuntary giggles, “how’s your dick feel about that?” And Jesus, apparently the feel-good chemicals are also fucking with his ability to regulate his speech.

Not like he hasn’t been thinking it – like a lot, like so much – but he wasn’t planning on just saying it, right out loud, just like that.

Travis lets out a long groan, huffs against Nolan’s neck, disbelieving.

“Dude, don’t tease me,” he growls into Nolan’s ear, “it’s not nice.”

“I’m not,” Nolan half-pants, half-chuckles, shivering and squirming when Travis’s teeth scrape over the shell of his ear, hot breath tickling, “I’m not. I’m so for real right now.”

Travis groans again, low and pained like he’s dying.

“You’d really,” he says, “like, you’re sure?”

He raises his head up, looks Nolan in the eye. Suddenly the air feels all thick around them, all the giggling subdued just like that; Nolan feels like he can’t catch his breath as he nods, eyes wide.

“You know this isn’t like, an eye for an eye. It’s not like, I let you fuck me so now you have to return the favor. That’s not – I mean, that’s not what this is, right?”

Nolan can’t help the way his eyes roll a little, like of course that’s not it.

“That’s not what this is,” he promises, voice a little hoarse, throat feeling all dry and scratchy all of a sudden. “I just want –.”

He can’t get any farther than that, not sure how to say what it is he wants, but luckily it doesn’t seem necessary. Travis just nods down at him like he gets it, crooked grin spreading wide and knowing across his face, and his hands find Nolan’s wrists, pin them back to the bed on either side of his head while Travis seals their mouths together, slow and hot and filthy.

“I’m gonna make it so good for you,” he swears, when he finally drags his mouth away for air, “you’re gonna be so glad you tried it.”

“Setting the bar pretty high there, bud,” Nolan does his best deadpan, under the circumstances. “Sure hope you can deliver.”

“Baby,” Travis says, voice full of ground glass, that smirk back on his mouth and so fucking cocky about it, “just watch me.”
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They make out a little more, before Travis pauses to grab the lube off the bedside table, slides down to the end of the bed; he gets his mouth on Nolan’s dick and a wet finger up his ass, all in one fell swoop.

He keeps the suction light and inconsistent, doesn’t ever let Nolan get too close to the edge while he’s working up to two fingers. He presses them in deep, twisting so his thick knuckles tug at Nolan’s rim until he’s squirming, wondering how the fuck he’s gonna take a whole dick when just Travis’s fingers make him feel insane, achy and raw and hollowed out, almost too sensitive to touch. Travis sucks on his balls while he works a third in alongside the others, presses the pads of his fingers down against his prostate, and Nolan’s heard about it before, of course, knows that’s kind of the main point of all this, but it’s till unexpected, somehow, still like nothing he’s ever felt before.

“Oh fuck,” he grunts, knees jerking, whole body shuddering. He wants to ask for more, but he’s not sure he could take it if he got it.

“Right?” Travis grins up at him knowingly from between his legs, lets up on the pressure, but leaves his fingers stuffed into Nolan’s ass while he explains his options:

“Hands and knees, they say that’s easiest, like for your first try, I guess? Low stress position, good range of motion so you have some control – so I hear. Honestly, can’t really say, I’ve never done it that way.” He shrugs, matter-of-fact. “I like to see the guy’s face, y’know?

“Or, you can be on top, kind of puts you in charge of things; you control the speed, the depth, go at your own pace. If you ask me, I feel like it’s kinda hard to like. Relax the parts that need to be relaxed,” he raises his eyebrows, waves his hand in the air like you get it, “while you’re also like, holding yourself up using a lot of the same muscles. I end up too focused on all that, kinda takes me out of the moment.” He grins, shrugs again. “But I’m not a professional athlete, so. Might be no problem, for you.

“Or, of course you got your standard missionary, which I would argue is a classic for a reason. You get full body contact, you get kissing, you get to just lie back and go along for the fuckin’ ride. But, you don’t have a lot of control, so. Kinda putting yourself in your partner’s hands, on that one.” He looks a little bashful about it, a hint of blush showing under his winter-tan skin.

“Up to you, bud. You make the call.”

Nolan doesn’t really have to think that hard in the end – which is good, since thinking is basically impossible at the moment.

It’s an easy choice, given the options.

“Just – this. Like this, this is good,” he pants, and Travis grins up at him, eyes all soft.

“Smart man,” he says, and mouths at Nolan’s inner thigh, sucks a row of stinging kisses there while he carefully slides his fingers out, one by one.

He kneels up between Nolan’s legs and reaches over him for the condoms, hard cock bobbing against Nolan’s hip. Nolan just lies there, tries to keep his breathing steady, tries not to freak out too much as he watches Travis roll the condom down over what suddenly seems like an absurdly giant erection.

Like, he’d swear it wasn’t that big before. He feels clammy all over, in the blink of an eye.

Travis takes one look at him and leans down over him, kisses him and sweet and slow.

“We’re gonna ease into things,” he says, “just see how you like it, right? And if you don’t – then you gotta tell me that.” He pulls his face back, arches a stern-looking eyebrow down at Nolan.

“I mean it,” he insists. “It’s supposed to feel good – if you’re not having a good time, we call it. There’s no pushing through it or whatever other macho bullshit. Got it?”

“Yep,” Nolan says weakly, and closes his eyes a wave of shivery, queasy anxiety rolls through him, all that bravado and reckless abandon he’d felt earlier suddenly deserting him.

“Just try to relax,” Travis’s voice sound soft, farther away than just a minute ago, “and breathe. Let me worry about the rest of it.”

Nolan keeps his eyes closed, and does his best.

And he does have to push through it, a little: through the uncertainty of the initial burn, the unfamiliar pressure and the all-too-familiar feeling that maybe, once again, his body – his belligerent, contrary, uncooperative, un-fucking-reliable body – just isn’t going to do what it’s supposed to, that maybe it will just refuse to stretch and give and open, to yield the way it needs to so Nolan can just relax and fucking enjoy himself, for once. He has to grit his teeth, has to breathe through his nose, has to swallow down the panicky fear that he can’t take much more, can’t take any more, can’t do this…but then it’s done.

Then it’s done, and Travis is all the way inside of him, laid out over him, arms around him. He’s groaning against Nolan’s chest about how good he feels, hips just barely hitching, tiny little aborted movements that send sudden pinpricks of pleasure sliding up and down Nolan’s spine, that make his flagging erection, which almost gave up the ghost during the entry phase, suddenly come back to life with a vengeance, throbbing and flexing against the pressure of Travis’s body on top of him.

“You good?” Travis asks, and all Nolan can do is nod, make a pathetic little huffing noise that tapers off into a groan when Travis moves again. His eyes are still closed, but he can hear Travis laugh, feel the gust of his breath, the stretch of his lips when he smiles against Nolan’s ribs. “Yeah, you’re so good,” he confirms, then he moves again, and again, and Nolan couldn’t really say exactly what happens after that.
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“What about this,” Nolan says over breakfast, laptop open in front of him to 48 different tabs about things they could maybe do next. The Yukon is a whole new world of unexplored possibilities.

He spins it around, so Travis can see the screen.

“Dude,” Travis says, eyes wide, grabbing for the screen to pull it closer to him across the table. “Shut up,” he says, after he reads a little, “would you seriously do this?”

“Well, I mean. We didn’t get to snowboard like you wanted, but.”

“No way,” Travis waves a hand, gives his head a shake, “are you kidding? The stuff we’ve been doing is way better. And anyway, like. I mean – I do want to snowboard, for sure, but y’know. I kinda mentioned that like, as an out, I guess? If I needed one, I mean. Like, a whole week with a stranger – could have been awkward if things went bad. Might’ve needed an excuse to get away.”

“Oh, now the truth comes out,” Nolan grins, kicks at Travis’s shin under the table. “You thought I was gonna be boring and lame.”

“You said it, not me,” Travis says smugly, eyes still scanning the laptop screen. Nolan kicks him again, for good measure, but he still drives them way out to the middle of nowhere the next morning, to go fucking dog sledding.

The place is on a nice lake, and it’s cool to learn how to run the sled, how to actually mush. Everyone gets to drive their own, with their own little team of four dogs each. The dogs are loud as hell, but it’s cute how excited they get when they start getting hooked up to the sleds, knowing it’s almost time to get going.

“Almost as excited as you, bud,” Nolan gives a little facewash to Travis, who’s practically vibrating next to him, waiting for his turn to load up.

“Don’t be a hater,” Travis says without even looking over, “you know this is dope as shit.”

And actually, it pretty much is. It’s also hard as hell, hopping in and out of the sled every time there’s a hill, running along side to give the dogs a break. By the time they finish Nolan’s completely wiped out, has to drag Travis away from the yurt where they’re serving cocoa and coffee and tea, force him say goodbye to all the new buddies he made in their tour group, none of whose names Nolan can even pretend to remember – if he ever learned them in the first place. He stands there silently while Travis exchanges social media info with his new best friends from Germany and Argentina and fucking Iowa, forces them to take Nolan’s TikTok too and hypes up his content, tells them all about the northern lights video and how they have to check it out, says he makes great stuff, give him a follow!

It’s a short drive back to Whitehorse, where they have a hotel room for a few nights, a real one with room service and everything, and Nolan is absolutely feeling a long hot shower and dinner brought to his door on a tray, hanging out in the room and editing his videos from the day. But Travis is still all amped up, insisting they should go out since they’re in an actual city for once, and in the end Nolan just doesn’t have it in him to fucking rain on Travis’s parade. So he showers up quick, gets dressed, and rallies.

They find a spot just a few blocks away with burgers and fries served on newspaper-lined trays and a drink menu as long as Nolan’s arm, pin ball and pool tables in the back and hockey on every screen, and settle in for the night. Nolan nurses a couple of beers and watches Travis throw back four, then five cocktails, eyes getting glassier by the minute, his laugh coming out all loose and low and easy.

He talks Nolan into a game of pool, and Nolan knows before they even start that he’s in trouble, that this is gonna be another one of those things that Travis is probably sneaky-good at, just like cards, and Nolan’s never been any good at pool even on his best days. But it’s fun, drinking and hanging out and blowing off a little steam, fun to watch Travis sink shot after shot, hands steady as a rock even as he gets visibly less steady on his feet as the night goes on. He keeps giving Nolan these flirty little looks, bent over the table looking up from under his lashes, fondling his fucking pool cue like they’re not right out in public, and it’s hard not to feel glad he let Travis’s enthusiasm lure him out of the hotel, drag him out among the living.

Then, without warning, it all goes to shit.

Nolan’s at the bar for all of three minutes, comes back to the pool table with a fresh round only to find Travis red-faced and getting loud, nose to nose with some dude.

Well, nose to chin really.

Nolan doesn’t even have time to think, just to react, because by the time his brain processes what he’s seeing, Travis is already shoving the guy, and the guy is shoving back, and then they’re scuffling and swinging and all Nolan can do is slam the drinks down on the nearest flat surface and try to get an arm around Travis’s middle, try to get him out of harm’s way.

Two bartenders come running, helping to pull them apart; the other guy is yelling that Travis hit him with a pool cue and insisting he be tossed out. Travis is yelling that it was an accident, that he didn’t even know the guy was standing there, that he barely grazed him. He’s still spitting that he wasn’t tryin’ to start anything but he’ll finish it outside if he needs to, while Nolan is apologizing to the bar staff and dragging Travis away, squirming and fighting every step of the way.

The whole place has gone quiet as a tomb, everyone’s stopping and staring, and Nolan’s just trying to get them the fuck out of there as fast as he can.

They get to the front doors, and Nolan wedges his boot against the door to hold it wide open, gives Travis a little shove to get him through it, just trying to get them out; Travis stumbles forward, staggers, then rights himself and wheels around, comes up swinging.

Nolan dodges him easily – it’s a glancing blow off his shoulder, barely even makes contact – sidesteps him and gets around him, gets Travis wrapped up from behind, arms pinned to his side while he curses and snarls and squirms. Nolan just holds on tight, puts his mouth right at Travis’s ear and whispers whatever soothing nonsense spills out, all hey, hey, you’re fine and c’mon, it’s just me, bud, and just fucking relax, Trav, Jesus.

It all happens so fucking fast, it’s just a blur in Nolan’s mind. From leaving the bar with their drinks to standing on the sidewalk, Travis pinned against him huffing and panting and finally, slowly going still, it was probably two minutes tops.

When the fight finally seems to go out of him, when he finally seems calm enough that Nolan thinks it’s safe to let him go, he unlocks his arms and Travis immediately shoves them away, storms off down the sidewalk without a word, without looking back.

Nolan sighs under his breath and starts after him, making sure to keep him in sight, but giving him some space, staying a steady half-block behind him as they wind their way back toward the hotel.

But he stomps on past the front doors, when they reach the hotel, keeps right on walking, so Nolan does too, stays 20 meters back and just keeps following along.

They make it another few blocks before Travis suddenly stops and turns on him.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“Me?” Nolan snorts. “What the fuck are you doing, dude?”

“I’m just – trying to walk it off,” he huffs, arms flailing, “clear my head or whatever. I don’t need a fucking baby-sitter.”

Nolan rolls his eyes – purposefully ostentatious – and gives him his most incredulous look.

“Uh, sorry, but it seems like maybe you do! And I’m not just heading up to the fucking room while you wander around drunk off your ass in the freezing cold in a strange city, and get yourself killed or some shit. So you do what you gotta do, chief, but I’m gonna be 10 paces behind you. You can get the fuck over it.”

Travis just stares at him, indignant. His eyes narrow and his mouth opens, jaw working like he’s gearing up to say something, but instead he just snaps his mouth closed, turns on his heel, and keeps walking.

And walking, and walking, and walking.

They’re just circling the downtown core, and Nolan’s not sure what kind of dumbass battle of wills this is supposed to be, but he does know one thing for sure: if Travis thinks he’s going out-spite, or out-petty, or out-stubborn Nolan Patrick, he’s got another fucking thing coming. Nolan could do this all night, all day, all fucking week. If there’s one thing he’s a master of, it’s mind over matter, it’s playing through the fucking pain. Keeping your head down, gritting your teeth and forcing yourself to just keep going no matter how bad it gets – that’s kind of Nolan’s specialty. So Nolan just tucks his chin down into his collar, stuffs his hands deeper into his pockets, and keeps trudging along; Travis has no fucking idea what he’s up against.

Eventually the streets get emptier, the bars start closing. Travis’s pace slows. Nolan can almost feel him arguing with himself as they approach the hotel again; he breathes a sigh of relief to himself, when Travis stops this time and turns to pull open the lobby door.

He keeps his back turned, but holds the door out behind him, waiting wordlessly for Nolan to get there after him.

They ride the elevator in silence; Travis walks ahead down the hall, gets the door open.

“Taking a shower,” he grunts without looking back, and closes the bathroom door behind him with a loud, hollow clunk.

Nolan undresses slowly, gargles some mouthwash and spits into the trashcan in the corner, and crawls under the covers on the far side of the bed, his back to the bathroom door.

He leaves the lamp burning on the other side of the bed, for Travis.

 

-

 

In the morning he rolls out, showers and dresses and heads down to the continental breakfast spread in the hotel’s dining room; Travis doesn’t even stir.

He makes himself a coffee and a plate of lukewarm buffet sausages and powdered eggs, sits down and scrolls his social media, then through his pictures from yesterday. He looks for a while at the one of the two of them, taken by Travis’s Argentine friend. They’re at the crest of the highest spot on the trail, where they stopped for a break and to take in the views, him and Travis both crouching in the snow between their teams of dogs, arms around each other’s shoulders, grinning big and wide with the snowy mountains behind them and Fish Lake visible down at the bottom of the slope.

There are a couple of selfies of the two of them at the bar last night, from early on in the evening, and one Nolan took of Travis from across the table, when he’d pulled his toque off and his hair went all staticky and crazy-looking.

It’s easy to see what a good day it was – until it wasn’t.

He refills his coffee, toasts up a couple of English muffins and makes them into sausage sandwiches, wraps them in napkins for the road; he waffles for a minute before he makes a second coffee, dumps in a bunch of those vanilla-flavored creamers that Travis seems to like, and heads back up.

The room is still dark, Travis still snoring loud enough to wake the dead. And it’s Wednesday, a quarter to ten, and Nolan wonders if Travis forgot about the time change, that since the switch to daylight savings last week they’re now three hours behind Ontario time. His appointment starts in fifteen minutes.

Nolan puts the coffee on the side table next to Travis’s head, puts one of the sandwiches there too. Then he wraps a hand around Travis’s calf, gives him a shake.

“Hey.”

Travis sits up with a start, the way he always does – he goes from dead asleep to wide awake in the blink of an eye, while Nolan takes forever snoozing and huddling under the covers, bargaining with himself about getting up.

“What?” Travis gives his head a little shake, looks around like he’s trying to get his bearings.

He’s got a bruise on his cheek, scuff marks on the knuckles of his right hand. Nolan wonders what the other guy looks like.

“You forget about your call? It’s Wednesday, y’know.”

“Shit.” Travis throws back the comforter, puts his feet on the ground, his face in his hands. “Right.”

“I’ll head out,” Nolan jerks a thumb at the door, “give you the room. I brought you some coffee, there. Food if you want it.” He figures he can head back down to the dining room, work on editing the footage from yesterday. He barely even got a chance to look at it, last night.

“No, you stay.” Travis shakes his head again. He still hasn’t looked Nolan in the face, but he does grab for his coffee as he stands up. “I’ll just take it downstairs. Could probably use some fresh air, eh?”

He takes a slug of the coffee, then he’s pulling on jeans, t-shirt, flannel, socks, all as fast as he can, back turned to Nolan. He shoves his feet into his boots, doesn’t bother tying them. Slings his coat over his arm and pulls on his toque, slides his phone and his keycard, his wallet into his pockets.

“I’ll be back.” He says, picks up his coffee again. “Thanks for this.”

He holds it up in Nolan’s direction with a quick nod. Their eyes barely meet, and he’s already turning away, reaching for the door.

Nolan settles in cross-legged on the bed, drinks his coffee and watches his video, eats his breakfast sandwich. He can’t decide what to do with the footage – does he actually want to post something to his TikTok that’s not really, like, on brand? Or does he even give a shit? Does he just put something short together to post to his private insta, share with his friends and family, or will that just invite too many questions? Does he just keep it to himself, just show it to Travis and no one else?

He guesses he can ask Travis about it, whenever he gets over himself and decides he’s ready to talk again.

Until then, Nolan just puts the laptop away and snuggles back down under the covers, turns on the television. It’s supposed to be a planning day, figuring out what they want to try and do tomorrow, but he needs Travis for that, too.

Or, like – .

Maybe not needs.

But he wants Travis to be in on that, too, so like. He just watches the local weather report, and waits.

 

-

 

When Travis comes back into the room, he drops his coat and hat on the dresser, stops right there, and gives Nolan a nod.

“Ready to do this?”

Nolan’s not sure exactly what this is gonna be, but.

“Ready when you are, bud.”

Travis takes a deep breath, like he’s bracing himself, then blows it out slow. He’s still standing in the corner of the room closest to the entry hall, like he might change his mind and make a break for it.

“Okay, well. I’m really sorry about last night.”

“I know.” Nolan nods, hopes it comes across as encouraging or whatever. “Do you feel better after talking to your guy?”

He doesn’t know why he won’t just say the word therapist; it’s not like Travis doesn’t know that’s what he is, not like Travis is the one who’s uncomfortable with the concept.

“I dunno,” Travis shrugs, shakes his head. He keeps his eyes focused on the window, even though the curtains are pulled tight, even though there’s nothing there to see. “Not like he told me anything I didn’t already know. Like, I’m not some hot-headed kid anymore, there’s really no excuse for me to act like that. I fucking know better. And like, I should already have apologized, should already have talked to you about it, but I think. I was too scared, y’know? Of what you might have to say, now that, like. You’ve seen the worst of it, or whatever.”

“The worst of what, exactly?” 

It’s a sincere question, but Travis just huffs, flaps his arms a little, exasperated.

“The worst of me?” His eyes finally find Nolan’s, and actually stick this time. “Now that you know I’m a fucking fraud, walking around acting like I’m all enlightened and shit, like I’ve got all the fucking answers. When I’m just another fuckin’ asshole who can’t keep his temper in check, can’t walk away from a fight, just like, a hair-trigger away from snapping and turning violent.”

“Okay,” Nolan holds up his hands like whoa, “I think violent is a little over the top.”

Travis’s eyebrows climb up his forehead, incredulous.

“I fought a random guy in a bar! I took a swing at you, dude.”

“Yeah, but not a very good one.” Nolan tries for a little joke, but Travis isn’t biting. So he backtracks, tries another approach.

“Look, I get what you’re saying, and I appreciate that you feel bad about it, but like. We’ve all gotten drunk and done some dumb shit. It’s not the end of the world, y’know?”

“See, the fact that you even say that just means, like. You don’t even understand how fucked up it is, because it’s fucking normal to you. Because you learned all the same shit I learned, boys will be boys and whatever, right? Can’t let someone disrespect you, gotta fucking fight back! But like, that’s so fucked up, man. It’s not just okay that I tried to punch you in the face. That’s not okay.”

“Hey, I didn’t say it was okay,” Nolan holds his hands up again, “I said it wasn’t the end of the world. Those are two different things. Not like I’ve never gotten into a little scuffle with some dude at a bar, or even with a buddy –”

“You should take this shit seriously!” Travis cuts him off, arms flapping again, frustration clear on his face. Then his shoulders slump, like his strings have been cut all at once. “You should have some concerns, dude. You should be asking yourself how close you really want to get to someone who’s, like – got real issues, y’know?”

“Okay, well, right back at you I guess,” Nolan huffs, feeling his own temper flaring. “Since we’re both so fucked up, and all.”

Travis deflates a little at that, gives him a look that says that’s not what I meant.

“I’m just saying. If you wanted to like – take a break, or whatever. From me. I’d understand.”

And Nolan obviously knows that Travis can be kind of intense about this stuff – deconstructing toxic masculinity, unlearning belief systems that are harmful to you or others, how when you know better you do better, how violence is never the answer. He understands why, gets all the ways Travis is right about how the kind of shit they’ve both been through has fucked them up, gets why it’s worth taking seriously, worth trying to undo.

But also, like. Maybe it’s the ingrained programming from all those years he spent in the thrall of the cult of hockey culture, but there’s a part of him that just feels like – come on.

“Dude, are you kidding me? Over that little dustup? That’s like your average afternoon practice in the NHL, bud. You blew off a little steam, no one got hurt, everyone was fine in the end, right? No harm, no foul.”

And he can see by the look on Travis’s face, he maybe still thinks that’s bullshit, knows that’s not quite the whole story, but his eyes are softer. His mouth twists to the side, the barest hint of an acknowledgement that Nolan might have a point.

“The thing about me is.” He stops there, heaves another big sigh. “I’ve always had a quick temper or whatever, was always kind of up and down, emotional, y’know? Never great at keeping things even keel, and obviously I’m still working on that. But there’s also like, this other thing.” He blows out a long breath, shakes his head.

“Where like, if things start going too well, or feeling too easy, I have this. Dread, I guess. Like something bad has to be coming, like it’s waiting around the corner. Because nothing can go that good for me for that long. Obviously.”

“Obviously.” Nolan nods along, sympathetic. He definitely knows that feeling.

“So I start getting anxious, waiting on – whatever’s coming, y’know? And I can’t stand the waiting so I start, like, acting out. Daring the universe to fucking bring it on, get it over with already. Doing dangerous, reckless, stupid shit.

“Like getting into bar fights. Or skating on mystery ice in the dead of night.”

He chews the inside of his lip, looking contrite.

“I know you never would have gone out on that lake, if I didn’t talk you into it. Push you into it, practically. And I just keep thinking. I mean – rolling the dice with my own stupid ass is one thing, but if something had happened to you – .”

His voice cracks a little, and he stops there. He’s still standing in the corner of the room, Nolan’s still propped up against the headboard ten feet away. He doesn’t know what to say to make Travis feel better, to get him to stop beating himself up about this and let it go. But what he does know, thanks to Travis, is how to say what he feels.

So he figures he’ll start with that, see how it goes.

“First of all, I’m responsible for me. I decide what I’m gonna do and what I’m not, that’s not on you. And yeah, that was probably a really fucking stupid thing, going skating the other night, but it was also one of the coolest fucking things I’ve ever done, so whatever. It feels like a W, all things considered.

“And so what if you don’t get everything right every time, if you’re still working on it. Honestly that’s a lot more relatable than if you really did have all the answers. I mean, how fucking annoying would that be?”

Travis rolls his eyes, but the side of his mouth turns up, the tiniest hint of a smile as Nolan goes on.

“It’s like, everybody fucks up sometimes, right? If you start trying to fight me every day then that’s a different story, but just because you had a few too many and got a little out of pocket one time? I gotta tell you, I’m not too worried about it. I think we’re doing pretty good, all things considered, y’know?”

Travis stands there for another beat, still silent. Nolan gives him another few seconds, before his impatience gets the better of him and he yanks back the blankets on Travis’s side of the bed, gives him a pointed look.

“Come on.” He jerks his head, beckoning. “Get in here.”

Travis still hesitates, still looks all worried, undecided.

“Come on,” Nolan insists, “I’ll let you make it up to me.”

“Big of you,” Travis snorts, but he’s toeing off his boots, unbuckling his belt. “I’ll do my best.”

 

-

 

Nolan wakes up in the passenger seat, curled on his side with his back to the door.

Not for the first time in the last two days, what woke him was Travis singing along with the song that’s playing while he’s driving, off-key and too-loud. At least this time it’s his new playlist he made just for this stretch of the trip: Nolan’s Country Faves

And while Nolan would not admit even under penalty of death that he has any country faves, he does appreciate the slightly more folky, less redneck style of most of the artists Travis has put on the list, for the express purposes of not making Nolan want to jump out of a moving vehicle every time Travis gets the aux.

You were grinnin’ like a vandal after swiggin’ on a handle of Titoooooooo’s, he screeches gleefully, fingers drumming against the steering wheel, clearly unconcerned that Nolan’s supposed to be sleeping. Lord, I didn’t plan this I’m just goin’ as far as the wind blows.

Nolan rolls his eyes behind his sunglasses, has to fight to keep his smile from showing just in case Travis looks over and catches him.

After two weeks of fucking around in the Yukon, forging further and further north as they went, it’s day two of their long drive back south, early evening, and they’re headed due west after stopping in Hazelton for gas and dinner. The sun is bright and hot, shining in through the front windshield. They’re only a few hours from the Pacific, and tomorrow is the first day of April. The ice down here is already rotten, melting fast and way too soft to skate on.

Nolan’s got about 50 unanswered texts from his sisters in the siblings chat, mostly talking back and forth to themselves, pondering whether or not Nolan’s running away to become an Alaska Bush Person, if he’s training for the Iditarod now. If they’ll ever see him again, or if updates to his secret TikTok account and photos of snowy landscapes, video clips of mushing huskies getting dropped into the chat with no explanation will be the only proof of life they get from now on. And most pressingly – who the hell is shooting all this outside POV footage for his videos, and seriously, what the fuck is going on?

He’s got Travis beside him in the driver’s seat, shades on and smiling, singing like a deranged banshee.

He’s got a hotel room for tonight in Prince Rupert, and a solid plan for the next week and a half.

Beyond that, there’s nothing, just the blank canvas of the rest of his life, stretching out forever, endless and overwhelming.

And Nolan’s not stupid, he knows they’re coming to the end of the line, to the end of – whatever this is, or at least what it’s been. He’s been gone from home for three whole months, and Travis has been here for six weeks of that. Nolan doesn’t know exactly when things ramp back up at the farm, but he’s got to assume it’s sooner rather than later, knows Travis can’t just keep this going indefinitely even if Nolan wanted to.

As he’s been so fond of reminding Nolan lately, he does have an actual job. His dad’s only been planting on half their land in recent years, renting out the rest because it’s too big a job for one person and with Travis and his brother both moved out, that was all he could handle. But since Travis has been back at home, they’ve been doing it all themselves; he can’t just not show up when his dad is counting on him, when that’s his source of income for the year.

And Nolan can only put off his parents, his sisters for so long before they stop letting him just get away with it, before they stop making pointed jokes and comments and start actually demanding answers.

The hockey season’s ending, his buddies will all be coming home. Another summer is on the horizon, his favorite time of year in Winnipeg.

So he’s not sure why the idea of it, of going back to his home, his family, his real life just feels so stifling, like a huge dead end. Just the idea of turning the truck around and driving back east, of having to say goodbye to Travis and whatever this thing is that they’ve been doing, having to go back to his same old condo and his same old friends, slot right back into his same old life with all the same old unanswered questions still hanging over him – it just fills him with fucking dread.

He watches from behind his sunglasses while Travis sings, and Nolan’s chest squeezes, his stomach gives a queasy lurch.

They’re gonna have to talk about it, he knows – about where they go from here, about what comes next. And as good as they’ve gotten at planning their next steps together, there’s no GPS for this, no online forums to read or fellow travelers to consult.

They’re gonna have to talk, but not right now. For right now, Nolan just shoves it out of his head as best he can, turns over onto his other hip so Travis can’t see his face, stares out the window and keeps on pretending to be asleep.

 

-

 

“Jesus fuck,” Nolan slings his arm across the back of Travis’s seat, cranes his head over his shoulder to try and see where he’s going, “are they fucking kidding with this?”

“You know you’ve got a back up camera,” Travis is smirking, tapping on the screen. “Right here.”

“You’re not helping,” Nolan growls.

The rear camera is in the shadow of the upper decks of the ferry, and the front of the truck is still in the sun, and the difference in light is disorienting. Especially when he doesn’t know what the hell he’s backing up into and he can’t see shit, and also why does he have to back onto a fucking ferry? It’s fucking insane.

He’s glad at least he’s not one of the poor fuckers trying to back a giant RV down the ramp and into one of the narrow parking lanes in the ferry’s hold – what a fucking nightmare.

“At least we’re not in a fucking fifth-wheel,” Travis pipes up, right on cue.

“At fucking least,” Nolan agrees, backing slowly, slowly, slowly along until the light equalizes and he can finally see what the fuck he’s doing.

When they finally make it upstairs, they grab some coffee and breakfast sandwiches from the snack bar and head out to one of the decks, watch the line of cars down below still creeping slowly along, poor bastards still backing in, one at a time. They hang out up there until the boat starts to move, watch the shore slowly recede as they move further and further out into the strait. The winds pick up, blow in a misty fog that blocks out the sun and drops the temperature almost instantly.

“I’m going for more coffee,” Travis stands up from the bench they’ve been hanging out on, watching the waves roll by, “or no way am I making it through seven more hours of this. You want?” He points at Nolan’s cup, but Nolan just waves him off.

“I’m good.”

They had to get up at like five this morning to check out of the motel room they only occupied for like eight hours total, to get showered and packed and the truck gassed up, then go sit in line for the ferry. Nolan should be exhausted, after two straight days of driving and the early start today, but he feels fine, happy with just his shitty little cup of brewed black coffee and the sting of the sea spray on the wind to keep him alert and awake.

Travis shows back up with his fresh coffee and a suspicious smirk on his face, kicks at Nolan’s boot.

“Hey, did you know they’ve got cabins on this thing?”

Nolan just raises an eyebrow, a silent question, and Travis’s grin gets wider. He pulls a keycard out of his pocket, dangles it in front of Nolan’s face.

“They got real beds. Locking doors. The whole nine.” He shrugs, all innocent. “Unless you’d rather spend your time sitting out here alone.”

“Well,” Nolan stands up, tosses the dregs of his coffee into the bin at the end of his bench. “I’ve never had sex on a boat before, so.”

And Nolan thought they were fucking around a lot, before. But for the last week and a half, since the night skate and the bar fight, since the talk – and the make-up sex – that came after the bar fight, it’s like things have ratcheted up another notch, like the focus of their whole trip has shifted from finding cool places to film or finding fun things to do on the in-between days, to finding new and different ways to fuck in new and different places.

As often as humanly possible.

He’s not sure if it’s just the natural progression of things, like – they’ve seen each other at their worst, now, like all their cards are really on the table, like things are getting more intense because they’re getting more real.

Or maybe it’s the opposite, like, the closer they get to the inevitable end of this run they’ve been on, the more desperate they’re both getting, trying to squeeze every last drop out of it because they know it can’t last much longer.

But he’s sure not gonna worry about it now, flat on his back in one of the narrow twin bunks in their little cabin, Travis’s tongue in his ass and Travis’s fist around his dick.

Their supplies are all down in the truck, so they’re making do. Neither one of them was sure if they’re even allowed into the cargo hold during transit, and they were already too naked and too turned on by the time it occurred to them, anyway.

When Nolan comes, Travis just swipes the mess up onto his fingers, shoves them into Nolan and lubes him up with his own jizz, then spits in his other hand to slick up his dick. He works himself in slow while Nolan’s still all over-sensitive from his orgasm, whining and squirming with the ache of it, with the delicious, heavy push of Travis’s cock inside him.

“I can pull out when I’m close,” Travis pants eventually, his mouth smashed against Nolan’s throat, Nolan bent almost in half under him, “if you don’t want me to come in you.”

“No, stay.” Nolan’s got his head thrown back, eyes closed, fingers twisted up in Travis’s hair, having the same thought he’s had on every single occasion that Travis’s dick has been in his ass to date, which is: he can’t fucking believe he waited until he was twenty-fucking-five years old to try this.

He also can’t think of a single fucking reason he’d want Travis to pull out, honestly. Not to mention, “it’ll make it easier to get it in again, later.”

“Fuck off,” Travis grunts, “Jesus Christ,” then he shudders and twitches and it’s all a moot point anyway.

 

-

 

They roll off the ferry onto Graham Island at half past six, with a two-hour drive still ahead of them to get to their campgrounds on the north shore of the Provincial Park.

It’s still misty and gray, foggy glimpses of the sea barely visible between the towering trees as they drive.

It’s fully dark by the time they pull into their campsite at Agate Beach; they have to wait for the first light of morning to see how close they really are to the lapping waves, how all they have to do is crack a window to hear the surf, smell the sea. How there’s only a few meters worth of their sandy gravel camping pad before you get to the line where the driftwood is piled up, washed smooth and white, left there by decades, maybe centuries of high tides.

They pick their way over the driftwood and down onto the flat of the pebbled beach with their coffee, sit down shoulder to shoulder and just soak it in.

The beach is dotted with a few other campers – a man and a woman with a retriever, chasing a stick in the surf, a grey-haired couple walking at a brisk clip, purposeful, like they’re getting their steps in – but it’s early enough in the season that the place is pretty sparsely populated, most of the drive-in campsites still unoccupied. Come July and August, there’s no way they could’ve gotten a spot here on a week’s notice, not in a million years.

The grounds have dry toilets, a potable water tap, but that’s it. It’s far from the roughest place Nolan’s stayed since he’s been on the road, but it does mean they’re back to eating cup noodles and beef jerky, back to Travis calling him bougie for his almond butter and jam sandwiches, back to Nolan talking shit about how Travis always wants to fish but won’t eat what he catches, how he’ll clean and gut it, carve it up and skewer it, then hand it off for Nolan to cook while Travis roasts himself a hot dog instead.

They only film once, on a hike around Pure Lake, where in a dark little inlet, mostly shaded from direct sunlight, they find a hidden patch of candle ice right along the rocky bank. It tinkles and clinks when Nolan bends down and runs his hand through it, breaking the vertical crystals apart with his fingers.

“Ooh, shit,” Travis shivers visibly, gives his head a shake just like he does when he’s got his air pods in, listening to Nolan’s skates on the ice. “Do that again.”

“Tingles?” Nolan grins up at him, runs his fingers through the ice some more. He’s learned to identify the sounds that do it, even if they don’t do it for him.

“Fuck yeah,” Travis closes his eyes, blissed out little smile out the corner of his mouth as the ice breaks melodically between Nolan’s fingers. “We gotta record that, for sure.”

They rent kayaks, paddle the Masset Inlet and the Skidegate Strait, see otters and dolphins and even whales, way off in the distance. Everywhere they go, Travis talks to fellow hikers and paddlers and anglers, always looking for the local low down, the kind of insider info he swears you can’t get online. Nolan pretty much only interacts if there’s a dog involved.

They fuck in the truck at night, in the morning; in the little covered picnic structure at their campground, on secluded trails and empty beaches all over the island. On a warm, sunny day they stop to eat their lunch on a remote hike on the west side of the island, then wade naked into a freezing cold pond, laughing and daring each other. They make out until their blue lips won’t work anymore, until their chattering teeth make it impossible, then climb out and lie on the sun-warm rocks until they’re dry; they jerk each other off lying right there on the rocks, sun on their faces and all the rest of them, right out in the open. Then they get dressed, and finish their hike.

Travis replaces his one real thing prompt with best and worst things of the day. Every single day, Nolan reports that his worst part was getting out of bed in the morning, mostly because it’s true but partly because it makes Travis laugh and snort and shake his head every single time, all long-suffering and fond. And every single day he picks something they did or saw – the rapids they paddled or the ocean views from the top of their hike or the mama bear with her two cubs they saw crossing the meadow down below their trail – for his best part, and every day it’s a fucking lie.

The best thing about every single one of his days is the fact that Travis is there, too, and Nolan’s gotten so much better at saying how he really feels, but he just can’t imagine any way, in any world, that he could ever, ever say that.

 

-

 

On their last full day on the island, they go for a final paddle in the morning, then turn in their kayaks. They spend the afternoon on the beach at the campsite, stacking big, smooth stones from up and down the shoreline into a tower that reaches almost to the top of Travis’s head. They’ve seen similar structures all over the island, beside pretty much every pond or stream or seaside inlet, on every stretch of rocky shore or beach, but they agree theirs is the tallest they’ve seen, and thereby obviously the best.

They take a million pictures of it, even some video, then Travis insists that they kneel down in front of it, shoulder to shoulder, cheek to cheek for a selfie with the tower.

He snaps the pic, then turns to Nolan, free hand wrapping around his neck.

“Just one,” he says, “for the record,” and he pulls Nolan’s mouth down for a kiss, snaps a pic of that, too.

Nolan’s stomach lurches and swirls and swoops; he feels his face burning, and hopes all the sun and the wind from the last ten days makes his blush at least a tiny bit less obvious.

Travis just smiles at him, eyes soft, spreads a hand over Nolan’s jaw, runs his thumb careful and slow along his cheekbone. Then he hops up, holds out his hand to haul Nolan up to his feet, as well.

Nolan wishes it felt less like the end of something, but he feels it like a door slamming closed.

 

-

 

Nolan waits, keeps waiting, for Travis to say something, to bring up the fucking elephant in the room, but he doesn’t, and he doesn’t, and the waiting is getting harder all the time.

Tomorrow they catch the ferry back to Prince Rupert, their movements already plotted with a little dotted line across the blue expanse of the water on Nolan’s maps app, but what happens then, once they reach the mainland, is a mystery. The line ends there, at the ferry terminal.

It’s a 16-hour drive back to Calgary, assuming no bad weather in between. And according to google, farmers start planting in Ontario in late April and early May – Nolan’s checked. They could spend the night in Prince Rupert tomorrow, then break it up into two days of driving, have Travis on a plane back to Toronto by Sunday. He’d be home right on schedule, before April’s even halfway gone.

And Nolan may not know much, but he knows Travis, knows the fact that he hasn’t said anything, hasn’t brought it up yet is no fucking accident. He knows Travis is also waiting – obviously. Waiting for Nolan to acknowledge that they’re at the end of the line, here, to be the one to bite the bullet, the one to start a hard conversation. Waiting for Nolan to let Travis off the hook, to be the one to do the work, for once.

He knows it, but he can’t make himself do it, not over their cobbled-together dinner of the leftover dregs of the groceries they brought with them, not over the little fire they make on the beach to roast the last of the marshmallows and drink the last of the beer, not back in the dark of the truck, shades off and the backseat windows cracked so they can still hear the waves, when Travis turns to him just like every night, reaches for him to pull him close.

“Kinda quiet tonight,” he whispers, “more than usual, I mean. You feelin’ okay and everything?”

“Fine,” is all Nolan can manage, voice thick and chest tight, and Jesus, he’s so fucking pathetic.

After all Travis has done for him, the fact that he can’t do this one thing is just. It’s fucking embarrassing.

He steels himself, takes a deep breath.

“Just thinking,” he grits out, flat on his back on the mattress, eyes on the roof of the car so they don’t have to look at Travis, “we get in late enough tomorrow we probably just stay in Prince Rupert again, I guess? Then should only be a couple of days over to Calgary. Get you back to work by Monday, eh?”

“Sure.” Travis’s voice sounds steady, perfectly normal. “Makes sense.”

But the long, loaded silence that stretches out between them feels anything but normal, feels full of the millions of things Nolan would love to say, probably should say, if only he knew how.

“What about you,” Travis asks, eventually. “Where you headed, from there?”

“Back home I guess,” Nolan shrugs in the dark, eyes still on the ceiling. “No more ice, so. Nowhere else to go, right?”

And he doesn’t mean for it to come out like that – doesn’t mean for it to sound leading, like he’s fishing for an extension or something, trying to guilt Travis into dragging out this ride just a little longer – but he realizes as soon as it’s out of his mouth, that’s exactly how it sounded. He cringes in the dark, lies there stupid and silent and burning with shame.

“Well, maybe – ” Travis starts, but Nolan shakes his head, cuts him off.

“No,” he insists, “you don’t have to. I didn’t mean anything – not like that. You need to get home – I know that. I need to get home too, really. I’m just kind of dreading it, but that’s like. It’s not your problem.”

Travis raises himself up on one elbow, where Nolan can’t hide his face. He runs his hand up under Nolan’s t-shirt, tangles his fingers into his chest hair the way he always does, looks down at Nolan with hooded eyes.

“I do have to go back, like you said. My dad’s waiting for me, he’s counting on my help.”

“I know,” Nolan says, too sharp, too defensive, like this is really Travis’s fault or something – when really it’s just, like, the universe reminding Nolan that he doesn’t get to have what he wants, just like always. Nolan should really be more used to it, by now.

“So I wasn’t sure when to bring this up, didn’t want you to feel any pressure or like, maybe make it awkward if you had to turn me down then we were stuck on this fucking island for another week together. ‘s why I’ve been waiting, but.”

He bites his lip, his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. And Nolan’s not sure what Travis is about to say, but the way his heart is pounding against his ribs, the way the hair on his arms and at the back of his neck is suddenly standing at attention tells him it’s something important, something big.

Like maybe life-changing kind of big.

“I think you should come with me,” Travis says. “Back to Ontario, I mean.”

He chances a quick look at Nolan’s eyes, still chewing his lip nervously, fingers tugging and twisting mindlessly at the hair under Nolan’s t-shirt.

“What.” Is the best Nolan can manage, because like. “How?”

“Drive, obviously,” Travis says, like it’s just that easy.

“That’s a pretty long drive, bud,” Nolan says, knee-jerk, and it’s like his father’s voice is coming out of his mouth without his permission.

“Thanks, dad,” Travis snorts, right on cue as usual. “I’m aware of how long the drive is. You do know all we’ve been doing for like two months is driving, right? So big deal.”

“Don’t you need to get home, like. Soon?”

“At this point we won’t start planting until the first of May at the earliest, it’s been too wet back home for my dad to start getting the anhydrous down yet.”

“Sure,” Nolan nods blankly. “The anhydrous.”

“So we could swing through Winnipeg,” Travis ignores his obvious sarcasm, just keeps going. “Pick up whatever you need. You could see your family. We wouldn’t have to be in a rush.”

Nolan can’t even let himself think about Travis in Winnipeg, about the potential can of worms that would open, so he just skips over that part, moves on to the next one in the lengthy list of questions his brain is compiling at warp speed.

“What am I gonna do in Ontario?”

“Help on the farm.”

“I don’t know how to do – any of that.”

“So you’ll learn. I think you’d like it, actually. Being outside, watching your hard work turn into like, a living, growing thing. Making something that matters with your own hands, you know? Plus there’s cute cows.”

“Where would I…stay?” He asks, and Travis rolls his eyes.

“Down in the barn with the chickens,” he deadpans. “With me, dumbass, where do you think?”

And Nolan has seen the pictures and the videos of Travis’s apartment up in the attic of his parents’ barn, knows it’s just one big room with an eat-in kitchen and a couple of sofas, a washroom built out in the corner and a lofted bedroom even further up in the rafters.

His immediate thought is that’s close quarters for two people, which would maybe be a valid point if they hadn’t been living together in a literal car for the last two months.

He grasps for a different straw, instead.

“What about my condo?”

“Let your sister keep staying there. Rent it to her and her roommates. Or to someone else, I dunno. It’s a nice place, I’m sure it wouldn’t be that hard.”

Because Travis has seen the pictures of Nolan’s place, too.

“What about the dogs?”

“We’ll bring them, obviously.”

“What about Annie? They might not get along.”

“Annie loves everybody! She’ll be so fuckin’ hyped to have some little buddies; my parents’ dogs are too old and tired to keep up with her.”

“And what about,” Nolan pauses, tries to swallow down the lump in his throat. “What about your parents?” He makes himself say. “How are they gonna feel about, y’know. Everything.”

Travis nods down at him, eyes two shining, liquid pools in the dark, open and earnest.

“They know about you. I mean, a little. They know I met someone, out here – someone I wanted to stay and hang out with, get to know better. I told them – I mean, I said you might be with me, when I came back, and they’re. I mean, what are they gonna say? I’m twenty-seven fucking years old. And they do want me to be happy. They want me to have someone in my life, they don’t want me to be alone forever. They might not totally get it, or whatever, but like. Their hearts are in the right place, y’know? They’ll be fine, I promise. And if, like. I mean.

“Just because I share certain things with the people in my life, doesn’t mean you have to make the same choice, right? This isn’t new – for me, or for any of the people who know me. So I mean, you’d have to be okay with like, the fact that people around us are gonna know we’re together, but like. As far as what you tell your family, or your friends, I mean. That’s for you to decide, y’know? I can be a new buddy you met on the road who’s offering you a job for the summer, and you’re taking me up on it.

This doesn’t have to be all or nothing – not right now, not yet. It would just be us giving it a try, giving it some more time, seeing where things go, you know?”

And Nolan doesn’t know what to think, what to say. This is all coming at him so fast, it’s like he can’t process it, can’t make sense of it in real time. There’s something undeniable inside him, in his brain, in his heart, that wants to scream yes, to stop asking questions or worrying about the details, and have that be the end of it, decision made. But.

“I think I have to think about it,” is what he actually says, and Travs is quick to nod, quick to agree.

“For sure,” he says, “sleep on it. Sleep on it a couple of times, if you need to – it’s not. I mean. I don’t want to talk you into anything.”

He leans down, presses a sweet kiss against Nolan’s mouth.

“You should want it, on your own. You should be sure.”

His voice is so soft, eyelashes fluttering against Nolan’s cheek.

“What about you,” Nolan asks, and his voice sounds wobbly. It’s the same way his heart feels, skittering around in his chest. “You should be sure, too.”

“I’m the surest,” Travis says, and seals their mouths together again.

 

-

 

Nolan doesn’t really sleep, which has its advantages he guesses. It negates the need for waking up, for one. And they’re already all packed up, already in the clothes they’re traveling in tomorrow, already planning to head out before dawn. So when five a.m. rolls around Nolan gives up the ghost, climbs out the back door and into the driver’s seat, and just starts driving.

It’s dark and quiet in the cab of the truck, Travis still sleeping soundly in the back. They’re almost to the ferry lineup when Nolan hears him finally stir; he crawls between the seats, presses a kiss to Nolan’s temple on his way up.

“How’d you sleep?” He yawns, buckling his seat belt.

“Didn’t,” Nolan shrugs, and Travis just nods.

“I had a feeling,” he says; they don’t say anything else.

They get parked, head upstairs for coffee and breakfast, then out to the observation deck,; they watch the cars loading up, watch the porpoises swimming around down below.

“Do they eat bread, do you think?” Travis asks, and throws down a hunk of his bagel.

“I don’t think bread is really available in their natural habitat.”

“Natural habitat, huh,” Travis says, “didn’t know I was dealing with an expert.”

He gives Nolan that crooked, smirky little grin, eyes all lit up by the rising sun. Nolan just snorts and shakes his head.

And he thinks about all the things he’s wanted to do in his life, things he’s worked so hard and sacrificed so much for, only to have them taken away. He thinks about all the things he hasn’t wanted to do that he’s forced himself to do anyway, and for what? He thinks about the way that Travis is still the best part of every single day, and he wonders, what if that was a good enough reason?

What if Nolan just decided he wanted to do this, and then he just – did it?

He thinks about the fact that he could – he really could. Because he gets to choose, now; he gets to say what comes next. If this is what he wants, there’s no one and nothing to stop him. He could just make up his mind, and that would be it.

So he takes a deep breath, and decides.

“I think,” he leans over with his elbows on the top rail, one foot propped up on a lower rung, eyes on the horizon, “that I should come to Ontario. For the summer. Like you said – just to see.”

“No, definitely,” Travis sounds a little breathless next to him, standing there shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip. “I mean, if you’re sure.”

“The surest,” Nolan says, firm and final.

He feels Travis’s arm slide around him, feels his hand come to rest low on his opposite hip; he feels his face flush, hopes the pinkish hue of the morning sky will give him some camouflage.

“I know it’s early,” Travis says, low and soft, “but I’m calling it. Best part of today is right now. No question.”

“For sure,” Nolan nods, and for once he doesn’t bother to hide his smile.
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