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Summary: 
The guy is wearing faded wranglers with a big metal belt buckle sitting low against his belly and a camo t-shirt, a size too small judging by the way the arms are stretched around his biceps, the way it pulls tight across his pecs and inches up to show a flat, tanned stretch of skin every time he reaches up to spin his partner under his arm. He’s got on a straw cowboy hat with long hair curling out from under the back, a kind of grimy goatee, and he’s singing along to the music, making his partner throw her head back and laugh as they turn together across the floor, whirling like a spinning reel.
And no, Nolan hadn’t had his eye on this guy, hadn’t even noticed him, actually – but he’s got his eye on him now.









Never Been Dipped

Author’s Note:
This is an old WIP that came back from the dead, courtesy of Nolan Patrick’s Hot Girl Summer 2023.

It started as a dumb little thought experiment, like: what if Pat somehow ended up playing in Dallas, and thus was confronted with the existence of gay (cowboy) bar and legendary local institution, The Roundup Saloon? Imagine how much he would hate that! Ha ha! Then somehow it became a deep-dive into the psycho-sexual inner workings of Nolan Patrick, NHL journeyman, aged 29. Anyway!

Thanks to AD as usual. Hope you enjoy!





 

Nolan’s Uber driver points out the place as they glide to a stop right past it, lets him out at the corner on the opposite side of the street.

He steps out of the truck and directly onto a rainbow-painted crosswalk, and thinks, so much for keeping things low key.

There was a time in his career just that would have been enough for him to nope right the fuck out of this little arrangement, to say nothing of the rows of rainbow flags lining both sides of the street, but he’s older now. Whether or not that means he’s any wiser is still debatable, but the one thing that’s not up for debate is the fact that he definitely has way fewer fucks to give than he used to.

At least when it comes to whatever. This.

Because, it’s like – there are guys in the league being right up front with this shit now.

Not a lot, but a few. Enough, certainly, to finally make the league put its money where its mouth had been for years, to make it so the ones who come out have been able to do it with little to no drama or pushback, at least internally.

They’re all young guys, of course – so far, Nolan’s generation are all still keeping it to themselves, and it’s sure as hell not like he’s gonna be the one to step out and make some announcement – but they’ve proved it can be done, that it’s no longer career suicide, no longer an automatic no-go.

After an adolescence spent in internal turmoil, denying his feelings and ignoring his desires, then a young adulthood spent sneaking out of hotels on roadies, lying to teammates, skulking around in the shadows, always afraid of discovery, it seems kind of. Unfair, almost, that these young guys coming up seem so nonchalant, so unworried about it all.

That they just expect it to be accepted, and that pretty much, it just. Is.

Unfair, maybe, but also pretty great, in that over the last few years Nolan has evolved away from sneaking around and lying, and learned instead how to be vague and unspecific, while just doing what the fuck he wants.

Turns out, most people really aren’t that interested in anything that doesn’t directly involve them; Nolan’s always been a quiet guy, a bit of a closed book, and especially now that he’s older, a seasoned vet, nobody’s trying to stick their nose into his business or press him for details he doesn’t give up willingly.

Mostly, he has a few friends with bennies back home in the Peg to get him through the summers, and he’s learned how to cultivate a handful of reliable hookups in his home city, so he can mostly remain in the privacy of his own home and just - order in - when he gets that itch under his skin, the one he can’t scratch on his own, the one that needs someone else’s hands and lips and body heat to satisfy.

Over the years and the trades and the free agencies, some of those reliable hometown hookups have turned into reliable road hookups, when he swings through an old city with a new team.

For the most part, that’s all he needs. He’s always been a bit of an island, never minded being alone, a solitary existence. He doesn’t require much in the way of company or companionship, honestly.

But a late summer trade left him scrambling to find a spot to live in time for camp, certainly left him no time to go trolling for fresh dick on the internet. So here he is, almost three months removed from the last time he got laid, finally with an off day and both the time and inclination to take a dip into the local talent pool and see what he can find.

Sometimes the bullshit of the apps seems never ending, just one inane exchange after another, all of which go nowhere and end up leaving Nolan, after all the effort and the back-and-forth and the whatever, with nothing but the same porn and the same hand he had before he went through all the hassle. Half the time he winds up wondering why he even bothers.

Today, though, it was pretty easy. As usual, he got a few messages as soon as he activated his profile; it’s a few shirtless torso pics, one in nothing but his compression shorts with a hand stuffed under his waistband to grip his obscured but obvious erection, and a few stills from a video, taken from the rear, of him squatting heavy summer weight in nothing but sweaty, clinging athletic shorts. In his experience, that plus the whole 6-2, 220 thing is pretty much all it takes to get dudes’ attention.

The name on the profile is Charlie, and all it says is: New in town, looking for NSA. Open minded, vers, into whatever’s hot. Hit me up if you’re for real.

This afternoon, the five or six guys he’d been exchanging messages with all came down to Caden, the tall blonde with the wide white smile, shiny curls and gauges in his ears.

Caden’s profile says 6-1, 175, and 23, a little skinnier and a lot younger than Nolan is usually into, when he has a choice. Ideally, he looks for someone with a little more mass to them, enough bulk to grapple with, maybe even struggle against if he’s lucky, and old enough to know what they’re doing, to have least a hint of an edge, a little more, whatever – grit, or something – than Caden with his perfectly sculpted eyebrows and perfectly sculpted curls, his delicate features and his bright, earnest smile. He looks almost alarmingly clean-cut and polished up, like someone in a glossy ad for designer cologne. But in one of his pics – a standard bathroom mirror selfie – he’s got his free hand, the one not holding the phone, splayed big and wide across his shredded midsection, broad shoulders tapering down to narrow hips, and it’s. Nice, Nolan guesses; a nice hand, a nice body.

Whatever it is, it’s good enough for now.

And he’s done this enough to know by looking, its probably not going to get him everything he really wants, the deep-down stuff he doesn’t just put out there, can’t ever bring himself to ask for or admit out loud, but that he can, on occasion, manage to get through some combination of pure dumb luck and his finely honed ability to judge a book by its cover – or its age, clothing, demeanor and general vibe.

But it’s not like Nolan’s in a position to be that picky, at present.

So he gave up a few of his closely guarded face pics – a series of artfully shadowed, dimly lit, carefully angled shots he keeps on his phone for just such occasions – just to close the deal, and that was it. Caden’s last message said:


I’m a bartender at the Roundup on Cedar Springs. Come whenever and have a drink. I’m working the Parlor bar, right side of the front doors. I’m off at 11 and my apt. is just around the corner. I can host.


All of which sounded fine to Nolan; he messaged back sounds good, see you there, and deactivated his profile.

So after a light workout and a nap and some dinner, he showered – thoroughly, just in case, since they didn’t talk specifics about what was gonna go down tonight – grabbed the clippers to clean up his beard a little and momentarily considered cleaning up some other places, too, but then figured nah, fuck it, and left all his body hair exactly where it grows. He put on his usual jeans, t-shirt, jacket and snapback, and ordered an Uber.

Now it’s five past 10 and he’s standing on a corner next to a rainbow-painted crosswalk, eyeing the long, low building across the street with Round-Up Saloon in big neon letters over its red awning. The logo on the front has the outline of the state of Texas with horns sticking out of each side, and the guy at the door is wearing a cowboy hat.

So are several of the people filtering through the door and into the bar, which is. Pretty big, actually, like more club-sized than bar-sized, and when the light finally turns and Nolan starts across the rainbow crosswalk to the other side of the street, the doorman opens the doors again and Nolan can hear the loud, thumping bass pouring out into the still Thursday night air, but - .

But that’s definitely country music playing over the top of all that bass.

Nolan lets out a long breath, suppresses the urge to roll his eyes. Gay bars aren’t really his scene, typically, but they’re whatever – fine. Usually.

A gay cowboy bar is, like. He’s not really sure what.

Not something he’s ever heard of, for one.

Not something he’s ever considered, or wanted to consider, for two.

Not somewhere he’d really like to spend time, if it was up to him, for three, but -.

He really would like someone else to touch his dick, and possibly other parts, tonight, so. He blows out another long breath, watches a couple of guys in tight jeans and cowboy boots, big belt buckles and those cowboy shirts that snap instead of button, make their way into the bar.

It’s 10 after 10, and Caden gets off at 11. Worst case, he’s here for an hour.

He watches a group of four girls, all wearing shorts and skirts with their cowboy boots, laugh and giggle their way through the door. They’re followed by a few guys in what Nolan would call regular clothes, which makes him feel the tiniest bit better.

He decides he’s being stupid; he’s already here, and he’s here for a reason - might as well see it through. And anyway, Nolan has a professional athlete’s stamina and his mother’s stubborn will.

He can put up with anything for an hour; he pulls out his ID, and steps up to the door.

 

-

 

The room to the right of the door is pretty packed, with the oval bar taking up the center of the room, lined all the way around with barstools, with lounge-y sofas and café tables and chairs all around the perimeter of the room, and a big stage at the back. There’s a dude in regular, non-cowboy clothes singing Ariana Grande karaoke and doing a surprisingly good job, actually, while the crowd at the tables and couches in front of the stage sings along.

Nolan stays at the back, near the door, and surveys the scene.

It doesn’t take long to spot Caden; he’s easily the tallest one behind the bar, and the only one of the four shirtless bartenders who’s not wearing a cowboy hat. He’s got his snapback turned backward, blond curls sticking out under the flat brim in the back, just like in his pictures.

Nolan just observes for a minute, watching the play of muscle in his back and shoulders as he reaches for a glass, pulls a beer, reaches for a shaker and fills it with ice and booze and then shakes it around, all smiles for the customers while he does it. He looks just as good tonight as he did this afternoon; Nolan’s definitely still interested.

When he finally steps up to the bar, Caden’s wiping his hands on the towel that’s tucked into the waistband of his jeans. When he raises his head, his eyebrows go up, then he grins.

“Hey! Charlie, right? You made it,” he tosses a napkin onto the bar in front of Nolan.

“What’s up.” Nolan gives the barest hint of a nod.

“Get you a drink?”

Nolan doesn’t really care about a drink, but it’s a bar, and Caden’s a bartender. It seems rude not to order something, and anyway, at least it’ll give him something to do with his hands. He can order one beer and make it last.

He points up at the display of bottles behind the bar; Caden follows the direction of his finger.

“Blood and Honey?”

Nolan just nods, lays a $20 on the bar. Caden pops the top for him and makes change, smiles even wider when Nolan won’t take it, waves him off and nods at the tip jar.

“Glad you’re here,” Caden flutters his lashes just a little, just a quick hint of a flirtation, before he checks his phone, gestures vaguely behind him. “I’ve still got, like 45 minutes on the clock, so. Feel free to hang out here, but I can’t promise I’ll be good company; gotta work the room and all that.”

Nolan takes a long pull of his beer, shrugs.

“No problem. I’ll be around.”

“I’ll be counting on it.” Nolan gets one more flash of bright white teeth, before Caden’s moving on to the next customer.

Nolan leans against the bar, watches two girls come up on stage to sing Taylor Swift, rations tiny sips of his beer.

Caden keeps catching his eye, always with that big grin and little side-eyed glances, and - .

It’s nice. Fine, or whatever, that this objectively hot dude obviously seems to like what he sees when he looks at Nolan. But there’s something in the way he’s peering out from under his eyelashes, chin ducked down all cute and coy, that tells Nolan his pre-judgements about this particular book cover were pretty much spot-on. Which is still fine, but Nolan can’t really take, like, 40 more minutes of this – whatever it is. Silent flirtation from across the room, like some kid with a crush, or something he feels equally unwilling to participate in. He just can’t stand around making eyes at someone - or watching them make eyes at him, anyway - for the better part of an hour, it’s too awkward.

So he waits until Caden’s back is turned, then slips away, out the same door he came in, out into the blessed anonymity of the crowd that’s packing the main part of the club.

 

-

 

He’s shoved his way through the crowd far enough to reach almost to the middle of the main room of the club, bellied up to the narrow drink rail that surrounds the dancefloor, taken a swig of his beer and set it down on the rail in front of him, leaned in and propped a foot up on the footrail all before he really realizes what’s going on in front of him.

There are people dancing, as in – partner dancing, like. The kind that’s face to face, hands joined on one side and arms around each other on the other, feet moving in synchronized steps while one person glides backward, and the other person glides forward right in time with them.

It’s the kind of thing they called boy-girl dancing, back when Nolan had to suffer through a whole section of it in Phys Ed during Grade 6, when they were paired up by height and forced to awkwardly box-step around the gym for a week.

Nolan was the second tallest boy, so he’d been paired with the second tallest girl, Jordyn Gold. If he closes his eyes can still feel her clammy, reluctant hand in his, feel her tentative fingertips barely resting on his shoulder, can remember the way he held his hand at her waist in much the same fashion, both of them shy and silent, mortified at the very idea of having to touch each other.

The people spinning and sliding around in front of him, in time to the pounding bass of the loud country music and the shimmering points of reflected light shining off the mirror ball overhead, are clearly not too shy to touch each other.

They’re snugged right up against each other, practically hugging while they dance.

They’re also, by and large, not dancing boy-girl.

They’re dancing boy-boy, or in some cases girl-girl, like that’s just a perfectly pedestrian thing to do, like it’s just - .


Normal.


And Nolan likes to think he got past all his internalized hang ups a long time ago. He’s been to plenty of bars where he’s seen plenty of guys dancing together. Plenty of shirtless, horny, sweaty dudes grinding all up on each other, practically fucking on the dance floor, but.

Watching this particular, unknown brand of guys dancing together has made something sudden and unexpected twist in his stomach, something he hasn’t felt in a long, long time.

It’s the same feeling he used to get as a kid, when two guys would kiss in a movie or on TV, and he’d look away, pretend he didn’t even notice. Like if he let himself look, a big neon sign would appear over his head calling him out for paying too close of attention, for being more interested in it than he should be.

It’s some animal, hind-brain mix of fear and embarrassment, swirled together with fascination. Like he wants to watch, but doesn’t want anyone to see him watching.

Which is stupid, obviously, considering where he is and why he’s there in the first place.

He reminds himself to breathe, checks his phone for the time just for something to look at that’s not the bodies moving around the floor in front of him.

10:25.

He takes another tiny sip of his beer, schools his face into a nonchalant mask - an expression that says two dudes dancing cheek to cheek, chest to chest, groin to groin is nothing new to him, no big deal at all – then finally looks up again, totally casual.

The current song is winding down, fading out to the twangy strum of a guitar. The dancers all pause, start to shuffle around, catching their breath in the beat of silence between the last song and the new one that starts a moment later, some jangling guitar loop and sawing fiddle set over a thudding bass track that sounds like it wants to be a 90’s hip hop song, but is failing miserably.

People start to gather on one end of the dance floor, lining up in rows like a marching band or something, and Nolan has just enough time to wonder what the fuck is happening before, by some unspoken agreement, they all start moving at once.

It’s a fucking line dance – of course. Nolan looks at his phone again, like maybe time will do him a favor and fly, for once. But it’s only 10:27. He grits his teeth, sucks in a deep breath through his nose, adjusts his stance to prop his opposite foot up on the rail, and settles in. He’s already made it almost halfway through, he’s only got half an hour left then he can leave and never set foot in this establishment again.

“Not a dancer?” comes from his right elbow; when he looks, it’s an older guy, salt and pepper hair and a mustache, black cowboy hat. Nolan just raises an eyebrow.

“Uh, no. Definitely not a dancer.”

“Doesn’t look like you’re here for the booze, either,” the guy nods at the half-drunk beer sweating in Nolan’s hand, and grins, “must be here for the eye candy.”

Nolan is closer to 30 than he likes to think about – like, he’s down to counting the months instead of the years, kind of close – so he’s definitely too fucking old to still be blushing, cheeks going blood-hot and uncomfortably crimson in an instant. It’s always pissed him off, the way his skin gives away what his eyes and his words would never, but the older he gets the more irritating it becomes.

Rolling his eyes, which is what he’d like to do, will probably just drive home the whole defensive adolescent vibe his cheeks are already giving, so instead he settles for what he hopes is a cutting side-eyed glare.

“Hey,” the guy just holds his hands up, all innocence, “you and a hundred other guys. Myself included.” He gives Nolan a very obvious once-over, but he’s still grinning, and there’s nothing predatory behind it, nothing to get his hackles up.

“I’d offer to buy you a beer, but I have a feeling you’ve already got your eye on something, hm?”

Nolan follows his eyes, to the end of the dance floor not occupied by the stomping, hooting line dancers.

There’s a couple dancing, boy-girl this time, and they look like - .

Nolan’s not actually sure what they look like. Professionals, or something, though he’s not sure if professional dancers do – whatever this is.

The girl has on tight shorts and a tank top, long blonde hair whipping around her as she moves. Her cowboy boots have brightly colored flowers stitched all along the tops, and she’s grinning as her partner slings her out away from his body, spinning her, then pulls her back up tight against him.

He’s wearing faded wranglers with a big metal belt buckle sitting low against his belly and a camo t-shirt, a size too small judging by the way the arms are stretched around his biceps, the way it pulls tight across his pecs and inches up to show a flat, tanned stretch of skin every time he reaches up to spin his partner under his arm. He’s got on a straw cowboy hat with long hair curling out from under the back, a kind of grimy goatee, and he’s singing along to the music, making his partner throw her head back and laugh as they turn together across the floor, whirling like a spinning reel.

And no, Nolan hadn’t had his eye on this guy, hadn’t even noticed him, actually – but he’s got his eye on him now.

The twangy drawl of the singer stops just in time for the beat to drop, then a screaming guitar solo starts up. The DJ is suddenly audible over the music, addressing the crowd in the kind of speedy announcer voice Nolan associates with the listing of side effects at the end of a drug commercial.

“Remember dance lessons at the Roundup are fun, and free! Keep up with the latest line dances every Wednesday through Friday night, or bring a partner and learn to two-step and freestyle on Mondays and Tuesdays with Travis, and the lovely Olivia.”

There’s some hooting and catcalling around the dance floor and the spotlight beam is suddenly swinging around to the couple – the Travis and Olivia in question, Nolan can only assume - side by side and doing some kind of synchronized footwork. Then the guitar dies down and the music switches up again, and suddenly Travis is pulling Olivia back in close, picking her up off the ground and swinging her in a circle around his waist. She ends up back on her feet and already moving, somehow, as he slings her out again, and she spins back to him so fast Nolan can’t even count how many turns she makes, then they’re nose to nose again, his arm tight around the back of her waist while they glide over the floor, keeping their hips locked together.

They’re singing to each other again, laughing along with the words: I can get cleaned up if you ask me, but I can only get so fancy.

He spins her out away from him one more time, passes her – still twirling at a dizzying pace – behind his back and around in front of him again, then lets her go.

 

-

 

Olivia spins off to one side, toward the bar rail at the opposite edge of the floor from Nolan, and grabs the hand of a tall woman in scuffed, dirty work boots and skin tight jeans with a giant rhinestone belt buckle. Her new partner is wearing a beat-up cowboy hat and has the universally recognizable lump along her jaw that can only come from a wad of dip tucked inside her lower lip. She immediately steps out onto the floor and tucks Olivia up against her, like she’d just been waiting for it. She guides them both backward together in a series of practiced, easy steps; she’s stiffer and less fluid, way less flashy than Travis had been, but they move together just as easily, relaxed and comfortable and without all the spinning and grinding hip action.

Travis, meanwhile, is pointing at another spectator, a barrel-chested dude with a full beard and a Texas Rangers baseball cap. His t-shirt has faded lettering on the front that just says Save a Horse . Travis grins and crooks his finger at him; the bearded guy takes his hand and lets Travis pull him in tight; standing face to face, Travis’s new partner is a full head taller than him.

And Nolan doesn’t have time to think about what he’s expecting to see next, but somehow it’s not to see a guy that size being flung out and spun around under Travis’s arm, twirling almost as fast as Olivia had when Travis was dancing with her. They make their way closer to Nolan’s side of the floor as Travis spins them both, passing his partner behind his back just the way he had done with Olivia, big grin on his face like he’s having the time of his life. Then he’s pulling the guy back in just as fast, tucked up against his body and moving with him in perfect lock step.

Literally the only thing Nolan can remember of whatever they tried to teach him in Grade 6 is that the boy leads by going forward and the girl follows by going backward, so he has no idea what to make of this now, the way Travis was clearly leading with Olivia, but now he’s got his hand splayed open in the small of this new guy’s back, holding him in close while his partner drapes his free arm loose and easy around Travis’s neck and lets himself be pushed and pulled, steered backward just the same way she did, without ever stumbling or looking where he’s going. And if Nolan had been fascinated before, watching the way Travis moved with Olivia, there’s something entirely different happening now. Watching the way he moves with his new partner – his very male partner - has suddenly turned Nolan’s interest from mostly academic to something much more prurient. The surface-level understanding that he’d had just a few seconds ago - this guy is doing something for me in a hazy, non-specific way - morphs into something deeper in an instant, some instinctive, primal attraction hitting out of nowhere.

Because, just - .

The way Travis is holding his partner, almost possessive, their legs slotted together so Travis’s thigh is right up against the guy’s crotch while he leads them effortlessly around the floor, is like - .

It’s so, just.

Something about the way he’s so sure, so certain of what to do and where to go. The way this guy who is demonstrably bigger, taller, older than Travis is somehow so clearly not the one running this show, the way Travis is, so, like – in control of the way they move together makes the squirmy feeling in Nolan’s belly turn into something hot and heavy, less of a queasy flutter and more of a throbbing need.

His book-cover reading is instantaneous: this is the kind of guy he should really be going home with.

They only swing and spin around for a few more seconds, before the music starts to wind down. When the last beat hits, Travis suddenly bends the guy in the cap backward over his arm, dips him just like. Well.

Just like he’s a woman.

Which is, okay – not the kind of thought he’s supposed to have, Nolan knows. Like, he gets that the whole point of this club existing and these people dancing like this is that it shouldn’t matter – doesn’t matter who’s dancing with whom and who’s doing the spinning, or the dipping, who’s moving forward or backward, leading or following. He gets it about like, gender constructs and heteronormativity and why queerness can still look strange or wrong to him, sometimes, why it instinctively feels subversive even though, like. This should be normal to him; these are his people, all just doing the same shit he does.

Or, maybe not the exact same shit he does, because Nolan’s definitely never been dipped, that’s for fucking sure. Has never thought to consider whether he’d want to be, whether someone his size even could be, before right now, but he can’t deny he’s fascinated by this particular display of – he’s not sure what, exactly. Not sure why he can’t take his eyes off the way Travis is holding his partner there, almost parallel to the floor like it’s nothing, bicep flexed and straining against the arm of his t-shirt but otherwise looking like holding this guy is no sweat at all, like he could do it all night. His partner’s got one knee pulled up, this super masculine guy in a super feminine pose, clearly committed to the move, clearly trusting that Travis is strong enough, steady enough to hold him there and not let him fall. Travis is leaned down over him like they might kiss, just long enough for Nolan to wonder if maybe they’re like – a thing – but something about the way they just grin at each other for a beat, the way Travis smacks a silly, overly-emphatic kiss to his cheek before he’s gracefully hauling the guy in the cap back upright, easy like he weighs nothing at all, tells Nolan it’s not actually like that.

His partner lands back on two feet, laughing, and grabs him in a bear hug, holding him just long enough for the song to change again.

Over his partner’s shoulder, in that brief space of not-quite-silence, Travis’s eyes land on Nolan’s, catch him staring openly, embarrassingly, just like he’s never seen anything as mesmerizing in his life.

It’s only a split second, their eyes meeting and sticking there, but it’s enough bring the heat in Nolan’s face roaring back to the surface, enough to make him jerk his eyes away and send them racing to the opposite end of the dance floor where the line dancers are dispersing as some slow, sappy sounding ballad starts up. Couples start filtering back out onto the floor, filling up most of the space. Olivia dances into view with her same partner, the two of them practically nose to nose and whispering to each other, the taller woman with one arm wrapped almost around Olivia’s neck, the other hand stuck into her back pocket, keeping her pulled in close while they glide along.

Nolan’s afraid to let his head turn, to let his eyes wander away from the two of them; there’s some weird sense of clairvoyance, or maybe déjà vu, telling him exactly what he’ll see if he does.

When he finally looks, it’s somehow exactly what he knew he’d see: Travis is still looking at him, headed straight for him.

Nolan abruptly pulls himself up out of his slouch; he’s suddenly not sure how to stand, what to do with his hands. He feels like he’s been caught in a tractor beam, exposed and hunted, with nowhere to hide.

Travis stops right in front of him, takes the cap off the flask he’s pulled out of somewhere, turns it up and takes a long swallow, chin tipped back and the long expanse of his tan throat exposed, sheen of sweat reflecting the light off his brown skin.

He puts the cap back on the flask and shoves it back into his pocket, completely unhurried and unconcerned that Nolan’s just standing there, looking at him, waiting. Then he looks up from under dark lashes, cocks his head to the side, gives Nolan an assessing look. The corner of his mouth turns up, crooked smile showing little white teeth under his patchy mustache. There’s enough heat behind it that Nolan feels the hairs on his arms and his neck start to stand up, to say nothing of his dick, which is just.

Uncalled for. And a little pathetic.

Travis raises his eyebrows, an obvious challenge.

“Up for a dance?” He jerks his chin in Nolan’s direction with a look on his face that says he knows it’s a long shot, like he’s already somehow aware that there’s no way Nolan will say yes, but he’s gonna ask anyway.

Like he’s already decided Nolan is too something - self-conscious, embarrassed, shy. Takes himself too seriously, thinks he’s too cool. Too scared, whatever. To let his hair down like that.

Nolan can feel his cheeks burn, but there’s nothing he can do about that besides hope he’s already red-faced and sweaty enough that it looks like the crowd and the heat and the booze, and not anything more telling. At least it’s dark.

What he can do is flatten his eyebrows at Travis, give him a resolutely unimpressed look, because that’s a game Nolan definitely knows how to play, a game he’s actually good at. He takes a long pull from his warm beer, eyes locked on Travis, and shrugs, as unhurried and unbothered as he can possibly make himself appear.

“I’m meeting someone,” he says, and if he puts a little extra bass in his voice, so be it. “Not really here for any of this other – stuff.” He waves a hand vaguely at the bar and the dancefloor, dismissive.

Travis’s smile only gets bigger, so wide his cheeks dimple.

“It’s okay if you don’t know how,” he leans in a little closer, conspiratorial, like he knows Nolan’s got no fucking clue how to dance like that, but he’s willing to keep it their little secret. “I’ll show you exactly what to do.”

He manages to make it sound filthy, and Nolan gives his best effort at an unimpressed eye roll, but he knows his bright pink fucking face must be giving him away.

Every instinct he has is telling him to stand up to his full height, square his shoulders and make himself as big and imposing as he knows he can be, to glare this guy down and make some snide, cutting remark, do whatever it takes to establish some degree of equilibrium - but he doesn’t do any of that.

Because unfortunately, as much as Nolan would love to be immune to an obvious fucking line like that, his dick is a fucking traitor who’s apparently just decided that smartass little dirtbag rednecks are a new and pressing interest of theirs.

“I’m good,” Nolan insists out loud, dick be damned. “But thanks.”

Travis narrows his eyes, twists his mouth to the side. He leans even closer, and talks even lower. Low enough to make Nolan dip his head to lean in, just on instinct.

“C’mon, don’t be shy.” He hooks a finger in the front pocket of Nolan’s jacket, tugs a little. “No one’s looking at you - besides me.”

His hand slides down Nolan’s arm, fingers circling his wrist, and he tugs again, smirking with his tongue pressed against his top lip.

When Nolan doesn’t move, doesn’t budge, he gives a little shrug.

“Or maybe – we don’t have to stay here,” he murmurs, and he smells like sweat and salt, like acrid club smoke and spicy whiskey. “Could go somewhere nobody can see. You might be more comfortable with a little more privacy, huh?”

And Nolan’s not exactly sure what they’re talking about anymore, but he’s willing to bet it’s not dancing.

Or, not just dancing.

Still, though – .

“I literally just said I’m meeting someone.” He arches an eyebrow, doing his very best impression of someone who is not trying desperately to ignore their literal hard-on for a dancing cowboy, in real time.

“Yeah, but I got to you first,” Travis smirks at him, wicked and unabashed, and licks his lips blatantly. Nolan’s traitorous cock gives an insistent kick. This whole thing is fucking embarrassing. Which, unfortunately, is really working for him in that sick way he can never fully understand, much less verbalize.

Nolan wants to check his phone for the time, but that’s too fucking obvious, and anyway, it’s got to be past 10:30 by now. The bartender – whose name is suddenly escaping him – will be off in less than half an hour.

Travis, on the other hand, seems very much, like – immediately available. And also - .

The bartender is hot and all, with his blonde curls and his perfect white smile, his model-good looks and his easy, straightforward flirting. He’d look all sweet and pretty, no doubt, down on his knees, his mouth stretched around Nolan’s cock.

And sure, sweet and pretty can be nice. It can scratch a temporary itch, get the job done in a pinch. But when it comes right down to it, it takes something more, something a little more twisted and a lot rougher around the edges, to really make Nolan feel it, down to his bones. To bust through the layers of self-protection he can’t ever seem to turn off even when he wants to, and leave him feeling wrung out and scoured clean, turned inside out and actually seen, in all the very best - and most terrifying - ways.

Looking at Travis, he can already recognize the tell-tale way his eyes seem to look right past all Nolan’s defenses, like they’re not even there.

For someone who prides himself on being an unreadable enigma, it’s scary as shit. Nolan wants more of it, so bad he could scream.

“Haven’t you ever heard of finders keepers, bud?” Travis reaches out with the hand that’s not already in Nolan’s pocket, hooks a finger in the hem of Nolan’s t-shirt and twists until his knuckles graze the bare skin of Nolan’s belly. “Those are the rules.” He’s shrugs like it’s simple as that, grinning like he can’t lose, like he already knows he’s won.

“The rules, huh.” Nolan can feel his armor slipping, carefully constructed mask of disinterest faltering. His voice is too low, gravely and thick, and he’s still got his head lowered, leaned in to get closer to Travis.

“’Fraid so,” Travis shrugs, all that’s just the way it is, and Nolan feels his resolve crumble.

“Well, if it’s like that,” he hears his own voice saying, and that pretty much does it.

Before he knows it Travis is hustling him out the back door, hand in the small of his back.

 

-

 

Out in the dark parking lot behind the club, over the hood of his dusty F150, Travis looks across at him, pauses.

“I’m Travis, by the way.”

Nolan shrugs.

“I heard.”

Travis raises his eyebrow, a silent question.

“The DJ.” Nolan puts his finger in the air, pointing at some imagined loud speaker in the sky.

“Interesting.” Travis says, and the way he keeps smirking should really be more annoying than it is. “I feel like I should tell you – I know who you are.”

Nolan’s pulse gives a little hiccup; it’s happened before, in these types of situations - but not much. There was a time it would have flooded him with terror – and not the kind that makes him horny, either. A few years ago that admission would have had him backing away fast, making excuses and bailing immediately.

But the way Travis says it is so matter of fact, no meaning assigned to it aside from just letting Nolan know he doesn’t need to introduce himself in kind. He takes a deep breath and considers it, and he’s not that surprised to find it doesn’t make him feel any kind of way in particular, actually, so he just shrugs.

“Okay.”

“I’m Canadian,” Travis says, like that explains it. Which, Nolan guesses it pretty much does, so. “Just, like, in case you were trying to be incognito.”

“I wasn’t, really.” Which is the truth.

“Or in case you were like, in this to get dicked down by a real Texas cowboy or whatever.”

“Who says I’m getting dicked down by anybody.” Nolan gives him a flat stare, like the very idea is preposterous, but the way Travis stares right back, gives him a raised eyebrow and a slow grin that somehow manages to be both non-threatening and predatory at the same time, tells him this guy’s not buying his act.

Which is kinda what Nolan’s banking on, honestly.

“Guess we’ll find out, won’t we,” Travis shrugs, easy as that, and Nolan has to take a deep breath, has to re-adjust himself before he climbs into the truck.

The ride is mostly silent, except when they hit a red light, when Travis looks over at Nolan sprawled in the passenger seat and shakes his head.

“Who were you meeting, anyway? Friend or stranger?”

“Stranger.” Nolan keeps his eyes front, focused out the windshield. “Tends bar in that front room, blonde curly hair?” Nolan shrugs. “Technically your co-worker, I guess.”

“Oh shit,” Travis huffs, “Caden? Wow.”

“Why wow?” Nolan snaps his gaze over to Travis, eyes already narrowed, chin jutting, but Travis just holds up his hands.

“Nothing, nothing,” he says, all innocence, “just – I mean. Caden? Sweet kid, but come on. You really think Caden’s gonna get the job done?”

His eyes are hot on Nolan’s face, raised eyebrow way too knowing. Nolan can feel his face heat all over again. He tugs at the seatbelt where it’s tight across his chest, just for something to do with his hands.

“Two of you together, though,” Travis’s voice is low and gruff, “that’d be a pretty picture.”

He shakes his head, like he’s trying to clear out the thought of it, and lets out a low whistle.

“Goddamn,” he says, and presses the heel of his hand down over his zipper, shifts in his seat and spreads his legs wider, rubs at the bulge of his dick like it’s unconscious, like he doesn’t even know he’s doing it. “’m glad I live close, shit.”

Nolan digs his teeth into his bottom lip, rubs his itchy palms up and down over the thighs of his jeans, and tries to decide which he wants more: for this horny little fucker to shut up, or to keep on talking.

It’s a short enough drive that the question remains unresolved.

 

-

 

When Travis unlocks the door of his apartment, he holds it open and ushers Nolan inside, hand in the small of his back again, sending a shiver up his spine.

Inside, there’s a lamp on the table by the front door that’s burning dim and low from under a dark gray shade; Travis doesn’t turn any other lights on.

“You can take your shoes off,” he nods to the row of sneakers and boots against the wall in the entryway. He takes off his hat, hangs it over a hook on the wall above the row of shoes then scrubs his hands through his hair, using his fingers to comb the sweaty strands back away from his face. He plunks his heavy keyring down on the kitchen counter, pulls some change and some scraps of paper, his wallet and his flask all out of his pockets and leaves the mess there while he bends over to pull his boots off. He hops around a little as he does it, first on one foot, then the other.

Nolan just toes off his own shoes, leans back against the wall, crosses his arms over his chest, and waits.

Once Travis is in his sock feet, he looks over at Nolan, arms still crossed and face schooled into an expressionless mask, and grins, raises an eyebrow.

“Why you working so hard to give me those I don’t wanna be here vibes, huh bud? We both know that ain’t the truth.”

The way he says it, all slow and knowing, soft like he’s talking to a nervous animal, makes Nolan grind his teeth, makes his nostrils flare. He doesn’t uncross his arms, but he holds his tongue.

Travis approaches, slowly, still with the side of his mouth tipped up. He settles his hands on Nolan’s hips, warm and firm, and gives him a long, steady look.

“If I jump in the shower real quick, you’re not gonna run out on me are you? Just wanna rinse off – was working up a sweat out there tonight.”

And Nolan’s not about to cut and run when he’s made it this far, but still, he’d rather get this show on the road.

“I play hockey for a living. Trust me, I’ve smelled worse.”

Travis just grins.

“Yeah, but I’m not trying to be the second worst thing you’ve ever smelled, after dirty hockey equipment. I’ll be five minutes, cross my heart.”

And Nolan’s impatient, sure, but also. He dips his head enough to get his face into the crook of Travis’s neck, takes a deep breath. He smells just like he did in the club, sweat and salt and booze, but now that it’s just the two of them, now that Nolan can concentrate a little bit, he can smell the faded deodorant underneath, the clean, spicy scent of it mixed with the naturally earthy smell of Travis’s body.

Not that Nolan’s dick hasn’t been interested all along, but one whiff is all it takes for it to perk up all over again.

“Just - . Don’t.” Nolan manages to grit out under his breath, right in Travis’s ear.

Travis turns his head, just enough so his breath comes in a hot huff against the hinge of Nolan’s jaw as he laughs, low and sharp. Then his fingers trace up over Nolan’s throat, tug at his chin until Nolan’s looking up, looking right at him.

“You want me just like this,” he shrugs, “you got me,” and his callused thumb traces slow and gentle over his cheek; Nolan has to close his eyes just to be able to stay there and just, like – stand it.

“God, look at you.” Travis’s thumb brushes over Nolan’s lips now, and it feels searing, like a brand.

“I can’t wait to get my hands and my mouth all over you. Just wanna wreck you,” he whispers, solemn as a vow, and Nolan’s spine goes liquid, his knees feel dangerously weak. Travis’s hand slides around the back of Nolan’s neck, tugs him down so Travis can whisper right into his ear. “You gonna let me do that for you, huh?”

Nolan’s mind goes still and white, limbic system screaming fuck yes, but it’s not that easy, of course it’s not. It still takes most of Nolan’s resolve, most of the strength he’s got left just to force his eyes open, to let Travis see inside, for just the space of a blink.

Luckily that seems to be all Travis needs. He smiles, before he leans in, seals their mouths together. It’s not much – just an open, wet press of lips and a hint of tongue, a scrape of teeth over Nolan’s bottom lip just sharp enough to make him suck in a breath – then Travis is pulling away, slow-blinking up at Nolan with hooded eyes.

He runs his fingers down Nolan’s arm, takes his hand as he steps back and away, tugging Nolan along with him. It’s only a few steps to the open bedroom door, then he’s standing aside, his hand firmly planted on the fattest part of Nolan’s ass.

“After you, beautiful.”

Despite all the years he’s been doing this, all the things he’s learned about himself and about what he likes and doesn’t like, there’s still a part of Nolan that would love to roll his eyes, to make some bitchy comment to Travis about pet names and corny lines. He’d love to hate being talked to that way, being called beautiful.

The difference now, after all the years he’s spent figuring his shit out, is that even though he’d love to hate it, he can admit to himself, he just doesn’t.

So he grits his teeth, lets Travis’s words wash over him, lets himself feel the hit of them.

He walks ahead, through the doorway and into the beckoning darkness.

 

-

 

Travis leaves him standing just inside the room, scoots past him to turn on the lamp next to the bed. He points out the door to the ensuite bathroom, tells Nolan to go ahead if he needs it while he’s whipping his t-shirt off, dropping it into a basket just inside the open closet door. By the time Nolan manages to grit out I’m good, Travis is already pulling his belt open, shoving his jeans down off his hips.

Then he stands there in his black briefs and white socks, tan skin and tattooed arm, gold chain around his neck, not an ounce of hesitation or self-consciousness, and Nolan is still fully dressed, tugging clumsily at the denim cuff of his jacket, trying to get it over his hand. His head is buzzing from the adrenaline, the anticipation, his fingers stiff and uncoordinated.

Travis has that little smile at the corner of his mouth again; he steps in close and takes Nolan’s wrist in his hand, tugs on his cuff until it slides over the thick knuckle of his thumb, until he can slip his arm out and Travis can help him off with the other arm of the jacket, too.

Travis tosses the jacket onto a chair in the corner of the room, then skates his hands up under Nolan’s t-shirt, tugs it up so all Nolan has to do is raise his arms and let Travis strip it all the way off.

He makes quick work of Nolan’s belt, has his jeans yanked open and pushed down on his hips, his hand shoved down the front of Nolan’s boxers in no time.

“Nice,” is all he says, and then the hand that’s not wrapped around Nolan’s cock is tugging on the back of his neck, pulling their mouths together, hot and wet and aggressive, and Nolan doesn’t want to stand anymore. He wants to be flat on his back, wants to forget about things like balance and coordination and overthinking every fucking thing he says or wants or does. He wants to just be, just exist and feel for a while.

He manages to gather enough brain cells to focus, just for a moment, on dragging his mouth away, dragging himself away, just far enough. He concentrates on shoving his jeans and underwear the rest of the way off, and there’s just no way not to look like an awkward fucking loser bending over naked to kick out of your jeans, to get your socks off, so whatever. He just does it, as fast as he can, then scoots up from the foot of the bed and lays himself out right there, head on the pillows and fully exposed, and hopes for the best.

Travis just stands there, looking, dick tenting the front of his briefs, and Nolan feels the heat, the fucking flush coming up on his skin again. He wishes Travis would just fucking come on already, come touch him, cover him up, blanket him with his body and just – take it from here.

Instead he pulls his own socks off, then pushes his briefs down, steps out of them. He climbs up onto the mattress, kneels there for a minute with his hard cock in his hand, looking down at Nolan.

“Gonna tell me what you want?” he asks, in that same tone of voice he used when he asked if Nolan wanted to dance. Like he knows it’s a rhetorical question, because the answer is already so obvious.

He’s stroking himself, slow – nothing showy or elaborate, just absentminded, like he can’t help it.

Nolan keeps his jaw clenched shut, not moving, not speaking, just looking at the fan spinning up on the ceiling, avoiding Travis’s eyes. Travis shrugs, wags his head back and forth.

“That’s okay. I’m a good guesser.”

And Jesus, Nolan’s counting on it. His nostrils flare again. He makes himself breathe.

For him, this is the hardest part - the worst, most dizzyingly humiliating part. This is the biggest hurdle he has to cross, to get to what he wants.

It’s the part where has to just – endure it – has to lie here all still and quiet and full of all the complicated words he can never manage to say out loud, has to face down the existential agony of letting someone peel him open like a piece of ripe fruit to peer inside, let them stick their fingers down into the hot, squishy mess of his guts and dig around, and just hope against hope that he picked someone who’ll know how to find that thing, whatever it is, the hidden combination that finally makes Nolan’s walls come down, cracks him wide open like the release on a spring-loaded trap.

It doesn’t happen often – like, almost never – but he’s got a good feeling about Travis. If he can just hold on, hold out, not give in to his knee-jerk need to resist and defend, to protest against the quiet and the softness, to run from the tenderness, protect himself from this sickening feeling of vulnerability. If he can just give Travis a chance to – do something – maybe it will make everything worth it.

What Travis does is approach, slowly, still on his knees, still with the side of his mouth tipped up. What he does is settle himself on the bed, half beside and half on top of Nolan. He gets a hand up into Nolan’s hair, tangles his fingers in and tugs just a little, other hand on his chest and his hard cock pressed against Nolan’s hip, thick thigh shoved in between Nolan’s legs.

Nolan lies still and keeps trying to breathe. It’s getting harder by the minute.

Travis gives him a long, steady look.

“My guess is you probably don’t get a lot of chances to do this, at least not as much as you wish you could. Maybe not all the ways you wish you could.”

Travis pauses, like he’s waiting for a response. No way is Nolan gonna be able to open his mouth to give him one, but he jerks his chin, barely, just the slightest hint of acquiescence.

“I know that season’s a fucking grind, know they keep you busy. And I bet even when you do get the chance, you still feel like you gotta be careful, gotta keep your guard up, right?”

 He doesn’t wait for a response this time, just raises an eyebrow, keeps his eyes locked on Nolan’s face.

“Must suck. But I bet you’d like to just let everything go for a while, eh?”

He leans over, reaches his arm across to the table on the opposite side of the bed. It puts his chest over Nolan’s face as he digs around in a drawer with one hand, holding himself up with his other. His thigh flexes against Nolan’s dick, makes him suck in a hiss, bite into his cheek to keep the sound from escaping.

Travis’s chain drags against Nolan’s chin as he settles back in, drops a bottle of lube and a couple of condoms on the bed next to Nolan’s elbow with no comment whatsoever.

He splays his hand over Nolan’s belly, kisses his slack mouth slow and soft. His thigh presses and slides against Nolan’s erection with intent, his hand slides down lower, over Nolan’s hip, around and underneath him, hitching his hips up even tighter. His fingers slide into the crack of his ass while his tongue fucks into Nolan’s mouth; Nolan groans around it, can’t help it, and Travis lets out another low laugh.

“Think I get the picture,” he whispers. “You just lie here and look pretty, and I’ll handle the rest.”

Then he’s scrambling down the bed, shouldering his way in between Nolan’s thighs, grabbing the lube.

“Knees up,” he taps on the outside of Nolan’s right leg, and Nolan just does what he’s told, lifts his knees up and props his feet on the bed on either side of Travis’s body.

“Perfect,” Travis says, and then he’s swallowing Nolan’s cock, no warning and no teasing, keeping him distracted with the plush wet heat of his mouth so he doesn’t even know it’s coming when Travis slides a slicked-up finger into him.

Nolan grunts and jerks, fists his hands in the mossy green of the comforter as Travis adds a second, sawing them in and out and circling them around, spreading the cool lube all over super-heated skin.

Travis bobs his head, tongue pressed broad and flat and firm against the underside of Nolan’s cock; his fingers find just the right spot, fingertips curling up and in to match the rhythm of his mouth. It’s relentless from the start, no letting up and no slowing down, no easing into it or drawing things out, and Nolan’s on the edge in no time, every muscle tensed and trying to hold on.

“Gotta stop,” he grits out, almost hissing between his teeth, “or I’m gonna - .”

“That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?” Travis pops off his dick and grins up at him, fingers still stuffed up inside and working insistently. “Come on, give it to me.”

Then he wraps his mouth around the head of Nolan’s erection, flicks his tongue against the slit and presses the knuckles of his free hand up behind Nolan’s balls, applies pressure both inside and out.

Nolan thrashes, and yelps, and comes like a rocket. His body contracts so hard and fast his feet and his shoulders both come up off the bed with the force of it.

When his muscles unclench, his body opens and expands, melts into the bed. He’s panting, fuzzy headed; he can hear Travis laughing, softly wicked, but it sounds far away.

 

-

 

It’s the slow, hot drag of Travis’s hand up his belly, over his chest that brings him back.

“Love how red you get,” his voice says, and Nolan’s eyes blink open, slow, “even all the way down here.”

Travis’s finger is tracing over the flushed splotches of color on Nolan’s torso, grinning. When he climbs back up the bed, presses their mouths together open and wet, Nolan can taste himself there, still thick on Travis’s tongue. It’s filthy, in just the right way. Even through the post-nut haze, he feels his balls throb with it.

“Want me to – ” Nolan pulls his mouth away, just far enough to try and offer, but Travis chases him down, crushes their mouths back together before he can get another word out, keeps kissing him deep and sloppy and breathless.

“All I want,” he says, when he finally pulls his mouth away again, “is to get my cock into you.” He kisses Nolan again, hand still groping along his belly, down to his hip. He thumbs idly at the still-sensitive tip of Nolan’s spent cock, laughs when jerks at the sensation, sucks in a shaky breath.

“’s what you want too, isn’t it sweetheart,” he growls, no question in it at all, and Nolan has to slam his eyes shut again. His skin feels scorching hot, like his insides are on fire, burning him from the inside out. Travis hums against his ear, and Nolan can feel his grin in the shape of his lips.

“But if you want it, you gotta turn over for me.” He taps at Nolan’s hip, soft, expectant, like he knows for sure Nolan’s gonna do what he says.

And just the fucking way he says it, the if you want it, makes that same squirmy feeling flare to life again in Nolan’s guts. It makes the act of rolling himself over into an admission Nolan doesn’t want to make, ups the physical and emotional effort it takes to make himself move, the shame of it burning his face where he hides it, tucked down into the crook of his folded arms.

“There you go,” Travis says, all gently, maybe just a little condescending, like this is all amusing for him. Once again, Nolan bites back the urge to respond with something nasty, to show his teeth in an effort to regain some semblance of control, but the problem, as always, is - .

He doesn’t actually want to be in control, does he? Not here, not of this – not when there’s someone like Travis on the other end, someone who’s obviously confident and capable, who knows what he’s doing and who’s. Whatever this is.

Willing to take the reins without being a dick about it.

Willing to make all the moves, all the decisions, but without making Nolan feel like he doesn’t still have a say.

Willing to let Nolan lie here, tongue tied, face hidden like a fucking coward, still hoping for a thing he doesn’t have words for, even inside his own head, while Travis just keeps on – guessing.

“You even blush back here.” Travis’s hand traces the dip of his spine, from his neck down to his ass, and Nolan shivers. “So fucking cute. And Jesus, your ass.”

Nolan hears the crinkle of the condom packet opening, feels Travis moving back toward the end of the bed. He pulls a knee up and to the side, to make space for Travis between his legs, but a warm palm on his knee stops him.

“Here,” Travis says, gentle pressure pushing Nolan’s leg back down, bringing his thighs back together, “just like this, that’s perfect.”

Nolan’s not sure what he’s doing at first, until he feels the press of Travis’s knees on either side of his, the squeeze of his thick thighs against Nolan’s own.

“You ever take it like this, before?” Travis asks, and he’s palming Nolan’s ass with two hands, spreading him open while he talks. “Pinned down flat on your belly?”

Nolan doesn’t respond, but Travis is obviously expecting that by now.

“Jesus, I love that you don’t shave,” he just keeps talking, voice a low growl. “Leave it to a hockey player, eh?”

Nolan keeps his head down, listens the snick of the lube opening, the squelching sounds of Travis slicking up his dick. He doesn’t think he ever has been fucked in this position, actually - wonders exactly how it’s going to work, because Nolan’s got a lot of ass, and Travis has a perfectly respectable dick but it’s not like, that big.

He’s not sure how this is gonna get him the way he wants it to, in deep enough to make him forget everything else. And it’s not so much that he trusts Travis to know what he’s doing, as it is that to point out his doubts would mean opening his mouth, using his words, so instead he just lies there, silent, face still hidden, and keeps hoping for the best.

Travis leans over him, enough so the tip of his cock bobs against Nolan’s hole, fingers still dug into the globes of his ass, gripping hard enough that Nolan can picture the impossible to explain bruises they might leave behind. He shivers, imagining himself bent over in the locker room, stepping in or out of his tights. Imagining everyone seeing, everyone knowing.

He grinds his dick against the petal-soft comforter, huffs in frustration at the lack of friction, at the overly accommodating way the mattress gives so easily under him, offering nowhere near enough pressure to be satisfying.

“Yeah, that’s not gonna get you very far I’m afraid,” Travis says, and his tone says sorry about that but the way he shoves a slippery thumb into Nolan’s ass, tugs on his rim until he squirms some more doesn’t make him seem very sorry. “You already got yours.” His voice is so soft, so sweet it sounds like a threat. “Next one’s mine.”

Nolan hears him spit, feels the drip of it when it lands between his cheeks. It’s fucking disgusting, the kind of thing he hates himself a little for loving so much. Then Travis leans in, hard this time, balances with his palms pressed in just under Nolan’s shoulder blades, and pushes all the way in, bottoms out in the space of one breath.

And Nolan was right, it’s not deep, but it’s – something.

There’s something about the angle, when Travis leans harder, grinds straight down into him – some kind of bone-deep ache that makes Nolan feel it in his gut, in his balls, in his fucking teeth. It forces a groan out of him, low and hurt-sounding, loud enough to be humiliating.

The first time Nolan ever got fucked, twenty years old and high enough to keep some semblance of chill, or at least not to not to panic and abort, the guy – not so carefully chosen based on his geographic proximity, desired age (hopefully old enough to know what he was doing), and confirmed willingness to be patient with a first timer - asked him if he was scared.

He was, of course, but he couldn’t say that – of course.

“Nah,” he’d insisted, so fucking cool with his blown-out pupils and his sweat-soaked shirt, “just sort of. Curious, I guess. About, like – what it’s gonna feel like, or whatever.”

“You ever had a massage,” the guy asked him, “like, from someone who really knows what they’re doing?”

And of course Nolan couldn’t tell some random fucking guy the why where and how of all the fucking time he’d spent on massage tables in his life, under the hands of highly trained professionals.

So he just shrugged, non-committal.

“Sure, I guess.”

“You know that feeling,” the guy said, “when they dig into a really tense spot, and how it hurts like hell, but like, in a way that feels so good you don’t want it stop?”

He squeezed his hand around the back of Nolan’s neck, dug his fingers in, an approximation of the kind of massage he was talking about.

“That’s what it’s gonna feel like,” he promised, and he’d been right.

That first time – and the first few times after that – that’s exactly what it had been like: painful, but the kind of pain that feels therapeutic, that feels like part of a process, like suffering in the name of something more long-lasting than the simple pleasure of an orgasm. The kind of pain that elicits a deeper, more profound kind of euphoria than anything he could get from just stroking his dick - that’s what he’s been chasing ever since.

But that was years ago, now. Nolan’s not new to this, anymore, and even though any time he lets someone put their dick in him, it always comes with a spike of adrenaline and a hit of whatever kind of fucked up shame-induced turn-on he gets out of wanting it so bad, it does not, unfortunately, always come with the kind of deep-down, blissed-out, aching oblivion he really wants.

Stroke game is real, and not everyone’s got it.

In fact, most people don’t, at least not the kind Nolan needs, which isn’t just about the right dick and knowing how to use it, but a combination of factors that include the right attitude and the right voice and the right words, the right mix of confidence and swagger without being an asshole, and of course, the ability to decipher Nolan’s body language and non-verbal cues.

Because actual language and verbal cues are pretty much off the table.

Occasionally, he lucks into finding a magical combination of all those factors at once, and – if he’s really lucky – maybe they smell just right, too.

Travis is basically killing it on all fronts, which is annoying in its own way. It’s like he was built and formed for the express purpose of pushing every fucking button Nolan’s got, to be essentially impossible for Nolan to resist.

Nolan can’t decide if he’s stumbled upon a winning lottery ticket, or his ultimate demise.

“That what you need, sweetheart?” Travis is asking now, and he’s draped over Nolan’s back, letting Nolan absorb the whole weight of him, hands clutching at Nolan’s sides while he ruts and thrusts, slow and steady, mouth open and wet against the top of Nolan’s spine. “Sounds to me like it is.”

Nolan’s groaning with every thrust, way too loud, the sound torn out of him from somewhere he can’t seem to locate or control. He’s sweating, over-sensitive and twitchy, breathing heavy and erratic into the cavern of his folded arms, face still turned down into the darkness.

Because every time Travis pushes into him, the angle shoves the head of his cock straight down into Nolan’s prostate, and he won’t stop talking, filthy nonsense and ridiculous pet names, and Nolan doesn’t actually know if he likes it or not, okay, he only knows he doesn’t want it to stop.

His dick slides against the comforter, wet and sticky now, leaking like a fucking faucet, and he’s nowhere close to coming, but Jesus, he’s somewhere else, somewhere outside of his body.

He might be in fucking outer space, and he can’t stop fucking moaning. It would be the most humiliating sexual experience of his life, if he wasn’t too far gone to give a shit.

 

-

 

Nolan’s still face down, head ducked into his folded arms, when Travis makes his way back from the bathroom to the bed, collapses next to him in a hot, sweaty heap, lets out a satisfied groan.

“Holy shit,” he sighs up at the ceiling. “That ass is insane.”

He can hear the grin in Travis’s voice, feel the heat coming off him even though they’re just barely touching.

Nolan doesn’t move, doesn’t speak. He’s trying to regain some degree of control of himself and his faculties, trying not to hump the bed or beg out loud for Travis to touch his dick again. He still feels so frazzled, burnt out and over stimulated, he’s not even sure he could stand it, anyway, despite the way he’s still half-hard.

“Hey,” Travis says, fingers threading through Nolan’s sweaty hair, “you good?”

Nolan nods down at the bed, grunts out his best approximation of something akin to yeah. He’s still not sure he’s ready to look Travis in the eye.

“What you hiding for?” His voice comes from right against Nolan’s ear, suddenly, low and soft. “Think we’re past that at this point, don’t you?”

And Jesus, of course he’s right, but Nolan just hmmphs at him, annoyed. All it does is make Travis laugh.

“C’mon, tough guy,” he’s still petting Nolan’s hair, “let me see that pretty face.”

Nolan huffs again, turns his face to the side just enough to expose one eye. He blinks over at Travis’s grinning face.

“There he is!” Travis laughs again, like you would at a little kid playing peek-a-boo, and Nolan rolls his eyes.

His eye. Whatever.

Travis leans over and smacks a kiss to his cheek, buries his nose in the crook of Nolan’s sweaty neck and spreads a big hand out over his ass.

“Wanna turn over, let me get you again? Or not up for it?”

Nolan arches his one exposed eyebrow, as if it’s a personal affront to him to suggest he might not want another round. He groans again, put upon, but he flops himself over onto his back. The cool breeze from the lazily spinning ceiling fan hits the hot, damp skin of his front side, and he shivers. There’s a dark, sticky stain on the comforter next to him.

“Oh fuck,” Travis runs his finger through the wet spot Nolan left behind, “did you already come, and I missed it?”

His eyes go straight to Nolan’s cock, which is twitching its way back to fully hard, climbing fat and flushed up against his belly under the heat of Travis’s stare.

This is clearly not the erection of a man who just came in the last few minutes, and Nolan kind of wants to die all over again.

“Baby,” Travis breathes, reverent, reaching out to wrap his fingers around it, thumbing at the sticky head, “look how fucking wet you got.”

Nolan’s cock gives a kick inside the circle of Travis’s fingers, involuntary and completely outside Nolan’s control, and now he kind of wants to die even more. His eyes slam closed; he tosses an arm over his eyes for good measure.

“You liked the dick that much, huh?” Travis growls into his shoulder “That’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

Nolan feels his dick pulse again, flinches at the casual brush of Travis’s thumb across the head, and now he definitely wants to die. He feels all tender and sore, physically and metaphorically. He wants to hide, wants Travis to stop looking at him, stop touching him, stop fucking talking to him like that – yet the heat of Travis’s eyes on his body, the barely-there pressure of his hand around Nolan’s aching erection are all that’s grounding him, keeping him from flying apart.

Travis scoots even closer, snakes his hand then his whole arm behind Nolan’s shoulders, gets his elbow hooked around the back of Nolan’s neck and locks it there, then rolls away onto his back, dragging Nolan’s upper body over with him.

He lands right back in the cold, tacky puddle he left on the comforter, and lets out a disgusted grumble.

“You’ll live,” Travis laughs, lips pressed to Nolan’s sweaty temple, “just c’mon, come here.”

Nolan lets himself be pushed, pulled and prodded into the position Travis apparently wants him in, Travis flat on his back and Nolan draped over his right side, dick pressed up against Travis’s hip.

“Look.” He grabs the lube and snicks it open again, dripping it directly onto his belly where it pools in the dip between his abs. “You wore me out,” he says, smearing his fingers through the puddle on his skin and reaching between them, wrapping his hand around Nolan’s erection again and jacking it two, three times to spread the slick around, wiping the excess on the skin of his own hip and thigh, right under Nolan. “Your turn to put some work in and my turn to lay here like a princess.”

“I didn’t – ” Nolan starts before he can bite back the reaction, because whatever he may or may not like about Travis and his fucking mouth, he’s gotta draw the line somewhere, and princess seems like as good a place as any. But Travis just kisses him to shut him up, then uses the arm that’s still wrapped around his neck to pull his face down into the space between Travis’s neck and shoulder, nose pressed right to Travis’s damp skin, sweaty hair curling against Nolan’s jaw and gold chain pressed cold and sharp along his chin.

“See?” he says in that same low, soft voice that would turn Nolan’s spine to jelly if it hadn’t already been fully liquified, “I won’t even look at you, eh?” His fingertips draw teasing, feather-light designs down Nolan’s flank, across the back of his thigh where he’s ticklish. His hips hitch, hard cock sliding through the lube Travis just spread around for him, and Travis hums, quietly satisfied.

“There you go, just like that,” he whispers, fingers still dragging over Nolan’s skin, tracing a line across the top of his thigh, back and forth until his hips hitch again, more pronounced this time. “Yeah, wanna feel you. Want you to come all over me.”

Nolan should be embarrassed – is fucking embarrassed, okay – to be humping Travis’s hip while Travis just lays here, lamp still on and fully naked, no camouflage and nothing more significant to hide behind than the hinge of Travis’s jaw.

But it feels too good, everything over-sensitive and buzzy, the diffuse, grounding pressure of Travis’s body even better than the specific, concentrated grip of his hand had been, the slippery slide of the lube making every movement feel easy, smooth and effortless. And it’s nice and warm, with Travis’s arm still around his shoulders and the heat of Travis’s body, the smell of him intensified, trapped in the space created between his body and the pillow and Nolan’s face. It’s enough to keep his embarrassment at bay, enough to make him slide his hand over Travis’s chest, hold on tight with his fingers slotted in between Travis’s ribs, to lever himself closer and really grind down into the solid bulk of Travis’s body, chasing the orgasm that feels like it’s been building forever.

Travis’s slippery fingers slide through the already-slick mess in the crack of Nolan’s ass, ghost faintly over the sensitive pucker of his hole. Nolan whines against Travis’s neck, panting against his skin while Travis’s fingers press more firmly, then slide inside again.

Nolan makes a noise, stupid and desperate, and his hips jump and stutter, cock leaking onto Travis’s skin. He can feel himself, still open and wet where Travis’s fingers are pressing and prodding. His whole body feels like a live wire, every inch lit up with some heady mix of pleasure and embarrassment and want and shame and need, and there’s an inhuman keening sound coming from up high in his chest that he’s never heard himself make before.

“Know that’s gotta be sore, huh? Bet you can still feel me in here,” Travis whispers, curling his fingers up inside of Nolan, tugging at his rim until he whimpers. “But I don’t think you want me to stop, do you? Think you like how it hurts.”

And Nolan wants to deny it, would love to tell Travis to shut the hell up and go fuck himself, but instead.

Instead he gasps, and bucks, and comes all over Travis’s hip.

 

-

 

He doesn’t mean to pass out, doesn’t mean to stay. He never stays, no exceptions, not even with the few guys back in Winnipeg who he considers actual friends, not just fuck buddies.

He’s just so wiped out, so completely obliterated, he doesn’t even realize what’s happening until he wakes up in the dark, under the comforter somehow, with the urgent need to piss, and has to feel his way around Travis and out of the bed, through the unfamiliar room to the bathroom he only vaguely remembers the location of.

He didn’t mean to wake Travis, but when he comes out of the bathroom, trying to think about where his phone ended up and wondering if he could find his clothes in the pitch black even if he tried, Travis’s fingers come out of the darkness to wrap around his wrist, tug him back down into the bed. When Travis spoons up behind him, kisses the back of his neck, cups his palm over Nolan’s soft cock and hisses think you can take a little more?, what’s Nolan supposed to do with that but grunt his assent?

 When he wakes up again it’s to bright sunlight through the blinds and an empty bed, and Nolan’s got optional skate this morning but he feels like he can barely move; his first thought is he doesn’t see how that’s gonna happen. Through the open bedroom door he can hear the sounds of someone moving around out in the main room – Travis, presumably – so Nolan takes his time stretching his arms up over his head, pointing and flexing his toes and contracting then releasing every muscle in his body, trying to get the blood flowing. He twists his back until it cracks in one direction, then the other, then sits up, slides out of bed, and tries to find his clothes as silently as possible.

He slips into the bathroom to piss and dress and splash some water on his face, slurp a couple of mouthfuls straight from the faucet. He gargles with the mouthwash that’s sitting out on the counter, finds his keys and wallet still in his jeans, his phone still in his jacket pocket but the phone is dead – fucking of course. He slides into his shoes without putting his socks on, just stuffs them into his pocket instead, and gives himself a once over in the mirror.

He absolutely looks like he spent the last 8 hours getting fucked to within an inch of his life, which – yeah. He can’t remember the last time he came three times in one night, so - it is what it is. He rakes his fingers through his hair, does his best to make it lie flat-ish at least, and walks out to face the music.

Travis is at the stove, back to Nolan. He’s in a pair of shorts and nothing else, and unfortunately his skin and his shoulders and his back and his ass and just – the whole thing looks just as good as it did last night, which is – whatever. Good, maybe, in that at least Nolan can take comfort in the fact that he didn’t make an embarrassing choice last night just because he was horny for some lame cowboy act. Or bad, maybe, in that Nolan has a brief vision of a world where he’s the kind of person who could just walk up behind Travis and touch him, right there in the kitchen like it was no big deal, which is just.

Obviously ridiculous, never gonna happen, so even thinking about it is just fucking stupid and pointless.

There’s horrible country music coming from the speaker on the bar top; Travis is humming along, or maybe singing softly while he cooks. Nolan doesn’t want to know.

The clock on the microwave says 8:48, and Jesus Christ, he can’t remember the last time he slept this late. He’s definitely not making it to skate this morning, and the smell of coffee and bacon is making his stomach rumble.

He sets his phone down on the counter, clears his throat. He raises his hand in a stupid little wave, when Travis turns around.

“Hey,” he nods down at his phone. “Battery died. If I can borrow a charger real quick, I’ll order my ride and get out of your hair.”

“Sure, right there.” Travis grins at him like they’re good buddies, like Nolan’s not just a random hookup who’s overstayed his welcome, points at the wall over the bar, where his own phone is plugged in.

“Thanks.” Nolan unplugs Travis’s phone and makes the switch, then stares down at the phone in his hand, willing it to come back to life.

“Want anything, while you wait?” Travis asks. “There’s coffee, or I’ve got plenty of eggs and bacon, too, if you’re hungry.”

“Oh, I’m good,” Nolan starts, but Travis is already putting a plate down in front of the barstool Nolan’s standing beside, putting a fork down next to it, and a mug as well.

“Come on,” he says, as he grabs the coffee pot and pours, not even looking up at Nolan as he does it, “sit. Know you gotta be hungry; I could eat a horse.”

And just like that Nolan’s fucking blushing again, even though Travis is already turned back around, messing with his pans on the stove, asking if Nolan wants milk or sugar. He plunks a milk carton and a little sugar jar down on the bar without waiting for an answer, then slides two fried eggs onto the plate he’s got next to the stove, turns to slide one onto the plate in front of Nolan.

“One or two,” he asks, nodding to the one egg left in the pan, making it feel impossible for Nolan to insist what he wants is none.

“One’s fine.” Nolan watches him put the egg pan with its lone egg back on the stove and dish up bacon from the other pan, splitting it up between their two plates. He salts and peppers his own eggs, then slides the shakers across toward Nolan. He bites a slice of bacon in half, and it crunches audibly between his teeth.

“Go ‘head,” he nods, gestures at Nolan’s plate with his half-eaten bacon slice, “eat up, don’t be shy.”

Just the mention of shy makes Nolan’s cheeks flare to life again, and Jesus, it’s like it’s fucking constant with this guy. His jaw clenches and his teeth grind, but he slides onto the barstool, shifting gingerly on the wooden seat. When he looks up, Travis’s eyes are on him, hot and knowing, and the side of his mouth is ticked up just enough to be fucking annoying. Nolan just rolls his eyes, and digs into his eggs.

“Gonna tell me how you want this coffee, or do I have to guess that, too?” Travis asks, and laughs when Nolan fixes him with his best fuck-off scowl.

“Milk is fine,” he says, begrudging with his mouth full of egg, and ignores the way Travis grins as he picks up the carton to pour.

They barely speak, just eat in silence, but once Nolan’s finished his coffee and cleaned his plate, when he picks up his phone to find it blissfully lit up and in working order, he pulls up Uber just in time for Travis to reach over and take the phone out of his hands.

“Why don’t you skip the Uber and let me drive you home,” he says, looking down at Nolan’s phone, thumbing out of the app and just blatantly messing with his shit like he’s entitled to it.

“You don’t need to do that,” Nolan says, feeling agitated at having his phone in Travis’s hands, unprotected. He could do anything with it, he could fuck up Nolan’s whole life with that phone, even though Nolan can clearly see, all Travis is doing is adding himself to Nolan’s contacts.

“How ‘bout you let me decide what I need,” Travis says, handing the phone back with a long, steady look.

Nolan grabs at the phone, and their fingers brush. Travis holds on to it a beat longer, just enough to create a little tug-of-war, make Nolan work for it.

Nolan’s not quite sure how it happens, but he ends up letting Travis drive him home.

 

-

 

Nolan’s sitting in his truck in the underground parking lot at the AAC, waging an internal battle with himself. It’s not the first time he’s been here, over the past four months.

In his hand, his phone is lit up with a text: Sorry about the game. You should stop by.

It’s from Travis, of course.

After that first time, back in October, when Travis dropped him off in front of his apartment building with his number programmed into Nolan’s phone and a smirking invitation to text me anytime, Nolan had thought: sure, why not?

Not like he had anyone else to call in Dallas, and not like he was likely to find anyone he was gonna like better. Guys like Travis aren’t exactly easy to come by, with his ability to pull off being cocky without seeming like an asshole, to ooze confidence and charm while also being affable and genuine, and that’s before you even get to his – whatever. Particular set of skills, which are very much right in line with Nolan’s interests. Like, sexually.

So he figured sure, he’d get in touch again at some point in the future, a few weeks down the line, maybe a month, maybe two. Whenever that itch started up again, that building need for something more than just jacking off and getting on with his day, the need to get someone else’s hands, someone else’s body involved.

What he hadn’t counted on was that he’d be fucking dreaming about that night, waking up hard and sweating with the taste of Travis’s skin on his tongue, the phantom smell of him hanging in the air. What he hadn’t counted on was the way he’d be pulling up that contact card, Travis Konecny with a fucking cowboy emoji next to it, staring at it like it held the secrets of the universe.

He hadn’t counted on hitting Travis up so soon, but there he was, not even two weeks later, sending an incredibly lame u up text at 11pm on a Sunday, after three shots of whiskey and a half an hour of talking himself into, then out of, then back into just pushing fucking send.

The response came immediately,

Pretty sure I only know one person with a Winnipeg area code, so. For you? Always, and a winking face emoji that Nolan chose to ignore. He hadn’t even thought about the fact that Travis didn’t have his number.

He sent back a photo of his face just to make sure he was in fact the Winnipegger Travis was thinking of – expression as flatly unimpressed as he could make it - and got a dick pic in return. Half an hour later he was flat on his belly in Travis’s bed – exactly where he wanted to be.

And that was all fine, that was all good, right up until Nolan woke up – once again – still in Travis’s bed in the bright light of morning, feeling like he’d been run through, wrung out, taken apart. With Travis – once again – singing in the kitchen, cooking breakfast in his underwear, grinning and looking not at all wrecked by the night before, when Nolan could barely walk upright.

Once again, the look Travis gave him when he squirmed on that un-fucking-forgiving wooden barstool made him want to melt into the floor. Made him want to drag Travis back into the bed, see how much more they could both take.

He didn’t, of course, but Jesus, he wanted to.

Once again, he let Travis drive him home instead of calling a ride, and this time he let Travis kiss him goodbye, right there in broad daylight on the street in front of his apartment, right there in full view of everyone and everything like that was fine, like it was no big deal. Like that’s just a normal thing Nolan does, or can do.

Looking back, Nolan thinks it was around then when everything kind of – got away from him. Because from that point on, Travis had his number, literally and figuratively, and he wasn’t shy about abusing the information: calling him Patty without being asked, sending him stupid memes and cute TikToks mostly involving puppies, providing unsolicited commentary on Nolan’s on-ice play and unsolicited videos of himself jerking off. Asking Nolan if he knows people on the internet write erotica about him, and sending him snippets that make him want to throw his phone out the window. Asking him if he ever actually got to fuck Nico Hischier because if so, Travis would really love to hear all about it. Tempting him with a long list of casual-sounding invitations to join him and his friends for happy hour or to stop by the club and have a drink, to meet up for dinner or to swing by his apartment after a game.

The last one is the only offer Nolan ever takes him up on – doesn’t have the first clue what to do with any of the other ones except to just deflect and avoid – but even though he’s tried to keep it simple, keep it all about late nights and early mornings and the insanely good sex they have in between, nothing more than that, somehow Travis has managed to just - .

Worm his way inside.

To crawl into Nolan’s life, under Nolan’s skin, inside Nolan’s brain. Somehow, he’s managed to make it feel like they’re friends, buddies, even though all they really do together is fuck.

And that really is all they do, Nolan would swear to it, yet somehow Nolan still knows Travis’s family has a farm in rural Ontario, that he has an older brother who lives in Hamilton. That he ended up in Dallas after college because his friend was living here, and Travis came for a visit in the middle of winter and just decided he was never leaving. That his real job is something that keeps him in front of his laptop all day, but he works from home for a company based on the west coast, so he doesn’t have to log on until 10 am local time. Which is why he’s always got the time to just hang around in the mornings, making breakfast and dancing around his kitchen in his underwear with no shame whatsoever, and, on one memorable occasion, time to kneel down in front of Nolan where he was perched on that fucking bar stool, and suck him off while he finished his coffee.

Somehow, Nolan knows Travis only learned to dance because he dated the guy who used to be the dance instructor at the Roundup, and it turned out he was a natural. He would come with his boyfriend to the lessons, to help out with the classes, and when they broke up, the manager asked Travis to stay and the ex to go.

Somehow, four months after that first night, Nolan knows the code to Travis’s parking garage, and the location on the 5th floor where overnight visitors can park.

Nolan’s still not clear on how it happened, or how he did it, but Travis has managed to make it feel okay – for the most part, at least – to make it feel comfortable and not weird for Nolan to sometimes hang out a little when he gets to Travis’s apartment, maybe have a drink or smoke a little, maybe even play some video games before they take it straight to the bedroom.

He doesn’t understand how they got here, to this place where Travis knows so much – like, too much, probably. Too much about Nolan’s sisters and his mom and dad, about his dogs back in Winnipeg and the lake house he bought a few summers ago on West Hawk Lake, just far enough from his parents’ place to feel like it’s really his own. About the constant ache in his right shoulder and the constant swelling in his left ankle and the way his joints crack like an old man in the mornings, and the fact that one more shot to the head is probably all he’s got in him, that if it happens – when it happens – it will undoubtedly take Nolan out of hockey for good.

And maybe if every night he’s spent in Travis’s bed since the very first night hadn’t been just as good, he would have been a little more chill about things, wouldn’t have said yes every fucking time he got the opportunity, like a dog waiting for a bone. He’s never been this embarrassingly eager before, not with any of the fuckbuddies he’s had in every city before this one. Never even really given them a second thought in between their random, infrequent hookups – much less fucking dreamed about them.

It shouldn’t feel any different from the same type of arrangements he’s had with dozens of guys before Travis, but somehow it does, and Nolan is just, like.

To say he doesn’t know what to do with that, how to handle it – that would be a fucking understatement.

The last time Nolan knocked on Travis’s door, it was earlier than usual, 7 pm after a matinee game.

“Patty!” Travis had grinned up at him from the other side of the door. “There’s my guy! Just in time, I made pasta.”

Nolan had already eaten at the rink, but he sat down at the bar with Travis anyway, let him pour wine for them both, picked cucumbers and cherry tomatoes and croutons out of Travis’s salad while Travis regaled him with stories from the bar, which were always entertaining, unlike the stories from Travis’s real job, which mostly included a lot of terminology Nolan didn’t really understand, and mostly centered around how Travis’s boss was an incompetent idiot.

Travis broke out his stash and they drank more wine, and Travis tried, not for the first time, to get Nolan to dance with him.

It had never worked before, but something about the weed and the wine and the win that afternoon, the low-key buzz and the way he was feeling mellow and giggly in a way he doesn’t usually get, even when he’s high, made Nolan agree.

“But none of your country shit,” Nolan insisted, and Travis just laughed and swore up and down he would never – put on a classic rock playlist then showed Nolan how to Texas Two-Step around the living room, furniture pushed back to the walls with the hits of the 60’s and 70’s playing through his shitty countertop speaker, Travis singing along to every word, just like always.

“See, you can two-step to anything, even Fleetwood Mac,” Travis spun himself under Nolan’s arm then around behind his back, while Nolan just sort of stood there like a prop, “your favorite.”

Because apparently wearing a Fleetwood Mac t-shirt one time made them Nolan’s favorite, in Travis’s mind.

Nolan was not a natural by any stretch – not like Travis – but he almost started to get the hang of it eventually, both of them laughing like idiots every time Nolan stepped on Travis’s toes or spun right when he was supposed to go left. Every time Travis flung himself back over Nolan’s arm with no warning, demanding to be dipped.

It was – whatever. Stupid and embarrassing, but still kind of funny, kind of fun. It was the kind of thing Nolan could never have imagined he’d ever fucking agree to, just a few months before, when he first met Travis.

Then Travis pulled him in close, wrapped both arms around the back of his neck.

“But okay, see, some songs just give, like,” he said, and laid his head against Nolan’s shoulder, rocking their bodies back and forth to the warbly, psychedelic-synth opening chord progression of a song that seemed familiar to Nolan, but that he couldn’t place. “High school prom, stand still and sway type vibes.”

“Sure,” Nolan agreed easily enough, hands on Travis’s hips while Travis tapped out the rhythm of the drums against the side of Nolan’s neck, his soft singing muffled by the cotton of Nolan’s shirt.

Then the bass really kicked in and the tempo picked up suddenly, and Travis broke away from him, doing stupid dance moves in a circle around him, giggling while Nolan just stood there, rolled his eyes and laughed at him.

It had been fine, all good vibes, nothing threatening in the air.

But then the tempo slowed back down, those dragging chord progressions swelling again, like they were building up to something important. The plaintive vocals came in over the top, reverb echoing in behind his voice, and suddenly Travis was right back up against him, breathless and damp from his impromptu dance solo, and they were swaying together again, locked in a tight embrace.

When he thinks back on it now – still staring down at the phone in his hand, the only light inside the dark cab of his truck, the player’s parking area of the garage mostly empty by now - Nolan can still hear Travis’s scratchy, smoked-out voice singing low right against his ear, no I don’t hardly know her, but I think I could love her, before he turned his face up, grinning that little half-smile, looking up at Nolan with his sleepy, faded eyes, and suddenly it was just like - .


Fuck.                                              


Nolan had never really experienced the paranoia he’s heard people talk about when they smoke too much, but in an instant, it was like the bottom suddenly fell out of his mellow, like he dropped right out of his good high and into the sweaty, heart-racing panic of an anxiety attack. He had felt like he was paralyzed, his skin on fire and his hands shaking, had just stood there dumbly, trying to remember how to breathe before Travis noticed him acting like a freak, waiting for the tempo to pick up again and break the spell.

The bass riff did kick in, and Travis went back to his stupid little dance moves that had made Nolan laugh so hard just a few seconds before. But Nolan didn’t laugh this time, just stumbled back and sank down onto the couch, put his head between his knees.

As soon as he could breathe again he’d practically run out the door, barely able to make a coherent, plausible excuse about too much wine and too much weed, about probably being dehydrated from the game and just needing to get some sleep.

He left abruptly, just like that, Travis trailing behind him, clearly confused but unflappable as ever, calling hope you feel better down the hall after his retreating back.

It’s been almost a month – the longest he’s gone without seeing Travis since the night they met – and Nolan hasn’t been back again.

He’s thought about it – about Travis, about that night, about the way he looked and the way he felt in Nolan’s arms, about all the nights before and how much he likes Travis’s hands and his body, his voice and the way he talks, the way he makes Nolan feel. He’s thought about it so much – about how much he likes Travis - like. Full stop.

And Nolan likes to think he’s not a complete moron, not totally lacking in self-awareness. He knows he saw something in Travis’s eyes that night, knows he felt something down within himself in a place he’d never even known existed, something deep enough that it scared him on like, a foundational level - a whole different way than the familiar rush of fear he feels when he’s naked in Travis’s bed, Travis touching him and talking to him in that way that makes him squirm, that makes him feel peeled open, too seen.

And frankly, Nolan doesn’t know what to do with any of that. He gets it – what it means, or whatever.

Got it, even before he told the simplest, most boring, briefest possible version of the last four months to Aimee and she screamed into the phone,

“Oh my god you have feeeeeelings! You’re a real human boy, after all!”

Which was rude, first of all, but also not at all helpful in getting him any closer to knowing what to do next.

He’s not sure what might happen if he goes over to Travis’s apartment again, but it seems like every time he’s there he gets his world rocked a little more, and he’s not sure his world can take much more without spinning right off its axis.

He’s also not sure he even can go back, if he has it in him to face down his fear, if he even has the balls to take the leap.

But he had a shitty game tonight, the latest in a string of shitty games, and he’s end-of-season worn down, beat to hell and so, so tired. And Travis was watching the game tonight, obviously, like maybe he’s still interested. He’s still been texting, and offering, while Nolan gives him lame excuses about being busy, and hides his fear behind his phone.

All Nolan knows for sure is that tonight, at least, he wants, just.

Something.

He’s the farthest thing from horny, but he still just wants. To feel another body against his, feel hands on him and hear a voice next to him in the dark, reassuring and low and soft.

What he’s thinking of, imagining, is something he’s never really had; it’s hard to conjure the particulars of what it would look like, what it would feel like, when he’s pulling them from thin air.

But it’s comfort, maybe, he guesses, or tenderness, affection – all words that make him want to flinch, that sound like things he shouldn’t need, things he should be tough enough to go without. But he’s not that tough after all, apparently, because whether he should or not, that’s exactly what he wants. And Travis, in some crazy, impossible way, has become the only person in his life that he can imagine, maybe, being able to give him that in a way Nolan could accept it.


Maybe.


He looks down at the phone in his hand, tastes the blood on his tongue from where he’s bitten his lip raw, sitting here waffling in the ever-more-deserted parking garage.

He’s going to go to Travis’s apartment – obviously he’s going to go. He knew that 20 minutes ago, has known it the whole time he’s been sitting here, pretending that maybe he won’t go.

Just leaving now, he types. I can head over, if you’re still up for company.

He takes a deep breath, closes his eyes, presses send.

Then he turns on the truck, pulls on his seatbelt.

Absolutely, Travis writes back, before Nolan even puts the truck in gear.

 

-

 

“Dude, you look wrecked,” is what Travis says when he opens the door. “And not in the good way.”

Nolan just shrugs, feeling suddenly just as tongue-tied as he was the first time he ever walked through Travis’s door, and just as unsure about what to expect.

“Pretty tired,” he allows, and the way Travis’s head tilts to the side, the way his mouth turns down at the corners, eyes soft, makes Nolan feel some kind of way that he can’t identify.

“You want anything to drink? Eat? Or straight to bed?”

Nolan shrugs again, and Travis’s eyes go even softer.

“Bed,” he says, definitive, and Nolan isn’t about to protest. He lets himself be turned, walked into the bedroom with Travis behind him, hands on his hips guiding him along. He lets himself be undressed piece by piece, lets Travis pull back the covers for him to crawl under, then lies there with his eyes barely open, just watching. It feels like forever since he saw Travis’s naked body, and he doesn’t want to miss a thing, but it’s cozy and warm, and Travis’s bed is always so soft, and it smells like him.

And Nolan is just so fucking tired.

Travis slides in next to him, settles a hand on his hip, kisses him, just a dry brush of lips, before he nuzzles at Nolan’s jaw, noses at his ear.

“What do you want,” he says, as if that’s ever worked a single time he’s tried. Nolan makes a low noise in his throat, noncommittal and meaningless, and lets his eyes close.

Travis is kissing his ear, his neck, long fingers spread warm and solid across Nolan’s sternum.

“Glad you’re here,” Travis murmurs, and Nolan nods.

“Yeah,” he breathes out a low sigh, Travis’s hand coming up to cup his cheek, turn his face so Travis can kiss his mouth again, soft and sweet.

“Think maybe you need sleep more than sex.” Travis breathes it into his mouth, and Nolan’s immediate gut reaction is a hard no, because if he’s not here for sex then what the fuck business does he have being here at all? They’re already naked together in bed, pressed up against each other and kissing, and in Nolan’s whole life that has always, only meant one thing.

If he was just gonna sleep, he could have taken his ass on home, not wasted Travis’s time.

But Travis is stroking his hair back from his face, holding him close but not groping him or spouting any of his usual cringey, filthy nonsense, all the stuff he usually does to get Nolan going, to make his dick hard and his face red. And it feels nice, Travis’s fingers carding through his hair, his breath against Nolan’s neck, his body a warm, solid line for Nolan to melt into. It feels nice, with no urgency and no expectations. He has a sudden realization that this is exactly what it looks like – that thing he’d been trying to imagine, back in the parking garage. This is the feeling he’d been craving, that longing for something he still doesn’t really understand.

Whether or not he should want it, exactly how stupid and reckless and futile it might be to let himself want it, it is still up for debate, but.

“Sure you don’t mind?” He manages to mumble, and Travis just strokes his face again, kisses his jaw again.

“Sweetheart,” he says, all gentle and low, but in that way Nolan has learned to recognize, that tells him some smartass remark is coming next, “it’s a good thing you’re pretty.”

And Nolan’s not exactly sure how that’s an insult, he just knows that it is.

“Close your eyes, you big beautiful idiot.” He swipes his hands over Nolan’s eyes, leaves him no choice. “And go to sleep. And when you wake up, I’ll fuck you stupid, how’s that?”

Nolan would love to be offended, to protest, but.

Aside from the idiot part, which Nolan could do without, that actually sounds pretty fucking great, so. He keeps his eyes closed, turns off his brain, and sleeps.

 

-

 

He wakes up disoriented, not sure at first where he is or what woke him.

But Travis is sitting up next to him in the bed, bare shoulders against the wooden headboard and blankets pulled across his hips.

The TV on the dresser is on, playing some old Will Ferrell movie on low. Travis is chuckling, low and soft, but the movement is still enough to jostle Nolan.

Because he’s lying on his stomach, face pressed to Travis’s side and arm slung across his waist, knee hitched up over his leg like Travis is some kind of life-sized emotional support teddy bear.

One of Travis’s hands is buried in his hair, bottle of beer in his other hand, eyes on the screen while he giggles at the movie, and Nolan doesn’t fucking know what the fuck he’s supposed to do from here.

He slams his eyes closed so Travis doesn’t see he’s awake, tries to keep his breathing deep and even, not give himself away while he tries to fucking think.

He could keep fake-sleeping, roll away from Travis and pretend he never even knew he was being so clingy and embarrassing while he slept.

He could open his eyes and try to act like it’s fine, like it’s normal. Like there’s nothing weird or humiliating about him wrapping himself around Travis like a clinging vine while he slept, like he doesn’t feel awkward about it at all.

Or he could do what he does best and just – make it all about sex.

And Nolan is smart enough to know that’s not gonna fix the problem, not gonna stop whatever’s going on with him that made his stupid, needy, mortifying subconscious brain put him in this embarrassing fucking position to begin with, but. That doesn’t mean he’s not still gonna try.

He keeps his eyes closed, lets his hand slide down from where he’s got it thrown over Travis’s body, over his hip, until he’s got his hand cupped over Travis’s junk.

He feels Travis’s fingers tighten ever so slightly in his hair, can feel the weight of Travis’s attention suddenly hit him, even though his eyes are still closed.

“Pat,” Travis whispers, gives Nolan’s head a little scritch with his fingers. Nolan shifts again, so his hand leans heavier into Travis’s cock, ups the contact and the pressure and feels Travis’s dick shift and twitch under his palm, fattening up just like that.

“Seriously?” Travis huffs quietly, out loud to himself, wraps his fingers over Nolan’s forearm and tries to tug, to reposition Nolan’s hand.

When Nolan’s arm won’t budge, Travis’s fingers on his head really dig in, twisting in deep and tugging.

“Little shit, you’re messing with me,” he says, and Nolan grins against his hip, eyes still closed. Suddenly Travis is moving, throwing Nolan’s arm and leg off, wrestling him onto his back, pinning his arms back to the bed while Travis straddles his middle, knees under his armpits, naked and perfect with his dick bobbing thick and hard already, right in front of Nolan’s face.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you what happens when you fuck around?” Travis smirks down at him, something dangerous in his eyes that makes Nolan’s heart race, makes him feel desperate, pathetically eager for whatever Travis is going to do next.

“You wanna find out, don’t you,” Travis says, and he leans up and over, lets go of on of Nolan’s arm so he can grab his own dick instead, lay the head of it heavy and solid against the pillow of Nolan’s bottom lip.

“Open up, sweetheart,” he says, “I’m gonna show you,” and Nolan feels his face burn as he does exactly what Travis tells him, feels his stomach flip. He feels overwhelmed with Travis on top of him, out of control like he’s flying blind, instincts screaming at him that he’s way off course, headed for trouble. His his mouth is full of Travis’s cock, his throat burning, eyes spilling tears down his temples while Travis talks to him in that low, sweet voice, telling him what a good job he’s doing, how pretty he looks when he cries; and maybe he hates it or maybe he loves it, but he can’t work out which it is because his head is full of cotton and static and wailing sirens, and the only thing he knows for sure is there’s nowhere else he’d rather be.

 

-

 

“Too much?” Travis asks, after. He’s rolled off to the side, found the remote and clicked the TV off, spooned up behind Nolan in the dark. Nolan shakes his head no, but of course Travis can’t see that. He takes a deep breath, forces himself to speak.

“You’re good,” is the best he can manage.

“I’m fucking great,” Travis says into Nolan’s shoulder, grin in his voice, “but I’m asking about you.”

And Nolan’s still hard, leaking against his thigh, but he feels weird about it for some reason. Sucking Travis’s dick – Travis, who invited him over and then just let him sleep, who gave up whatever else he could have been doing tonight to sit there in the dark watching his movie on almost-mute, letting Nolan hold onto him like a kid with a security blanket – seems like the least Nolan could do. He doesn’t want to be, whatever. Still wanting Travis to give even more.

He doesn’t even understand what he wants from Travis, he just knows he wants to stop wanting it so goddamn much.

“I’m good,” Nolan parrots, same clipped tone as before, just hoping his voice doesn’t sound as shaky as he feels inside.

Travis puts a hand on Nolan’s cheek, runs a thumb under his eye. His eyelashes are still wet with his tears, and his face burns in the dark, suddenly petrified that Travis is going to want to fucking talk about it, but instead he says,

“I was afraid I freaked you out, before. Last time?” And somehow, he’s the one whose voice sounds shaky, unsure. “Wasn’t sure you’d come back.”

“Oh.” Nolan’s stomach flip-flops, his heart jumps up into his throat. “Sorry, I was. I mean, end of the season, I guess. Gets busy.”

“Okay.” His tone says he sees right through Nolan’s bullshit, as always, but he’s willing to let it slide.

He’s quiet for a minute, silence settling on them, thick and heavy like a blanket.

“Can you do something for me?” he asks finally, as if Nolan’s ever going to say no to that.

“I don’t know,” he says, cagey. “Can I?”

“I don’t know either,” Travis huffs in the dark, hot puff of air against Nolan’s shoulder making the hair on the back of his neck stand at attention, that wide palm skating across his belly bringing his flagging erection back to life. “But let’s give it a try.”

“Sure,” Nolan pants, as Travis’s hand wraps around his cock, gives a sharp tug.

“Tell me what you need from me, and I’ll give it to you.” He tugs again, and Nolan’s heart races.

“Or don’t,” he says, hand stilling, “and get nothing.”

And Nolan immediately wants to scream, to throw a little hissy fit like a toddler in a toy store, because Travis knows exactly what he likes, and it’s bullshit to pretend otherwise, unfair of him to change the rules now, try to make Nolan speak the obvious, embarrassing truth out loud.

“You know,” he says through gritted teeth.

“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t,” Travis challenges, and gives his cock another tug. “Until I hear it from you, it’s all guesses and assumptions, and maybe I’ve got it all wrong. Maybe I’ve got you all wrong.”

“You’re not - .” Nolan grits out, then cuts himself off, frustrated. You’re not wrong was on the tip of his tongue.

He’s pretty sure Travis has never gotten him wrong, not once, not since that very first night.

“What you always do,” he tries, hoping Travis will take pity on him, give him points for effort, “that’s what I like.”

“What do I always do?” is the immediate follow-up, and Nolan has to clench his jaw shut, has to bite back a growl.

“Just the way you – are.” He sputters, eyes squeezed shut in the already dark room. “That’s what I want, okay? Just for you to, like, be, just. How you are. To me. With me. Fuck.”

Travis doesn’t speak, but his hand moves on Nolan’s cock again, jacking it two, three, four times, not too tight and not too loose; it’s perfect, like everything Travis does.

“What about this,” he says, low, and he angles his hips up against Nolan’s ass, tight, with intent. “You want me to put my cock in you?”

“Obviously,” Nolan huffs, face burning in the dark.

Travis kisses his shoulder, rubs his still-soft dick against the swell of Nolan’s ass while he jacks Nolan’s cock a few more times.

“What if I want to do it just like this? Just keep you right where you are and give it to you raw, no fingers first, no nothing. Just work it into you nice and slow, make you open up for it an inch at a time. Come up inside you, leave you all wet and messy. You want that?”

Nolan doesn’t need to think, doesn’t need time to consider.

“Fuck yes,” he grits out, hips starting to shift restlessly, hitching forward toward the pressure of Travis’s hand, then back again to grind against Travis’s growing erection, not sure which one he wants more.

“I know you’re a hockey player,” Travis says, and the familiar teasing note is back in his voice, the one Nolan loves and hates to hear, “and I know you really, really love cock. Need it like you need to fucking breathe.”

Nolan bites his lip to keep his mouth shut, just takes the hit and lets the truth of it, the delicious, awful shame of it wash over him while Travis keeps talking.

“But you’re not stupid. I know you wouldn’t let some random hookup stick his unwrapped dick into you, let him nut inside you just cause the idea of it gets you hot. You wouldn’t do that, would you?”

He gives Nolan’s cock another stroke, and Nolan groans.

“Would you?” He insists, and Nolan’s shaking his head in the dark again, wishing that was enough.

“No,” he finally manages to grunt. “Obviously not, Jesus.”

“That’s what I thought,” Travis says, and it sounds like praise, somehow, like Nolan finally managed to say the right thing. “But you’re gonna let me do it, aren’t you.”

This time, it’s not a question.

 

-

 

When Nolan comes out of the bedroom in the morning, everything is exactly like he expects it to be.

Nolan feeling like he just survived a hit and run, physically barely able to move but somehow full of a renewed appreciation for life? Check.

Travis in his underwear in the kitchen, spatula in hand? Check.

Smell of coffee, and something greasy on the stove, beckoning? Check.

Terrible country music blaring tinny and shallow through the crappy speaker on the bar top, Travis singing every word and shuffling his feet, twisting his hips in time to the music? Check, check, and check.

The only thing he doesn’t expect – maybe should, by now – but still doesn’t, somehow, is for Travis to ask about his plans for the day.

“You got practice?” He says, while he’s scraping the scraps of their breakfast into the trash can under the sink.

“Nah, not this time of year.” It’s mid-March, well into the stretch of time where rest is at a premium, almost always more important than extra ice time.

“So an off day?” Travis raises an eyebrow in question, and Nolan shrugs.

“Probably get a workout in, but that’s about it.”

He’s starting to feel a little prickle at the back of his neck, a feeling that there’s something he’s not getting. Like, maybe Travis is trying to hint that he’s got his own shit to do today, even though it’s a Saturday. Maybe he’s trying to ask Nolan to get a move on.

“What about you,” Nolan asks belatedly, because he feels like he’s supposed to. He’s still got half a mug of coffee, which he’d really like to finish, but. He tips it up, takes a couple of big gulps.

“Not a thing,” Travis says, hands spread wide, grin on his face, “got nothing but time on my hands.”

“Okay,” Nolan says, still awkward. “I’m almost done, then I can head out.”

He raises his mug in Travis’s direction, tips it up again. It’s not hot enough to scald, but his throat is still sore from last night, and the giant gulp he tries to swallow makes him cough and sputter.

“Where’s the fire?” Travis asks, coming around to Nolan’s side of the counter. “Thought you had nowhere to be.”

Nolan just coughs once more, to clear his throat.

“I don’t,” Nolan shrugs, “I just thought I’d get out of your way.”

“What if you stuck around, instead?”

Nolan coughs again, this time to cover his surprise.

“Uh,” he looks at Travis, unsure. “What for?”

Travis tips his head back, cackles out loud like Nolan said something funny. Then he comes closer, insinuates himself right in between Nolans’s knees on the barstool, takes the mug out of his hands. He kisses him, not like a this is headed back to the bedroom kiss, just a sweet, soft press of his lips, and he shrugs.

“Just – to hang out,” he says, like it’s really just that simple. “We can lay around on the couch, binge some TV. Order some lunch later, maybe go for a run. Come home and take a shower.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “We don’t need to have a plan. The world is our oyster.”

“Oh.” Nolan says, and he’s not sure what’s going on inside him, but all he can think about is Aimee screaming feeeeeelings, and he closes his eyes, feels his nostrils flare. “I’m not sure,” he starts, but he’s not sure what he’s not sure about.

Not sure he has time to hang out on his off day? Lies.

Not sure he feels like it? Lies.

Not sure he’ll have a good time just hanging out, doing nothing with Travis? More lies.

Not sure what will happen if he does stay, not sure if he’s getting in deeper than knows how to handle? Not sure if he’s cut out for what he thinks Travis wants, here, and most of all, at the heart of it, not sure if he has what it takes to be the guy Travis deserves?

Yeah, that sounds more like the truth.

“Listen,” Travis says, mouth against Nolan’s ear, “Patty, baby. I like you, you know that, right? And you like me. That’s a good thing. It’s fucking awesome, actually.”

Nolan opens his eyes, looks at Travis’s grinning face. He’s got that look again, the one he had on his face the night they met. It’s Travis’s can’t lose look, the look that says he already knows he’s got this one in the bag.

“And if you start to freak out, don’t worry about it. You give me the sign and I’ll take you to bed, fuck you till you can’t think straight, push reset on your brain and we’ll just - start again, from the top.” He taps softly on the side of Nolan’s head, kisses his cheek. “How’s that sound?”

“Sounds, uh.”

Pretty good, actually, Nolan thinks. Pretty great, actually. Like an excellent strategy. Like a huge relief.

Like proof that Travis’s ideas are, as always, the best fucking ideas.

Like Travis does, just as Nolan has suspected all along, know exactly what he needs, whether he ever manages to say it out loud or not.

Travis smiles at him, encouraging, and Nolan exhales, jerks his chin in a nod, just barely.

“Yeah,” is all he actually says, because the struggle is real, but also because he knows he doesn’t have to say it out loud for Travis to know what he means.

“Sounds like a plan.”

 


Notes for the Chapter:Hey, remember the spring of 2021? Back when Pat was still in Philly but we knew he wanted out, the Kraken expansion draft was looming, and the future was a scary, unknowable mystery?

My personal coping mechanism at that time was to start a bunch of different WIPs with the same basic premise, which was essentially: Pat is an NHL journeyman still eking out a thankless career for himself at some nebulous point in the future, and TK is some kind of not-hockey-player ((A musician! A dance instructor! A regional cable fishing show host! A building contractor!) who shows up in the right place at the right time and teaches Pat about feelings/reminds him that there’s life outside of hockey.
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Then Pat showed up everywhere, openly thriving in his Canadian Tuxedo and Fleetwood Mac t-shirt.
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The first thing Nolan thinks is: it’s much louder than he expected.

Like, thirty-foot high speakers, stadium-shaking bass, screaming guitars and screaming girls, pyro exploding, the whole nine - that kinda loud.

He’s not sure what he expected from a country concert, but probably, like.

More banjos and fiddles and acoustic guitar strumming, and just. Not this.

He tries to slip in under the radar, tries to look like maybe he’s just coming back from the men’s room or something, like he’s not just getting here. Nobody seems to clock him as he lets the suite door slide closed behind him, all of them up at the front of the box with their eyes toward the stage, so he grabs a beer and downs half of it, sidles up behind a couple of guys and leans on the wall, tries to project those settled-in vibes that say he’s been here all along.

He didn’t mean to be late, or at least - . Not this late, it’s just.

It’s just, the truth is, as glad as he is to be here - in this city and with this team - he’d still rather be basically anywhere but here, at this particular event.

And like, he’s a professional and everything, he knows how things go. Sometimes you have to just play along, do the team stuff even if you hate it, just to show the boys you’re all in. But knowing it and actually doing it are two different things, and no matter how much he might be about that ferda lifestyle, it’s never gonna be enough to make him like country music.

Also, he literally just got here a few weeks ago, and he’s still trying to like - adjust, or whatever.

Because Nolan doesn’t exactly vibe with L.A., at least not yet. He’s a high prairie boy raised on snow and wind and hockey, suddenly deposited in a west coast city where the average citizen doesn’t even seem to know there’s a hockey team in town. And it’s common knowledge that this town doesn’t get excited about anything, except the Lakers and the bandwagon of whichever local team proves it’s good enough to make a deep playoff run in a given year. And the weather is good and everything, like, empirically speaking - but it’s all wrong for the start of hockey season, without even a hint of a chill in the air.

Nolan’s not trying to be dramatic or anything - it’s fine, of course it’s fine. Or at least, will be fine. It’s not like he hasn’t been through it all before, feeling his way into a new city and a new team – he’s practically an expert at it by now. It’s perfectly normal to feel a little disconnected at first; it’s just a lot to adjust to in a short period of time, even before you top it all off with a team bonding night at a fucking Luke Bryan concert.

Nolan didn’t have to look up Luke Bryan before he came out tonight, but only because the promos for his five-night run of sold-out shows have been playing on the screens all over Staples, his giant, too-tan face and big white teeth grinning out from the enormous marquees on the outside of the arena where you can probably see them from space.

He’s got that kind of face where you can tell he’s like, supposed to be good looking or whatever. But something about his perfectly swept back hair and immaculately distressed leather jacket, the trying-to-be-flirty grin he’s sporting in all his pictures just make Nolan want to sneer.

When Nolan did look up Luke Bryan most popular song, just to prove to himself it was really going to be as terrible as he’d been telling himself it would be, he was directed to a YouTube video with 250 million hits, for a song called Huntin’, Fishin’ and Lovin’ Everyday.

Which it turns out is basically about, like, how happy he’d be if he could just get paid to hunt and fish and fuck. Two-thirds of which is something Nolan once, famously, said he would like to do if he didn’t play hockey, and that’s just, whatever.

So annoying.

And there’s also, like: what do you even wear to a country concert? Nolan definitely wouldn’t know.

So he just wore his regular jeans and regular shoes and regular shirt and figured, like - whatever, it’s fine. Just like L.A. is fine and his team is fine, and this stupid, loud-ass concert will probably be fine.

He tips up his beer and drains it, circles back to the bar for another one, stops to chat with a few guys, gets introduced to a few WAGs and a couple of kids. It’s a whole thing - a family affair, Dano made sure to tell him, saying bring your girl, or bring whoever while he clapped his hand down on Nolan’s shoulder, smiling.

He’s a good guy, from what Nolan’s seen, a good default, stand-in captain for the hole Kopi left when he retired. He’s got that grizzled-vet-with-dad-energy thing going, but that or whoever still made Nolan’s scalp prickle, made his face turn hot, made him wonder. Because shit like that could mean nothing, or it could mean something.

It could just mean bring whoever, like your buddy, or your mom, or whoever you’ve got in town. Or on the other hand, it could mean he’s heard something - that somehow word traveled to L.A. about Nolan from a former franchise or a former teammate, anyone really - and that bring whoever was a subtle, casual attempt at reassurance.

Like that time on the road in Tampa in his second year, when G found him in a not-quite-compromising but not-quite-just-friendly position, pressed a little too close to another guy in the dark hallway outside the men’s room in some crowded club, and made a point not to look surprised or act awkward, made a point to tell Nolan he should bring his friend back to the VIP with the rest of the guys before giving a little wave and disappearing into the washroom.

Nolan didn’t, of course - he exchanged numbers with the guy and met up with him later after the boys were all back at the hotel, like, he’s never been about trying to push his luck - but he had appreciated the gesture, nonetheless. And Nolan’s always been pretty discreet, but he hasn’t been that discreet – especially as he’s gotten older. As it’s gotten more and more annoying - the whole always operating in the shadows thing - and he’s had less energy to spare and less interest in spending that limited energy worrying about bullshit he can’t change or control.

So yeah, there are definitely at least a couple of guys on every team he’s ever been on who are aware of, whatever. His preferences.

Present company one hundred percent included, considering the fact that PL is standing two guys down from him right now, and considering the additional fact that the two of them definitely jerked each other off at least twice, maybe three times – Nolan can’t remember for sure - when they were 17 years old. Presumably that’s not the kind of story PL would be spreading up and down the King’s roster or anything, but yeah.

The jury’s definitely still out on Dano and his bring whoever, but it’s not like it even matters anyway, when there’s no one even close to fitting the bill.

And it’s not like Nolan cares, really – he’s never minded being on his own, has always preferred it, actually – but the farther along he gets in his career, the easier it is to understand how it could be nice, sometimes, to have, you know. A whoever, even if that whoever was just a buddy, as far as the team was concerned. It would maybe be worth it, Nolan thinks, if it meant having someone to suffer through shit like this along side him, someone to roll his eyes at over the ridiculousness of this whole scene, someone to slide a hand into his back pocket, feel him up a little when no one was looking, just to keep things interesting.

He’s not sure exactly when he started to think that way – he has a sinking feeling he may be getting soft in his old age – but the appeal of it is definitely no longer lost on him, like it used to be. Having someone there with you for a move to a brand new city, a brand new team, having that one constant in your life that doesn’t change, that one person who’ll be there no matter what, having someone to come home to after a long, hard roadie? The older he gets, the better it sounds.

At least in theory – not like he’d really know from experience.

Up on the stage, it seems like maybe things are wrapping up. It’s a near-constant barrage of pyro and lasers now, bass bumping while Bryan thrusts his hips and humps the air and begs all the country girls in the audience to shake it for him, while very occasionally remembering to strum lazily at his guitar, which is clearly hung around his shoulder mostly just for show. The WAGs - not a single one of whom is an actual country girl, Nolan would place bets - are all singing and dancing with each other down at the front rail of the suite, shaking it on command and loving every second, from the looks of it.

Nolan drains another beer and tries not to roll his eyes, wonders how much longer he has to stay before he can bail without looking like he’s not being a team player.

 

-

 

Nolan was hoping against hope that maybe they do things differently at a country concert, but no - it’s just like every other show he’s ever been to, in that the end isn’t really the end, it’s just an excuse for the band to go backstage and sit down for two minutes, grab a drink and soak up the adoring ovation of the crowd before they make their triumphant return for the encore.

They come roaring back out to another banger, something equally inane that Nolan can’t make heads or tails of until it morphs into some dubstep version of Thank God I’m a Country Boy.

They drag that out into a long interlude where Bryan intros the members of his band and they each play out a little 7 second solo on their instruments, then he brings out his opening acts, all of whom Nolan is thankful to have missed in their entirety: first some slightly taller, beefier, younger Luke Bryan version 2.0 with an even tighter t-shirt and more perfectly cultivated stubble, his skin-tight jeans more intricately ripped and his perfectly straight teeth even brighter white than Bryan’s. Then next come three women - two blondes in short flirty dresses and cowboy boots, one with a bedazzled acoustic guitar hanging like an afterthought at her hip, and a brunette in leather pants and sky-high stilettos - all three of them beautiful, glossy, perfect.

The last guy Bryan brings out is shorter, slighter, in regular-looking jeans and a regular-fitting t-shirt, faded and soft with some kind of logo on the front. He’s got longish hair sticking out from under his backward snap-back, and a patchy-looking beard. His tan lacks the orange-y undertone of a spray job, and when he smiles, his teeth are notably not-blinding. The showiest thing about him is the sleek, metallic-orange Telecaster slung across his chest.

Nolan barely has time to wonder how they let that guy get out onto the stage before Bryan is yelling at the crowd some more about how he can’t hit all the notes in this next song but he’s gonna sing it anyway, which. Seriously, what the fuck kind of singer sings songs they know they can’t actually, like - sing?

Then he screams that we’re all just Living on a Prayer and the crowd screams and the opening drumbeats of Bon Jovi start up, perfectly timed to the lasers and the pyro.

Actually, Bryan barely sings at all, mostly letting the crowd do the work, and when the chorus comes he fades out completely, leaves that to the three women, who have the range to carry the high notes. Bryan 2.0 dances around the stage like a tool, pointing at people in the audience and emoting way too much for Nolan’s liking, while the guy with the Telecaster keeps his head down, plucking away diligently at his guitar.

It’s hard to tell if he’s really doing any heavy lifting or if it’s all for show, until Bryan sings about how Tommy’s got his six-string in hock, how he used to make it talk so tough, then Telecaster guy steps forward just one step, and lays down about ten bars worth of a scorching lick.

So yeah, that’s clearly really him playing lead, and now he’s got Nolan’s attention.

His tongue is sticking out the side of his mouth, shoulders relaxed and hands moving effortlessly. When that famous fucking guitar solo comes, after the second chorus, he keeps his head down and lays into it, smooth and easy like it’s nothing, like he’s Richie Sambora himself.

Bryan and Bryan 2.0 both bop over to him, air-guitaring along with him and leaning back into each other, making pained faces like they’re the ones doing the work; meanwhile, Telecaster just ignores them and does his thing like they’re not even there.

The cameras zoom in on him, projecting him 30 feet high on the screen behind the stage, on the giant jumbotron in the center of the arena. Nolan can see the sheen of sweat on the smooth brown skin of his neck, see the salt rings on his faded cap, the corded veins standing out in his forearms, his long, graceful fingers flying up and down over the frets, working over the strings.

The crowd screams their appreciation as the solo ends and the rest of the band kicks back into high gear, launching into round after round of the chorus while Bryan runs back and forth across the stage waving and blowing kisses, bowing and thanking the crowd, dragging the night out until finally, finally, the band wraps it up with a big final crash of drums and noise and smoke, and the stage lights go down for good.

 

-

 

Nolan would really like to call it a night; claim he’s tired, claim he’s got to be in early in the morning before skate for treatment - both of which are true.

But he’s been around long enough at this point in his career to know, the whole Mute with Resting Bitch Face routine doesn’t work the way it did when he was younger. When he was young, compared to the over-exuberance of most other guys his age, it made him seem mature, serious, focused, and if he was lucky, wise beyond his years. But as he’s gotten older, he’s learned the hard way that his natural tendency to turn inward, to keep to himself unless someone specifically engages him and draws him out, can be read the wrong way. So he tries to make more of an effort now, tries to make a point to smile sometimes, to remind himself to pick his head up and participate a little more in the room, just to keep from coming off as aloof, unfriendly.

That’s especially the case in a new situation, when he’s still getting to know everyone, so in the end he keeps his mouth shut and gamely follows along with the whole pack of his teammates and WAGs and kids, friends and neighbors and other family, down through the bowels of the arena, hoping whoever is leading this little parade knows where the fuck they’re going and what they’re doing.

Eventually, they’re ushered past some security guards and through a pair of big metal fire doors, and suddenly it’s like they’ve arrived late to a party that’s already in mid-swing.

There are couches scattered around the big open space, round cafe tables with chairs and little candle lamps burning in their centers, area rugs overlapping each other, blanketing the floor. It looks more like some try-hard coffee shop than the warehouse of a loading bay in the Staples Center.

There are long buffet tables of food and one with a bunch of booze and mixers, a couple of open coolers full of ice with the long necks of beer bottles sticking up out of them.

Tons of people are milling around, lounging on the couches and congregating around the tables, standing in little clusters to chat. Nolan picks his head up just enough to realize that a lot of these people are Hollywood Types - actors and other athletes and musicians, all different kinds of entertainment industry people - but he just follows his teammates through the crowd and doesn’t make eye contact. They make a beeline for the booze - no surprise there - and he takes the beer that’s offered to him. He takes a minute to mentally catalogue how many he’s had, better to be safe than sorry these days, but he’s pretty sure this is just number three over the course of the last couple hours, so he’s nowhere near the danger zone.

He posts up on the arm of a sofa packed with teammates, and finally surveys the scene. Luke Bryan is propped up on a high stool, stripped out of his leather jacket with a white towel around his neck, shaking hands and posing for pictures, greeting a never-ending stream of friends and fans alike. Surrounding him is a veritable who’s who of famous people: Nolan isn’t great at pop culture stuff but even he can recognize quite a few of these. Luke Bryan 2.0 has changed into a different skin-tight t-shirt and ripped jeans, and some kind of hipster version of a cowboy hat. It looks completely ridiculous, as far as Nolan’s concerned, but it seems to be working for him; he’s surrounded by a group of fawning women that Nolan is pretty sure are all famous, if you count like - TikTok or Instagram or whatever.

The brunette and one of the blonde women from the other opening act are also in the mix, one of them looking so at home perched on the knee of an L.A. Dodger, Nolan figures they must not be meeting for the first time tonight. If they’re not already an actual couple, it looks like they’re on their way. There are a bunch of other baseball players over with them, and a smaller knot that have broken off to come chat with Nolan’s teammates. Nolan shakes a few hands and tries not to be too obvious about checking his phone, monitoring the time.

He doesn’t really clue-in to the fact that the background music isn’t coming from a speaker, until it winds down suddenly with a bunch of hooting and laughing. That’s when he realizes, there’s a big group of musicians over in the opposite corner, hard to see from where Nolan’s sitting, with the size of the crowd and the lineup of giant tour buses parked along the side of the loading bay. And it’s not that Nolan’s been looking, exactly, but once he knows where to look, it doesn’t take him long to spot Orange Telecaster, perched at the front edge of one of the wooden café chairs, one foot on the ground and one up on the rung of the chair, that guitar resting across his raised knee. He’s grinning at one of the other musicians, hand moving through the air while he talks, animated.

Nolan doesn’t even think, he just stands up and wanders that way.

By the time he gets close, they’ve already launched into a new song, a bunch of guys with acoustic guitars, one with an electric bass and another with a giant bongo drum between his knees, one with a tambourine, all squished together on a few couches and chairs. There are exactly two women – one with a fiddle, and the other blonde from the opening act. Her bedazzled guitar is gone, a beat-up banjo propped across her lap.

Nolan doesn’t recognize the song they’re playing – no surprise there – but it’s heavy on the fiddle and banjo, more like what he’d been expecting before he got here tonight. Nolan watches the two women playing the hell out of their instruments while the dudes surrounding them all strum along, and says a silent apology to the blonde for any nasty assumptions he made about her and her bedazzled guitar, earlier.

They’re all singing and playing, harmonizing effortlessly, somehow intuiting whose turn it is to take a little solo at the bridges and instrumental interludes. Without really realizing it’s happening, Nolan’s walked even closer, pulled up a chair from one of the nearby tables. Before he can even catch himself, he’s swept up in that same feeling he always has at a good show: carried along by the music, overcome with something akin to awe at the things these people can do with their hands, with their voices. For the millionth time in his life, he’s filled with envy, wishing he could do something like that.

He can’t catch a lot of the words as they free-flow from one song right into the next – none of it is anywhere near what he’d consider to be his wheelhouse, musically - but it doesn’t really fucking matter, when the musicians are this good. Suddenly, though, he catches a lyric – and it’s possible he’s paying closer attention just because Orange Telecaster is singing lead on this one – Levon digs the doghouse, playin’ in the band.

Nolan sits up straight, ears perked up and straining to make out the words over the music now. Because Nolan’s a fan of all kinds of music – country notwithstanding – but one of his all-time favorites, one group that’s always at the top of his Spotify most played year after year, personal heroes to his father and thereby an indelible part of the soundtrack of his life since birth, is The Band.

Son of a plain dirt farmer, Telecaster is singing, from Southeast Arkansas, he was born in a pair of ramblin’ shoes.

Nolan has no idea what this song is, but he feels something happening, like puzzle pieces falling into place. He leans in on his elbows, straining to make out the words over the music now.


Get your body movin’, celebrate your soul. Levon digs the doghouse, that sho’ ‘nuff rock n’ roll. 


And yeah, fuck. He’s sure, suddenly - that’s definitely about Levon Helm, drummer for The Band. Nolan feels almost – giddy, with the realization. It’s like he just figured out a secret code, found a key that unlocked a hidden door; like he’s finally in on the inside joke. It’s like everyone around him has been speaking a language he doesn’t understand all night, and suddenly, by magic, his brain just learned to translate it perfectly.

Up there in the spotlight, the man behind the drums, Telecaster is crooning, his grin big and wide as he and banjo girl sing to each other, harmonizing perfectly, he’s takin’ all the load off you and me.

Nolan’s not the only one who’s gathered around, by the time the musicians break again, laughing and sweating, putting their instruments aside to drink from their beer or water bottles. The little makeshift audience whistles and claps.

Orange Telecaster is drinking something golden-brown on ice; he’s wearing jeans and boots that look the same as he wore on stage, but his t-shirt is different, plain white instead of the dark, faded-out logo tee he had on earlier, and his hair is wet, still dripping on his collar, but with that same sweat-stained cap over top, turned with the brim facing front this time. Nolan can’t seem to stop watching him, eyes following every move of his hands, the way the muscles of his shoulders move under his shirt when he lifts his arm to drink, the way his skin looks chestnut brown against the bright white cotton, the crooked slant of his smile past his patchy facial hair.

Then somewhere between the brim of his cap and the top of his rocks glass, his eyes manage to find Nolan’s, and hold.

Nolan doesn’t usually care much about not really being able to drink anymore, but out of nowhere, he misses the taste of whiskey; suddenly he’s craving something he hasn’t had or cared about having in years, can almost taste the caramel scorch of it on his tongue, feel the sweet-hot afterburn. He looks down and away in a rush, feels his face heat with the kind of telltale blush he thought he’d learned to control by now. He feels caught out, pointlessly embarrassed; he has a weird, knee-jerk urge to hide himself, like someone walked in on him naked.

Like a magnet, like he doesn’t have control of his own body, his eyes turn right back to the source, like he just has to check. Because maybe he imagined it, but – nope. Those eyes are still locked on him, and this time Nolan can’t seem to look away, even when he tries.

Orange Telecaster sets his glass back down on the table next to him, eyes still on Nolan’s, and.

He smiles.

He fucking smiles, slow and a little bashful, lashes lowered and angled down, almost coy.

Nolan feels sweat prickling suddenly along his hairline, feels electricity race up his spine, like what the fuck.

There’s a discussion happening among the musicians about what to play next, the high, lilting voice of the banjo player identifiable above the din as she lobbies for her pick.

“Are you kidding me?” she sounds exasperated, “none of you? You boys are a disgrace, honestly. You know every deep cut on every country record a man has put out for the last 50 years. This was a seminal album!”

There’s more laughing and bickering, the guys all waving apologetic hands. Telecaster is the only one insisting he knows it, he’s just bad with titles.

“Sing me the first line,” he says; the blonde just rolls her eyes and huffs, stomps one boot. The fiddler, who’s wandered away from the group to the refreshment table for a refill, throws a loud boooooo in their general direction.

“C’mon, just remind me a little,” he cajoles, and she shakes her head before she takes up her banjo, plucks out a twangy, up-tempo melody.

“You don’t like the sound of the truth comin’ from my mouth,” she belts, right into his face. “Ring any bells?”

He just grins, answers her jangly banjo with a matching guitar riff.

“You say that I lack the proof,” he sings, looking smug, “well, baby that might be so.”

The guys on the couch start to strum along, the drummer picking up the beat as the blond takes back over the lead vocals. Nolan just sits back and watches, tries not to make it obvious that he’s watching one particular person a little more closely than he should, while they make their way through another five or six song medley before breaking again.

 

-

 

This time when they break, Telecaster heads over to refill his glass, and Nolan takes the opportunity to find the men’s room. When he comes back, the group hasn’t quite reassembled, a few of them sitting back on their couches plucking away at their instruments and chatting, a couple of them still up milling around.

Nolan grabs another beer, meanders past the sofas where most of his teammates are still congregating and makes sure to see and be seen – as long as he’s sticking around, he might as well be sure he gets credit for being such a team player – before he makes his way back over to the same table he was at before.

He tips his beer up, definitely does not scan the area or look around for anyone in particular, like some loser. He’s just here because it’s more interesting to watch the musicians than sit around watching his teammates try to pick up, so.

He swallows another sip of beer, picks at the soggy label on his bottle.

“Hey.” The voice is coming from up above him, and suddenly Telecaster is standing right in front of him.

“Uh,” Nolan starts, trying for all he’s worth not to look surprised, “yeah. Hey.”

“Patrick, right?” The guy grins, points a finger-gun at Nolan’s face. He’s still strapped into his guitar, the body of it swung around so it lays along his back, thick leather strap pulled tight across his chest, cutting in along his sternum in a way that emphasizes his pecs, hitching his t-shirt up at one hip so a strip of black elastic shows above his jeans, a triangle of smooth brown skin just above it.

And he knows Nolan’s name. Apparently.

It’s a lot to process all at once.

Luckily the guy just keeps talking, doesn’t wait for confirmation.

“Konecny,” he says, “Travis,” and Nolan notices the TK stamped onto his guitar strap just as he extends his hand. Nolan takes it on auto-pilot, because it’s just what you do, but that doesn’t mean his brain has caught up to what’s happening here.

“Big hockey fan,” he goes on, seemingly unbothered by Nolan’s silence. “It’s so cool you guys could come out tonight.” He gestures vaguely to the opposite corner where most of the Kings are still gathered. “I’ve got tickets to the game Sunday afternoon; we’re off that night. I tried getting some of the boys to come with me, but y’know,” he rolls his eyes, still grinning, “Americans.”

From this close, Nolan can see that the beat to shit cap he’s wearing, graying with age and wear and stains, was probably once navy blue. He can just make out the shape of the Jay’s head, the tell-tale outline of the maple leaf in the faded-out stitching of the logo on the front.

“Canadian, eh?” He guesses, and has to work to keep his own smile locked down when Travis grins even wider, lets out a little chuckle.

“Oh, you betcha, bud.” He lays the accent on thick, and Nolan can’t keep his own lips from curving upward, at least a little. “Southern Ontario, born and raised.”

“Nice,” is what rolls off Nolan’s tongue, his brain still running half a step behind.

“What about you?” Travis hangs a thumb in the pocket of his jeans, dragging them down just another half-inch on the side where his shirt’s hitched up. Nolan tries his level best to look like he doesn’t even notice.

“Uh – Winnipeg.”

“Ah, yeah, I can hear it, I think,” Travis nods. “You know what they say about prairie boys.” He wiggles his eyebrows, and Nolan feels the heat in his cheeks flare to life. He feels ridiculous about it, he’s a grown ass man and anyway, he knows a lot of things they say about prairie boys and he’s not sure any of them are like, that great, so the whole eyebrow thing is a little open ended.

“TK!” The banjo player is yelling, waving him back over to the group of reassembling musicians.

“Oop, looks like duty calls,” Travis shrugs, jerks a thumb back over his shoulder as he takes a step in that direction.

“Sure,” Nolan nods, lifts his beer, nice meeting you.

“You’re sticking around, right?” Travis says, eyebrows high on his forehead. He’s pulling on the strap, rotating his guitar back around to his front while he backs away slowly.

“Uh,” Nolan shrugs, because up until now he’d been pretty much looking for his first opportunity to escape, but now - . “Yeah, think the boys are in it for the long haul.” He waves a hand vaguely in the general direction of the rest of his teammates.

“Cool,” Travis nods, still backing away. “I mean – . Good.”

He gives a little wave as he turns back toward his friends; Nolan tries not to look directly at his ass as he walks away. He turns up his beer as a means of distraction, as Travis gets situated back on his chair, fucks around with tuning his guitar.

Then he looks up again, right at Nolan, and grins, wiggles his eyebrows just like he did before.

And Nolan’s pretty sure, like almost positive that’s, whatever – flirting. Like – what else could it be? Why else would Travis be asking if he’s sticking around, saying good like that, when Nolan says yes? Why else would he keep looking over the way he’s doing, even once the band gets going again, playing yet another song Nolan’s never heard before and never cares to hear again?

Then again, Nolan’s not typically in a lot of situations where he gets flirted with – by men, anyway – right out in the open. And the last place he’d expect it is a place like this, full of this very specific brand of slightly-polished-up redneck. He’d put the over/under on the number of guns in this loading bay at 50, easy, and that’s not counting the security staff.

Or, actually - maybe it’s a lot like hockey, where the whole scene is just so overwhelmingly male dominated and so heavily, aggressively hetero that it somehow manages to like, sort of bend under the weight of its own incessant, insistent masculinity until it curls all the way back around toward homoerotic.

Unlike public flirting, that whole situation is a phenomenon Nolan is obviously very, very familiar with.

The musicians run through a few more songs; the crowd hanging around the cavernous space thins out slowly. Eventually, it’s clear things are winding down. All Nolan’s older teammates, married guys who brought their wives and kids along, are long gone by now, and the rest, mostly the younger guys and the singles, are well on their way to hammered, getting louder and more boisterous over on their adopted sofas. Nolan just nurses the same flat, warm beer, and watches Travis watching him, wondering where the fuck this is going, or if it’s going anywhere. If it even can go anywhere, given their surroundings – if there’s even a shot in hell they’d be able to find the space or opportunity to make it happen, even if they both wanted it to.

But even if it all amounts to nothing, even if he stayed for the last hour when he could have headed home with his first wave of teammates, guilt-free, Nolan figures it hasn’t been a total waste. Watching these guys play up close has been entertaining, at least – much more so than the actual concert, as far as Nolan’s concerned.

“Okay, last one?” One of the acoustic guitar guys says, eventually. “Looks like we’re fixin’ to move this back to the hotel.”

“Last one,” the banjo player agrees, “what’ll it be, boys?”

There’s some murmuring and grumbling around the group, a few suggestions thrown out.

“Hey,” Travis says, and he’s already picking out a melody on the Telecaster, bluesy and distinctive, “how ‘bout?”

That’s all he says, but the musicians all oooh and yeah and nod their agreement as he keeps playing, no one joining in yet, just watching him as he keeps finger-picking, hands moving sure and smooth over the strings. He starts to sing, and it’s just him – no one else singing or playing yet - so Nolan can really hear his voice clearly for the first time; it’s not deep, a bit of a nasal quality to it, but it has a nice tone, rich and clear, with a little scratch along the bottom.

He keeps playing, singing soft over the melody, until by some unspoken agreement all the other instruments join in, right as the chorus hits, doing that thing again where they seem to harmonize perfectly like it’s magic. Everyone still sitting around watching seems to know the song, except Nolan of course – they all hoot and whistle and clap while the musicians are singing: one of those L.A. nights when the stars come out, oh the stars come out and they shine.

It turns into a bit of a sing along, with a bunch of the spectators joining in, and it’s a mellow song, a melodic, mid-tempo groove; when Travis launches into a long solo after the second verse, it’s nothing overtly flashy or aggressive, but it’s still hypnotic, somehow. Nolan can’t stop watching the way his hands move so effortlessly yet so precisely, the way his forearms flex and the tendons in his neck stand out, the way his mouth is screwed up on one side, tongue peeking out, eyes closed.

When his eyes open, he’s looking right at Nolan again, singing, I’ve got a feeling tonight might be the night, secret little grin tugging up on the corner of his mouth. It’s obviously deliberate – it’s got to be, right? - and Nolan feels hot all over, embarrassed and exposed, but he makes himself keep looking, won’t let himself look away even though that’s his first, second and third instinct, even though he can feel his cheeks going bright, burning pink. If it’s some kind of vibe check, or some kind of challenge, either way he doesn’t want to come up short.

 But then the song ends and the crowd claps and whistles, starts to disperse as the musicians all start milling around, packing up their instruments and chatting. And it’s not like Nolan can just keep standing there staring like a weirdo, watching Travis unplug and pack away his guitar, hovering like some kind of creep. He has a sinking feeling in his stomach, a frustrated tightness in his chest and a lingering sense of disappointment, like he’s watching a golden opportunity slip through his fingers, but he slowly wanders back over to what’s left of his team, because what else can he do?

“We’re headed back to their spot,” PL tosses an arm around Nolan’s shoulders as he approaches, “they’re staying over at Hotel Indigo, sounds like there’s a sick rooftop pool situation. You in?”

Nolan’s not sure who they encompasses, and extending this night just to stand around on a rooftop and watch his teammates get progressively drunker is not something he’s interested in, like, at all.

But also, like – he could be persuaded to stop by, if there was something on offer that was a bit more pertinent to his interests, so.

“Mmm,” Nolan hums, noncommittal, but it doesn’t matter; his remaining teammates are all distracted, involved in a group effort to convince the circle of women they’ve been chatting up all night to come with them back to the hotel pool. Nolan just stands on the periphery of the circle of bodies all laughing and flirting with each other, hands in his pockets, and watches them all finishing drinks and gathering up belongings, bantering and bartering, the guys all cajoling, laying on the charm, while the girls exchange coded looks and talk to each other with their eyebrows and shoulders, all will-they-won’t-they, should-they-or-shouldn’t-they.

It’s like watching the intricate mating ritual of a different species: not something Nolan’s ever really been a part of or fully understood, but one he still finds fascinating, as in impartial observer.

He chances a look back over at the corner where the musicians had been set up, but it’s completely cleared out, the couches and stools they’d been sitting on, the tables and chairs where the crowd had been gathered to watch them all left empty, scattered around at odd angles.

He scans what’s left of the crowd, but there’s not a beat-up, faded Jays cap to be found, so he figures that’s that. It was a stupid idea anyway, probably; like he really thought – what? He was maybe gonna pick up a country music singer - in a room full of professional athletes and celebrities and other country music singers – just because the guy introduced himself, and smiled a few times?

Nolan just hangs out, arms crossed and impatient, figuring he can wait to bail inconspicuously once everyone splits off for their cars. It takes a few more minutes, but finally the girls are, predictably, talked into continuing the party back to the hotel rooftop, and the whole group heads for the exits. As they’re walking past the lineup of buses, the Dodger and the blonde from the girl group – the one from his lap earlier, not the one who’d been playing the banjo – come stepping down out of one of them, the second to the last one in the row, both of them weighed down with luggage.

“Bro, you ever been on one of these things?” the Dodger says, nods his head at the bus as they fall in next to Nolan, who’s trailing along behind his crowd of teammates. “They’re insane.”

“I bet,” Nolan nods, just because it feels rude not to.

“You should come check it out,” says the guy standing on the bottom step of the bus they’re passing, the last one in the lineup.

Nolan looks over, and it’s Travis. He pulls up short, stops sort of abruptly. He can hear his heart beating in his ears.

“Oh,” he looks up at Travis, then at the retreating backs of his teammates. “Uh.”

“Go take a look,” the blonde girl smiles over her shoulder at him as she and her Dodger just keep walking, dragging her luggage along with them, “but just know, our bus is way prettier and smells much better.”

“She’s not wrong there,” Travis grins down at him, jerks a thumb back over his shoulder, “but I can break out the Febreze in here, if you want to take a peek.”

And Nolan does want to, of course – who doesn’t want to see the inside of a tour bus? Travis being part of the deal is whatever, an unexpected bonus – maybe Nolan can at least find out for sure if Travis is going to go hangout at the hotel pool. He could still extend his night, if he had a good reason.

“Uh,” he says again, with one last look at his last remaining teammates, now headed out the big fire exit doors and back into the bowels of the Staples center. Nolan’s not sure he can find his way back to the players’ parking area from here on his own, if he loses them – but.

“Sure,” he shrugs, doing his best to seem chill about it, and takes a step toward the bus door. Surely some security guard or other will be able to point him to his car, once he’s done here. “I’ll check it out.”

 

-

 

Half an hour later, Nolan’s lounging on the u-shaped sofa that lines three sides of the lounge area at the back of Travis’s bus, watching Travis pack a bowl.

Nolan hadn’t really had time to form any expectations before he came aboard, but he’d vaguely been expecting the whole group of musicians from the couch-based collective he’d been watching earlier to be on the bus when he climbed the stairs.

Instead, it was just Travis.

“Everyone’s at the hotel for the L.A. stand, getting a break from bus life, but like,” Travis had shrugged, looking sheepish, “I’m the very top of the ticket, man. My per show rate does not cover the price of L.A. hotels – not if I want to like, eat. Or drink.”

He was pouring himself a cocktail – what Nolan had assumed was whiskey earlier turned out to be Casamigos Anejo on ice – and a second one for Nolan, without ever asking if he wanted it.

“Anyway, being alone in here for a few nights isn’t bad, still gives you a little breather from all the shit you put up with, living on a bus with 7 other guys.” He handed Nolan a glass of tequila, then reached out with his own, knocked them together. “Rather spend my money on hockey tickets, eh?”

He’d already given Nolan the tour of the front half of the bus: kitchenette with cabinets full of junk food and a fridge stocked mostly with booze and Gatorade, bench seating along the walls with fold-out tables for eating, or playing cards, tiny bathroom with an even tinier shower.

“Luke’s got his own bus, like – obviously,” Travis led him down the narrow hall between the bunks, stacked 4 high on each side. “Then his band rides together, Zach and his band ride together, the girls have their own bus, just the three of them, plus Lisa – you saw the girl playing the fiddle? – she rides with them, too. Then in here it’s me and the rest of their band.”

He pulled back the thick, pleated curtain on the bunk second from the bottom, on the right, let Nolan peek inside.

“This is me.”

Nolan’s first thought, looking at the tiny space, was that he’d never be able to sleep in there. Too claustrophobic, like a fucking coffin.

His next thought was to wonder where exactly all the fucking gets done on this bus, cause no way it’s happening in any of those bunks. And Nolan’s been led to believe that sex on tour busses is like, pretty rampant, so. He would’ve loved to ask, but he didn’t want to make it weird, just in case it turned out he’d read like, every single sign all night long completely wrong.

Travis showed him the little shelves and nooks and cubbies in the walls of his bunk, where he could store a few personal things, then the community closet areas at the end of the bunks where you could hang something, if you absolutely had to.

At the back of the bus, beyond the bunks, was the big lounge, surrounded on three sides by the giant sofa, square table bolted down in the middle and big screen tv on the wall, and that’s where they’d ended up, sitting opposite each other on the black leather couch, sipping their tequila and talking about home, and hockey, and music.

It didn’t take long for Travis to break out his guitar, or his weed.

“You’re not a country fan, huh?” Travis is grinning when he says it, eyebrow raised like he’s daring Nolan to deny it while he takes a rip off the pipe.

“Where’d you get that idea?” Nolan tries his best to keep the smirk off his face.

“Call it a gut feeling,” Travis exhales and coughs, eyes rolling. “Plus, it didn’t seem like you knew any of the songs.”

“I liked the one,” Nolan says. “About Levon Helm.”

“Oh yeah?” Travis sets the pipe down, pushes it and his lighter across the lacquered wood table toward Nolan, re-adjusts the beat up acoustic across his knee. “Fan of The Band?”

“My dad,” Nolan just nods, “y’know. Basically grew up with them.”

“Me too,” Travis grins again, nods at Nolan like maybe it means something.

He starts picking out a tune, something kind of spooky and bluesy that Nolan doesn’t recognize.

“You know this one?” he asks, then he’s singing: I was born in the rain on the Pontchartrain, underneath the Louisiana moon.

Nolan watches his fingers work, watches the veins pop in his forearms. His voice is soft, the tone still rich and full even at low volume.

High black water, she’s the devil’s daughter, she’s hard, she’s cold and she’s mean, he keeps singing, and he makes it look so effortless, like it’s second nature, nothing self-conscious about it at all, but nothing showy either. His eyes are trained on his guitar, so Nolan’s free to watch the way his mouth works, the play of muscle in his jaw and his neck.

And Jesus, he really wants to get closer, press his mouth to that tendon under Travis’s ear, but. He reaches for the pipe instead, even though he just gets horny when he’s baked, and that’s not exactly gonna help matters.

“Don’t think so,” Nolan manages to shake his head, manages to speak with a voice that sounds normal, he thinks, when Travis looks up at him, expectant, once he finishes the chorus: nobody taught her it takes a lot of water to wash away New Orleans.

“It wasn’t The Band,” Travis says, “was a Levon Helm solo cut. But it got resurrected - like, this century or whatever - by Band of Heathens.”

He stops, laughs.

“Who you’ve probably never heard of.”

Nolan bites on his cheek to keep his smile in check, flicks the lighter open and presses his thumb over the carb on the pipe.

“Nope.” He shrugs, all what can you do?, and breathes in, relishes the tight, full feeling of the smoke filling his lungs. Travis laughs again, holds out his hand.

“Let me see your music.”

Nolan raises an eyebrow, pretends to think about it while he blows out, long and slow.

“Yeah, c’mon,” Travis knocks his boot against Nolan’s sneaker under the table and leans closer, reaching, and Nolan just – whatever. Puts down the pipe, slides his phone out of his pocket; unlocks it, hands it over, no questions asked.

His musical tastes stand up to scrutiny, okay, and anyway, he’s not about to give any weight to comments or criticism from some country-loving asshole. No matter how hot he is, or how generous he is with his weed.

Nolan takes another sip of his tequila, and another hit while Travis evaluates his music collection with a series of frankly judgmental little noises, all disgruntled and dismissive under his breath.

“Dude,” he says, finally. “Okay. I can respect that like, country’s not your thing or whatever, but like, you’ve got literally nothing? Weak.”

“There’s some Eagles in there,” Nolan shrugs, unrepentant. “James Taylor? Those should get partial credit.”

Travis just kicks his foot again, rolls his eyes.

“They absolutely should not,” he insists. “The closest thing to any modern country you’ve got is like, Taylor Swift. Post-pop-transition.”

And Nolan is kind of dying to point out that the only reason there’s any Taylor Swift is he sometimes downloads whole playlists, not because he chose it specifically, because he would never, but. Travis already seems so let down; he doesn’t want to add insult to injury.

“I thought that other song was pretty okay,” Nolan tries gamely. “The last one you guys played, about L.A.?”

“Please tell me you’ve at least heard of Chris Stapleton,” Travis asks warily, and when Nolan stays guiltily silent, eyes wide in his best attempt to look innocent, Travis sighs dramatically, hangs his head like he just can’t hold it up anymore under the crushing weight of his disappointment.

Nolan laughs, a loud cackle.

Travis shakes his head sadly, presses his boot up against Nolan’s ankle, grins, and leaves it there.

 

-

 

After another hour or so of smoking and drinking and shooting the shit, of Nolan watching Travis with his guitar in a way that he’s increasingly sure makes it clear exactly what’s on his mind, they’re both hungry, both dry-mouthed from the weed, so they break to go raid the kitchen.

It’s been another hour of Travis strumming his guitar, playing snippets of one song after another while they wind their way through their combined musical landscapes in search of the places their two paths converge, both of them laughing and hooting stupidly when it finally happens, inevitably, over some classic rock from the seventies or eighties, of Travis talking about how he ended up here, how he’s still based in Toronto and got picked up for the Canadian leg of the tour in the late spring, but managed to impress Luke enough to be invited to stay on for the big summer shows across the US, and he’s thinking now might be the right time to finally make the move to the states. But now that they’ve left the smoky, softly-lit lounge and come out into the bright fluorescent glow of the main galley of the bus, it’s like the spell has been broken, and Nolan is suddenly afraid that maybe the night is winding down in a way he can’t quite get a grip on, like water slipping right through his fingers.

He knows - is like almost positive that he knows - that he’s not imagining the way the vibe between them has a definite undercurrent of sexual tension, but he can’t over-reach here, has to be cool. Because first of all, no matter how chill Travis seems, a country musician is like, last on the list of people he expects to just be cool with it and let it go, if Nolan makes a move that’s, whatever – unwelcome. And second of all, he hasn’t picked someone up in person, like, without a pre-arranged agreement made online, in literal years; he can’t really remember how to transition from hey thanks for sharing your stash to hey am I misreading this or do you wanna get naked with me?

Not like he was ever that good at it anyway – it’s not exactly a skill he’s had much chance to practice.

He pushes back that gnaw of want down in his gut, tries to formulate a strategy here, to muster up a look that’s detached enough that it doesn’t give too much away, mildly amused enough to show he’s not taking this too seriously, but with enough heat behind it to make sure Travis can feel it. He sits there on the bench across from the kitchenette and tries to put it all together in his expression, his body language, has it waiting for Travis as soon as he stands up out of the mini-fridge with a Snickers bar and two bottles of water. Nolan figures it’s working, based on the way Travis stops and stares.

Travis slowly peels the wrapper on the Snickers, breaks it in half, hands one part of it over along with a bottle of water; Nolan reaches out to take what’s offered. His fingers brush against Travis’s thumb, just like every cliche in every Rom Com Nolan has ever seen.

A little shiver runs through him at that light, careful touch, so. Maybe some cliches exist for a reason.

“So,” Travis shrugs, voice low and careful, like he doesn’t want to be overheard even though they’re the only two people here, “seems like maybe we’ve got ourselves a situation here.”

Nolan feels his heart race with a sudden hit of adrenaline at the promise in those words, but he works not to let it show on his face. He watches Travis take a bite of his candy bar, watches his jaw work as he chews. He slowly takes a swig from his water bottle, but his eyes don’t leave Travis’s face.

“What kind of situation?”

“The kind that could get me punched in the face, if I’m reading it wrong.” Travis grins and shrugs, chocolate smeared across his bottom lip. He’s keeping it light, but his eyes are a little shifty, not quite meeting Nolan’s. His meaning is still technically open to interpretation, but not that open.

Another swig from his water bottle, still with his eyes fixed on Travis, and Nolan finally says, “well, you haven’t gotten punched yet.”

Travis snorts.

“The ‘yet’ isn’t that comforting. But I guess I’ll take it, for a start.” Nolan gets a bigger grin this time, wide open and dimpled, before Travis goes on. “You got any…concerns?”

He raises an eyebrow and shoots Nolan a look that’s supposed to mean something, but he isn’t sure exactly what. Travis is still hiding behind the safe jut of the counter in the little kitchenette, and Nolan just wants him to come closer. He keeps trying the same tack, teasing and not-too-invested. No pressure, like he’s not dying to reach out and touch, to pull Travis into his body and feel the electricity that’s been crackling between them all night finally ignite, catch fire. Like it doesn’t matter to him, either way.

He chews on a bite of his own candy bar and tries to make it seem casual, like he’s definitely not stalling, like he’s just considering the question.

“Like what,” he finally says, through what he hopes is an artfully executed smirk, “you think I’m worried you won’t respect me in the morning?”

They’re leaving a little less room for alternate interpretations with every move they make. A small part of Nolan is still afraid he’s painting himself into a corner he can’t talk his way out of, if it comes to it, but. Travis’s eyes are dark and hot on his face now, and he’s more and more sure that’s not how this is gonna end.

Travis just rolls his eyes and tips the corner of his mouth up in a half-smile, comes around the side of the counter and leans a hip against it. There’s nothing between them but empty space, now.

Travis sucks the last of the chocolate from his fingers, deliberate and slow, and Nolan licks his lips, like Pavlov’s dog.

The weight of Travis’s eyes on him tell him it doesn’t go unnoticed.

“You have some, then?” he asks. “Concerns?” He’s maybe being pushy, but. Might as well get it out on the table.

“Dude, look around you.” Travis spreads his arms wide, indicating the bus, the gear, the guitars; the detritus of a bunch of dudes all living on top of each other, the rack of antlers on the wall over the TV with the array of cowboy hats and snap backs hanging off it - all of it. “Look where we are, look at my life. Of course I got some concerns.”

Nolan stands slowly, trying not to wobble. Travis’s snicker lets him know he wasn’t particularly successful. He steadies himself with a hand on the counter. Fucking tequila.

“Then I wanna do whatever I can. Whatever it takes. To - ease those concerns.” He’s not putting anything on, now. “If I can do something, just. Whatever, to make you feel better about. Things. You just say the word.”

Travis shakes his head, breathes out slow.

“Don’t think there’s much you can do. It’s just – I got a lot on the line, you know? I mean, business you’re in? I’m sure you know how it is, eh?”

Nolan nods immediately, hands up.

“Yeah, yeah of course. And the last thing I’d want is to. For you to feel like.” He shakes his head, veneer of cool indifference slipped away completely. “Just, I get it. If you don’t want to - . Whatever.”

“It’s not a matter of want to. No question there.”

Nolan feels Travis’s look like a punch, like a hot spike through his chest, wind knocked right out of him. He swallows thickly.

“Yeah.” Hopes he’s mirroring that same dark desire back at Travis, making him feel it the way Nolan does. “No question there.”

They’re quiet, the air between them vibrating with everything that’s still left unsaid – with fear and anticipation and crackling, electric need. Nolan tries his best to wait out the tension, lets it hang there until he can’t take another second, until it feels like he can’t even breathe, like the silence is choking him.

“So. Okay.” He nods across the galley, vaguely in the direction of the bathroom. “I’m gonna take a piss, maybe splash some water on my face, give you a minute. And then I’m gonna come back out here. And if you’ve decided to call it a night by then, well.” He pauses, nods to the bunk Travis pointed out as his own, earlier. “Then I’ll see myself out and like - wave to you in the cheap seats on Sunday.”

Travis rolls his eyes, but there’s a grin at the corner of his mouth.

Nolan has to remind himself: breathe breathe breathe you idiot.

“Or,” he goes on, “if you’re still up, then we’ll, uh. We can.”  

He pauses, wets his dried-out lips one more time, tries to ignore the endless train of thoughts his brain supplies, like: Do everything we’ve been thinking about. Stop making each other crazy. Not sleep all night and fuck like bunnies instead. Find out if it’s as good as it feels like it’s gonna be. Or even better.

“Maybe head back to the back, and just. See what happens.”

So fucking lame, he thinks, shakes his head at his own stupid idea, but he’s in it now, so.

He shrugs weakly as Travis just watches, then turns on his heel. He can feel the eyes on him until he gets the door to the tiny restroom closed and locked behind him.

His stomach churns and roils as he turns on the water, freezing cold. Maybe it’s the tequila making him so shaky – it’s been literal years since he’s had hard liquor - or maybe that’s not it at all, maybe it’s just a convenient excuse to explain away why he’s so wound up about this fucking guy, like this is somehow different from any of a thousand other hook-ups before it. All he knows for sure is that he needs to fucking relax.

He takes his time taking a piss, wetting a paper towel to wipe over his face and the back of his neck. He wets another one, adds soap this time, and drags it under his arms just in case, telling himself he’s giving Travis plenty of time to think, and definitely not being a coward.

The groan of the tap when he turns it off sounds absurdly noisy. Final, like an announcement: time’s almost up.

He dries his face and hands, tries again to rinse the cotton out of his mouth, smooths down his hair. Get your shit together, he hisses at his reflection, Jesus Christ. Forces himself one more time to remember to breathe, then unlocks the door.

It’s dark outside the bathroom, lights in the galley are off. He feels an immediate swoop and drop in his stomach, disappointment hitting like a kick to the gut. He feels it before his eyes even adjust enough to actually see it, that Travis’s bunk curtain is closed, and that’s fucking that.

He’s standing in the dark, staring daggers at that curtain and swallowing against the rising tide of regret, wondering just how much of an asshole it would make him if he stepped over and pulled that curtain back, fuck whatever he said before - when the door to the back lounge slides open, a shadow stepping in front of the open doorway. Nolan almost jumps a foot.

Travis is barefoot and bare chested, jeans slung low on his hips, and behind him Nolan can hear music playing softly, can barely see the soft glow of the low lamplight through the hazy smoke still hanging in the air behind him.

“Thank God.” Nolan can’t keep himself from saying it.

Travis grins, steps back from the door and over to one side, and Nolan doesn’t need a fucking engraved invitation. He slides right past Travis and into the room, then turns and stands there stupidly, feeling like a kid on his first date while he watches Travis slide the hidden pocket door closed behind them.

It’s stupid, maybe, considering they’re the only ones on the bus. But if they felt like they were in their own little world in here before, now the feeling is intensified by the closed door and the dimmed lighting, the whole night boiled down to this little room, hidden away out of sight, totally off the radar.

Travis turns and leans against the door, head tipped back to look at Nolan from under the dark smudge of those fucking eyelashes, and Nolan’s had enough. He closes the gap between them, until there’s only a few inches of lamplight between his t-shirt and the exposed skin of Travis’s belly. Travis just watches him coming, looks up at him and shudders a little.

Out of his boots, he’s even shorter than he was before. Nolan feels a little like he’s looming; the way Travis is looking up at him, eyes wide and chest rising and falling with his short, staccato breaths, he’s not so sure that’s a good thing.

“Okay?” Nolan feels like he should ask, even after everything.

“Shit, you really are tall,” Travis murmurs absently, voice breathy and low.

“You’ve done this before, right?” Nolan raises an eyebrow, points between their chests. “I mean, like this.”

“Been awhile,” Travis nods, words slow and deep, “let’s hope it’s like riding a bike, eh.”

Nolan’s hands come to rest on Travis’s hips, fingers snagging belt loops and tugging. He steps backward as Travis comes forward, dragging him along with tiny push-pulls until Nolan’s calves meet the edge of the u-shaped leather sofa. He drops onto it, pulls Travis into the spread of his legs and looks up at him.

“Better?” He watches Travis go glassy-eyed, and grins, lets his thumbs trace back and forth across the smooth, soft skin just above the sliver of black elastic that’s visible over the waistband of Travis’s jeans.

“View’s good either way,” Travis chokes out, while Nolan’s fingers start to tug at the button of his jeans. Above him, he hears Travis breathe out Jesus on a high-pitched little whimper, when Nolan rips his zipper open and noses his way into Travis’s fly, mouths at the cotton of his underwear.

His body is radiating heat, and he smells so fucking good. Nolan can’t remember exactly when the last time he smelled a dick was, but it wasn’t so long ago that this should make him feel lightheaded, lungs inflating to peak capacity and eyes closed like it’s some kind of relief, sucking the scent of Travis as deep into his lungs as he can get it.

His heart is hammering as he slides his hands around Travis’s hips, down under his underwear in the back, and pulls.

Nolan looks up at him, mouth still open around the fly of his boxers, hands steadily inching his pants down off his ass in the back; he can’t see that well in the dim light, with Travis so close, but he can see enough to know Travis is looking down at him now, eyes two liquid, shining pools, watching. He braces his hands on Nolan’s shoulders, and it sends a streak of heat running through his belly, just to have those hands on him.

He gets Travis’s jeans down to his knees, underwear too, lets his tongue drag a hot, wet trail around the silky head of Travis’s dick and gets a hand clamped around the back of his neck for his trouble.

He licks his palm a few times, spits into it then wraps it warm and firm around the base of Travis’s erection, leans down to cover the rest with his mouth, and Travis groans. His hand slides from the back of Nolan’s neck down the side of his throat, then up again, along the line of his jaw. He thumbs at the corner of Nolan’s mouth, pushes it in next to his cock until it’s pressing against Nolan’s tongue, and it’s Nolan’s turn to groan.

When he finally lets Travis’s cock slide out of his mouth, Travis just stares down, eyes dazed.

His hand is still cupping Nolan’s face, frozen there like someone hit pause.

“C’mon, get rid of these,” Nolan tugs again at his jeans, and Travis nods, steps back and starts to struggle out of his pants.

“You too, huh?” He jerks his head at Nolan, eyes hot and eager, and Nolan nods, rips his shirt off over his head and leaves it somewhere behind him on the couch, fingers already fumbling for his belt, toeing off his sneakers as he goes.

Travis kicks his jeans aside and stands there, watching, his dick hard as nails and bobbing out in front of him as he steps closer.

Nolan pulls his jeans off his last foot and drops them right there, lying back against the plush black leather of the sofa with his arm extended out toward Travis, fingers beckoning. He doesn’t say a word, doesn’t need to – Travis comes to him just the way he wanted, first a knee on the couch next to Nolan’s hip, then he’s leaning down, holding himself over Nolan with one arm braced on the back of the couch and one palm against Nolan’s chest.

Nolan runs a hand up over his thigh, lets the backs of his knuckles trail along the line of Travis’s erection before he rests his hand flat against Travis’s belly. Travis’s eyes flutter and close, stomach vibrating under Nolan’s hand, and Nolan can hear his breath coming fast and harsh.

Nolan’s other hand slides up into Travis’s hair, tugs a little; his whole body is a tight, rigid line, abdominal muscles tensed and quivering under Nolan’s palm.

“You good?” Nolan’s suddenly not sure. Travis’s eyes are still closed; he’s still holding himself up and away, keeping space between their bodies when all Nolan wants is to feel him, skin on skin.

Travis just exhales in a huff, a long, low, incredulous thing. Nolan can feel his body heave, sucking in another deep breath before he speaks.

“Too good,” he says, through gritted teeth. “Just need a second, or it’s gonna be over before it starts.”

Nolan can’t help it, he smirks in the dark.

“Oh yeah?”

Travis doesn’t answer, but his eyes open, finally; he’s not looking at Nolan’s face. The hand that’s braced on Nolan’s shoulder runs down over his chest, lingers on his stomach, and now it’s Nolan’s eyes that are fluttering closed, Nolan’s belly that’s tensed and jumpy under Travis’s fingers.

Nolan’s brain is on a loop, chanting silent encouragement: come on just a little lower, move your hand down, you can do it, just touch me, come on, come on. Travis’s hand skates lower, then back up, then down again, even lower, but it slides around to the side of the erection that’s lying there, hard and waiting, twitching for his touch, and instead moves toward Nolan’s hip and anchors itself there, kneading at the muscle and bone. His eyes are still riveted somewhere south of Nolan’s face, and Nolan feels like he’s gonna shake out of his skin, like he can’t stand much more.

“Just, c’mere,” he says, finally, when he just can’t hold out any longer. He slots his fingers in along Travis’s ribs on either side, and tugs.

Just a little pressure is all it takes, and Travis comes – he lets the tension go out of his arms, lets himself slide down so their bodies come together, finally.

Nolan’s hips buck up off the couch, so fucking ready for that touch, and Travis lets out a low whine, tucks his face against Nolan’s shoulder.

His mouth opens against Nolan’s chest, hot and velvety, tequila breath and wet tongue moving along his clavicle to his neck, up under his chin until finally their lips meet. Nolan’s got both hands solidly anchored to Travis’s ass, pulling him down tight at the hips and keeping them aligned just right so their legs are slotted in between each other, so they’ve both got a thigh to use for friction while they kiss and grope their way along.

“Is this how you wanna?” Nolan manages to growl into his mouth, because much more of this and he’s not gonna have a choice.

“Yeah, yeah,” Travis pants, “’s good, c’mon, fuck.”

So Nolan moves his head enough to spit into his hand again, reaches down to grope between them, smearing it around indiscriminately, then he bucks a little, hitches Travis up and over just a few inches so their erections slide together, hot and perfect.

“Jesus,” Travis exhales, hips stuttering momentarily at the change in position, but he picks up the new rhythm fast, thrusts down and in at just the right angle, just the way Nolan needs him to.

Travis’s hands are squeezing tight around Nolan’s biceps, kneading like a cat; he makes a low, strangled sound in his throat, a grunt that doesn’t mean anything, except Nolan knows it means he’s close.

So he slides one hand up Travis’s sweaty back, tugs at the back of his neck to pull him back down, close enough that Nolan can get his mouth on the salty skin of Travis’s neck, suck at that spot right under his ear until Travis’s back bows, until he starts huffing fuck, fuck, Jesus, fuck.

The action of his hips goes all staccato and uncoordinated, and he comes with a groan, all over Nolan’s crotch and belly.

He goes limp, a hot, heavy, dead weight; it’s the perfect counter pressure for Nolan to hump up against, sliding his cock through the mess between them and pressing up against the solid, unmoving bulk of Travis’s body until finally he comes, too.

Travis groans when he feels it, turns his face enough to get their mouths connected again, enough to stick his tongue back in Nolan’s mouth and kiss him hot and filthy. Nolan’s hands are still anchored to Travis’s ass; he digs his fingers in and holds on tight, while he tries to remember how to breathe again.

 

-

 

Nolan’s on his back, laid out on the back section of the U-shaped sofa.

Travis is propped in the corner, shoulders against the back sofa, one knee up and that same beat up acoustic across his belly, one leg flung straight out in front of him so his body’s perpendicular to Nolan. Nolan’s got his head on Travis’s thigh, sucking on a freshly packed bowl while Travis plucks at his guitar, little runs of melodies Nolan doesn’t know.

They’re both naked as sin, the closed-up lounge feeling humid and almost-too-hot.

“I’d sure like to find,” Travis sings, soft and easy while he strums, “a cowboy tonight, to get me back in the saddle.”

Nolan snorts, which was the whole point, he knows; Travis grins down at him, and turns up the twang in his voice.

“But the boys around here drink domestic beer. They’re all hat, and no cattle.”

“Why didn’t you play that one tonight, huh?” Nolan raises his eyebrow up at Travis’s face, doing his best impression of unimpressed.

“Maybe I should’ve, eh?” Travis steals the pipe from between Nolan’s fingers, puts it to his lips. “L.A. crowd? Probably would have eaten that shit up. Look at me, too cool to care about gender, or whatever.” He leans in, nods at the lighter in Nolan’s hand until Nolan uses it, then sucks in a deep breath, leans down to blow the smoke back into Nolan’s mouth as he hands the pipe back.

“Here you go,” he grins, taking up the guitar again, “this one’s for you.”

He changes his approach, this time picking out the distinctive melody for Up on Cripple Creek while Nolan tries not to be impressed that not only does Travis actually know it, he can apparently just cue it up just like that, from memory.

He keeps at it for a while, doing a respectable job of recreating the sound with just his acoustic, playing around with different techniques to mimic the wah-wah.

Nolan legitimately can’t tell if he’s showing off, or just entertaining himself, but he looks up the way Travis’s hands move, the fluid way his fingers work over the strings, mesmerized. He wonders how many hours, how much work you’ve gotta put in, to be that good, make it look that effortless and natural.

Eventually Travis gets bored and trails off, strumming more softly, something upbeat and catchy-sounding, head back against the sofa and singing so low Nolan can barely make out the words.

He reaches up, runs a hand up Travis’s jaw. He doesn’t want Travis to stop playing, just wants to be able to see him while he does it.

“Nobody wins afraid of losing,” he grins, face finally turned down toward Nolan while he sings, “and the hard roads are the ones worth choosing.”

He taps his toe in the air in time with his strumming, and Nolan’s head bounces against his thigh.

“Still no on Chris Stapleton?” He asks over the music, and Nolan just shrugs.

“Still don’t know him,” Nolan confirms, “but I like it. Kinda sounds like Tom Petty.”

It’s not a lie, but whether he’d still like it if it was being sung by someone other than Travis – naked – he can’t say for sure.

Travis just nods his approval, keeps singing, “Honey for once in our lives let’s take our chances and roll the dice. I can be your lucky penny, you can be my four-leaf clover.”

Nolan just watches, and listens, and wonders. He waits for the song to fade out.

“When I say, ‘you’ve done this before, right?’ and you say its ‘been awhile’, that doesn’t tell me a whole lot.” He butts his head into Travis’s leg a little, and those gray-green eyes come fix themselves to Nolan’s face. The lines of his body are all lax and loose, satiated, where just a few minutes ago they were stretched tight with the tension of anticipation.

“Nope.” Travis grins and tips his head back against the black leather again, closes his eyes.

“I wanna know. How long’s it been?”

“Since what?”

“Since you’ve had a guy’s hands on you.”

“I got a guy’s hands right here.” Travis smirks, makes finger sprinkles in the air with his eyes still closed. “They’re on me all the time, lucky fuckers.”

“Another guy’s hands.” Nolan headbutts his leg again, jostling Travis this time. Travis’s smirk slips into a small, sideways smile.

“Long time.”

“Wanna be more specific?”

“Not really.”

Nolan sighs, put-upon. He’s not sure how he ended up here, prodding someone to talk instead of being prodded. He’s supposed to be the stoic, withholding one. There’s just something about Travis that he finds sort of - fascinating, or something. This little backwoods Canadian kid with his Jays cap and his Ontario accent and his insane guitar licks, right in the middle of what seems to Nolan like a very specifically, weirdly American world of slick, plasticky pop-country, with its over-produced dub-step back beats and its glittery performers who seem to wear their instruments as props, if they bother to have them at all.

It’s hard to wrap his head around, mysterious or something.

He can’t say why, he just wants to know more.

He reaches an arm back and to the side until his hand hits skin; trails his fingers up the back of Travis’s calf, slides them behind Travis’s bent knee and leaves his hand there, warm on clammy skin.

“Yeah, sure, keep your secrets. Too bad I’ll just have to take these hands off you, if that’s how you wanna play it.”

Travis’s eyes open at that, and Nolan can see that got his attention. Travis snorts, shakes his head.

“I had a - boyfriend, I guess, like - a first love, or whatever. At university? Since him it’s been - kinda hit or miss, I guess. Trying to come up in this business, makes me kinda jumpy about like, trying to meet dudes, so I mostly just - don’t.”

He gives Nolan a look from under his lashes.

“Luke’s got a song, says I believe you love who you love, ain’t nothing you should ever be ashamed of.” He shrugs, raises an eyebrow, rolls his eyes a little. “Might not sound like much, but that’s fuckin’, like, whatever – a bold-ass statement to put out to country radio. And it was a big-ass hit, too.”

He whistles, shakes his head and smirks at Nolan, ironic twist to his mouth.

“Anyway. It’s a nice thought, I guess, that he might actually feel that way. But this is the biggest break I’ve ever had, so like. I’m not really trying to test it out, y’know?”

There’s a pang in Nolan’s chest. Travis looks vulnerable and sad suddenly, and Nolan feels this immediate craving in his gut, this wanting to know.

“Tell me about it. About him.”

“About Luke?”

Nolan snorts. As if he gives two shits about Luke fucking Bryan.

“Hell no. About, y’know. The boy. First love, and all that.”

Travis’s face looks torn, like maybe he wants to talk about it, but he’s not sure he should. In the dim glow from the corner lamp his face is shadowed black in places, washed gold in others, features indistinguishable except for the shine of his eyes, and in this hotbox of a room, Nolan can still see the gleam of sweat on his skin - all that smooth brown skin, Christ.

Nolan just keeps looking at him, eyebrows up and expectant, and he watches Travis’s resolve crumble.

Because look, Nolan knows a true stoic when he sees one, and Travis is anything but. His strong-silent-type veneer doesn’t do much to hide the truth, which is that he’s dying to spill his guts.

Still, he starts with a little shrug.

“Not much to tell.”

Travis rubs at his naked chest, looking suddenly self-conscious.

Nolan stays quiet, still; just waiting him out. Travis shrugs eventually, sighs and turns his eyes up to the ceiling.

“I used to go to camp every summer. Down on Lake St. Clair.”

He stops there, but Nolan just jostles his legs again, silent. Patient, but insistent.

“We knew each other since we were little, y’know, but it wasn’t like with my buddies at home. We didn’t grow up together the same way. It was just, like – a month in the summers.”

Nolan lets the next silence stretch out a while, before – “and then?” and another jostle.

“I don’t know, man. Summer we were 16, our first year as counselors not campers. We got to bring our guitars and lead all the campfire sing-alongs. We thought we were such hot shit.”

Travis shakes his head, lets out a chuckle at the memory.

“I had snuck in a bottle of whiskey or some shit. I was shocked as hell, when he started it. I mean, I’d thought about it. Believe me.” Travis shoots him a look, wiggles his eyebrows, and Nolan smirks, shakes his head. “I just never dreamed he would have, too. Not about anything like that.”

“Like what,” Nolan’s still smirking, fingers still stuck behind Travis’s knee, palm against the inside of his thigh.

“Like he wanted to spend the rest of the summer makin’ out with me at fuckin’ church camp. And the next summer, too.” Travis grins, first at the memory, and then wider at the way Nolan cackles, loose and loud.

“And then?”

“We ended up both going to Western. In London? We were roommates our first two years.”

“Holy shit. So a lot of making out, I’m assuming.”

“24/7 sex.”

“Wait, so did people like - know?” Nolan rolls himself to the side, enough so he can look at Travis straight on instead of upside down. Travis shifts uncomfortably, scratches the back of his head and shrugs again.

“Not cause we ever told anyone, but. Fuck if I know if anyone ever thought, like. Whatever.”

Nolan raises an eyebrow with a slow, knowing look, and he kinda wants to ask one thing, but asks something different instead.

“So when did you stop? Doing it?”

Travis sets the guitar aside, flops down sideways, grabs a pillow from the sofa and smashes it over his face. He lets out a loud, dramatic sigh, and Nolan laughs.

His hand skates higher up the inside of Travis’s thigh. Trails up, back down, up higher again, and comes to rest somewhere close enough to his dick to get his attention. Travis shivers.

“Promise I’ll make it worth your while. Just finish your story.”

Nolan tugs at the pillow, and Travis lets it slip from his fingers. Nolan drags it over his own crotch, as nonchalant as he can, because his dick is starting to fatten up again. And it’s not like he hasn’t been lying here fully naked and exposed, listening to Travis play, but it feels embarrassing, somehow, to be ready to go again already. Like someone closing in on thirty, someone who just came 15 minutes ago probably shouldn’t be so easy, so eager. He breathes deep and does his best to look patient and unbothered, to act like he’s been here before.

“We had a band, with some of our buddies at Western. The Fall Down Drunks. We thought we were so fuckin’ funny, man.” Travis shakes his head, trails off again.

“I said first love like it was something real, but I mean, I don’t know. I guess it was, probably, real as two 20-year-old kids who are fuckin’ in secret can get, I guess. But back then the only thing that that really mattered to me was my guitar, and where I was going with it.”

He stops with a huff.

“I guess not so different than now, when I put it that way.”

His eyes land on Nolan’s face, just barely, like he’s checking for a reaction. Nolan doesn’t give him one, just stays still and silent.

“Anyway,” Travis grins down, a little forced, like he’s trying to make his words mean less, make them feel lighter than they are. “I wanted to drop out and move to Toronto, play music full time. I wanted him to come with me, and he thought that was a crazy idea. So he stayed, and I went. He’s a high school principal now.”

There’s a long pause.

“Married with kids. So I hear.”

He doesn’t sound sad, exactly, but there’s something there, something still raw underneath all the nonchalance.

“You ever regret it, though?” Nolan asks, like he already knows the answer. He’s surprised when Travis shrugs.

“For a long time I didn’t.” He smiles, just barely, but it fades just as fast. “Being alone the last 10 years, it does make you think, y’know?”

The quiet seems final, this time, like that’s all Travis has to say about that, so Nolan rolls over onto his belly, hoping maybe the proximity of his face to Travis’s dick will provide a distraction.

It works like a charm.

 

-

 

When they’re both sweaty and spent again, heavy breathing and sprawled out on their backs, heads pushed together in the corner of the u-shaped sofa, Travis breaks the extended silence by asking, “How long since you’ve had a guy’s hands on you? Not counting mine.”

Nolan’s got his arm flung across his face.

“Or mine?” Nolan moves his arm long enough to give Travis a pointed look out of his one visible eye, and Travis just cackles. Smart ass. “Awhile.”

“Awhile? After the shit you gave me, that’s all you’ve got to say for yourself?”

Nolan rolls to his side and props up on an elbow, grins down at him. “It’s charming when I do it.”

Travis rolls his eyes, “says you.” His eyes flutter closed, clearly saying he’s not asking again.

Nolan leans down over him, nudges his nose against Travis’s ear.

“It hasn’t been that long – I’ve only been in town for like, a month? Little more than? Before that I was home all summer so I’ve got, y’know. Buddies there.”

Travis rolls his eyes. “Buddies, right. I was just sayin’. Can’t be easy for you, either. With what you do for a living.”

Nolan just shrugs, “It’s not like I’m famous. Even if someone knows my name, which trust me, they mostly don’t, they sure as hell don’t know what I look like. When people don’t know your face, you can be anonymous, just like anyone else.”

“So what happens when you’re not back home with your buddies,” Travis’s eyes narrow suspiciously, “you’re on Grindr or something?”

Nolan just shrugs, noncommittal. “Sometimes. There’s not like, naked pictures of me online or anything, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t even go out in my home city, a little too close for comfort. But I travel a lot, eh? It’s easy to hit up a gay bar when I’m in another town, easy to meet someone for a night.”

“Easy, huh?” Travis lets his eyes run hot over the length of Nolan’s naked body, and breathes low, “I bet it is.”

Nolan feels an odd mix of something in his chest, like happiness and disappointment all at once – like, it’s cool Travis is obviously into him, and of course that makes him feel good because the feeling is extremely mutual, but at the same time it sucks that it seems like they actually kind of like, vibe or whatever, and maybe it’s just that thing where Nolan’s getting old and soft, but the idea of finding something like that, something that could actually – stick. Something that might actually have legs, that could last longer than just a night or two. Something that fits, in a way that could like, possibly actually turn into something solid, something real.

It’s just – it’s not that easy to do, that easy to find. It sucks to feel like maybe he’s stumbled across it here tonight, in the form of a guy who’s obviously got no time or space in his life for anything like that, even if he had the interest.

And Nolan’s not sure what to do with any of that, so he just pushes it all down, concentrates instead on the heat pooling down deep in his belly again, the gathering storm, the pull of that compact, sturdy body next to him. He’s got as much hope of ignoring that as he does gravity.

Nolan’s eyes have gone heavy-lidded, and his tongue sneaks out to wet his bottom lip.

“I have skate in in 6 hours,” he whispers, voice thick as honey. As if Travis might have forgotten. “We could sleep, for a while.” He manages to swallow past the sudden lump in his throat, manages to grin, almost bashful. Hopeful. “Or not.”

Travis gives him a little smile back, reaches up and tucks a rogue strand of hair behind Nolan’s ear, lets his fingers ghost over the shell of his ear and grins even bigger when Nolan visibly shivers.

“I think I vote not.”

“Good call.” Nolan bites his lip to keep quiet; Travis’s fingers keep trailing down the line of his jaw, down over his throat, back up the side of his neck, leaving little electrified, super-sensitized pathways in their wake.

“I really wanna suck your dick,” Travis’s voice is barely a whisper, “so whenever you’re ready, you just let me know.”

Nolan feels his dick stir, just barely.  He’s had two orgasms in the space of the last hour, and he’s way too old to get hard again this fast, but also, it’s a little embarrassing that his body seems to be fucking trying, like it doesn’t know its own limitations. He reaches down to adjust himself, tilts his head while he gropes his junk, like he’s testing the waters, gauging how long the wait will be.

“Might need another minute or two,” he says, and Travis smirks up at him.

“A minute or two.” His eyebrow arches pointedly. “That’s it, huh?”

“I’m a professional athlete.” Nolan shrugs. “My body is a finely tuned machine.”

“Sure, bud. Maybe it’s that, or maybe its you’re just really, super into me.” Travis is still smirking, and the look on his face says he knows way too much, way more than Nolan ever gives away on purpose.

It makes his stomach feel all squirmy, makes him feel all exposed. His best defense is always a good offense, so he does the only thing he can to save face: he reaches over and forcibly tugs Travis toward him, hauls him right of his side of the couch and directly over to Nolan’s side, ignores his squawking and thrashing, just hoists him right up and over so his body is draped across Nolan’s. He wriggles around, making himself comfortable, then settles, heavy and hot and relaxed, face tucked into the bend of Nolan’s shoulder.

His hands settle on Travis’s hips, one hand sliding slow and soft, up and down the smooth skin of his back.

“Not really doing much to prove me wrong, there,” Travis murmurs, his voice a low, teasing vibration against Nolan’s throat.

“Shut up, before I have to throw you right off this couch.” Nolan says, and feels Travis’s mouth stretch into a smile against his skin.

 

-

 

It’s not that Nolan’s never had a better blow job than the one Travis gives him, sliding off of Nolan and on to the carpeted floor beside the sofa, insinuating himself in between Nolan’s thighs with a devilish little grin the instant he feels Nolan’s dick fatten up against his thigh – it’s just, he hasn’t had very many better blow jobs.

Like, probably he could count them on one hand, if he had the capacity to think logically or rationally right now.

Since he doesn’t, he just pants up at the ceiling, head tipped back against the back of the couch, and tries to catch his breath. It’s made all the more difficult by the way Travis scrambles up off his knees to straddle Nolan’s lap, his erection prodding at Nolan’s belly.

“Good?” he asks, with a raised eyebrow that clearly already knows the answer.

“Dude,” Nolan snorts, and wraps his fingers around Travis’s dick just for something to do with his hands. “Guess it really is like riding a bike after all, eh?”

“Was always kinda my specialty,” Travis shrugs, looking smug about it. He anchors his hands to Nolan’s shoulders and hitches his hips, pelvis tilting so his dick slides through the loose grip of Nolan’s fingers.

“Need something?” Nolan smirks, tightens his hand and watches Travis exhale, quick and rough like the breath was forced out of him.

“Fuck yes I do,” Travis leans closer, threads his fingers up into Nolan’s hair and brings their mouths together, hot and wet and filthy. And Nolan would be happy to return the favor, happy to get on his knees and try his best to give Travis a top-five all-time blow job of his own, if Travis would let him, but he seems pretty happy right here in Nolan’s lap, seems pretty dedicated to keeping things right where they are, so. Nolan jacks his cock, too slow and too dry at first, until it’s leaking enough to slick the way, to let things move a little faster.

“Yeah, Jesus,” Travis whines into his mouth, “your fucking hand, it’s so big,” and Nolan feels his balls throb, stupidly eager but painfully empty. He grunts, lunges up to seal their lips back together, shoves his tongue into Travis’s mouth so he’ll stop fucking talking.

“So, I showed you mine,” Travis says, after he scrubs his come off Nolan’s belly with his own t-shirt then shoves him back to a prone position on the sofa, crawls right back on top of him and settles in. “Now you have to show me yours.”

“Uh,” Nolan snorts, “I think you’ve already seen all there is to see, bud.”

Travis raises his head from Nolan’s shoulder, rolls his eyes and smirks down at him.

“I mean like, I told you my sob story – y’know, sad tale of young love gone wrong. Now you owe me one, like – emotionally speaking. So c’mon – pony up.”

“No sad tales of young love gone wrong,” Nolan shrugs. “Sorry.”

“Okay fine,” Travis concedes, and he props his elbow against Nolan’s shoulder, leans his chin on his hand to peer down at him. “Then like, when’s the last time it wasn’t just buddies or whatever. The last time it really mattered.”

And Nolan spends so much of his time these days feeling old – too grouchy, too crotchety, too stiff, too slow. Like he’s seen too much. It’s been a long time since he felt too young, felt the embarrassment of being wet behind the ears.

He feels it now.

“I don’t – ,” he hedges, not sure how to answer that. “I mean, there’s not really.”

Nolan’s breath catches a little when Travis’s fingers wrap around his chin, hold his face there so Travis can look him in the eye. He raises an eyebrow, like whatever Nolan’s about to say, he’s already not buying it.

“I don’t know the last time it mattered,” Nolan says, and he’s surprised how easily the truth just – comes out. “Maybe it’s never mattered, really. At least not like - . Not enough to count.”

Travis’s eyes go all soft and liquid; his crooked mouth turns down a little at the edges.

He leans in, drops little kisses along Nolan’s jawline, covers Nolan’s mouth with his own, hand skating along Nolan’s ribs.

“That’s a real fucking shame,” he says against Nolan’s ear, and Nolan feels his something inside him twist with yearning; he turns his head, slams his eyes closed so Travis can’t see it. He chases Travis’s mouth with his, seals their lips together again so Travis can’t say anything else.

 

-

 

Nolan tries to be as quiet as he can, sneak out to take a piss without waking Travis, but when he walks back into the lounge from the bathroom, Travis is sitting up on the couch, guitar already on his lap again.

The lamp is still burning in the corner, the air still smoky and stagnant, heavy with the smell of the two of them.

Nolan knows he’s got to go, but he really, really doesn’t want to.

He leans down to pick up his underwear and his jeans from the floor, steps into them while Travis noodles around on the guitar.

“He’s so tall, and handsome as hell,” his voice cracks a little, still rough with sleep and smoke, kind of screechy and not quite high enough for the key he’s playing in. He’s smirking at Nolan, like he thinks he’s so fucking cute.

Nolan just rolls his eyes, keeps his jaw clenched and does his best not to look like he agrees.

“What?” Travis shrugs, all innocence. “It’s your girl, Taylor.”

Nolan gives him another flatly unimpressed look, and digs around in the pile on the floor, looking for his t-shirt.

“He’s so bad,” Travis keeps going, undeterred, voice all breathy and dramatic, “but he does it so well.”

“Okay.” Nolan finds a balled-up sock, tosses it at Travis’s head. Travis cackles, loud and gleeful, but at least he stops singing.

He keeps strumming softly, nothing in particular, while Nolan pulls on his t-shirt, then his flannel. He sits down on the couch, retrieves his missing sock and feels around for its mate on the floor.

“Hey,” Travis says, so purposefully casual it makes the hair on Nolan’s arms prickle to life, expectant. “What are you doing Sunday? Like, after your game?”

“Oh.” Nolan sits up straight, stopped in his tracks. “Uh. We’ve got - . I mean, we’re headed out, right after. We play Monday in Vancouver.”

“Gotcha,” Travis nods, just as casual. “Cool.”

Nolan nods in return, tries to focus on tying his shoes, it’s just - .

“I come to Toronto, you know,” he says, before he can think too much about it, about why he probably shouldn’t. “And Nashville. And really, just - . I mean, probably wherever you are, I’ll be there. Like, at some point.”

Travis just nods again, teeth dug into his bottom lip, until Nolan feels compelled to add, “if you wanted to give me your number, or whatever,” just to fill the silence.

“Or not,” he says eventually, when Travis doesn’t respond. “I mean, that’s cool.”

He’s not sure why his heart is in his throat, why he feels like he’s choking on his own stupid suggestion. For a minute, he wishes he could go back in time, just far enough to swallow down those words before he let himself say them out loud.

“Actually,” Travis says, and this time he’s got a look that Nolan can’t parse, eyes saying something Nolan can’t reconcile with the words that are coming out of his mouth. “Once the tour ends next month, I’m gonna be going into the studio for a while. First label-backed album. Kind of a big deal.”

“Yeah, that’s – awesome,” Nolan says, and stands. He wipes his clammy hands on his jeans. “Good luck with everything, man.”

He pats his pockets, feeling for his phone and his keys; he’s realizing all over again that he’s still got to find his way out of this loading bay and back to the Kings garage.

“Yeah, thanks – it’s just.” Travis’s eyes are wide, unsure. He shrugs, looking suddenly smaller than he has all night. “I’m thinking, like. I was thinking I might come here, actually. Back to L.A., I mean – to record.”

“Sick.” Nolan says, just nodding along on auto-pilot, then -

“I mean, uh – oh.” Jesus. He sounds like an idiot, he’s pretty sure.

The way Travis’s whole demeanor shifts, the way he looks up at Nolan, shrewd at first, then suddenly all knowing and sly, tells him he’s not wrong. Tells him Travis can see exactly how that hit, knows exactly why Nolan’s been suddenly struck dumb.

Tells him maybe Travis knows exactly what he’s thinking, that maybe Travis is thinking it too.

“Just, y’know,” Travis shrugs, suddenly smug. “If that’s like. Information that’s of interest at all. To you.”

Then he’s grinning – still thinking he’s so fucking cute.

“I mean,” Nolan shrugs, tries to keep up the who faux-casual vibe he’s been trying to hold on to, but his heart is beating in his ears all of a sudden, his blood all fizzy in his veins. “Sure, that’s, y’know. Interesting.”

It feels like the understatement of the century, rolling off his tongue.

Travis puts the guitar down, stands up. He’s naked, unabashed; he’s smiling like he just won a prize.

“Here,” he says, “just let me.” He walks closer, hand out, expectant. Like he already knows, somehow, that Nolan will give him anything he wants.

And just like he did earlier when Travis demanded to look at his phone, Nolan doesn’t even hesitate, just holds it out, no questions asked.

When Travis’s fingers wrap around his, he feels it in his core; it feels shivery, electric. It feels significant.

It feels, for the first time, like maybe it matters.

 

 


Notes for the Chapter:This particular fic idea was born because one day I heard a Robert Earl Keen song called The Man Behind the Drums, which is about legendary drummer for The Band, Levon Helm. And that made me think about Nolan Patrick (as things do) and his canon enjoyment of The Band, and how that might somehow be an entrée for me to make him interact with country music.

Why do I want to continually torture him in this way? I can’t explain it but it’s a compulsion.

And if you thought maybe this was also a thinly veiled critique of the modern mainstream country music industry and the lack of authenticity, artistry and musicianship among its recording artists, not to mention the unfettered homophobia and blatant marginalization and exclusion of women from pretty much all roles, across the board, well - yes, it’s a little of that too.

Also, it will always be the Staples Center to me and no I will not be offering any other explanation at this time.

Come find me on tumblr and yell at me about this! If you feel like it!
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“Hey,” comes low and gruff through the phone, and Nolan feels the same little thrill run down his spine that he gets every time Travis actually calls, when Nolan gets to hear his voice.

“Hey, man,” Nolan keeps it light and casual – just bros, the way Travis wants it.

The way Travis likes to pretend he wants it.

“How’s it going?”

Travis blows out a long, rough breath.

“Fuck, I dunno.” He huffs a low laugh. “Wiped, like always. But I didn’t fall asleep at the fuckin’ wheel, that’s something.”

“So you made it home?” Nolan asks, like he doesn’t already know that’s why Travis is calling not texting, but it gets him talking for a bit, just about the weather, about the drive in, about some drama with a couple of his buddies that were carpooling with him and some girl they’ve been fighting over.

“Anyway,” Travis stops, cuts himself off suddenly, the way he does sometimes when he realizes he’s let his guard down for a minute, “I’m here now.”

“Cool.” Nolan tries to sound nonchalant. “You guys about to head out to the bars, then?”

Nolan already knows that’s the plan – it’s always the plan on Travis’s first night off once he gets back to the city – but Nolan’s just trying to keep him talking. Keep him hooked in.

“Yeah, ‘m sure it’s gonna be a fuckin’ all-nighter.”

Travis works 14 days on, 12 hours a day, then gets 7 days off – he calls it a two-and-one rotation – and his crew is mostly single guys, like him. Their camp is up near Grande Prairie, but they all have apartments and houses in Edmonton, come home on their off weeks to spend their hard-earned money on girls and booze and whatever other kinds of trouble they can find to get into.

Nolan’s learned more in the last few months than he ever really thought he’d care to know about the petroleum industry and the habits of the guys who live in the camps and work the rigs on the oil patch up north, but here he is – caring or whatever.

At least insofar as it relates to Travis, and by extension, to himself.

He’s not sure exactly what it is about Travis that’s got him down so fucking bad, like, other than the obvious. And while a cute face and nice shoulders, ripped abs and a fat dick are maybe not easy to find, necessarily, they’re not really enough to explain why Nolan spent two full months trying to coax some fully repressed, extremely skittish 30-year-old closet case to actually meet him in person – not to mention pretty much all his free time, ever since the first time Travis actually came through, obsessively trying to lure him back again.

Outside of hockey, this whole cat and mouse game he’s got going with Travis has basically become Nolan’s one and only hobby.

He’d love to blame it on Edmonton, on the situation he found himself suddenly thrust into here, and to be fair, that’s partially true. After years spent in major American cities where Nolan had at least some degree of anonymity and freedom, suddenly being here – where everyone down to the last guy on the bench is small-town famous, instantly recognizable to 99% of locals, and where whatever gay scene there may be is so small Nolan couldn’t dare risk showing his face anywhere near it – has certainly felt stifling at times, has left him feeling backed into a corner, frustrated and stuck.

But he’s also aware, it’s not just that. It’s something about Travis, particularly.

Because on one hand, Travis is sort of an obvious choice: for the most part he’s a lot like most of Nolan’s buddies, into fishing and hunting and sports, good at chirping and talking shit, at cracking jokes. Plus he’s a hot top with a filthy mouth who poses basically no risk of ever blowing Nolan’s cover, all of which are like, definitely plusses.

But on the other hand Travis is, for lack of a better way to put it, way more trouble than Nolan is usually willing to go to.

For starters, he’s so deep in the closet he’s like a kicked dog, so wary of being caught that he’ll sit out in the snow, hiding in the shadows of the yard, growling and miserable, but won’t come up on the porch to eat the kibble you left out for him, won’t come in from the cold. He prowls around Nolan in circles, freezing and shivering, watching and waiting with hungry eyes, starves himself down to the bone again and again before he finally gives in and takes the bait.

The bait, in this case, being Nolan’s ass.

There’s a part of Nolan that can sympathize: the whole thing about having grown up in a certain kind of cultural environment with a certain rigid understanding of what it means to be a man, then working in a super-macho, male dominated, no-homo industry with a bunch of throwback, regressive Neanderthals is certainly not lost on him.

But there’s another, bigger part of him that just doesn’t get it at all: making it to this stage of life without finding a way to be okay with the idea of touching another dude, when all you really want in life is to touch another dude. Like, fuck the homophobes and fuck the stigma and the fear instilled by the whole toxic-masculinity-industrial-complex; Nolan would have had a full fucking mental and physical breakdown if he’d tried to live the way Travis lives, always denying himself, always fighting an internal war with his own desires, biting and clawing and howling, trying to keep them at bay.

Travis says he didn’t fully understand it was like, a thing for him until he was well into his twenties, but even so, that was years ago, now. And until Nolan found him – sent him a message even though Travis’s profile just said looking for: chat, because Nolan was already bored out of his mind after less than two months in Edmonton, willing to roll the dice on a couple of faceless profile pics with a very particular sort of rough trade vibe that’s always kind of done it for him – Travis had never made it any farther than exchanging dick pics with other closeted, faceless guys on the internet.

According to Travis, Nolan’s the first person he ever showed his face to, ever let hear his voice, much less ever actually met up with in person.

And it’s been a long road just to get him here, from texting to sexting to an occasional phone call or FaceTime, to a place where now, whenever they happen to be in town at the same time, Nolan can usually entice him to come over.

Usually. But it’s still not a given; Nolan still has to put the effort in.

“Sounds like a real blast,” Nolan says now, deadpan, not even trying to make it seem like he means it.

The way Travis huffs a barely there little laugh, he knows he got his point across.

“For fuckin’ sure,” Travis’s voice is full of gravel, like always, “but I was thinking about maybe cutting out early.”

The thinking about and the maybe make Nolan’s teeth grind.

He hasn’t worked this hard to get a guy to fuck him since – .

Well, ever, probably.

It’s making him a little crazy.

“If you want it, you can come and get it, bud,” he says, because Travis might like to pretend most of the time that they’re just bros, and usually Nolan’s happy enough to play along, but the reality is, when it comes down to it they both want the same thing here. “But you can’t just decide on the spur of the moment. You gotta give me a little lead time so I can do some prep work, you know?”

Travis groans, and Nolan grins, alone in his apartment. Good. He hopes Travis is suffering, hopes he thinks about that all night while he’s out drinking with his asshole buddies who he already spends 24 hours a day with, literally.

All Nolan needs is a couple hours of his time.

Not that he wouldn’t take more if he thought he could get it, but he’s not asking for the moon here.

“Why you always wanna say shit like that to me, goddamn,” Travis asks, voice still pitched low like he’s in pain, and Nolan’s face flushes hot, he chews the inside of his cheek. Because he has exactly zero prior experience playing this role, flirting and teasing like he’s some, whatever.

Temptress.

How was he supposed to know it would be like, insanely hot? Something about the slow build of it all, about the days and weeks of winding Travis up tighter and tighter until he finally breaks and gives in, finally shows up at Nolan’s door all wild and reckless and fucks him senseless; it’s addictive, like a drug. Something about the idea of this guy who’s resisted all this time, all these years, finally running into something he can’t resist, finally just letting go – it makes Nolan feel a little insane, to think that he was the something, the someone that finally pushed Travis over the edge.

He could do without the part where Travis disappears right after, goes into hiding like some wounded animal and doesn’t resurface for days, sometimes longer. He’s not sure exactly what Travis is doing during what Nolan thinks of as his extended post-hook-up refractory periods – marinating in his own shame and self-flagellating like a medieval monk, probably, if Nolan had to wager a fucking guess – but he always ends up coming back around, and so far, that’s good enough for Nolan.

It’s all part of the cycle that gets them back here, to the point where it’s been three weeks since they’ve been naked in a room together, to where Travis’s fuse is getting short, where he’s jonesing so bad that Nolan can make him sound like that, tortured and desperate.

It’s like a shot of adrenaline, it’s fireworks exploding in Nolan’s bloodstream, every time it happens.

“I’ll be here all night,” Nolan says, softly coaxing. He knows Travis really wants to come over, but he also needs to feel talked into it, seduced, coerced. Nolan’s got to make him an offer so good that Travis can convince himself he just couldn’t refuse. “Just tell me when you want to come by, and I can be all ready and waiting for you, good to go.”

“Fuck,” Travis still sounds torn, and Nolan bites at his lip, presses the heel of his hand against his dick like a warning, a reminder not to get too invested, not yet. Travis plays so hard to get, Nolan would think he’s trying to win a prize or something – if he didn’t know by now it’s not a game to Travis, not at all. It’s just fear, fucking plain and simple, and Nolan tries to be patient, tries to remind himself he’s been there.

Sure, he was a teenage hockey player, terrified that even looking at another guy might send every dream he’d worked for his whole life up in smoke – not a 30-year-old Rig Manager with a mortgage and a retirement plan and a mouth like a fucking sailor, but.

“You make me want you so fuckin’ bad.” Travis grits it out like he’s mad about it. “You make it so I can’t fuckin’ think, can’t fuckin’ – get you out of my goddamn head.”

“Then how come you keep making me wait?” Nolan shoots back, letting a little bit of his impatience bleed into his voice, emboldened by some heady mix of a power trip and abject desperation. “When are you gonna come give me what I want?”

Travis lets out a growl that turns into a sort of whine, and Nolan grins into the phone again. He knows when he’s won.

“One a.m.,” Travis says. “I’ll be there at one.”

“Door’ll be unlocked,” Nolan says, detached and breezy, “I’ll be in the bedroom,” and he ends the call without another word.

 

-

 

At the very beginning, it was the usual sort of messaging back and forth, the same conversation, almost verbatim, that Nolan’s had countless times over the years: what’s up, where you at, what do you do?

Just another rig pig, had been Travis’s answer. So I def gotta be super DL.

I get it, was Nolan’s response, I work in sports so like, same.

No surprise there, when both their profiles clearly specified discreet.

Still, Nolan had expected – based on his many, many years of experience with how this particular dance plays out – that next question up would be what are you into?, that it would escalate fast into dirty talk and dick pics, maybe a jerk off vid or even a voice call, and that would be it, the work of an evening.

But somehow it just…didn’t play out that way.

Travis was hesitant, not seeming to pick up on any of the innuendo Nolan dropped – lame, obvious comments about laying pipe and knowing how to work a rig or whatever – or maybe he was just purposely ignoring it, given that it was generally terrible and probably the same shit he heard from every thirsty fucking dude looking to fulfill some fantasy about getting railed by a roughneck.

Instead, they talked about where they were from originally, how they both came to Edmonton for work, how neither one of them really likes it but they’re stuck here for now. About their hobbies, hunting and fishing and sports. It was a slow exchange, stretched out sporadically over a few days, nothing interesting enough to really keep Nolan’s attention, yet demanding so little effort that he just kind of shrugged and kept it going, replying to whatever pointless small talk Travis sent his way with no urgency or real intent.

Eventually, Travis had gone quiet for a few days, and Nolan had sort of vaguely assumed that was the end of that, had barely even given it a second thought, content to let the string drop just like a million others before it that had gone nowhere fast. Because sure, he’d been tertiarily interested in a couple of headless photos: one with big shoulders and tattooed arms in a t-shirt with the sleeves cut out down to his waist, holding up an impressive yellow perch, another with sweaty brown skin sitting shirtless in a lawn chair, beer bottle balanced on one knee, held by a thick-knuckled hand, the kind you can tell just by looking is well-acquainted with hard work. But it was no great loss; that’s how this shit works, more often than not. Easy come, easy go.

Then suddenly, one night at midnight, on the road in Ottawa and almost a week out from the last time he’d heard anything from Travis, Nolan got another message.


Is this for real?


It was a screencap of the stats at the top of Nolan’s profile.


Name: Pat



Age: 29



Height: 6’3”



Weight: 215



Body Type: Toned



Position: Bottom


Nolan wasn’t sure which part Travis was questioning, but like.


Can confirm, all info is accurate


So you wouldn’t want to fuck me, was the response, and suddenly Nolan’s interest was piqued. Travis had, to-date, never said anything to him that was even remotely sexual; the overtness of it sort of knocked him off balance, took him by surprise.

I mean, not saying it could never happen, Nolan wrote back. But that’s not really my main deal.

What’s your main deal then, Travis asked, like they weren’t both looking at the same screen shot, like Nolan didn’t have his preference clearly marked right there for everyone to see.

Like he ever would have messaged Travis in the first place, if his own profile didn’t say Top.

Getting fucked, Nolan typed, snorting out loud in his empty hotel room – like was this guy slow, or what?

He hadn’t realized yet, at that point, exactly what kind of deep, deep, underground closet Travis was living in, and just how little he knew about, like. Anything gay, really – including the politics of sexual roles and positioning. He hadn’t realized yet how Travis’s brain worked, how much it relied on heterosexual norms and gender stereotypes for trying to make sense of what was still, to him, a whole new world.

In Travis’s mind, Nolan’s stats just Did Not Compute.

You really want that, he’d asked, disbelieving, like maybe Nolan set up a whole-ass profile just to play a practical joke on him or something.


Obviously dude. What else am I doing here?


What followed was a sort of interrogation, a rapid-fire string of questions which seemed designed to double-check what was, for Travis, apparently still incomprehensible: that regardless of Nolan’s imposing physical size, regardless of being a self-described jock who hunts and fishes and golfs and works out, regardless of having the vocabulary and general demeanor of a standard-issue Heterosexual Bro, Nolan did not in fact select bottom by accident.

That despite having a general vibe that Travis had clearly pegged as Too Straight To Be Into That, Nolan is, in fact, very much Into That.

His responses seemed to satisfy Travis, to mitigate whatever lingering reservations he’d obviously had, and suddenly things went from zero to a hundred in a flash, Travis sending him filthy texts and extremely-not-disappointing dick pics at all hours of the day and night, keeping him entertained and frustrated in turns for the remainder of that road trip.

Nolan countered with voice notes – enough guys have made enough comments over the years for him to recognize an asset when he’s got one – detailing exactly what sort of activities Travis’s pics were inspiring, and an occasional video, too.

Come on, fair’s fair, he’d insisted eventually, when no reciprocation was forthcoming, I wanna hear you. See you in action.

Travis went radio silent after that – just long enough for Nolan to consider double texting, then decide against it, because he might have been bored and horny but he still had some pride and self-respect, for Christ sakes. If Travis was ghosting him, whatever.

Then Nolan woke up three days later to a video, timestamped 4:42 a.m.

“See what you’re doing?” Travis’s voice sounded pissed, hissed and quiet over the loud, steady mechanical hum in the background. The image just showed his hand, unzipping a set of bright orange, thickly insulated coveralls. “Got me doing this shit in the can at my fuckin’ job, Jesus Christ.”

Then he spit into his hand, shoved it down into the open vee of his coveralls.

“Can’t even make it through my motherfuckin’ shift ‘cause you got me thinkin’ about. Shit – ,” he gritted out, camera bouncing and unsteady in one hand while his other hand was working inside his pants, obviously jerking the cock that was hidden down there somewhere in the shadows of the fabric.

It didn’t take long at all, at the punishing pace he had going, before he was panting, cursing fuck, goddammit, fuck. He managed to work his dick all the way out of his pants, just in time to show it kick and jerk and spill all over his hand, pearly white slipping down over grease-stained knuckles.

“Now I gotta go the hell back to work,” he’d grunted, just before the video cut off. “Hope you’re fuckin’ happy.”

Nolan had watched, flushed and open mouthed with his hand on his own dick, then watched again, and again, then another time for good measure.

The picture he sent Travis in return was just his own belly, streaked with come.

Never been happier was the caption, and he’d meant it sincerely.

 

-

 

Nolan hears the front door open, but he doesn’t move a muscle. The light in the front hall is on, but it’s the only one in the whole apartment. He hears the thud of the door closing, the hollow sound of the deadbolt locking from the inside. He watches as the shaft of pale light that’s stretched across the wall opposite his bedroom door flickers then reappears, then there’s a shadowed silhouette in the doorway.

And Nolan lives in the tallest high rise in Edmonton, the kind of building with a security guard at the front desk 24/7. Travis’s name is on a guest list, and he has to check in to be buzzed up.

Still, there’s a little bit of a thrill that comes from just leaving his door unlocked, from lying here passively while someone who he hopes is Travis but could be a serial killer just wanders unchecked through his apartment – except.

Except Nolan can smell him from across the room - snow and smoke and diesel – and his dick stirs where it’s pressed into the mattress. That’s definitely Travis.

“You asleep?” he asks from the door, barely audible.

“What if I was?” Nolan shoots right back, cheek propped on his forearm where he’s lying on his belly in the bed. He’s naked under the down comforter, under the Egyptian cotton sheets.

“Guess I’d wake you up.” Travis takes a step into the room, then another.

“Yeah? How’d you do that?” Nolan knows he’s goading, poking the bear. His face is hot, blood pounding in his ears. He points and flexes his toes against the mattress, just waiting.

Travis steps to the foot of the bed, grabs a fistful of the comforter and pulls. It comes loose from the corner, sheets and all. Nolan feels the cold air of the room sneak underneath, up and around the leg that’s now exposed.

Travis wraps his hand around Nolan’s ankle, runs his palm up the back of his calf.

He’s still wearing his coat, his boots.

“Like this,” he grits out while he’s pulling at the other corner of the covers, exposing Nolan’s other leg to the chilly air.

His other hand follows the same path, up from Nolan’s left ankle over his calf, then both hands slide up under the blankets, up the backs of his thighs.

Nolan grunts, squirms, has to grit his teeth and concentrate to keep from shivering. Travis’s fingers are ice cold.

“Guess that’d do it.” He’s practically vibrating, practically panting already, impatient to see what Travis will do next.

“How long you been here like this, just fuckin’. Waiting for me?”

“Too long,” Nolan says, and he puts a little pout in his voice when he says it, breathy and impatient. “Get your fucking clothes off and get a condom on,” he whines, hips shifting under Travis’s hands. “C’mon – sick of waiting.”

“Fuckin’ Christ,” Travis hisses under his breath, then his hands are gone from Nolan’s skin, the air shifts around them as Travis moves, throwing his coat off onto the top of the dresser and pawing at the buckle of his belt, cursing in his haste to rip it open, undo his jeans and shove them down off his hips. Nolan watches from the corner of his eye, hands pillowed under his cheek and face turned to the side, as Travis struggles with his boots, kicks them off to the side and kneels up on the bed between Nolan’s feet, socks and briefs still on.

“Where’s the fuckin’ – ” he says, and Nolan straightens his arm and reaches back slow, casual – flips the condom out of his palm and down between his fingers, stretches to hold it out toward Travis.

“Yeah,” Travis growls, yanking it from Nolan’s hand, holding it between his lips while he slides a hand down under the waistband of his underwear, jacks himself a few times, hard and fast.

“I could help you out with that,” Nolan drawls lazily, smirking into the back of his hand.

“’m good,” Travis insists, impatient, mumbling with the corner of his mouth still clenched around the black condom wrapper, “c’mere, c’mon.” He taps at Nolan’s thigh with his free hand, then tucks his waistband down under his balls, rips at the condom packet with his teeth.

Nolan shoves himself up onto his knees, blankets still draped across the middle of his back. He reaches up, slaps one hand flat against the headboard for leverage, glances back over his shoulder to watch as Travis spits into his hand, same as always, slicks up the condom just enough.

“Jesus, okay,” he blows out a breath, one hand on Nolan’s ass, one moving to wrap around his hip while Travis scoots closer, fits himself right in between Nolan’s open thighs. “Fuck, fuck.”

Travis’s thumb digs into the crack of Nolan’s ass, spreads him open just enough to get an idea where to aim, then he’s leaning in, cock nudging against his hole, slipping in the lube Nolan put there half an hour ago.

“C’mon,” Nolan presses back against the solid heat of Travis’s body, impatient, “need it, let’s go.”

Travis lines himself up again, pushes hard enough this time that there’s no sliding off the mark – just shoves his way forward, firm and slow and steady, one long thrust, until he fills up all the space Nolan made for him.

Once he’s there, dick buried inside Nolan’s body, he lets out a long, shuddery grunt, swears under his breath while he runs a hand up Nolan’s back with a groan. His fingers wrap over Nolan’s shoulder, digging in just above his clavicle scar.

“Yeah,” Nolan’s pretty sure he says, but he can’t really hear his own voice past the rushing in his ears, can’t think past how bad he wants Travis to move. “Yeah, fuck, do it.”

Travis pulls back just a little, thrusts home hard enough to make Nolan grunt.

“That what you want?” Travis asks, and Nolan braces himself on the headboard.

“More,” he pants, face turned into the bend of his elbow, voice muffled. “Harder.”

Travis thrusts again, then again. Nolan pushes against the headboard, shoves himself back onto Travis’s cock.

“Goddamn,” Travis’s fingers dig into his hip, into his shoulder, hips snapping in a slow, steady rhythm. “You feel so – fuck. ‘s good, so good, just like that, fuck.”

His voice is a low growl, that same tone of disbelief he always gets once they really get into it, like he can’t believe it’s really happening, like he can’t believe how good it is.

And Nolan had been a little worried, the first time, like – knowing Travis had never done this before, that he maybe wouldn’t be able to go long enough to get Nolan all the way there, that he wouldn’t know how to make it good, make it last the way Nolan likes it best.

If anything, it’s been the exact opposite.

Not that Nolan’s counting or anything, but if he was, this would be the fifth time they’ve done this, and every time, as eager as Travis seems and as desperate as he is to get right down to it, like he might die if they took time for like, any foreplay at all – once he gets into it, he doesn’t rush.

He takes his time, with these deep, smooth, solid strokes and that fat dick, building the pace slow and steady in this way that lights Nolan all the way up, makes him see stars. Travis isn’t a big guy, but he’s strong, compact and powerful, body built by hard manual labor, not in a gym. It’s like – utilitarian muscle, the kind that’s not just for looking good in a fitted t-shirt, but made for getting shit done, for practical real-world applications like roofing a house or replacing an engine block.

Or fucking like a goddamn machine.

It makes Nolan feel crazy.

He reaches down occasionally to wrap his hand around his dick, give it a few loose, encouraging strokes, but it’s almost an afterthought. Mostly he just concentrates on keeping pace, matching Travis’s rhythm; he lets himself zone out to the metronomic push-pull of the way they’re moving in perfect counterpoint to one another. The distinctly filthy sounds made by the impact of their bodies coming together, the slapping of their sweaty skin and heavy breathing, their grunted, bitten-off curses echoing loud and obscene in the stillness of his silent apartment.

His orgasm builds so slow, pushing up and out from somewhere deep beneath the surface, rising like the growing swell of a wave out in the middle of the ocean. He feels so far from shore, just drifting on the undulating motion of the sea way out in open water, until suddenly he feels the pull of the crest at the top, realizes it’s about to spill over, come crashing down.

He reaches down, squeezes his fingers in a tight circle around the base of his dick and balls and gives a little tug – a temporary measure to stave off the inevitable.

“How much,” he wheezes, trying to find the right words, “I mean – how much longer can you go?”

He doesn’t want to waste a minute of this, wants to try and make it last however long Travis can keep it going.

“How much longer can you,” Travis challenges, and Nolan snorts.

“I’m trying, bud,” he manages to pant, “but not long. You got me – fuck.” He feels a tremor roll through him, a warning he’s right on the edge – he squeezes his fingers more insistently, every muscle in his body contracting all at once, pulled in tight, trying to keep him from flying apart.

“Oh fuck,” Travis groans at the feeling, hips stuttering to a stop suddenly, “you fuckin’ – can’t do that, shit.”

Nolan breathes in through gritted teeth, blows it out slow; he forces himself to unclench, to let his body go lax – then tightens up again, just to hear Travis groan like that one more time.

“Motherfucker, how the hell can you – ” His voice sounds strangled, like he can’t get enough air. “’s dirty fuckin’ pool and you know it.”

His fingers knead at Nolan’s skin, at his shoulder and his hip; he leans down, presses his forehead to Nolan’s back and breathes hot against his skin.

Nolan shivers, gathers himself. Takes his hand off his dick and puts it next to his other one on the headboard.

“Okay,” he says, and his voice sounds shredded, “okay, let’s do this.”

“Yeah, okay,” Travis agrees, and Nolan feels him nod, sweaty face slipping along the dip of his spine. “Yeah.”

Travis pulls himself back upright; Nolan bows his back, relishes the stretch of the change of position, then sinks back down into an exaggerated arch, braces himself against the headboard.

“Give it to me, c’mon,” he whines, when Travis still doesn’t move. He’s sure he sounds pathetic, he just doesn’t fucking care.

“Jesus, yeah,” Travis grits out, sounding just as wrecked as Nolan feels.

“Fuckin’ take it,” he says, then he’s pulling out all the way, slamming his hips home.

 

-

 

“I think you’re tryin’ to fuckin’ kill me,” Travis slurs against Nolan’s shoulder blade.

He’s collapsed down onto Nolan’s back and Nolan’s collapsed down onto the bed. Both of them are sweaty and filthy, still waiting for their breathing and their heart rates to return to normal speed.

“You got no proof,” Nolan slurs right back, face smashed into the pillow.

“Told you I was fuckin’ wiped out,” Travis grumbles, “and your helpful fuckin’ solution is to get me over here and fuckin’. Put me to work.”

Nolan snorts.

“Fuckin’ – hard labor, graveyard shift.” Nolan can feel the shape of Travis’s grin against his skin. “Don’t even pay overtime. ‘s some bullshit, man.”

And it’s right on the tip of Nolan’s tongue, some retort about how if Travis would just stick around, Nolan would be more than happy to pay up in any number of ways, but – this is the precarious part of the whole song and dance they’ve been doing, the part where Travis’s easy, relaxed jokes fade away with the come-down from his orgasm, where he turns awkward and uncomfortable all over again, starts getting twitchy and skittish, making moves to get out as fast as he can.

“You sure talk a lot for someone who’s so exhausted,” he says instead, and it’s Travis’s turn to snort.

Nolan lets his eyes close, lets himself float in the afterglow, boneless and warm, content to be held down by the heavy weight of Travis’s body for however long it lasts, ignoring his need to pee for now. He’ll have to get up to lock the door behind Travis when he goes; he can take a piss then, maybe take a quick shower as well.

Instead, he wakes up with a screaming bladder, Travis still half on top of him, and has to shimmy out from under to roll out of the bed and get to the washroom. His phone says 4:06 a.m.

He uses the toilet in the dark, just the light from his phone screen to see by, and drinks a couple palms full of water straight from the tap while he waits for it to run hot. Once it’s warm enough he wets a cloth, scrubs across his belly, down over his dick and balls, back behind and up the crack of his ass.

When he gets back to the bed he fully expects Travis to be awake, probably pulling on his clothes as fast as he can with that look in his eye he always gets, like an animal in a trap, willing to chew his own leg off just to get free.

But Travis is right where Nolan left him when he rolled Travis off of him a few minutes ago – mouth open and sprawled somewhere between his back and his side. He’s still got his socks on, feet sticking out from under the pile of comforter and sheets that ended up balled up in the middle of the bed, wrapped around and on top of them both. Nolan lifts up the covers just enough to check, and yep – the used condom is still stuck to the end of Travis’s dick, lying there sticky and disgusting against his thigh, waistband of his underwear still stuffed down under his balls.

Nolan closes his eyes, sighs. He definitely did not sign up to deal with this, but – .

Travis is snoring softly, no signs of stirring, and he just. Well.

He looks like he could use the sleep.

So Nolan sighs again, steels himself, and gingerly plucks the condom off with two unwilling fingertips, holds it out away from his body with a grimace while he walks it to the toilet and flushes it down. He washes his hands, for good measure.

He comes back to the foot of the bed and thinks for a minute about trying to do something about the underwear situation, but honestly that seems like a Travis problem, not a Nolan problem. He does his best to spread the covers around, make sure Travis is mostly underneath them, and decides he’s done more than enough. He crawls into the other side of the bed, and goes back to sleep.

 

-

 

Nolan’s alarm goes off at 7:30, same as every day. Even on off days like today, he likes to keep to a routine: up at 7:30, one hour nap in the early afternoon, in bed by midnight.

Forty-five minutes of full-on cardio at one a.m. is definitely not part of his daily routine, but. In Nolan’s life, the vast majority of his choices are geared toward putting hockey first. So sue him if extremely occasionally he makes the choice to put dick first instead. He just can’t muster up any guilt about that, especially not when it’s dick this good.

He turns off his alarm, yawns, stretches. Looks over at the owner of the good dick in question, who’s still lying in the exact same position Nolan left him in last night.

The four previous times Travis has been here, he was out the door as soon as he could get himself together, a span of 20 minutes tops between him busting his nut and slinking out the door with an awkward, weirdly formal goodbye. So to find him still here, still snuggled down under the covers of Nolan’s bed with no signs of stirring, face relaxed and unworried in sleep, is more than a bit unexpected.

Nolan makes his coffee, grabs a protein shake alongside it like every morning. He scrolls through his messages while he drinks them both, replies to a few and ignores a few others, then heads to the windowless room next to the laundry closet off the front hall (the one his luxury apartment tower advertises as a den), where his yoga mat and his stationary bike, resistance bands and a few free weights are kept. He goes through his usual morning routine, the same stretches and the same 15 minute yoga flow as always, then moves to his off-day maintenance workout, quick sets of pushups and crunches, squats with a 45 pound weight plate held against his chest. He usually finishes with 30 minutes on the bike, but he wraps it up after just 20 today – Travis couldn’t get out the front door without walking past the den, but it’s still weird to know he’s not really alone, that there’s someone else somewhere in the apartment.

It’s not exactly something Nolan’s used to.

He stops in the kitchen to kill a bottle of water, then goes to take a shower. As far as he can tell by looking, Travis still hasn’t moved.

It’s almost 9 am when he finishes, fully expecting to come out of the washroom to an empty apartment, but no.

Travis is still there, unmoving, still snoring softly so at least Nolan knows he’s not dead. That’s better than the alternative, for sure.

He dresses, heads out to make another coffee and order his breakfast. He’s not sure what to do about the Travis situation – it seems rude to just, like, be eating and have nothing to offer him, whenever he actually wakes up. Not like Nolan’s never had a hookup that stayed over, never fed anyone breakfast before, but it’s not like he’s done it that often, either. He’s not really sure what the protocol is here.

But then again, nothing in his experience with Travis so far makes him think this dude would be interested in sticking around for Saturday morning brunch.

In the end he just doubles his usual Cora order – two Western Skillets, two Strawberry Crepes with custard – and figures he’ll eat the second order tomorrow if Travis doesn’t want it.

Nolan raises the blinds halfway on one of the living room windows, the January gloom of white on white glaring in at him. There’s thick, wet-looking snow falling, the vaunted views from the 56th floor reduced to a few feet of visibility. He turns on the TV to NHL network, then turns on the gas fireplace right underneath it. He decides he’ll leave Travis alone until the food arrives, but if he’s not up by then, Nolan will just have to bite the bullet and wake him up. He can hardly wait to see how awkward Travis will make that whole situation.

In the end it doesn’t come to that; just as the building concierge knocks on the door with his food order, Nolan finally hears rustling noises coming from the bedroom. He tips the guy, starts another coffee and unpacks the containers onto the kitchen counter while it brews. He hears the toilet flush from the bedroom, then more rustling.

He’s just sitting down to eat when Travis comes out of the bedroom, coat and boots and toque already on, sheepish look on his face.

“Uh,” he says, scratching at the back of his neck. “Sorry.”

Nolan just arches an eyebrow, shovels a forkful of eggs into his mouth.

“Dude. For what?”

“I mean,” Travis shrugs, jerks a thumb vaguely over his shoulder toward the bedroom, “just, fuckin’. Passed out, I guess.”

Nolan shrugs right back.

“You’re good,” he waves at the food. “I got plenty, if you want some.”

“Oh.” His eyes go wide, like Nolan’s offered something shocking. Which like, he guesses for Travis maybe it is.

“C’mon, I’m sure you’re hungry. Sit – eat.”

He kicks at the stool next to him, shoves it out and away from the counter.

“I don’t – .” Travis looks past him, gazing furtively, almost wistfully at the front hallway. Nolan wants to laugh, but he doesn’t.

“C’mon,” he tries again, mainly just to see how Travis reacts when he doesn’t just let it go – doesn’t just let him go the way he always has before. “It’s snowing pretty hard out there. Nice and warm in here, got the food and the fire and everything.” He shrugs once more, tips his head like you know I’m right.

“Yeah, uh,” Travis holds up a hand, “thanks, but I should – .” His face is definitely getting to that point, the animal-in-a-trap point. Like he might stop bothering to try and be polite, just turn and make a break for it at any moment, so.

“Just shut up and eat your breakfast,” Nolan cuts him off with an eye roll, decides he might as well go for broke with his little experiment here, might as well offer something extra to really sweeten the deal. “And when you’re done, I’ll suck your dick.”

He’s not sure when he says it, if that will actually be an incentive for Travis to stay, or just scare him away faster, but he hasn’t actually gotten his mouth on Travis yet, and he definitely would not mind the opportunity. Not like he has anything better to do today, that’s for sure.

“I – ,” Travis starts, face flushing, but Nolan just arches his eyebrow again, nods at the other barstool. Travis stands there, looking torn. Nolan shrugs at him, take it or leave it, and turns his attention back to his food.

Travis stands there for another silent moment, still clearly grappling with his choices. Then he pulls his toque off his head all of a sudden, stuffs it into his coat pocket.

He pulls the stool back to the counter, perches himself on the edge of it, decision apparently made. He ducks his head, face still bright red, picks up the extra fork that Nolan laid out just in case.

“Hungry after all?” Nolan smirks, and Travis just huffs.

“I guess I could eat.”

 

-

 

“So about that blow job,” Nolan says, once they’re done eating, once he’s finished clearing away the trash and putting the cutlery and coffee mugs into the dishwasher.

They ate mostly in silence, but the awkwardness had dissipated a little, at least enough for Travis’s face to fade back to its usual shade of tan. Now, it’s red again in an instant.

He still has his coat on.

“Oh,” he shakes his head. “You don’t have to.”

Nolan huffs, leers at him over the counter.

“We’ve talked about this.” He feels like he really shouldn’t need to keep reassuring Travis about this kind of shit. “Like, a lot.”

The last several months have been heavy on the talk – if you call sexting and jerking off together talking – and light on the actual, real-life action. The amount of ground they’ve covered regarding each other’s likes, dislikes, turn-ons and fantasies, all the times and all the ways they’ve both answered the question if I was there right now what would you want to do, is pretty extensive.

Still, Nolan tries his best not to seem condescending when he says, “I’m not offering because I have to. I’m offering because…?”

Sucking dick is just another thing Travis seems to have a hard time believing Nolan actually wants to do; he’s still not sure if Travis’s tendency to want to confirm these things over and over is because he’s actually struggling with the concept, or because he just likes to hear Nolan say how much he likes it.

He has a feeling it might be both.

Now Travis narrows his eyes and cocks his head, hackles up at the tone of Nolan’s voice prompting him, like a teacher leading a school kid to the answer.

“Because you like it,” Travis snarks, and Nolan wiggles his eyebrows.

“There you go,” he says, “guess you do listen to me, sometimes.”

“Fuck you, I listen,” Travis says, too defensive. Nolan just puts his hands up, a show of surrender.

“So, about that blow job,” he says again, pointed. “I’m thinking shower first.”

Travis looks startled at the suggestion – no surprise there – but Nolan just shakes his head, hurries to clarify.

“Not like – I mean, I showered earlier, while you were getting your beauty sleep. I just meant, why don’t you grab a shower and then we can, y’know. Get down to it.”

Travis narrows his eyes again.

“Are you tryin’ to tell me I fuckin’ stink?”

Nolan wouldn’t classify it as stink, personally – but he can definitely smell Travis even with a few feet of counter between them, the same scent of snow and smoke and deisel that came in with him last night. Now, he’s ripe with the smell of sweat and sex, on top of it.

Nolan actually kind of likes it, generally speaking, but.

“Never said that, just saying – I know where that dick’s been.”

Travis’s red face just turns even redder, but he follows Nolan to the washroom, lets him turn on the water, show him how the body jets and the steam functions work.

Nolan pulls a towel from the closet and puts it on the counter, backs his way toward the door.

“I’ll find some sweats you can borrow,” he says, pulling the door closed as he eases out of the room, “take your time. I got nowhere to be today.”

 

-

 

Nolan finds that pair of joggers that he never wears because they’re way too short in the legs, and an Under Armour shirt that’s skintight on him, stacks them on the corner of the dresser, just outside the washroom door.

Then he pulls off his own clothes, crawls under the covers of his bed, and waits.

The bed smells like sex, like the two of them. Nolan tugs idly at his dick, lets it plump up in his hand, while he scrolls back through some of the screenshots he’s saved of his conversations with Travis – just some of their greatest hits, some of their best and filthiest work that he can pull up for reference whenever the mood strikes.

It took him well into November to get Travis to agree to a call, but even once they finally did it, finally broke the ice, most of their communication has still been via text.

Doing what Travis does, living in a camp shoulder to shoulder with hundreds of roughnecks for two out of every three weeks, privacy is almost non-existent when he’s working; Travis doesn’t have a lot of opportunity to have calls that won’t be seen and heard. And Nolan having such a recognizable face doesn’t exactly help on the video call front.

The first time, when Travis finally agreed to a FaceTime, Nolan had waffled ahead of time about whether or not to tell Travis who he was, what he really did for a living beyond just working in sports, but in the end he hadn’t said a word. He knew Travis was a big hockey fan, but the Leafs were his team. Just because he’d lived in northern Alberta – where you’re inundated with the Oilers whether you actually care about them or not – for the last decade didn’t necessarily mean he’d know a third-liner who was a relatively new addition to the roster, anyway. There was at least an off-chance Travis wouldn’t recognize him, and even though Nolan knew enough about Travis by that point to know they were 100% on the same page with regards to the need for complete discretion, even though he had no reservations at all about Travis knowing his real identity, he still kind of relished the idea of maybe flying under the radar a while longer, being just some guy as far as Travis was concerned.

That dream was shattered in the first 10 seconds of their first FaceTime call, when Travis went bug eyed, sputtered a little, then shook his head, exasperated.

“Okay, fuck you,” he’d scoffed, eyes narrowed at his screen. “I work in sports, are you fuckin’ kidding me? I thought you were like, fuckin’, a high school coach or some shit. You couldn’t fuckin’ warn a guy? I mean holy shit.”

Nolan had laughed, couldn’t help it.

“Guess that answers the question of whether or not you’ll recognize me.”

“Fuck off – fuckin’ Pat,” Travis shook his head again, long suffering. “I thought that was your goddamn first name. Jesus H. Christ on a fuckin’ cracker.”

It was funny, and kind of cute, watching Travis’s outraged disbelief, but finding out Nolan’s true identity also seemed to just confuse Travis even more. Like, he’d always seemed to have a hard time understanding how his jerk off buddy Pat could really want the things he swore he wanted, could like all the things he swore he liked. But Nolan Patrick, Edmonton Oiler? It seemed suddenly impossible for Travis to believe that guy, specifically, would ever really want to do any of the stuff they’d been sexting about, the stuff they’d been talking – in hypothetical, vaguely future-based terms – about possibly getting together and doing.

It was always the same line of questioning, like:


You know I’m way fuckin shorter than you, right? 


Travis always seemed overly concerned about that, like Nolan gave two shits.


Who cares. Your dick works, eh?



What if I didn’t want to suck your dick?



I’d still wanna suck yours.



What if I didn’t even touch your dick?



If the pipe’s good enough, I don’t even need it.



Wtf does that mean?



It means if you fuck me right, I can come without either one of us touching my dick.



No fuckin way, you lie.



I know how you could find out for sure.


Not like Nolan hadn’t picked up on it by then that Travis is like a throwback, some stereotype from a bygone age who hasn’t quite grasped that when two men are involved, no one has to be The Woman. It’s like he’s hard coded to think whoever’s bigger, stronger, tougher, richer – that person is The Man, and The Man is the one who gets to do The Fucking.

It’s been fascinating, kind of fun honestly, watching Travis try to wrap his head around the idea that someone as big and strong, with as much money and clout as Nolan, someone with all the hallmarks Travis thinks it takes to make a man, isn’t concerned at all about any of that shit.

Travis has admitted (only under duress, only when Nolan’s holding out on him, refusing to dole out the good stuff like the jerk off videos and the voice notes that make Travis really lose his shit, until Travis gives him something in return) that Nolan is exactly his type. He likes big guys, masculine guys, likes the deep voice and the scruffy face and the muscle, but he never really thought he’d find a guy like that who’s also a good fit with him, sexually speaking.

Given that a good fit, in Travis’s case, means being someone who absolutely does not care about topping at all, and who absolutely does not expect Travis to do anything but.

With the whole fuckin TOP thing, he’d told Nolan early on, it’s like the only fuckin guys I ever hear from are like. Whatever the hell. Too fuckin girly for me. Like if I wanted a goddamn woman I’d get a fuckin woman you know? Nothing against those dudes but they do NOT fuckin do it for me.

So what does it for you, Nolan asked, ignoring the urge to explain to Travis like you would to a grandpa: we don’t really call people girly as an insult anymore.

Travis’s only reply was oh fuck off.

And Nolan’s pretty much always been able to have as much sex as he feels like having, never had any problems finding people willing to give him what he wants, but he’s never gotten into anything particularly adventurous. He’s never been great at flirting or teasing or dirty talk or whatever, has never really needed to be, but with Travis, it almost feels like he is. Whatever he says, Travis seems to like it, so. Nolan just keeps saying what he likes, what he wants, simple as that. And so far, Travis just keeps on giving it to him, and coming back for more.

It’s been hot as hell, blowing Travis’s mind over and over just by like, looking how he looks, talking how he talks, and also wanting Travis’s dick. And it’s been an ego boost for sure, playing the role of Travis’s fantasy come to life just by like, existing.

The whole experience has been the highlight of Nolan’s sexual career to-date, no question.

And it’s not like Nolan’s kidding himself, here. He’s very aware that Travis’s whole thing is definitely serving as some kind of possibly-fucked-up fantasy fulfillment for him, too. The whole roughneck in coveralls, scuffed up knuckles and grease under his nails, barely talks except in grunts and curses, who comes in from his oil rig straight to Nolan’s fancy high rise apartment under cover of night and fucks the hell out of him without any preamble, wants Nolan cleaned out and lubed up, ready and waiting to take his cock, that’s – yeah.

That’s doing something for him, for fucking sure, he’s just not that interested in looking too closely at why.

Especially not right now, with Travis in his shower. He’s got him for at least a little longer today, he’s not about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

He keeps scrolling until he finds one particular conversation they had about blowjobs, specifically.

Another thing Nolan’s learned over the past few months is that most of what Travis knows about his own preferences, about what he likes – or thinks he likes – is based on porn, because without any real life experience, that’s been his only reference point.

You ever see in porn, he’ll say – because that’s how a lot of his answers to if I was there right now what would you want to do start – as if maybe there’s something out there Nolan hasn’t seen by now, at 29 years old. But Nolan’s never actively tried to like, recreate anything he’s seen, at least not on purpose – but the way Travis is continually using it as an example has kept it on Nolan’s mind, had him thinking about the potential for exploring certain things in real life.

In this particular exchange, it was:

You ever see in porn where a guy hangs his fuckin head off the side of the bed, like upside down?

And yeah, Nolan has definitely seen that.


I’ve never done it, but I’d be into it for sure.



For real?



Fuck yes



You’d really just open your mouth and let me shove my dick in your throat



So fucking fast bud


What followed was a link to porn clip, another method Travis uses a lot in lieu of using actual words to describe what he likes, what he wants.

The link isn’t active, of course – it’s a screenshot – but Nolan can remember it with perfect clarity, must have watched it 50 times in the weeks after Travis sent it.

He strokes himself a few more times, wonders if there are any, like, warm-ups you can do to get ready to deepthroat a cock.

He snorts out loud in the quiet of his bedroom; what even is his life right now?

He hears the shower shudder, then go silent, and his dick jumps in his hand. He rolls over to rummage around on the bedside table, grabs the lube from last night and slicks up his cock, just getting ready. He wipes his hand off on the already filthy sheets then props himself up on one elbow, tries to look nonchalant.

The door opens with a cloud of steam; Travis is wet-haired and smelling like Nolan’s fancy bath products, ginger and sandalwood, standing there with a towel wrapped around his hips, skin flushed from the heat.

“Uh,” he says, like he’s surprised to see Nolan there in his own bed. “You got something I can wear?”

“Right there,” Nolan nods to the t-shirt and sweats on the dresser, “but I don’t think you need ‘em yet, eh? Unless you wanted to wait, for some reason?” He raises an eyebrow, a challenge.

“Goddamn, okay,” Travis breathes, still looking fucking surprised, still disbelieving like he didn’t see this coming somehow, “yeah, shit, I’m. I’m fuckin’ – good to go. If you are.”

“So good,” Nolan smirks, crawls out from under the blankets and flips himself around, rolls over onto his back and slides down to the end of the bed, head down at the end of the mattress. His skin feels hot, flushed with adrenaline, and his dick is hard as nails now, no disguising it even if he wanted to. Part of him can’t believe he’s doing this, putting himself on display like this, offering what he’s offering, like who has he fucking become? But another part of him – the biggest, loudest, most insistent part – is just dying to get his hands on Travis again, by any means necessary, dying to get Travis’s hands on him.

He looks up at Travis, upside down, watches with satisfaction as his jaw goes slack at the sight of Nolan laid out in front of him, naked and hard, his meaning clear.

“Sure you’re good, bud?” He smirks, when Travis just stands there, frozen. The sound of Nolan’s voice seems to get through; he shakes his head a little, stands up a little straighter. His eyes slowly lose that deer-in-headlights haze, coming into focus, settling hot and intent on Nolan’s face.

“I’m – yeah.” Travis growls, finally. “Fuckin’. Never been better.” His hand goes to the top of his towel, the place where the end is tucked in, holding it snug around his hips. It’s a thick towel, plush, luxurious, but it still can’t hide the way Travis’s dick is straining underneath it, trying to stand up.

“Then let’s go,” Nolan says, all bravado, like he’s really been here before, and slides down even further, lets his head fall over the edge of the mattress.

 

-

 

As soon as Travis lets his towel drop, his cock springs up, thick and heavy with its own weight. Nolan’s not sure if it’s just his perspective – he’s never looked at a dick from this angle, he’s pretty sure – but it looks huge, definitely like a choking hazard.

Definitely like something Nolan wouldn’t mind choking on.

He licks his lips.

Travis walks closer, still tentative, until he’s close enough to touch. Nolan reaches back with his left arm, wraps his hand around the back of Travis’s thigh. He hasn’t really had much of a chance to get his hands on Travis yet, either, and his fingers are itching to touch.

“Jesus, fuck,” Travis breathes out, steps just enough closer that his dick nudges against Nolan’s cheek. “You sure this is – .”

He stops right there, right as Nolan wraps his right hand around Travis’s erection, and hisses like he’s been burned.

“Dude,” Nolan jacks Travis’s cock a few times, voice full of gravel, “I’m like, extremely sure.”

He licks his lips again, lets Travis’s dick rest against his chin then opens his mouth, sticks out his tongue and licks up the underside, grins against the smooth, hot weight of Travis’s cock whenever Travis lets out a shuddery little breath. Nolan moves his head experimentally, so the tip slides down over his bottom lip, falls down to land on his top lip. He moves his head again, scoots his body a little further toward Travis, until it feels like he’s lined up right. It’s a little hard to tell, everything backward and upside down from what he’s used to. He can’t see much of anything anymore, Travis moved in close enough now that Nolan’s whole view is narrowed down to the tops of Travis’s thighs, to his balls hanging just over Nolan’s face.

He closes his eyes.

He reaches back blindly to wrap his right hand around Travis’s other thigh, pulls with both hands, the slightest bit of pressure urging Travis closer. Travis spreads his legs a little, shuffles even closer so his thighs are bracketing Nolan’s head, and his dick slides fully into Nolan’s mouth.

“Holy shit,” Travis grits out, and he’s got that tone in his voice Nolan loves, like he’s suffering, like he’s so turned on he’s in pain.

Travis’s hips push forward, slow, just testing things out. Nolan’s fingers dig into the backs of his thighs, arms flexing to pull him closer still, and Travis does that shuddery breathing thing again.

Travis leans over, braces his hands on the mattress on either side of Nolan’s ribs; Nolan can feel the heat of Travis’s body over him, smell him coming closer. Nolan feels boxed in, surrounded and pinned down in the best fucking way. He can feel his dick leak onto his stomach.

Travis tries thrusting again, deeper this time, the angle slightly different now that he’s not standing fully upright. Nolan closes his lips around the base, applies some suction and is gratified to hear Travis let out something closer to a whimper this time. He breathes through his nose as Travis pulls out and pushes back in, then does it again, then again, a little faster each time.

“Okay?” He asks, voice just a low rumble, and Nolan just nods his head, hums a little around Travis’s cock while he kneads at the backs of his thighs.

“Okay,” Travis says, “okay, Jesus, fuck,” and then thrusts again, again, again, until he gets a good rhythm going. Until his balls are resting on Nolan’s nose on the downstroke, just one more thing for Nolan to factor into his breathing pattern.

He kind of relishes the physical challenge of coordinating all the moving parts, starts to zone out to the precise timing of it, the rhythmic repetition of suck, swallow, blow out, breathe in.

He keeps his left hand behind him, anchored to Travis’s leg, and brings his right hand down to his own cock, starts to stroke himself in time with the push of Travis’s dick into his throat.

He gets a little lost in it, for a while - in how hot it is and how turned on he is, in how good it all feels, from the way Travis is bent over him, his soft little shocked-sounding exhales that ghost down over Nolan’s chest, to the filthy, wet squelching sound of Travis’s cock fucking his throat, echoing in the otherwise silent room, and the way his own balls are throbbing with it.

It’s so much all at once – total sensory overload – that he loses all sense of time, doesn’t even notice, consciously, that Travis’s rhythm has been steadily speeding up, that he’s started grinding his hips in a little at the bottom of every thrust, shoving in deeper and staying there longer. Nolan becomes aware of it all at once, when suddenly a siren’s going off in his head, brain waving big red flags at him to let him know: it’s been way too long since he had oxygen.

He doesn’t even think, just reacts, claws at the back of Travis’s thigh with his left hand while his right hand flies up to smack Travis in the stomach, shoving.

Travis jumps back immediately, leaving Nolan coughing and panting.

“Oh shit, fuck – ” his voice sounds panicky, staring down at Nolan with wide eyes, “fuck, sorry, sorry. Are you – .”

“m good,” Nolan promises, feeling a little drunk or something, speech a little slurred and a voice a lot hoarse. His eyes flutter closed again as he pets absentmindedly at Travis’s belly, soothing, like Travis is the one who needed the break. Nolan breathes deep, in for two, out for four, then again, and again, until his head feels clearer.

“Sorry,” Travis says again. “I don’t. I mean, shit. You’re so fuckin’ hot, I don’t even. I just got fuckin’ – carried the hell away.”

“You’re good, you’re good,” Nolan promises again, feeling more urgent about it now that he’s caught his breath, now that Travis is saying shit like that. He moves his hand back to his cock and groans at the touch. He still feels right on the edge, doesn’t want to lose it. “Just, c’mon,” he tugs at Travis’s leg again, “I’m so close, keep going.”

“Yeah,” Travis breathes, “yeah,” then he steps back into that space right over Nolan’s face, feeds his cock right back into his open, waiting mouth.

Nolan hums around the heavy weight of Travis in his mouth, has to tug a little at his balls to keep his orgasm at bay a little longer.

Travis’s hips start to move again, cautious at first, but it doesn’t take him long to build up momentum, doesn’t take them long to find their rhythm again.

“Doing okay?” he asks, sounding way more careful, softer than it seems like the situation would warrant. Nolan just hums again, taps his thigh.

“You look like,” Travis says, and Nolan wonders, actually, what he does look like. He’s sure his chest is splotched with pink, the way it gets, sure he looks as sweaty and desperate as he feels.

However he looks, Travis seems to really like it. Nolan’s only regret is that he can’t see Travis’s face in this position, but he can feel the heat of Travis’s eyes on him, his whole body feels electric with it, like his skin’s on fire.

Then Travis’s fingers are suddenly trailing up his neck, palm pressing light but firm under his chin, and he knows Travis can feel himself there, the outline of his cock under the thin skin of Nolan’s throat.

Nolan groans, long and low. He has to tug on his balls again, harder this time.

“You look like – fuck,” Travis tries again, a deep, breathy hiss like it’s being forced out of him, “like nothin’ I’ve ever fuckin’ seen. Could do this forever and still want more.”

Nolan groans one more time, and gives up trying to hold off the inevitable. He tightens his grip on his leaking, aching cock, and jacks himself with the hard, quick strokes he always uses right at the end, efficient and unforgiving.

Travis lets out a groan of his own.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he pants, in time with his own thrusts, then “c’mon, c’mon,” he says, and Nolan can hear it in his voice that it’s almost over for him, as well. “C’mon,” he insists, “fuckin’ do it, lemme see.”

Nolan doesn’t need to be told twice.

He feels the tightening in his balls, feels his body contract. He digs his fingers into Travis’s leg and pulls, swallows and swallows around Travis’s cock while his own cock is spilling all over his belly, wanting Travis to come with him.

Travis makes a high, hurt noise and grinds his hips in hard, pelvis pressed to Nolan’s chin, and comes so far down his throat Nolan can’t even taste it.

 

-

 

Nolan gasps when Travis pulls away, immediately coughs a few times – but then he breathes, and relaxes, and kind of loses track of things. He’s lightheaded – from holding his breath, from all the blood rushing to his head, from the way it feels like his orgasm melted every bone in his body including his spine – and his limbs feel like lead, like he couldn’t move if he wanted to.

At some point, he manages to shimmy up enough to get his head back onto the mattress, but that’s literally the most he can do. Anything else will just have to wait.

He’s vaguely aware that Travis has crawled onto the bed, collapsed with his head up near Nolan’s calves, his feet hanging off the end of the mattress next to Nolan’s head, but Nolan’s not looking – he’s got his eyes closed, still floating on the ripples from the aftershocks. He can feel the weight of Travis’s body in the way the mattress sags a little more on the left side of him, feel the heat of him even though they’re not touching, but it’s Travis’s gusty sigh, the huffed little disbelieving laugh that follows it, that pulls him back to reality.

“Dude,” Travis says, still sounding incredulous, “holy shit.”

“Holy shit,” Nolan agrees. His voice sounds like he’s been smoking two packs a day for fifty years.

“I mean, it’s like,” Travis insists, “holy shit.”

“Like holy shit,” Nolan tries, just to mix it up, and Travis snorts. Then Nolan snorts, then they’re both laughing, stupid and giddy.

Nolan almost feels high, too many endorphins racing through his blood stream at once to like, get a fucking grip on himself.

“Are you fuckin’ sure you’ve never done that shit before,” Travis says, “because you are fuckin’, I mean. Real fuckin’ good at it, goddamn.”

“Always been a quick learner,” Nolan says, smug, and stretches his arms up over his head, rolls his neck. He points his toes then flexes his feet. Every fucking part of him feels good; even his sore throat feels good, in its own way – satisfying, like the ache in his muscles after a hard workout.

Or like the ache in his ass after a good fuck.

Travis snorts again, and Nolan nudges at his shoulder with the side of his calf.

“It’s true,” he insists. “I got all kinds of hidden talents, you don’t even know.” His eyes are still closed.

Travis doesn’t have a comeback for that, just shoulders into Nolan’s calf and stays there, skin on skin. Nolan takes a chance, lets his fingers brush against Travis’s forearm, lets it create a second point of contact between them, and is pleased when Travis still doesn’t move away. It feels like maybe he’s actually getting somewhere, making progress.

A little less like he’s trying to earn the trust of a feral animal, and failing.

It’s quiet for just another beat, silence barely settling over them before Travis breaks it again.

“Is this just like,” he starts, and he sounds different suddenly, more serious. “I mean, is this how it always is?”

Nolan knocks his knuckles against Travis’s arm, shakes his head.

“I’m telling you, dude. I never did it before.”

“No – I know.” Travis says, “not like, that. I mean, fuckin’. With dudes, I guess. Like, is this really what I’ve been fuckin’ missing all these years? Like it’s just always this fuckin’ good?”

Nolan picks his head up, opens his eyes. Travis is looking down at the mattress, or – actually, maybe, he’s looking down at where Nolan’s knuckles are still touching his arm. Nolan takes another chance, wraps his fingers around Travis’s wrist. He waits for Travis to jerk his hand away, or to look up at him, still not sure which one is more likely.

When Travis’s eyes meet his, there’s a little electric jolt, the buzz of a current between them.

“This is absolutely what you’ve been missing,” Nolan confirms, eyebrow raised. “But like – no, it’s. I mean, it’s definitely not always this good. This is.”

He doesn’t really know where to go from there, how to finish that thought. He feels like he’s veered unexpectedly into uncharted waters.

He lets his head fall back to the bed, stares up at the ceiling. That way he doesn’t have to look Travis in the eye when he says,

“This is. Something different.”

 

-

 

The first time Travis actually agreed to meet in person, he’d been jumpy about every little individual aspect of the process, from what to say to the doorman in the lobby of Nolan’s building to what was going to happen once he actually made it upstairs and into his apartment. It was all Nolan could do to placate him, ease all his concerns long enough to get him in the fucking door.

“They’ll already have your name,” Nolan had tried to reassure him for what felt like the millionth time. “All you have to do is tell them who you are and they’ll buzz you up the guest elevator. No one’s gonna ask you to state your business or something, trust me.”

“I guess,” Travis had said, skeptical as ever, and Nolan had resisted the urge to point out that actually, he was the one with the very recognizable name, getting a late night visit from a random dude. If anyone had reason to be concerned about raising eyebrows, it was definitely Nolan more than Travis, but it sure as hell wasn’t going to help anything to give Travis something new to worry about, so Nolan held his tongue.

And as far as the other thing went – .

“You think we haven’t talked about it enough,” Nolan had said, using his best seduction voice, low and teasing. “I know exactly what you want – unless you been lying to me all this time.”

“It’s not that,” Travis had insisted, “you know, fuckin’ – every goddamn thing I’ve ever even thought about, by now. I just – .”

“So I know what you want,” Nolan insisted, one more time. “But you gotta actually show up here if you want me to give it to you.”

“Fuckin’ – goddammit.” Travis had groaned, still sounding conflicted, but in the end it had finally been enough to get him to Nolan’s door.

Nolan met him there in nothing but a robe, no lights on but a lamp next to the sectional in the main room.

They exchanged a perfunctory whats up, gave each other a blatant once over – just long enough to confirm everyone was getting what they expected out of the deal – then Nolan jerked his head, turned toward the bedroom and hoped Travis would follow.

He did.

The bedroom was dark as well, but for his white noise machine glowing blue on the bedside table on the opposite side of the bed. Nolan had a gut feeling that bright lights and too much talking would only make this more nerve wracking for Travis; something about the dark felt safe, secret – exactly what Travis craved most.

Nolan took a condom from the dresser, handed it over.

“There’s lube, if you want it,” he nodded to the bottle sitting next to the box of condoms, gave Travis a pointed look. “I’m all good.”

Then he dropped his robe and climbed onto the bed on all fours, let his head hang loose between his shoulders, and tried to breathe, to seem like he’d never felt nervous or awkward a day in his life. It already felt like a whole ass miracle that Travis had showed up at all, and call it another gut feeling, but Nolan had a hunch that the more he acted like this was all no big deal, the more it would put Travis at ease, the less likely he’d be to get spooked and bail.

Nolan didn’t even dare look up, afraid Travis might take direct eye contact as a challenge, or a sign of aggression – whatever the fuck it was he was so afraid of – so instead Nolan just waited, face burning in the dark, and listened for clues, ears straining for the sounds of Travis’s clothes rustling, the clank of his belt, then the whir of his zipper. He heard the dry rasp of Travis’s hand stroking his cock, then the crinkly sound of the condom packet opening, followed by the sound of Travis spitting, then jacking himself a few more times with his slick hand.

An electric current shot through him, some animal part of his brain all lit up at the idea of Travis choosing spit over lube. He felt wild with it, almost too wired to keep still, to stay patient. He had to grit his teeth, force himself to wait, to let Travis come to him.

Finally, Nolan could feel him step closer, feel the dip of the bed as he knelt on the mattress, the heat and the bulk of him between Nolan’s thighs.

His touch was tentative, unpracticed as he palmed Nolan’s ass, spread him open, just barely. Just enough, and then the blunt head of his cock was nudging against Nolan’s slick hole.

He paused right there, rough denim of his jeans brushing the backs of Nolan’s thighs, and Nolan sucked in an audible breath through his clenched teeth. Travis stayed there, perfectly still, silent but for the heavy sound of his breathing.

“Come on,” Nolan couldn’t help growling, desperate enough by then that his grip on his patience was starting to slip, “haven’t you been waiting long enough?”

“Fuck,” Travis breathed out, so soft it was barely audible, “god, yeah.” Nolan felt his other hand reach out and make contact, finally, fingers gripping onto Nolan’s hip. He leaned in a little more, dick lined up right where Nolan wanted it most, the dull pressure just enough to tease but not near enough to give him what he wanted.

“So fuck me,” Nolan said – demanded, really – and finally, after all that waiting, that’s exactly what Travis did.

When it was over – after what was, quite frankly, a much longer and more satisfying encounter than Nolan had even dared hope for – Travis hadn’t even taken a minute to relax, to luxuriate in the comedown. He’d just slumped down onto the bed for a minute, taken three or four deep, sucking breaths, then stumbled to the washroom.

He was in there long enough that Nolan had to assume he was freaking out, at least a little.

When he came out, he picked his coat up off the floor – the only article of clothing he’d actually removed – and stood there awkwardly, fidgeting. Nolan couldn’t really see his face, but he could fucking feel the tension, the hunted-animal fear coming off him, like he was weighing his options, trying to decide between fight or flight.

Nolan did the only thing he could think of, to try and make it easier on him.

“I gotta be up early and all,” he kept his voice light, nonchalant, “so I better get some sleep.”

He stood, already wrapped in his robe again, and led the way out of the bedroom and back to the front hall.

“Thanks for stopping by,” he gave Travis an easy grin as he reached to open the door. “Good to know you weren’t just talking shit all these months. Actually lived up to the hype, eh?”

That managed to get a little smirk out of Travis, at least, drained some of that wild-eyed panic out of his face.

“Well, y’know,” he said, looking, faux-modest, but his eyes looked – kind of relieved, actually. Nolan closed the door behind him, feeling pretty good about the chances for repeat performance.

Sure, he’d immediately had to rethink those odds when Travis disappeared for a few days, didn’t text at all or reply to Nolan’s usual mix of stupid memes, dick pics and u up messages for a little while. But he showed back up eventually, resuming their same old string of pornographic texts mixed with dog videos and sports talk, and Nolan just let him, like what good would it do to call him out on it, try to make him explain himself?

After that, it was the same thing every time.

There was a distinct pattern to it, almost like a script playing out.

Travis showed up in the middle of the night, made his way through the dark apartment to find Nolan, ready and waiting in his bed.

For two people who’d been exchanging messages on a daily basis for literal months, telling each other every filthy fantasy and passing thought they’d ever had, they barely spoke when they were actually in the same room together, barely touched aside from just what was necessary to get the job done. But at least after the first time, Travis actually took his boots off, so Nolan counted that as a win. Eventually, even his pants and shirt came off as well, but that didn’t change the fact that as soon as he recovered from his orgasm, as soon as the post-nut glow faded and he caught his breath he was dressed and out the door again, every time.

And every time there’d be those couple of days of radio silence, leaving Nolan to wonder if maybe that was really it, if maybe Travis had finally freaked himself out enough, or maybe satisfied his curiosity enough, that this would be the time he just disappeared for good.

But inevitably, just when Nolan would be ready to write him off, he’d reappear, pick the conversation right back up where they’d left off, like he’d never missed a beat.

It was the same thing every time – until suddenly, one time, it wasn’t.

Until suddenly, there was Travis sleeping naked in Nolan’s bed, eating breakfast in his kitchen, showering in his washroom. Until there they both were, fully naked in the bright light of morning, getting bonus orgasms out of the deal then lying there together, giggling about it.

And even though Travis still got up and dressed right after, making noise about having shit to get done at home and heading out without any further lounging or lingering around the apartment, it still felt like a change to the pattern, like a step forward in Nolan’s book. Toward what exactly, he wasn’t really sure.

But later that afternoon, Nolan texted a picture of Travis’s belt curled up between the shower and the toilet in the corner of Nolan’s washroom floor with a message that said you forgot something, just following a hunch, testing the waters.

He was both surprised, and somehow not, when Travis texted back right away, good thing I’ve got others.

It wasn’t quite as good as I’ll get it next time I’m over or anything, but at least it meant Travis wasn’t going quiet on him like usual, wasn’t disappearing to, whatever – nurse his gay shame in private, or something – like he’d always done before.

And Nolan’s still not sure exactly what shifted or how, all he knows is three weeks later it happened again, and three weeks after that, it happened again: just the same way each time, down to the breakfast orders, down to the blowjob, down to Travis texting him back right away without any apparent need for a three-day freak-out period.

Like the old script had been re-written and they were working with a new one now.

And look, Nolan can appreciate that Travis likes a template to work with – gets that he’s still not sure of his footing in what is, for him, still a scary new world, and it’s clear that it’s the element of surprise, the idea of having to roll with changes on the fly that makes Travis jumpy, nervous.

But Nolan’s got a love-hate relationship with his job and a non-existent social life; he’s being forced to live in a city he would never choose for himself in a million years, and he’s bored out of his mind most of the fucking time. Travis is by far the most interesting thing he’s got going at the moment.

So if he wants more Travis in his life – and let’s face it, he definitely does – he figures all he’s got to do is work out how to flip the script again.

 

-

 

“Oh,” Travis says from the doorway, when he rounds the corner to see Nolan lounging on the bed, lamp on and still wrapped in his robe, looking at his phone. “Are you – I mean. Are we, like. Uh.”

He stops right there, apparently stumped by the scene. He’s here at the agreed-upon time, he let himself into the apartment and came straight to the bedroom like always, but this is not the scene he usually walks into.

“Oh, hey,” Nolan looks up and gives him a nod, sets his phone aside. Nice and casual, like all of this isn’t a careful calculation, a part of his plan to switch things up, to move things forward. “Guess I got distracted after my shower; you know how it goes.”

He shrugs, what are you gonna do, everyone’s gotten sucked into a phone vortex and lost track of time, right?

“Sure.” Travis says, like he’s not at all. “Did you want – or, uh.” He stops, runs out of steam again.

Nolan has to lock his jaw down to keep his smile from showing.

“You gonna come in?” He raises an eyebrow, like it’s some kind of dare.

“I mean – yeah.” Travis is still standing in the door to Nolan’s room – shoulders tight and hands stuffed way down deep into the pockets of his coat, toque still on. He takes a step into the room, then another, says, “I’m fuckin’ – in, eh?”, like that really proves something.

“I need like,” Nolan shrugs, easy as anything, “three minutes, and I’ll be good to go. You can go ahead and, y’know,” he jerks his head toward the end of the bed, where Travis usually undresses, “make yourself at home.”

He grabs the lube out of the side table, kneels up on the bed. He unties his robe and watches Travis very carefully moving around to the end of the bed, giving it a wide berth like Nolan’s going to lunge at him or something. The whole thing would be fucking fascinating, like studying a rat in a maze, if Nolan was a little less horny, a little less impatient.

Nolan pours the slick into his hand, rubs it between his fingers and gives his cock a few tugs with his right hand, to get things moving. Travis very deliberately isn’t looking, eyes on his own feet as he bends over to untie his boots. By the time he’s got them kicked off, straightens up to toss his coat onto the top of the dresser, Nolan’s already shrugged out of the robe, knees spread with his left arm behind his back, smearing lube around between his ass cheeks.

Travis’s eyes catch somewhere in the middle of his torso, then drag up to his face. He looks flushed, and this time Nolan doesn’t bother to hide his smile – just grins wide and predatory, puts a little arch in his back for show. His dick is still only mildly interested, but he reaches around and gives it another couple of strokes, just for Travis’s benefit. It perks right up with all the attention – both his, and Travis’s.

Travis is unbuttoning his thick flannel, slow, eyes back on his own hands. Nolan pours more slick onto his fingers, lets out a low hiss as he pushes them up inside his body. It always makes his eyes roll back a little, the stretch like scratching an itch he didn’t know he had. He watches Travis shrug his shirt off his shoulders, reach back to pull his undershirts over his head, and tugs a few more times at his dick while he works the lube into his ass.

He doesn’t need much more than that; he likes to feel it when Travis pushes into him with that fat cock.

He grabs a condom from the open drawer next to the bed, walks on his knees toward Travis at the foot of the mattress. Travis stops with his hands on his fly, eyes wide. Nolan holds the condom packet between his teeth, wipes his slippery hands off on his belly, his thighs. Travis’s eyes track the movement of his hands.

“Here,” Nolan mumbles around the condom in his mouth, and reaches for a belt loop, tugs Travis closer. He can feel the tension rolling off Travis’s body, wary and on guard, but he doesn’t resist, lets Nolan pull him in close where he can get both hands on him, rip his fly the rest of the way open, shove his jeans down off his hips.

Travis lets out a loud, gruff exhale when Nolan palms his cock, rubs at his erection through his gray briefs.

“See,” Nolan says, just making conversation while he’s reaching into Travis’s underwear, “I’m always offering to help with this part, and you’re always turning me down.” He tugs Travis’s dick free of his briefs, jacks it a few times, nice and loose, then rips the condom open with his teeth.

“Cause I don’t need help,” Travis hisses, prickly as usual, as Nolan grips him firmly in one hand, fits the condom over the head of his dick with the other, “I know how fuckin’ rubbers work.”

He keeps his eyes on his work as he’s rolling it down, doesn’t want to push Travis too far too fast, just wants to give him a few new things to think about, that’s all.

“’d you ever think that doesn’t have shit to do with it?”

“Then what’s it got shit to do with,” Travis asks through gritted teeth, while Nolan’s pouring lube directly onto his dick, slicking up the condom until it squelches in his fist.

“Maybe I just want to get my hands on you,” Nolan shrugs. “You don’t give me a lot of chances, bud.”

He leaves it there, doesn’t wait for Travis to respond before he’s turning around onto all fours, crawling back up the bed to brace his hands against the headboard and wait. He’s the one who left the lamp on – it was purposeful, a tactical move – but it’s got him feeling more exposed than usual, too, very much on display, just hoping Travis likes what he’s seeing.

Travis doesn’t respond, doesn’t even move for a beat; Nolan bites his lip, worries just for a minute if he’s said too much, done too much, if Travis might really decide this is more than he signed up for and finally just bail. But then Nolan hears him shove his jeans the rest of the way off, feels him climb onto the bed.

That first push of Travis’s cock steals his breath like always, makes them both hiss and groan. It’s good, right from the start – even better, once they get going ; it’s more than enough, every time, to remind Nolan that all the planning and scheming and the patience, all the effort he has to put in just to get them here is actually worth it.

Like, so fucking worth it.

When it’s over, when they collapse onto the mattress in a sweaty heap, they stay there, panting and spent for a few minutes before Travis rolls away, like always.

But his arm trails behind him, stays draped across Nolan’s lower back, fingers drumming lightly at his hip like Travis doesn’t even realize he’s doing it. Nolan grins into his pillow and pretends he doesn’t even notice.

In the morning, Nolan’s got early skate ahead of a matinee game, doesn’t have time for the whole breakfast-shower-porn blow job scenario that’s been routine as of late. Instead, he sets his alarm half an hour early, and barely even stops to consider all the possible negative outcomes – like, Travis could wake up startled and ready to fight, for example – before he crawls between Travis’s legs and wakes him up with his mouth on Travis’s cock.

Travis does wake up startled – the sudden, gasping what the fuck gives that much away – but he gets with the program fast, one hand curled around the comforter in a death grip, the other hovering somewhere just above Nolan’s head, not quite touching, but clearly itching to.

Travis comes faster than he ever has; it can’t be more than four minutes flat before Nolan’s rolled onto his side, finishing himself off with short, brutally efficient strokes, head still pillowed on Travis’s thigh – so he’s gonna take that as a sign that Travis was into it.

“I gotta be out of here in 20 minutes,” he tells Travis, gives him a friendly slap on the side of the hip as he rolls off the bed and heads for the shower, leaving no time for Travis to get awkward and tongue tied, “so get your ass up and moving, no sleeping in this morning.”

 

-

 

Four days, two games, and one overnight roadie to Winnipeg later, Nolan’s 30 thousand feet over Saskatchewan, scrolling his phone, liking the pic his mom posted of the two of them – taken by his sister after the game tonight – idly reviewing his schedule for the upcoming week, when it dawns on him: Travis is still in town for one more night.

He does the math in his head – it was a 7 o’clock game in Winnipeg, they were on the plane by 11:30 pm, it’s a two-hour flight so they’ll be home around 1:30 am, but that’ll only be 12:30 Edmonton time. That’s not so late; maybe it’s not so crazy, either.

He fires off a text: home in a couple hours, you busy tonight?, then puts his phone away and tries to nap, tries not to worry about whether it seems too thirsty given they just fucked in person a few days ago.

Given they’ve spent every night since then sexting and jerking off together.

He’s also not sure how Travis might respond to a spontaneous invite like this. Even though he no longer requires the same degree of coaxing and cajoling every time they hook up, Nolan knows it still takes Travis a little time to work up his nerve, to warm up to the idea every time they plan to get together, and typically they’re doing that well in advance, so Travis has plenty of lead time to get his game face on. But between both of their work schedules, Travis’s off weeks and Nolan’s home schedule don’t usually have much overlap, and they have to take their time where they can get it. And Nolan figures there must have been a situation like this before, where there’s an opportunity to shoehorn in a second night together in the space of one of Travis’s off weeks, but it’s never occurred to him before right now.

As they’re taxiing to the gate in Edmonton he finally checks his phone, finds a string of texts, more eager than anything Nolan would have dared to hope for:


We’re out but I can probably get away later.



At The Dockside now over by yours



Tell me when ur back



U home???


The last one was only 15 minutes ago.

Nolan waits until he’s in his car, ready to pull out to text back.


Headed there now from the airport.


There’s still no reply when he pulls into the garage at his building.


Home now, where are you? You can head over whenever.


It’s just shy of one a.m. – still not that late, not if Travis has been out at the bars – when Nolan gets off the elevator on the 56th floor, wondering if maybe Travis changed his mind. He’s got his duffel over one shoulder, roller bag trundling along beside him, phone in his hand so he won’t miss any incoming messages, and - .

Travis is in the hall outside his door.

He’s sitting on the plush carpet, knees up with his arms wrapped around them, head back and eyes closed. He doesn’t open them until Nolan’s standing directly above him.

Nolan grins down at him, can’t help it.

“You okay there, bud?”

Travis shrugs, looking sleepy and disgruntled. Nolan holds out a hand, and Travis takes it, lets Nolan haul him to his feet.

He sways a little, and Nolan gets a definite whiff of booze.

“Hope you didn’t drive here.”

He gets the door unlocked, gives Travis a little nudge to get him inside first before Nolan tries to haul all his stuff through the door.

“Nah,” Travis grunts, “Mase dropped me.”

Nolan hangs up his hat and scarf, then his coat on the hooks in the front hall, puts his hands on Travis’s shoulders and turns him, so he can pull his beat up Carhartt off him, hang it up as well. He knows Mason is one of Travis’s buddies from his crew, probably the one he’s closest to.

“Told him I’d fuckin’. Walk.” Travis makes an aborted gesture Nolan assumes is meant to indicate walking, then narrows his eyes, like he’s really concentrating. “But he said ’s too fuckin’ cold and. I…’s too drunk.”

“Think he might have had a point there, chief,” Nolan snorts, toeing off his dress shoes, kicking them up against the wall out of the way. “C’mon,” he shoulders his duffel again, heads back toward the bedroom.

He feels for the closet light in the darkness of his room, shoves his luggage in there; he’ll deal with it tomorrow. All he needs tonight is his dopp kit, which he digs out and carries into the washroom, leaves it sitting on the counter. When he comes back into the bedroom, Travis is standing right where Nolan left him, staring blankly at the bed.

“You good?” He feels compelled to ask again. He doesn’t really give a shit if Travis is too drunk to fuck around, but if he’s so drunk he’s gonna puke all over Nolan’s floor, that’s another story.

“’m fine,” Travis says, petulant, then he narrows his eyes again. “’Cept now he knows, fuckin’. Where you live.”

Nolan feels a little frisson of anxiety shoot through him, just enough to make him raise an eyebrow.

“Who knows what there, bud?”

“Mason,” Travis enunciates carefully. “He dropped me, so I fuckin’ had to tell him.” He pauses, shrugs. “Tell him why, y’know?”

“You told him you were coming to see me?” Nolan should maybe be more alarmed, except. He can’t imagine a world where Travis could ever be drunk enough to let the truth slip about – anything close to any of this, actually.

“Fuck, no,” Travis sighs, waves his hand. “A girl. They think it’s a girl, right? I’m on the fuckin’ phone all the goddamn time at work. I’m always busy the first fuckin’ night we’re back home.” He waves his hand in a circle, a dramatic little go on gesture. “I’m like, nah I’m not goin’ back with you boys, I got other places to be tonight. So ‘course they think: gotta be a girl, eh?”

He sighs again, sinks down onto the bed.

“And now they saw this fuckin’ place, so.” He shrugs, shakes his head, long-suffering. “They think I got some snooty fuckin’ rich girlfriend, like a fuckin’ – whatever. Sugar mama.”

Nolan snorts again, grins down at Travis. It’s probably, whatever – not that nice to laugh at defenseless drunk people, and all that – but he’s never seen Travis this chatty, or this dramatic. He can’t help it if it’s funny. And a little cute.

“You sit tight, okay? I’ll get you some water.”

He brings back a bottle of water and some crackers, a couple of pieces of string cheese, pushes the bottle into Travis’s hand and sets the snacks on the side table.

“Maybe eat something, too, huh?” He nods at the food.

Travis cracks open the water, takes a long glug of it. Some escapes out the corner of his mouth, slides down over his chin, runs down his neck.

He lowers the bottle, gasps for air like he’s dying. Nolan reaches out without thinking, runs his thumb up the trail the water left along Travis’s throat, back up toward his lips.

Travis stares up at him, slack jawed.

“Spilled some,” Nolan says, voice low and gruff. He feels a sudden stab of embarrassment – if Travis was sober, there’s no way in hell he would have forgotten himself like that, would have just reached out and touched him like that, just because he felt like it.

“You’re all – ,” Travis’s voice is full of gravel; he waves a hand in Nolan’s general direction, swallows visibly. “Fancy,” he finishes, finally. He’s looking up at Nolan with hooded eyes.

Nolan had forgotten he’s still in his game day suit, hadn’t thought about the fact that Travis has barely ever seen him in clothes at all, much less looking like this. He grins again, reaches up to loosen his tie.

A well-tailored suit can make anyone look good, and Nolan’s not nearly modest enough to think he’s just anyone. He knows how he looks – knows Travis likes how he looks, even if he only says so when he’s too turned on to police himself – and maybe sober Travis would squirm and avert his eyes, be all tensed up and awkward about it if Nolan undressed himself piece by piece right in front of him, but the way drunk Travis is looking at him – .

Nolan tugs on his tie, harder this time, until the knot comes free. He leaves the loose ends hanging around his neck.

“It’s just work,” he tells Travis, pulling at the top button of his shirt, yanking it open, then the one below it, too. “This one’s new, though. Not bad, right?”

He holds out his arms, turns a little side to side, lets Travis get a good look.

“It’s – .” Travis starts, then he bites his lip, shakes his head. “What the fuck do I know about a nice-ass suit? Not even sure I own one, shit.”

Nolan shrugs out of his jacket, folds it over the top of his roller bag just inside the closet door.

“Yeah, but why would you?” Nolan works open one of his cuffs, then the other, keeps his eyes on Travis the whole time. “You don’t need ‘em, I do. All just depends on the job, eh?”

He pulls his shirt loose from his suit pants, finishes unbuttoning it and lets it hang open while he reaches for his belt.

“Dude, eat.” Nolan nods at the side table again, and Travis tears his eyes away from Nolan’s hands just long enough to pick up one of the string cheese packets.

He peels it open, bites the end off of it like he doesn’t understand how string cheese works.

“Fucking savage, eh?” Nolan shakes his head, mock-disgusted, and Travis gives him a lopsided little grin. He bites off another hunk of cheese, makes a goofy little growling noise while he does it.

Nolan gets down to his boxer briefs, shirt and tie and suit pants all draped over his suitcase in the closet and balled up socks tossed into the open laundry basket in the corner, then he walks over to stand in front of Travis.

“You gonna sleep in those boots?”

Even in the low light from the closet, he can see the way Travis blushes, looks bashful all of a sudden. He shrugs, still chewing his cheese. Nolan’s not sure if it’s from the way he’s looming, standing here in his underwear, or if it’s the overt mention of the fact that Travis is obviously going to sleep here, but either way – .

Nolan shakes his head, rolls his eyes. Then he takes a knee, right there on the rug.

He can hear the way Travis sucks in his breath, can see his eyes get big.

“Don’t get any ideas, bud,” Nolan gives him a pointed look while he’s tugging off Travis’s boots, one at a time. “This isn’t going anywhere, not tonight.”

Travis looks unconvinced, eyes still wide, and Nolan can maybe see where he might be giving off mixed signals, what with the way he’s unbuttoning Travis’s flannel, then his belt, his jeans.

Given the way he’s most of the way to naked, on his knees at Travis’s feet.

But he just anchors his hands to Travis’s knees, shoves himself up to standing again; he grabs the hem of all Travis’s layers and tugs up, encouraged by the way Travis raises his arms without resisting, lets Nolan pull his shirts all off at once.

He puts a hand in the middle of Travis’s chest, feels his heart beating strong and quick. His eyes are still on Nolan’s face; he licks his lips, and even though Nolan meant it when he said this wasn’t going anywhere, even if he’s maybe not helping his own case on the mixed-signals front, he still can’t help taking a tiny little liberty, running his hand down over Travis’s belly, feeling the muscles flutter under his hand. He skritches his fingers through the wiry hair under Travis’s navel, just the barest hint of a tease, before he slides his hand back up, plants his palm against Travis’s sternum, and shoves him back onto the bed.

Once again, Travis just lets him, doesn’t protest or fight, like he’s had just enough to drink to make him pliant, willing to roll with whatever happens in a way he usually isn’t; he lies there, crossways on Nolan’s bed, feet still on the floor and knees folded over the side of the mattress, jeans ripped open, shirtless and breathless and wild-eyed, and stares up at Nolan. It’s not clear if the rapid rise and fall of his chest, the open, panting mouth are caused by fear or desire, but either way – .

He’s a fucking sight, and the way Nolan wants him, all at once – wants to put his hands and his mouth, his whole body all over Travis’s body like he’s never really gotten to do, wants to kiss him and find out what exactly he’s been drinking tonight – is like a physical pain under Nolan’s ribs, like a kick to the fucking nuts. It’s un-fucking-fair, is what it is.

Nolan leans over him just enough to hook fingers into a couple of belt loops, so he can peel Travis’s jeans down off his hips, all the way off his legs, leave them in a pile on the floor. He grabs Travis behind the knees, lifts and spins him 90 degrees so he’s fully on the bed, turned the right way.

Travis lets out a little squawk, but once again lets himself be manhandled without protest. Nolan lets go of the grip he’s got on the backs of Travis’s legs, goes to straighten up and step back; Travis’s hand shoots out, fingers wrapping around Nolan’s wrist. His grip is like iron, grinding the delicate bones of Nolan’s wrist together; Nolan’s heart gives a hard thud.

Travis is still breathing fast; he licks his lips. His eyes still look wild: dark with fear and with lust, eyelids heavy with intoxication.

“Pat,” he croaks, “I wanted.” Nolan waits, lets the silence fill up the space around them, the heat of Travis’s hand burning like fire around his wrist. Travis shakes his head, eventually, screws up his face in a grimace and doesn’t say anything else.

“Don’t sweat it,” Nolan tugs his hand away, gently. “Sleep it off, there, eh bud?”

Then he turns on his heel, stalks to the washroom to wash his face and brush his teeth and ignore his fucking hard-on, for the time being.
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When Nolan’s alarm goes off, he rolls out of bed automatically, routine and practiced; he hits the washroom, takes a piss, sucks some water straight out of the tap, then stands there staring at himself in the mirror.

He’s not sure how exactly to proceed, from here.

It’s still early – 7:40 am – and Travis is likely to be feeling…less than great. Nolan could head back to bed, set his alarm for an hour, maybe an hour and a half from now and give it a little more time before he tries waking Travis.

But he knows Travis is heading back to the rig today, which means the first shift of his 14-day rotation starts at 6 am tomorrow, and he and the crew who ride with him usually like to leave around mid-day to head back to camp. It’s a long drive, almost five hours, and the camps have a strict check-in and check-out policy. If you don’t make the window, you’re shit out of luck, not to mention out of a job.

Plus they need time to settle in, eat dinner, and get a full night of sleep before the grind starts up again. He’s not sure what, if anything, Travis still needs to do to get ready to leave home for two weeks, other than getting himself back to his house on the northwest side of town. But he might still have errands or laundry to do, packing to finish up; he might not have all morning to sleep in.

Or at least not to sleep in, and still get his dick wet before he goes.

And the last part is like, definitely more important than the first, as far as Nolan’s concerned.

For his part, the late flight last night means practice today isn’t until later, so Nolan’s at his leisure, can really do whatever he wants with the first half of his day.

He rubs at his dick through his underwear, still halfway to hard just like it always is in the mornings, but it’s maybe a little extra eager today just from waking up with Travis in his bed. Just from standing here, thinking about what might come next.

He’d love to say he doesn’t let his dick do his thinking for him, but in this case, that would be a lie. He reaches into his boxers, gives himself a few loose, teasing strokes, and thinks fuck it. Let’s poke the bear and see what happens.

Travis seemed to like it just a few days ago, so he goes with the same move as last time, crawling up from the end of the bed, insinuating himself in between Travis’s legs. It’s lucky he sleeps like a starfish, spreadeagled on his back.

He tugs down gently on the waist of Travis’s briefs, gets the elastic down far enough to wrap a hand around his shaft.

“Fuck,” Travis growls, as soon as Nolan’s tongue makes contact with the head of his dick, then a longer, lower, “fuuuuuuck.”

He lets out an honest to God whine when Nolan sucks him all the way in; his hips give an aborted thrust.

“Fuck, fuck, wait,” he pants, fingers tangling in Nolan’s hair, and Nolan has to hold in a whine of his own, “just wait, Pat, wait.”

Nolan’s just getting into his groove, needs a minute for Travis’s words to register, but when they break through the haze of want that’s clouding his brain, he pops up immediately, alarmed.

“Oh shit, are you gonna puke?”

“What?” Travis is squinting down at him, hand still in his hair. “Am I gonna?” His face is confused, looking at Nolan like he’s crazy, but then he seems to put it together, shakes his head. “Oh shit – no, it’s not that, just. Give me a fuckin’ minute.”

“Sure,” Nolan’s voice is way more chill than he feels, lying here with his face right next to Travis’s dick, hard and wet and shiny and enticing, with Travis’s hand still in his hair, not sure what the fucking problem is. “You good?”

Travis nods, but he pulls his hand away from Nolan’s head like he just realized he was touching fire or something.

“Yeah.” He swallows thickly, nods again. “I just. I kinda wanted, like.” He swallows again, bites at his lip the way he does when he’s nervous. “To do it, y’know,” he mumbles finally, words all kind of strung together like he’s in a hurry or something, while he makes a little circle gesture with his hand.

“You mean like, upside down?” It feels maybe a little aggressive for first thing in the morning, but Nolan could still get up for that – provided Travis is sure he’s not gonna puke or anything.

But Travis is shaking his head, still biting his lip.

“Nah, like. Like.” He huffs, throws his head back into the pillow, eyes on the ceiling. He looks back at Nolan, finally, rolls his eyes. “Like, where are your condoms and lube?” he asks on a sigh, and Nolan can’t lock his jaw down fast enough to keep his smirk from showing.

“Dude.” He pushes himself up onto his hands and knees, still smirking. “So it’s like that, eh?”

“I mean,” Travis gives an awkward shrug. “Just like – if you want.”

Nolan bites back the smart remark that’s on the tip of his tongue – something about Travis being the one who seems to want it so bad – in favor of crawling further up the bed, more fully over Travis’s body. He stretches out to open the drawer next to the bed, Travis still under him, and pulls out the stuff.

“Here you go, chief. As requested.” He leaves it all there on the bed like a dare, while Nolan just sort of looms there over him on all fours, like some kind of predator guarding its kill.

He reaches down, presses his hot palm to Travis’s erection, just leaves it there, motionless, and waits to see what Travis will do next.

What he does is hitch his hips a little, rub himself against Nolan’s hand. His eyelids flutter at the sensation, his lips part around a low huff. Nolan wants to kiss him, bite him, make him scream – but he doesn’t do any of that. He just stays still and quiet, and keeps waiting.

With Travis, the waiting is everything.

Travis keeps pushing up against the pressure of Nolan’s hand, eyes closed and mouth open, for a few more hushed moments, then he finally groans.

“Come on,” his voice is impatient, eyes fluttering open to glare at Nolan. “You gotta stop.”

“I mean,” Nolan shrugs down at him, presses his hand down even more firmly. “I’m not actually doing anything, that’s all you, there, bud. But okay.”

He pulls his hand away abruptly, and Travis huffs again. Then he takes a deep breath, and scooches himself out from under Nolan, far enough that he can sit up. He tugs at his underwear, pulls them back into place.

“Okay,” he says, like he’s getting his bearings, “okay, like. I’m gonna hop in the shower really fuckin’ quick, and you can, y’know.” He gestures vaguely again, this time to the lube beside him on the bed. “Do your thing, and then.” He stops there and nods, like it’s decided – pulls his knees up and swings his legs over the side of the bed.

“You don’t need a shower,” Nolan tries to assure him, but he’s already up and off the mattress, headed to the washroom.

“Five minutes,” he calls back over his shoulder, then the door’s closing behind him.
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It’s definitely more than five minutes.

Nolan knows because that’s about how long it takes him to do what he needs to do in the guest washroom, then he’s back on his bed, just waiting.

It ends up being more like 20, probably, if Nolan were guessing. Not like he’s been watching the clock or anything, but he’s been lubed up and ready, good to go for like, a while, horny and increasingly impatient, and scrolling through his Travis folder again: screenshots and porn clips from their conversations that Nolan finds especially inspiring.

By the time Travis finally comes out, damp skin all flushed and brown against the bright white of the towel around his hips, Nolan’s been stroking his dick with something closer to real intent than he actually meant to, originally.

“Are you fuckin’ startin’ without me,” Travis raises an eyebrow when he gets to the bed, surveys the scene.

“You snooze you lose,” Nolan’s unapologetic, hand still wrapped around his dick. “Took your sweet fucking time in there, eh bud?”

“Excuse the fuck out of me for bein’ a little slow this morning. I guess you never had a goddamn hangover, huh superstar?”

And this is exactly how Nolan likes Travis best, the way he gets once he’s a little more settled in, when he’s been here long enough to relax a little, looser than he ever is when he first gets here. This is when he feels more like the guy who lives in Nolan’s phone, talking shit and chirping, confident to the point of cocky.

Still, Nolan doesn’t dignify that with a response, just keeps jacking his dick slow and steady, keeps his slitted eyes trained on his phone.

“What the fuck are you watching, Jesus.” Travis grabs for the phone, and Nolan lets him take it, watches his face and sees when he realizes what it is.

It’s a clip Travis sent him months ago, one of Nolan’s favorites: a big, tattooed guy on his knees on a bed, feet hanging off the end, body folded over in what Nolan’s brain insists on describing, after years of yoga, as the porn version of puppy pose. His partner is standing between his open thighs, hands wrapped around his hips, pulling him back onto every thrust, just fucking railing him from behind.

“This what you want?” Travis growls down at him from where he’s standing, his usual spot at the foot of the bed. Nolan just smirks, stays right where he is, prone on his back with his dick in his hand.

“I dunno,” he shrugs up at Travis, goading, “you sure you got it in you, superstar? Since you’re so hung over and all, eh?”

Travis’s look is unimpressed. He reaches for his towel, jerks his chin.

“Bring your ass down here, and fuckin’ find out,” he says, voice full of ground glass. “And bring that fuckin’ condom with you.”

So Nolan goes.

Travis drops his towel, lets Nolan get a hand around him, work him up to fully hard, get a condom on him. Lets Nolan be the one to spit in his hand, use it to stroke him a few more times, kneeling at the end of the mattress in front of where Travis is standing, both of them naked, hard cocks bobbing between their bodies.

And if Travis was anyone else, Nolan would kiss him, but things being what they are – he just gives Travis his best smirk, and turns around.

And he can’t let himself think right now, not about what he’s doing, about how he must look, getting himself into position. What he must look like, spread out like this in front of Travis, open and waiting. If he lets himself think at all – instead of just reacting, just doing – then he’s going to start overthinking, about what he’s doing, why he’s doing it, and that’s the last thing he wants to get caught up in right now.

Since he first met Travis, he’s been doing what he needed to do – whatever it takes – to get Travis interested and keep him that way. It’s been a fun little game of cat and mouse, scheming to see where he can lead Travis next, working to get that wounded animal inside Travis to trust him, to follow him, to come to him whenever Nolan calls his name. The inherent challenge of it, the game of it all, has made Nolan willing to do and say things, to act in ways he normally would never, with anyone else. And watching Travis’s reaction has made it all feel worth it, made everything he’s done – things that he might normally think of as needy or desperate, as too eager, too vulnerable – seem strategic instead, like he’s making moves in an intricate game of chess where the ends justify the means, no matter how embarrassing or outside his comfort zone the means may be.

It’s made him feel powerful, testing the hold he has on Travis, pushing against the boundaries of what Travis thinks he wants, to show him things he might never even have considered before.

He’s starting to wonder now, though – for the first time – if he’s been stupid, naïve.

If he’s been overlooking the most dangerous thrill there is, in all this: the hold Travis has on him.

“Little lower,” Travis is whispering, hand on Nolan’s lower back, pushing down, trying to get him lined up right for Travis’s cock. Nolan lets his knees slide farther apart on the comforter, lets his hips sink lower.

“Almost,” Travis says, still pushing down on Nolan’s tailbone, other hand kneading at his ass cheek, “come down just a little more for me,” and Nolan slides his knees out even farther, hisses at the stretch in his inner thighs. This is the first time he’s ever wished Travis was just a tiny bit taller.

“That’s – fuck – that’s perfect,” Travis breathes out finally, and runs the pad of his thumb over Nolan’s asshole. He presses just a little, just enough to make Nolan’s hips jerk. “You’re fuckin’ perfect,” he breathes again, then his fingers are digging into the skin of Nolan’s sides, tugging him backward while Travis leans forward, making Nolan groan low and ugly at the first push of Travis’s cock inside him, thick and heavy and hard.

The sound Travis makes behind him is almost identical, their matching exhalations the only sounds in the quiet room, pained and relieved at the same time as Travis starts to move, finds that slow, dragging rhythm he always starts with.

Nolan’s already on the edge, already knows he can’t last so he doesn’t bother trying, just transfers the weight of his upper body onto his left shoulder so he can reach underneath his belly and grope distractedly for his dick with his right hand, jerk it fast and efficient and brutal. His forearm is pressed against Travis’s hand where it’s wrapped around Nolan’s hip, when suddenly Travis stops, his cock buried to the hilt in Nolan’s ass; suddenly his fingers wrap around Nolan’s forearm instead.

“Hey,” he squeezes Nolan’s arm tighter, “what’re you?”

Nolan’s still jerking his cock, Travis’s hand following the motion where it’s wrapped around his arm. It makes the heat in Nolan’s belly ratchet up a little more.

“I just gotta,” Nolan pants, “keep going – you should keep going.”

“But,” Travis says, fingers digging into Nolan’s arm. “I was – don’t you wanna – .” He leans in hard, grinds his cock in even deeper, and that does it.

“Fuck, Jesus,” Nolan grunts, and he’s coming just like that - all over his fist, striping the comforter underneath him.

“Fuck,” Travis agrees, leaning in even harder, shoving Nolan’s shoulder deeper into the mattress, making Nolan’s hips support his weight. “What should I?”

“Keep going,” Nolan breathes, insistent, “just – you do you, I’m still. I mean – it still feels.” He’s trying to force his brain back online, trying to find the words to say what he wants, to say how it feels.

“Feels fucking good,” is the best he can come up with, which isn’t precisely right – it actually feels sort of overwhelming, achey and tender and super-sensitive, right on the edge of too much. But it’s what he wants, so much – to keep Travis all around him, inside him, where Nolan can feel him everywhere.

“Fuck,” Travis says again, hips jerking just a little, “fuck, okay, yeah, okay.”

He starts to move again, pulls out slow and slides back in even slower, makes Nolan whine with the lazy, fever-hot glide of it.

Travis lets go of Nolan’s arm, gets his hand back on Nolan’s hip. He drives his hips forward again, tugs Nolan back onto his cock and makes him whimper some more.

“That what you want?” He asks, and doesn’t wait for an answer before he does it again, and again. Nolan just grunts against the comforter, something akin to a yeah, then stretches both arms out in front of him and rocks himself backward, leans into the burn.
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It goes on like that, and on, and on. Nolan doesn’t know how Travis can fuck the way he does – like a goddamn machine, slow and steady and for-fucking-ever – like he’s been doing this his whole life, instead of just a few months. But Nolan’s not here to question the how, or the why, he’s just here to reap the rewards of having somehow lucked into discovering the most unlikely hidden gem in Edmonton.

Maybe Alberta. Maybe the whole fucking country.

They’re both slick with sweat, Nolan’s thighs screaming at him by the time Travis finally starts to increase his pace, by the time his hips finally start to move a little erratically, a telltale sign he’s getting close. Nolan’s dick is fully hard again, leaking all over the bed, but he doesn’t feel the need to do anything about it. His balls are drawn up tight, like he might be able to come again, but if he does, he does. He feels almost like it’s none of his business, none of his concern – he’s just along for the ride, at this point, and whatever happens happens. He’s got his forehead propped on his folded arms, face tucked down, whole body relaxed, letting Travis push and pull him with the motion of his own body, his own hands.

Travis is hunched over him now, belly pressed all along Nolan’s back, left arm wrapped around and under him, pulling him in tight, like he can’t get close enough, can’t get deep enough. He’s panting against Nolan’s shoulder, these low, animal sounds that make Nolan’s head swim, make him feel crazy.

“You gonna go again?” He grits out, the first actual words anyone’s spoken in – however long they’ve been at it, Nolan couldn’t begin to fucking guess.

“Dunno,” he sighs, voice muffled by the comforter. “Don’t hold out on my account.”

“C’mon,” Travis runs a hand up his side, fingers slippery on sweat-slick skin, “come with me, c’mon.”

Nolan just grunts in protest, the noise indistinct but clearly dismissive. He’s not sure he’s got the energy to put in the effort, but that hand on his ribs slides higher up, over his shoulder, up his bicep.

“C’mon,” Travis insists, hand following the line of Nolan’s arm where it’s folded under his head. Travis’s palm skates over his forearm, comes to rest on the back of his hand. His fingers slide in between Nolan’s, lock their knuckles together. “Come with me,” he says again, a low growl against Nolan’s shoulder, then he’s dragging Nolan’s hand out from under his head, pulling his arm down under his body, wrapping both their hands around his dripping cock.

The staticky haze in Nolan’s brain is burnt away in a flash, adrenaline flooding his blood, lighting him up like the sun coming out from behind a cloud.

“Yeah,” he says, automatic, immediately invested in the idea when he couldn’t have cared less 10 seconds ago. “Yeah, fuck, let’s go.”

“Fuck yeah.” He can feel Travis’s grin on his skin, hear it in his voice. He’s got his forehead, his nose, pressed to the sweaty skin of Nolan’s back, left arm still wrapped around Nolan’s waist while he jackrabbits his hips against Nolan’s ass, short aborted little movements that are half thrust half grind, right hand still wrapped around Nolan’s.

He can feel Travis’s knuckles, still shoved in between his own, but when he strokes himself he can’t tell what’s what beyond that, can’t tell if Travis’s fingers are actually touching him, but it doesn’t really matter. It doesn’t matter, because whatever’s happening is doing it for him, is gonna get him there, as long as – .

“Just don’t stop,” Nolan’s voice sounds desperate to his own ears but – whatever, “stay right there, right there, just like that.”

“I got you,” Travis says it like a promise, “got you, c’mon.”

And this time when Nolan comes, it’s all over both of their fists.

He can’t hold himself up anymore, lets himself fall forward as his knees slide out from under him and is vaguely aware of Travis following him down, body blanketing him, still humping against him and groaning, clutching at his skin, panting fuck and shit and goddamn, you’re so.

The next thing Nolan’s aware of is his eyes fluttering open to bright sunshine, the kind that lets him know immediately, it’s later in the day than it was when they closed. Travis is up, rustling around, muttering to himself as he pulls on his clothes.

Nolan rolls to his side, props himself up on an elbow; it takes a few beats, but Travis finally clocks that he’s awake, stops right in his tracks.

“Sorry,” he says, a boot in one hand and a flannel in the other, “I didn’t wanna wake you but I gotta get the hell outta here, I gotta get on the fuckin’ road.”

“Sure,” Nolan doesn’t bother to suppress his yawn. He reaches for his phone – it’s after 11 a.m, and Jesus Christ, they really must have knocked themselves out.

“Shit,” Travis swears under his breath, sitting on the bed just long enough to stomp his foot down into his boot, to pull on his flannel. “I’m so fuckin’ late, goddamn. I still gotta go home and pack up, everyone’s gonna be waiting on my ass. I’m never gonna hear the fuckin’ end of it.”

He stands up, looks to the dresser where he usually dumps his coat.

“Front hall,” Nolan says. “I hung it up when we came in.”

“Right.” Travis looks sheepish, patting his jeans pockets to make sure everything’s present and accounted for: phone, wallet, keys. “Thanks.”

“And you know your truck’s not here,” Nolan feels like he should point out, in case Travis hasn’t remembered that yet.

“Fuck!”

He watches as Travis sinks back down onto the end of the mattress with a frustrated growl, and takes that to mean he had not, in fact, remembered.

“Look, I’m calling you a ride,” Nolan’s already got his phone in his hand, it’s an easy enough thing to do.

He’d offer to drive Travis himself, but he’s in no fucking state to leave the apartment. He’s filthy and reeking and covered in come, not to mention exhausted, plus he has practice in three hours. He’s not even sure how long the drive to Travis’s house and back would take. Nolan only has the vaguest idea where he even lives.

“You don’t have to – .” Travis stops himself there, like maybe he’s realized he doesn’t have a lot of options. Nolan doesn’t need to hear it from Travis to know that this is not a dude with Uber installed on his phone.

“Just tell me how much I fuckin’ owe you,” he says instead, which Nolan refuses to dignify with a response. He just shoots Travis an unimpressed look, rolls his eyes.

“What’s your address,” he asks, and Travis rattles it off without protest.

“Seven minutes,” Nolan says once he gets the arrival time, then sets his phone down. “They’ll pick you up out front. You should get a text.”

“Right.” Travis stands again, scratches at the back of his neck, that nervous fucking twitchy energy he always reverts to as he’s leaving, face tight with tension. “Uh, thanks – and. Sorry, I just. Didn’t mean to pass the fuck out like that, and. I’m just so fuckin’ late.”

“No worries,” Nolan shrugs. “I’m sure your boys will understand. Just tell ‘em your rich girlfriend’s a freak, wouldn’t let you outta bed.”

Travis snorts, raises an eyebrow at him, like maybe he’d forgotten all about that. Like maybe he’d thought Nolan would.

Nolan just gives him a smug little smirk, bats his eyelashes a little just for fun. Travis rolls his eyes, shakes his head, but there’s a lopsided grin playing at the corner of his mouth.

“Yeah, right,” he huffs. “She’s gotta have it, eh?”

“Listen,” Nolan shrugs again, matter-of-fact, “A woman’s got needs.”

He sticks a leg out from under the covers, shoves at Travis’s thigh with his foot.

“Now get your ass out of here, and don’t fuck up my Uber rating.”

 

 





2. Chapter 2



 

Nolan lounges in bed a while longer, checking messages, scrolling mindlessly – the usual. He waits until he sees that Travis made it home and the ride is over, leaves a fat tip, and drags himself to the shower.

He orders lunch, goes in early for treatment on the shoulder that’s been bothering him (that’s always fucking bothering him), makes it through practice and more treatment and then dinner after with some of the boys, doesn’t really check his phone until after he’s back home, settling in for the night.

There’s a message from Travis, a picture of a dusky sky with a lineup of silos and towers and smokestacks and holding tanks, all lit up with the yellow glow of sodium-vapor lights, making a post-apocalyptic skyline across the otherwise open, snow-covered prairie, billowing smoke from the stacks casting eerie shadows.

Honestly, the whole vibe strikes Nolan as creepy as hell; he can feel the serotonin leaching out of his brain just looking at it, and it’s still not as depressing as the pics Travis has sent him of man camp, the endless maze of three-story metal trailers he lives in when he’s on the job.

The whole thing is just so fucking bleak. Travis doesn’t usually get into too much detail about his life on the oilpatch, always glossing over how shitty it is, never one to complain, but over these last few months Nolan’s pieced enough together to know it’s…not great. The rooms are tiny, and cold. Travis takes his own sheets, towels, pillows, because he can’t always count on the staff housekeeping. The walls are paper thin – one of the reasons they almost never actually call, much less FaceTime – and the wifi is spotty. The food sucks, the hours suck, the work sucks, and you’re crammed in with a bunch of other bored, tired, lonely, frustrated, smelly, disgusting guys, all living on top of each other, pushing each other’s buttons and stepping on each other’s nerves, totally isolated from the rest of society. Plus there’s the whole thing where it’s literally like, one of the most dangerous jobs in existence.

Not that Travis would ever say a fucking word about that, of course, but Nolan’s read some things – none of them good.

Literally all it’s got going for it, as far as Nolan’s understanding goes, is the money’s pretty good.

If you’re smart about it – according to Travis – you can save enough to make it worth it, do it while you’re young and get the fuck out before you’re too old, before your body starts breaking down, before the job turns you into a completely antisocial asshole who doesn’t know how to function in the real world anymore.

Which sounds more than a little like hockey, if Nolan’s being honest.

Made it back to the patch, the message that came with the picture says, and Nolan’s absolutely certain this is the first time Travis has ever texted him first, after any of their in-person hookups.

Spooky, he types back. Hope you didn’t get too much shit for being late.

He’s expecting Travis to already be asleep, or at least on his way there – it’s after 9 p.m. – but he hears back right away.


Nah you were right. Full fuckin support from the boys, as long as I was getting it in, eh?


Nolan laughs down at his phone, alone in his bedroom; he thinks as long-term cover stories go, the whole uptown girlfriend thing might actually be a pretty good one. And if it means Travis has an excuse to give his friends, something to make him feel less skittish about the prospect of spending more time at Nolan’s apartment while he’s in town, then Nolan is definitely all in.

Knew it, he sends back, then:


I’m shutting it down for the night, somebody wore me the fuck out today. ttyl.


Then he pauses notifications and rolls over without waiting to see if there’s a response. He is not exaggerating about being exhausted, but that doesn’t stop him from rubbing one out after he turns the lights off, thinking about Travis this morning, curled hot and heavy over his back, and about their hands, wrapped together around his cock.
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I guess my fuckin girlfriend works for the Oilers, now Travis sends a few nights later.

Oh yeah? Nolan’s grinning down at his phone while he types. How’d she get that sweet gig?


They won’t shut up about wtf she does for money, since they saw the gd palace she lives in. Guess Oilers was the first fuckin thing that came to mind, for some gd reason.


And Travis has been the first fucking thing on Nolan’s mind for a while, now, so he thinks fair is fair.


So they still think she’s your sugar mama?



Its either that or I’m just pussy whipped, they can’t fuckin decide which story they like best.


Nolan knows which one he likes best, but he keeps that to himself.

She got a name? Nolan asks, and there’s a long pause he’s not expecting, like maybe Travis got distracted or fell asleep or something, but that would be weird. They haven’t even gotten off yet.

Finally, Travis responds.


Only because they kept asking.



And do I get to know it, or?


There’s another long stretch before Travis finally replies.

Nora, he says, then: and before you say shit, it’s the first thing I thought of so just stfu

Didn’t say a word bud, Nolan replies, still grinning like an idiot, and he’d really love to chirp Travis to hell and back for Nora who works for the Oilers, but it actually makes him feel a little. Some kind of way, so.

She sounds cute, is all he says, and uses that as his segue into the sexting part of the evening.

 

-

 

There’s a long stretch at the end of March where they’re at home for almost three weeks straight, with only a couple of quick, short-haul overnighters in the mix. They’ve all been looking forward to it, to the fact that for once the NHL scheduling gods are smiling on them right when they need it most, giving them a nice little reprieve just as they’re heading into the most brutal stretch of the season.

But now that things seem to have – loosened up, a little, on the Travis front, Nolan’s suddenly looking at the calendar from a different perspective, considering his options.

So hey, he sends a few nights later, when they’re all done with the sexting and the nasty pictures and the jerking off for the evening, which is usually when Travis is at his most – .

Susceptible, you could say. To just, like, whatever Nolan asks or suggests.


Looks like your girlfriend might be around more than usual next time you’re home, think your boys would ever let you hear the end of it if you were MIA that long?


He sends a screenshot of the Oilers game calendar, highlights the five days in a row that overlap between their homestand and Travis’s next week off. There are only two games in that span – the night Travis gets home, then one three nights later.

I don’t give a shit wtf they have to say – which Nolan knows is a fucking lie, but he’ll take it – but why the hell would she want me around that fuckin long, eh?

The correct response is obvious, easy and expected. Whether it’s the whole truth or not is something Nolan can worry about another day. Or never.

I can think of one big reason, he sends back, just like he’s supposed to, followed by a long string of eggplant emoji. I’m telling you, a woman’s got needs.

Not sure it’s that big of a fuckin reason, Travis replies, but if she needs it that bad, wtf can you do? Wouldn’t want to disappoint a fuckin lady.

They don’t really discuss it beyond that, don’t talk about plans or specifics, because of course they don’t. But they do keep getting each other off every night that they can, keep sending each other filthy texts and dick pics and little voice memos and video clips whenever they get the chance, just like always.

Nolan goes on the road for a week, loses in Boston, comes out of an OT meatgrinder of a game in Washington with five stitches, bloody and bruised. He sends Travis pictures of the gnarly, swollen cut on his jaw, of the mottled purple-black splotches running the length of his torso on the right side.

Hot, right? He sends, with an eyeroll emoji, like he doesn’t already know that’s exactly what Travis will think of it.

Jesus Christ, you got no fuckin idea, Travis sends back, not even trying to play it off.

Travis works overtime so his shifts are sometimes 18, even 20 hours, comes back to his crappy little cubicle of a room wrecked and grumpy, sends pics of his hands, callused to shit but still blistered after that long on the job, grease caked in the creases of his knuckles and under his nails.

How tf am I supposed to jack it with my fuckin hands beat to hell, he wants to know, like he can’t guess exactly what Nolan’s gonna say to that.

Better find somebody who can do it for you, chief, Nolan sends back, cool as anything, like just looking at those fucking hands doesn’t make him want to chew through something, make him want to drive five hours just to get his hands on Travis for five minutes. Maybe your girlfriend would be willing to help you out, if you asked nice.

Two nights after Washington, they pull out a win in Carolina, spend the night and get home the next afternoon. Nothing makes Nolan miss Philly like the travel times from Edmonton to fucking everywhere.

They go directly to skate, get a little practice in, have dinner before they all go their separate ways for the night. Nolan gets to his apartment with 24 hours to go before puck drop with the Kraken at Rogers Place, and roughly 28 hours until Travis gets into town.

He unzips his roller bag in the hallway, pulls out his laundry bag full of socks and t-shirts, underwear and sweats, and dumps them into the washer, turns it on. It’s the only kind of laundry he does for himself – his good clothes go out to be dry cleaned and his house cleaners do all the towels and the bedding.

Speaking of the cleaners, they’ve been here while he was gone, so everything’s neat as a pin, sparkling clean and smelling lemony-fresh.

He checks through the stack of mail he picked up in the lobby on his way through and throws it into the shredder as he goes – junk, junk, and more junk, like usual.

Then he makes his way to his bedroom, stows his luggage and hangs up his garment bag with his road suits inside, brushes his teeth and washes his face, and settles into his bed, cracks his laptop open to the Loblaws website.

It’s only two blocks from his building, a fact which sometimes makes him feel like a real piece of shit, like how hard would it really be to walk two blocks to buy his own groceries?

But on the other hand, he doesn’t want to walk two blocks to buy his own groceries, and he can afford to be a lazy piece of shit if he wants to, so. As usual – delivery it is.

He fills up his cart with all the normal stuff, the same almost identical lineup of items he purchases every couple of weeks. But this time he adds some shit he never typically buys – chips and pop tarts, some candy. It’s all stuff he knows Travis likes, the stuff he makes sure to bring with him to camp, to have in his room with him when he’s working.

I’m ordering your all dressed chips and your pop tarts, and your fucking smarties, he texts Travis. He knows the candy is mostly a thing Travis keeps on hand when he’s on the job, a constant sugar rush he supplements with coffee and Monster and nicotine gum when he’s working overtime, but it won’t hurt to have them on hand just in case.

And a case of your nasty fucking Pil, he adds, because his liquor order always comes next. Usually a bottle of whiskey or vodka and some local craft brews, an occasional bottle of red wine does it for Nolan, but he knows Travis insists on pretending to love the cheapest, most disgusting beer in existence, as if drinking actual piss-water is some blue collar badge of fucking honor.


Anything else?


He fires them off one after another, boom-boom-boom, not letting himself stop to think. Maybe it’s too presumptuous, maybe he’s expecting something – counting on something – that Travis doesn’t even have on his radar. It was just a one-off comment, after all, and they haven’t talked about it again.

Maybe Travis thought he was kidding, that the whole thing about getting together, staying together for multiple days in a row was all part of the joke, not just the girlfriend parts.

Maybe he’s been hoping Nolan won’t bring it up again, so he won’t have to blow him off.

Maybe, but it’s too fucking late now. Nolan’s already said it, put it out there. His heart is beating in his ears, all of a sudden; he puts the phone down on the bed, face down, and waits.

It takes a while – longer than usual for this time of night – and it’s just long enough to make him really start to sweat, to worry that he’s fucked up the most interesting thing he’s got going in his life, all because he couldn’t leave well enough alone.

Then his phone vibrates on the comforter, the muffled buzz sending an electric current through him.

He picks up the phone, lets out a long breath. His stomach does a weird swooping thing, when he sees the message, something that feels like victory blooming in his chest:


I like oj with my breakfast


 

-

 

Nolan doesn’t even hear the door open this time, doesn’t realize anyone’s there until he hears Travis’s voice.

“You asleep?” he asks, already rounding the end of the bed, already shucking his coat onto the dresser, and Nolan can smell him, like always: smoke and diesel fuel, the crisp smell of fresh snow clinging to him.

Nolan wonders what Travis will smell like in the summer, wonders if he’ll get a chance to find out.

“A little,” Nolan admits. “Long night.”

“Boys had the game on in the truck, whole fuckin’ way in.” Nolan can hear the sounds of him pulling off his boots in the dark room. “Congrats on the win. Fuckin’ needed that one eh?”

“For sure.” They definitely did; grinding out two points off a division rival who’s breathing down their necks for the home stretch of the season was no small feat. “You guys weren’t going out tonight?”

“Nah, you know those assholes were back out the door the fuckin’ second they dropped their shit at home, always lookin’ to raise hell.” Travis snorts. “Told ‘em I was too tired.”

Nolan grins in the dark, leans over to feel for the switch on the lamp.

“And did they buy that story?”

The snort is even louder this time.

“Hell no. They knew exactly where the fuck I was goin’.”

The light catches Travis off guard when it comes on. He squints, halfway out of his flannel, and eyes Nolan critically.

Nolan’s on top of the blankets, shirtless in a pair of joggers. He gives Travis a good look, palms his dick through his pants.

“Go on,” he jerks his chin, “don’t stop on my account.”

Travis does stop, eyebrow raised and mouth pursed, like Nolan’s really testing his patience somehow, by being visibly turned on at the sight of him. Nolan just smirks, shrugs up at him and rubs at his dick some more. Finally Travis shakes his head, little grin at the corner of his mouth and a tell-tale flush in his cheeks, and finishes taking off his flannel.

He tugs off his undershirts next, then turns and faces up to the end of the bed, shirtless in his jeans, hands at his belt.

“What’s your plan?”

Nolan’s spent quite a bit of time over the last couple of days thinking about that exact question, actually, but he shrugs like he hasn’t given it a second thought.

“I dunno,” he lies through his teeth, “I’m pretty tired. Figure you’re pretty tired. Maybe we keep it simple tonight, leave the whole big show for tomorrow.” He waves a hand, gestures vaguely. “We got time, eh?”

“Keep it simple how?” Travis still has his hands on his belt, hasn’t moved a muscle, giving off those same old vibes, like maybe if he doesn’t like Nolan’s next idea he might reverse course, put his clothes back on and leave.

Which is like – not going to happen, actually? Nolan knows that well enough by now. Travis’s hesitation, his skeptical reticence has always felt vaguely like a threat, like a reminder that if Nolan makes a wrong move, says or does something that stretches the boundaries of Travis’s tiny little comfort zone, Travis still can and will bolt.

Except that he never has, and Nolan’s pretty sure at this point he’s not about to start. So he just rolls his eyes, shakes his head.

“Just get your pants off and get up here, and let me worry about that.”

Travis stays where he is for a second longer, then he gives Nolan another warning eyebrow for good measure, and pulls open his belt. He gets his jeans off, crawls up onto the bed in his underwear.

“Shit,” he jerks his chin at the mottled skin all along Nolan’s side, swirls of yellow and green to go with the purple now that it’s been a few days. “Must hurt like hell.” He drops down onto his back, shoulder to shoulder with Nolan.

“I mean,” Nolan shrugs. “I been at this like 20 years now. Pretty used to it. Pass me the lube there, huh?”

He nods to the bottle on the side table, and Travis grabs it, hands it over without question or comment.

Nolan props himself up on his left elbow and pours a little into his right hand. He doesn’t give Travis any time to react or even think, just slides his hand right under his waistband and wraps slick fingers around his mostly-soft cock.

“Fuck,” Travis grunts, when Nolan squeezes his hand, gives a few experimental tugs, “right fuckin’ to it, eh?”

“Simple, see?” Travis’s cock is growing inside the circle of his fingers, fattening up and flexing against his palm. “You don’t even have to move. But you do have to take these off, give me some room to work.”

Travis doesn’t hesitate, just reaches down and shoves his underwear down off his hips, bicycles his legs a little to get them down around his ankles then kicks them off the end of the bed. He looks back at Nolan, expectant, like I did my part.

Nolan huffs, rolls to his back and lifts his ass, shoves his joggers down his legs, kicks them off to join Travis’s underwear. His own cock is already hard, flush up against his belly just from touching Travis, from being close to him, from smelling his skin and feeling the heat of his body. Nolan rolls back up to his side, pours more lube on his hand, and this time closes it around his own erection, slicks himself up with a few quick strokes.

When he chances a look, Travis’s eyes are riveted, watching Nolan’s hand work up and down his cock, then watching just as intently as he moves it back over to Travis, swipes his thumb across the slit and around the head before he wraps his hand around again, gives him another couple of nice firm strokes.

Neither of them speak at first, both just watching in the dim lamp light, the only sound in the quiet room is their rough breathing and the slick sound of Nolan’s fist stroking Travis, then himself. His hand moves leisurely back and forth between them, obviously in no rush, almost lazy about it.

Nolan’s got his hand on his own cock and his eyes on Travis’s, watching the way it twitches against his belly, like it’s begging for more of Nolan’s attention. He’s caught off guard by Travis’s fingers against his neck, thumb passing softly over the stitched-up scab on his jawbone.

“This doesn’t hurt either?”

“I mean,” Nolan looks over at Travis, keeps his eyes on his face while he moves his hand back to Travis’s dick, feels the way it curves up eagerly to push into the touch. “It doesn’t feel great or anything,” he says, voice rough, “but I think I’ll live.”

Travis swipes his thumb over the cut again, back and forth, then again. Nolan licks his lips, moves his hand back to himself.

Travis’s hand, meanwhile, is suddenly splayed over Nolan’s ribs, palm ghosting over the aching heat of the bruising there, fingertips tracing lightly along the irregular pattern of swirls and shadows. He applies just a hint of pressure, and Nolan sucks in a breath, eyes still on Travis’s face, and watches his crooked mouth turn up in a grin.

“Thought it didn’t hurt, tough guy.” He pokes a little harder, presses until Nolan hisses for real, then soothes over it with feather light fingertips. Travis’s little finger grazes just barely over Nolan’s nipple, and he hisses again, for entirely different reasons.

He moves his hand back to Travis, whose cock is flushed dark now, leaking onto his belly, and Nolan decides enough is enough. He gives a few firm, solid strokes, no more fucking around, swirls his thumb around the head and spreads the slick down the shaft, under his palm as he works.

Travis leaves his hand splayed over Nolan’s bruised ribs, kneading just barely, like reflex, while his hips start to move in rhythm with Nolan’s strokes, thighs and belly tensed and quivery.

He leaves his hand splayed over Nolan’s bruised ribs while he groans and pants, leaves it there while he comes all over Nolan’s hand, while he watches Nolan take his filthy fingers and clean them off on his own cock, watches him use Travis’s come to jerk himself the rest of the way.

Travis leaves his hand splayed over Nolan’s ribs, watching open mouthed and still panting, while Nolan comes all over his already filthy hand, over his own thigh, over the bed in between them.

He leaves it there when Nolan flops over onto his back, still panting himself, and asks, “simple enough, eh?”

“No complaints,” Travis agrees, hand still spread over Nolan’s sweaty skin.

Nolan closes his eyes, waiting for his breathing to go back to normal; once he can feel his face again, he’ll get up and go wash it, brush his teeth. But the long roadie and the travel, the quick turn before tonight’s game and the physical toll of the game itself is all catching up at once. Vaguely, he’s aware that his consciousness is floating away from him.

But his body feels solid, heavy, anchored right here where he belongs, held in place by the weight of that hand on his chest.

 

-

 

Nolan’s up and out of bed with his alarm, same as always. He leaves Travis sleeping away, starfished on his back under a pile of blankets, one foot sticking out. Nolan runs the nail of his thumb up the underside of Travis’s foot as he passes, just because. Travis doesn’t really wake up, just twitches and makes a soft little grunt, then snuggles back down even deeper into the pillow.

It’s pretty cute, Nolan thinks, which is maybe, or like, probably not something he should be thinking.

Hot is one thing, cute is – .

Something else.

He takes a piss, brushes his teeth, hits the kitchen for a coffee and a protein shake then scrolls his phone while he drinks them both, like usual. It’s another off day, a whole day to stay home and do nothing.

To stay home and do Travis, assuming he’s still up for that.

First, though, Nolan needs to get the non-negotiables out of the way: stretching first, then yoga, maintenance day exercises then 30 minutes of cardio. He grabs a water on his way back through the kitchen, takes it with him into the washroom, has a long, hot, very thorough shower.

At this point he’s like 90% sure Travis won’t try to sneak out while he’s indisposed.

When he finishes, Travis hasn’t moved, as expected. Nolan’s not sure if Travis always sleeps like the dead, deep and motionless, but that’s sure how it seems from what he’s seen.

He thinks about dropping his towel and waking Travis up just like that, but he’s pretty sure Travis will just want to take a shower first and any momentum will just be lost, so. Instead he pulls on a clean pair of joggers – no underwear – and a Henley that’s old as hell, washed and worn soft with time, a little too tight in the shoulders and too short in the torso.

He stands in front of the closet mirror, raises his arms over his head and looks at the 6-inch strip of hairy belly left exposed, and yep – that’s exactly the look he’s going for.

He stops by the foot of the bed again, this time tugging on Travis’s big toe until his little twitches and sighs turn into a stretch and a groan, his foot kicking out of Nolan’s grasp.

“What the fuck,” he growls, “what time is it?”

“Nine,” Nolan grabs his toe again, gives his foot a shake just to be annoying. Travis opens one slitted eye and glares up at him.

“I’m ordering breakfast, what do you want?”

“Cora?” He asks, after a beat.

“Unless you got a different request.”

“Nah, ‘s good – I’ll have whatever you get.”

“Get your ass in the shower,” Nolan gives him a friendly slap on the calf on his way out of the room, “I got plans for you after you eat.”

He doesn’t stick around to see Travis’s reaction to that, just heads back to the kitchen to place his breakfast order. He hears the shower start up while he’s making his second coffee.

He raises a couple of panels of blinds in the living room, weak March sunlight shining off the patchy snow still on the ground; the view from the 56th floor is clear-skied and sunny enough it could almost convince you spring is on the way. It’s still cold as balls out, though, so he turns on the fireplace, curls up with a blanket on the sectional to drink his coffee and wait for his food.

He’s still not certain what Travis’s plans are, as far as sticking around. Nolan figures he can bank on keeping him here for at least a bit longer today, but beyond that they still haven’t really talked about it other than vague jokes, so he can’t be sure.

That doesn’t mean Nolan hasn’t been planning, though – he’s just hoping Travis will be down for sticking around long enough for him to execute those plans. He can’t remember the last time he spent a whole day in bed – in the sexy way – but it’s been years and years. He really fucking hopes Travis is up for it.

He hears the shower turn off, hears Travis knocking around in the washroom, but he doesn’t emerge from the bedroom until Nolan’s back in the kitchen, unpacking the newly arrived food containers.

He pads out into the living room looking shifty, wrapped in Nolan’s navy blue robe. It comes almost to the floor, on him.

“Oh,” Nolan feels caught off guard by the sight – Travis with wet hair and bare feet, standing in Nolan’s kitchen, wearing his clothes. “Uh, you need to borrow some clean stuff?”

“Nah,” Travis scratches at his neck, that same way he always does. “I got clothes down in the truck, but I fuckin’. Whatever – should have thought about that before I jumped in the goddamn shower so fast.”

Nolan locks his jaw, tries to keep his smirk from showing. Clothes down in the truck seems like an auspicious sign.

“I don’t think you’re really gonna need ‘em today anyway,” Nolan shrugs, fixes Travis with a look. “Spoiler alert.”

Travis’s eyebrows flatten out, eyes narrowed and assessing while he chews on the inside of his cheek. Nolan doesn’t flinch, just raises an eyebrow, like what did you expect?, and Travis nods slow, huffs a little as his posture relaxes, his mouth turns up in that crooked little grin.

“And here I thought this was my goddamn off week. Can I get some breakfast first, before you put me to fuckin’ work? Damn.”

Nolan pulls the top off the container with Travis’s eggs, waves his hand over the plastic plate with a flourish.

“Eat up, bud. Gonna need your strength.”

 

-

 

“What’s your record for one day?” Travis wants to know, later, the long stretch of the early morning light through the bedroom windows shortening hour by hour, room getting warmer little by little with the heat of the sun, the heat of their bodies.

The bed’s already a wreck, sheets and blankets a mangled, twisted mess, stained with the evidence of the three orgasms Nolan’s had in the last three hours.

His muscles feel pleasantly tired, loose and warm from the exertion, knees a little sore, arms a little shaky. It’s almost nap time, according to his regular off-day schedule; he thinks maybe a little longer than his usual hour might be in order today, but after that – he’ll definitely be ready for more.

“You mean like, on my own?” He looks over at Travis, flat on his back next to him in the bed, rise and fall of his chest still a little frantic from the last round. “Or with another person?”

He considers, then adds, “or like, how many times have I taken a dick in one day?”

“Jesus,” Travis snorts. “Fuckin’ – hit me with all three I guess, damn.”

“By myself, ten. That was like – a goal.”

Travis grins up at him, big hands spread wide over his own chest.

“A goal? What the fuck?”

“Whatever,” Nolan rolls his eyes, shoves at Travis’s shoulder, “like you never did that shit when you were a teenager? I was home alone and I wanted to see if I could do it – so I did.”

“And how’d that go for ya, bud?” Travis’s eyes say he already knows. Nolan grins.

“Pretty fucking painful, by the end. Definitely shooting blanks the last couple rounds.”

“No shit,” Travis snorts. “Ten fuckin’ times, no fuckin’ thanks.”

“What about you?” Nolan kicks at his calf, and Travis gives a little shrug.

“Maybe five or six? I dunno, I never had a fuckin’ goal, I don’t think. Just young and horny as hell, and home alone probably, kinda like you said.”

“What about with someone?” Nolan nudges him again with his foot. It takes him a little longer to answer this time.

“I dunno, like. I guess fuckin’ – twice, that was probably it.”

Nolan gives him a long look, assessing. Travis has already come three times, just this morning.

“You mean, before today.”

Travis’s eyes roll, exasperated.

“Fuckin’ – obviously.”

Nolan has so many questions, but he doesn’t want to ruin the vibe, which is nice and easy, all the twitchy tension Travis usually carries in his body dissipated with the physical exertion and the orgasms. The last thing Nolan wants to do now is to put Travis on edge, when he looks so relaxed, all sweaty and sated and comfortable.

“Mine was probably – I dunno, maybe six?”

He tells Travis about the guy, a grindr hookup in Vegas circa 2022, in town for a bachelor party and no fucking clue who Nolan was. He was hot, tall and blonde and ripped, and kind of a douchebag, not that it really fucking mattered for Nolan’s purposes. They spent a night and most of the next day in the dude’s swanky room at the Bellagio – right up until he had to go to meet his buddies for their dinner reservation – getting high and getting off.

“You can stick around,” he’d offered, “hang out here until I’m back if you want to go another couple rounds. But it’ll definitely be late – and I’ll probably be drunk.”

Not exactly a fucking tempting proposition as far as Nolan was concerned, waiting around alone for some whiskey-dicked dude whose name he could barely remember to come back and throw him a bone – if he could even get it up. He’d said thanks but no thanks, headed his ass back home.

“Was he the most, y’know.” Travis wags his head back and forth, wiggling his eyebrows. “I mean, was it all six times, like.”

“You mean was he fucking me for all six of those?” He gives Travis an unimpressed look, watches him shrug, a little sheepish.

“Well, I mean. Was he?”

Nolan rolls over onto his side, props himself up on his elbow, head on his hand.

“I got a buddy, at home. Friends with bennies kinda thing. We’ve gone four times before, twice one night and twice the next day.”

He reaches out, puts his hand on Travis’s belly.

“That’s my record, for taking dick in like, one 24 hour period. The Vegas guy, he was kinda into everything, so. That was more of a – give and take type situation.”

He slides his hand down a little, scratches at the trail of hair under Travis’s belly button, then back up to his chest, lets his fingers overlap with Travis’s where his hands are still resting there, spread over his ribs.

“That what you really want?” Travis asks, voice low and full of gravel all of a sudden. “Give and take?”

His eyes are wide, nervous, face tense and definitely wary of the answer, but honestly, he doesn’t look nearly as terrified as Nolan would expect him to, lying flat on his back, naked in a bed with another naked dude, one who’s bigger and at least possibly stronger, leaning over him, touching him while he asks a question like that.

Travis from a few months ago would have freaked out and bailed a long time ago, never even would have gotten to this point, never even would have said those words out loud, just in case it might give Nolan any crazy ideas that Travis might ever be open to something like that.

Nolan feels a little flutter in his chest, a weird tug behind his ribs. He feels proud – or something. Even if Travis is still an extremely skittish 30-year-old closet case, Nolan would say he’s at least moved from fully repressed to only, like, mostly repressed.

And baby steps are still progress.

“Nah,” he shakes his head, puts a little extra bass in his voice and lowers his eyelids, looks back at Travis through his lashes, gives him the best version of a seductive look Nolan can muster. “What I really want is to find out how much I can take before I can’t take it anymore.”

“Goddammit,” Travis groans, “fuck you, sayin’ shit like that when you fuckin’ know I can’t get it up again right now.”

Nolan just smirks, pets at Travis’s chest.

“I didn’t say it had to be right now. Or even that it all had to be today.” He bites his lip a little, then tries again, just like last night: “We got time, eh?”

This time, Travis nods up at him, slow-blinking with his crooked mouth open, pink tongue pressed to the corner of his lips.

“Yeah,” he nods up at Nolan, voice thick. “Yeah, we got time.”

 

-

 

Nolan wakes up on his own, just a few minutes past his traditional two p.m. wakeup call for his afternoon nap sesh even though he turned his alarm off for today. Travis is behind him, hot skin of his bare shoulder pressed sticky and damp up against the curve of Nolan’s back where it’s turned toward him. He tries to remember how it’s felt before, those few times he has spent actual time with someone, enough to wake up still filthy, stuck together under too-hot blankets in the middle of the afternoon, in a bed that smells like the two of you fucking.

He’s pretty sure it hasn’t felt like this – that same ache from earlier still there behind his ribs, like a fish hook stuck in there, someone in the general direction of Travis tugging on the line. He’s pretty sure he’s never turned over and looked at some dude’s sleeping face and felt this weird flood of – something, like tenderness, maybe – rush through him.

And it’s not like he hasn’t known, okay, that he’s been sort of, whatever – obsessed with Travis. But there was the challenge of it, and the distraction of it, the entertainment of it and of course the fucking overwhelming hotness of it, all of which – when stacked up against the blank beige canvas of the rest of his world, the rote, routine boredom of going through the day to day motions of the exact same life he’s been living for 20 years, wash-rinse-repeat – has made the whole borderline-obsession thing feel mostly innocuous, understandable. Like, of course he’s been hyper-focused on Travis; aside from hockey, he has literally nothing else going on in his life that interests him, like, at all.

But now it’s like something has changed, something he can’t quite put his finger on, but it feels dangerous, unpredictable. A little scary. Like a glimpse of a phantom future, the purple stencil of a new tattoo that only gives the barest suggestion of what the finished product might actually look like, the true substance of it still open to interpretation, all the details waiting to be filled in.

It feels like something he’s definitely never felt before, and he maybe doesn’t hate it, but he also doesn’t love it.

He for sure doesn’t know what to do with it, so he does the only thing he does know how to do, which is paw around under the covers until he gets his hand on Travis’s soft cock, grope and squeeze until Travis’s eye cracks open, until he grunts and yawns, and finally opens his other eye.

“Damn, time to go again already?” His voice is still gritty from sleep, but he’s smirking as he stretches his arms up over his head, rolls his hips up into Nolan’s hand.

“Time to go,” Nolan confirms, and leans up and over him to reach for the lube.

Nolan turns the TV on, after; leaves Travis to scroll through the options while he picks his robe up off the floor where Travis left it, goes to the kitchen to make some sandwiches, comes back to the bed with a tray full of food and snacks.

“You got Crave?” Travis is propped against the headboard, remote in hand, nodding at the menu on Nolan’s smart TV.

And Nolan’s not trying to be an asshole, but like.

“Dude. I’m making three mil this year and I have literally nothing else to do with my time or money. If there’s a streaming service I don’t have, it’s only ‘cause I haven’t heard of it yet.”

“Excuse the hell outta me, fuckin’ big shot over here,” Travis snorts. “You ever watch Game of Thrones?”

Nolan knows about Game of Thrones, of course, he wasn’t living under a rock or anything, but he definitely has not, nor has he ever wanted to, watch a 10-year-old show that as far as he understands it is about like, dragons and sword fighting in the Middle Ages or some shit.

Instead of saying any of that, he just shrugs.

“Nah, but I’d watch it.”

“I’ve only made it through the first season,” Travis is clicking eagerly into the menu, tongue out in concentration as he navigates his way to what he’s looking for. “I started watching when they had a free trial, then the trial ran out.”

“You ever think about, I dunno,” Nolan puts the tray of food down on the bed, crawls up to sit next to Travis against the headboard, “just paying the ten bucks or whatever?”

“You know how that shit goes,” Travis shakes his head, scrolling through the Game of Thrones seasons list intently, “you say you’re gonna pay for it for like, a couple of fuckin’ months while you watch this one thing, but then you find something else to watch, or you forget to cancel it, and then you’re paying ten goddamn dollars a month for the rest of your fuckin’ life. And I’m over here tryin’ to save money, not throw it the hell away. No thanks.”

“Wow,” Nolan can’t help ginning around the sandwich he’s already stuffing in his mouth. “Strong feelings about streaming there, dude.”

Travis looks over, a little sheepish, rolls his eyes and shakes his head.

“I mean, I have Netflix,” he says, gives Nolan that little grin while he picks up the other sandwich, takes a big bite. “Thass really good,” he mumbles with his mouth full. “Thanks, man.”

 

-

 

Travis fires up his dumb dragon show while they finish their snacks, trying his best to answer all Nolan’s questions about it. Part of the problem is there are too many fucking people to keep track of, but most of the problem is Nolan just doesn’t fucking care.

Travis seems to be enjoying himself, though, eating his chips and candy and getting all nerdy about the fucking power struggle of the wannabe kings.

“See, all these dudes are like, tryin’ to fuckin’ big time each other but like, they don’t even fuckin’ know that the motherfuckin’ Khaleesi is over there, like. Hatching goddamn dragons and just, like, biding her fuckin’ time.”

“The blonde lady in the desert?” Nolan asks, even though he knows perfectly well who fucking Khaleesi is. He lived through Halloween that year when every fucking girl had a blond wig and a plastic dragon on her shoulder.

“The blonde lady in the desert,” Travis snorts, shakes his head, doesn’t even dignify that with a response, eyes riveted on the screen.

Nolan just smirks down at his phone, throws out inane questions once in a while just to watch Travis get all animated while he explains. But eventually, after two fucking hours of this shit, he’s scrolled through all his feeds twice and he’s bored as hell and getting restless, starting to feel like he’s burning daylight, wasting the opportunity he’s got with Travis naked in his bed.

“Hey,” he waits for the episode to end, barely, before he picks up the remote, pushes pause. “You ever eaten at Chop? Like, the steakhouse?”

Travis looks over at him, raises an eyebrow. “What do you fuckin’ think?”

“I mean, you could’ve,” Nolan shrugs. “How do I know? Anyway, it’s like. Really good, we should get that for dinner.”

Travis’s raised eyebrows flatten out, along with his mouth.

“And how fuckin’ much is that gonna cost, mister three mil a year?”

“What’s it to you, you’re not paying.” Nolan shrugs, keeps his voice as dispassionate as he can. He knows Travis keeps himself on a tight leash, financially speaking, that he’s super strict about sticking to his budget, more than a little obsessive about his whole retirement plan situation. But Nolan’s got no such concerns about budget – and no retirement plans to speak of, for that matter - and he can’t think of any good reason why he shouldn’t order whatever he’d usually order for dinner, why he shouldn’t treat Travis to the same.

Travis keeps his mouth pursed, eyes hard, jaw clenched.

“Listen, I’m the one who wants steak. You like steak, right?”

Travis just shoots him another look, like he’s on thin ice, but Nolan just rolls his eyes. He gets it – he guesses, kind of – but at the heart of it he’s pretty sure this is all just more of Travis’s throwback macho bullshit about being a fucking Man, like if Nolan pays for his dinner his fucking balls might fall off.

And Nolan’s pretty much over all that, so.

“Here’s what’s about to happen,” he says, in a voice that’s very clearly telling, not asking. “I’m gonna get your dick hard with my mouth, and then you’re gonna fuck me one more time. And then I’m gonna order us both a nice fucking steak, and we’re gonna eat it and have some beers and watch your fucking dragon show. And you’re gonna like it – ” he leans in close enough to breathe against Travis’s ear, hand sliding over his stomach, “every fucking bit of it – so how ‘bout you just relax there, eh?”

He wraps his hand around Travis’s cock, which flexes against his hand, immediate and eager.

“’s not your mouth,” is all Travis has to say for himself, all gruff and petulant, and Nolan smirks.

“My mistake,” he says, and slides himself down the bed, on his way to fix it.

 

-

 

Turns out that another orgasm and a couple of hours seem to take all the fight out of Travis, easy as that. As soon as he takes his first bite of aged, smoked ribeye, he’s moaning about how good it is, swearing ecstatically over every new thing Nolan makes him try: the classic bearnaise and the chimichurri Nolan prefers, the sides of lobster mac and sauteed mushrooms, garlic butter shrimp and crispy shallots – even if he does insist on trying to ruin it all by pairing it with his terrible fucking beer.

They’re too busy with their food to even turn the TV back on, both of them back in their day-old underwear and nothing else, cross-legged on the bed with the whole feast spread out around them across the wrecked bedclothes.

There’s flourless chocolate cake and crème brulé waiting in the fridge, but by the time they make it through dinner, Nolan can barely move, much less think about eating another bite.

He still makes the offer, but Travis just groans.

“Dude, I’m so full, there’s no fuckin’ way.” He sinks back against the pillows, pats the little pooch of his naked belly. “All I wanna do now is pass the hell out.”

“Guess I’ve kept you up today, huh?” Nolan concedes, poking at Travis’s thigh with his toes. “You usually get a lot more sleep on your first day home.”

“Kept me up,” Travis smirks up at him. “That’s one way to fuckin’ put it.”

“Weak,” Nolan snorts, shoves at Travis’s leg harder this time, rolls his eyes. Travis’s hand closes around his ankle, and Nolan’s leg stills automatically, breath catching a little at the unexpected touch.

“Hope you didn’t have some big fuckin’ goal set for today, unless the magic fuckin’ number was five.” He does his sheepish little grin, crooked mouth turned up and nose scrunched up just a little. “Don’t think I’ve got another fuckin’ round in me, now you made me eat all that goddamn steak.”

His thumb is tracing an arc around Nolan’s ankle bone, fingers curled warm and solid around his leg.

“Oh, made you – okay sure. Really had to twist your arm there, eh?”

Travis just keeps giving him that same little grin, keeps tracing that same pattern against the thin skin of Nolan’s ankle, and Nolan feels – settled, or something.

Nolan shakes his head, tries his best to seem long-suffering, but he reaches out to wrap his own hand around Travis’s bicep. He lets his finger trace the lines of the tattoo there. It’s quiet, the silence stretching out between them, but it’s kind of nice – not loaded, or awkward, just. Quiet.

Peaceful.

He chances a look at Travis’s face, finds Travis’s eyes already looking back at him. That stretches out between them, too, just long enough for Nolan to feel that fishhook behind his ribs again, tugging, and that’s just – .

It makes him feel squirmy all of a sudden, like if Travis keeps looking at him, he’s going to see something Nolan doesn’t want seen.

He takes his hand off Travis’s arm, pulls his foot out of Travis’s grasp as he moves to stand.

“I’ll clean up,” he says, “you should sleep.” He starts stacking containers, gathering up their trash.

Travis is still looking at him, eyes sleepy and unreadable under the dark sweep of his lashes.

“Sure I can’t help?” Travis asks, but Nolan just shakes his head.

“I got it,” he insists, in his best approximation of his normal voice. “You’ve put in enough work today, eh?”
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Nolan’s out the door, headed for the rink at just past eight in the morning, leaves Travis flat on his back in the bed. He sleeps soundly through Nolan’s alarm as usual, through the showering and the getting dressed, the packing up of his gear, through the ping of the text Nolan sends him, explaining where he’s going and when he’ll be back.

Nolan spares a few seconds for worrying – or wondering, at least – if Travis will still be around when he gets back, but at this point, he feels not-that-cautiously optimistic. They’ve been having a good time – they always have a good time – and Nolan’s pretty sure by now that Travis is all in on spending whatever free time they’ve got together.

And if he’s not, like – there’s nothing Nolan can do about that anyway, so. It’s whatever.

He gets treatment on his neck and shoulder, gets some hot and cold compression on his bruising, trying to get the blood moving and clear it out of the area. He hasn’t exactly been keeping up with heat and ice like he’s supposed to have been doing at home, over the last few days. After practice, he showers, gets the stitches taken out of his chin, then he begs off from lunch with the boys, heads straight home instead.

When he walks in, it’s half past noon. Travis is up and showered, dressed in fresh clothes, perched on a kitchen stool looking at his phone.

“Hey,” Nolan jerks his chin, drops his gear bag against the wall where it always stays, goes straight for a banana off the stand on the counter. “You ready for lunch?” he asks, before he even notices that Travis is standing now, keys in his hand.

Nolan stops, banana already half peeled.

“Or, I mean,” his throat feels dry, suddenly, the words coming out too rough. “Were you – heading out?”

“Well,” Travis scratches at the back of his neck, “it’s just. I need to swing by the house, take care of some shit. It won’t take that long, if. I mean – if you wanted to. Y’know.”

“Come. With you?” Nolan guesses, but even as he’s saying it he’s realizing that can’t possibly be right. He wants to cringe at the way Travis’s eyes bug, like the very idea of going somewhere public-adjacent together is alarming. “Or – I mean,” Nolan starts to scramble, trying to backtrack, but Travis is already scrambling, too.

“I just meant – ”

They both stop there, looking at each other, until Nolan makes a stupid little gesture with his banana, go on.

“You don’t need to – it’s way the hell on the other side of town, and shit. I just meant once I’m done, I’ll be freed up for, fuckin’, y’know. Whatever,” Travis sounds tentative now, shifting foot to foot. “If we wanted to still – ”

“Oh. Sure.” Nolan feels a weird sinking feeling in his stomach, like disappointment or something. “Or, I mean. I wouldn’t mind riding with you. We could grab lunch.” He’s not sure what’s possessed him, or why he’s suddenly dead set on pushing his luck.

“You don’t have to – ,” Travis starts, but Nolan feels suddenly like he really does want to go. Travis has talked about his house so much over the last few months, about all the work he’s been putting in, about all the changes he’s making and how good it’s looking, Nolan realizes he’s got this picture in his head. He wonders how close it is to reality.

“No, let’s go,” Nolan shrugs, like he’s not totally inviting himself along. “I mean I’ve heard enough about it, Jesus – be good to get a look at it, make sure you’re not just bullshitting me.”

Travis still doesn’t look convinced – not even close, actually, but Nolan’s kind of backed him into a corner. There’s no way for him to get out of it now without outright refusing, telling Nolan no, and that’s not something Travis has ever really done, actually. Nolan’s just now starting to realize that.

“Let me just,” Nolan says it like a habit, pats his pockets for keys and wallet and phone. He’s got all three, still got on sweats and a hoodie, socks and his toque. His runners are where he just left them, by the door, so. “Actually – I’m good to go.”

Travis stares at him unsurely for another beat, then nods slowly.

“Yeah, okay,” he sounds anything but certain, but he steps back, gestures toward the door for Nolan to go ahead of him, “if you want.”

While they wait for the elevator down to the garage, Travis says it might be best if Nolan drives.

“My truck is like – pretty fuckin’ nasty.”

“Sure,” Nolan agrees easily, not because he’s never been in a dirty truck before – or like he’d really care, either way – but because he really wants that to get that jittery, nervous energy out of Travis’s system as soon as possible, and if Nolan being in his truck is gonna stress him out somehow, then whatever. Nolan doesn’t give a shit who’s driving.

He follows Travis’s turn by turn directions out toward the northwest side of the city, asks him questions about the house and listens to him talk about how long he’s had it, about the negligent assholes who owned it before and did all their own DIY, none of which met any kind of building code or safety regulation ever established.

“It was basically a ticking time bomb,” he shakes his head, disgusted. “They cut away the goddamn rafters in the basement to run new plumbing lines, ran their shitty fuckin’ half-baked electrical all over the place. The whole fuckin’ thing was like, three goddamn seconds away from collapsing or like, fuckin’ goin’ up in flames. Had to rip the whole thing apart and start from fuckin’ scratch.”

“But you got a good deal,” Nolan says, because he knows enough to know that’s something Travis is proud of; Travis huffs a little, gives him a wicked grin.

“Goddamn right I did.”

“Anything around here sound good for food?” Even with the giant fucking dinner they had, after practice this morning and waiting until later than usual for his lunch, Nolans’s stomach is already grumbling. He doesn’t really want to eat from a drive thru, but he’s not sure what his options might be.

“There’s a place up the street from the house – pizza, wings, burgers, that kinda shit.” Travis looks at him shrewdly, assessing. “Think they got, like, at least one or two fuckin’ salads on the menu.”

That’s good enough for Nolan.

Except that there’s a giant Oilers flag in the front window, a marquee advertising buy-one get-one apps and half off domestic drafts during all home games.

And it’s not like that’s out of the ordinary around here, where every sports bar, pub and restaurant seem to be decked out in Oilers memorabilia. But Nolan mostly sticks to his little downtown bubble, a self-contained area that encompasses the arena, his apartment, and the surrounding blocks where all his favorite restaurants are located, places he orders from on the regular, or where they’re used to the boys stopping by for lunch after morning practice or late nights after games.

The point is, he’s not used to going, just – out and about, into the wilds of Edmonton – and he’s not sure what to expect. It’s a Sunday afternoon, and the parking lot seems pretty full. And he knows he won’t die if he has to, whatever, interact with fans or something. But he’s not sure if Travis might.

“Hey, uh,” Travis looks at him with that same assessing look, jerks his chin at the door. “Why don’t you sit tight, let me go in. I’ll get you the healthiest fuckin’ thing they got, how’s that?”

“Nah, it’s fine,” Nolan starts, cuts the engine and reaches for his seatbelt, but Travis’s hand wraps around his forearm.

“I can spot you a fuckin’ salad, dude,” he says, like that’s really what it’s about, “just hang here, I’ll be in and out.”

Then he’s out of the car, slamming the door before Nolan can even try another token protest.

 

-

 

The house is, in fact, pretty much how Nolan pictured it. Smallish, nothing fancy, a raised one-story bungalow with peeling yellow paint and concrete front steps.

“Exterior will be the last thing I do,” Travis tells him while he’s opening the front door, Nolan standing behind him holding their lunch. “s why it still looks shitty. Just – whole thing’s a work in progress, so like. Excuse the fuckin’ mess in here.”

The mailbox on the wall outside the front door is overflowing, a plastic sorting bin with a Canada Post logo sitting under it, also half full. Travis takes everything from the box, dumps it into the bin, and slides the bin through the door ahead of him with a kick, then off to the side with another kick.

Inside, the floors of the front two rooms are covered with brown paper, the walls and ceiling mostly cut back to the studs. Travis gives him a quick tour: living room, dining room, kitchen, all still under construction, then a small mudroom halfway down the basement steps that’s all redone – shiny new washer and dryer and fresh paint and tile – with a door out to a fenced back yard with a garage at the back of it. The newly finished-out basement has a small TV room, and a pristine new bedroom and washroom Travis has already added.

Back upstairs, the rear part of the house is already redone, and even nicer than the basement: fresh paint and bright white trim, new modern fixtures and refinished hardwoods gleaming in the bedrooms. Two of the bedrooms are completely empty save a few boxes and Rubbermaid tubs, and what’s obviously Travis’s bedroom is sparse, just one bedside table beside a bed on a metal frame – no headboard, no rug, nothing on the walls. The bed looks small to Nolan, like maybe it’s just a double. There’s a TV on a stand opposite the end of the bed, a lamp and a phone charger on the table next to a tube of ChapStick, a bottle of lotion and a box of Kleenex.

That’s literally it, for the entire room.

The three-quarter bath attached to the main bedroom is also done, looking clean and modern despite its small size. There’s an empty metal toothbrush holder and a bottle of pump soap on the counter, otherwise you’d think the room had never been used at all.

It’s obvious, even to Nolan who knows nothing about shit like this, that Travis is clearly good at this kind of stuff. Nolan knows he’s done almost all the work himself, comes home from his regular job just to work his own private construction site during his week off.

Sounds like a miserable grind as far as Nolan’s concerned, but he knows how serious Travis is about his plans, how adamant that he’s not gonna be just another unprepared idiot who ages out of the oilfield with nothing to show for all the time spent and the sacrifices made, for all the wear and tear on his body, on his whole life.

And it’s not like Nolan can’t relate – anytime Travis talks about his work situation, Nolan can’t help but recognize the parallels to hockey – but of course he understands how the money situation is a whole different ballgame. The six-figure salary that Travis pulls down now with ten years of experience working rigs is a lot, for almost anyone, but it’s not like he’s set for life. Not without a lot of saving and planning, and a solid plan for transitioning out of the industry before he breaks down, either physically or mentally. So while his buddies are out every night of their week off, drinking and partying, driving a new model truck every year and buying boats and snowmobiles and RVs that sit in the driveways of their rented houses, Travis is over here, driving his beat up old truck and living off ramen and peanut butter and cheap-ass, watered-down beer, working on his fixer-upper every spare second he’s not sleeping or – more recently – spending his time at Nolan’s apartment.

And it’s not like Nolan’s ever had reason to doubt what Travis says, any reason to think the story he’s been telling isn’t the truth, but if he ever had, the proof’s right in front of him now. The evidence of Travis’s hard work is everywhere he looks.

“It’s really nice, man.” He means it sincerely, even if Travis just ducks his head, waves him off.

“Nah, I know it’s a fuckin’ dump, but like. I think it’ll be pretty good, once I get shit finished, and everything.”

“No, for sure,” Nolan agrees wholeheartedly. “Seems like a really smart idea, to get something old and fix it up. And like, impressive, you know? That you know how to do all this. I wouldn’t have the first fuckin’ clue.”

That gets him a little grin, an aw shucks shrug.

“Guess you prob’ly got some other skills, eh?” Travis smirks, nods back down the hall toward the kitchen. “Let’s eat, ‘m sure you’re fuckin’ starving.”

There’s a tiny little café table with two chairs shoved into the corner of the kitchen, which is straight out of the 1950s or something – aqua colored linoleum and golden wood cabinets, swirly white countertops with metal around the edges. Travis tells him all about his plans for it while they eat.

“Gonna take out the ceiling through the whole front of the house, and this wall here,” he knocks his knuckles on the wall they’re sitting next to. “Gonna vault it all, put a skylight in right up here,” he points to a spot in the middle of the kitchen ceiling. “New cabinets, new floors, total gut job.”

Nolan just nods along; it all sounds good to him, for all he fucking knows about shit like this.

When they finish eating, Nolan stays at the table and scrolls his phone while Travis does whatever jobs he came to do – something in the hallway washroom that’s only partially finished. Nolan doesn’t know what he’s up to in there, doesn’t care, really, but he hears drilling, he’s pretty sure, hears a crash then Travis cursing, even louder and more aggressive than usual.

“You good?” He yells down the hall, without getting up.

“Fuckin’ – goddammit – ‘m fine,” Travis yells back, and Nolan shrugs to himself, goes right back to scrolling. When Travis finally comes back to the kitchen a couple of hours later, he’s got a duffel bag in his hands that Nolan very pointedly pretends he doesn’t even notice.

“I just need to go through the boatload of goddamn mail and I’m fuckin’ good to go.”

Nolan stands up, follows him into the living room where there’s a dusty, beat-up futon and no other furniture.

“Need help with anything?” he feels like he should ask, but Travis is already rapid-fire shuffling through the haphazard assortment of flyers, leaflets, catalogues and envelopes in the mail bin, not even looking up.

“Nah, there’s never one single goddamn thing in here that I need, but I always feel like I gotta look at it anyway, like a fuckin’ idiot.”

“I do the same thing,” Nolan shrugs. “It’s annoying.”

“I know you’re fuckin’ bored, sorry.”

“It’s cool,” Nolan shrugs again, like it’s no big deal, and in reality, it’s not. There’s literally nowhere else he’d rather be, anyway – not that he’s going to say that to Travis. But he does say, “I already did the only thing I had to do today, so. I got nowhere to be.”

Which is also the truth.

Nolan sits on the dusty futon – the only piece of furniture in the living room – and watches, Travis’s capable hands sorting everything quick and efficient, flannel rolled halfway up his forearms to show his brown skin, tan even now at the tail end of winter, veins standing out in stark relief against the thick muscle underneath.

And yeah, shit, Nolan definitely is ready to head home, but it’s not because he’s bored.

Travis finishes his sorting, dumps the junk into an open garbage bag next to the fireplace, picks up the two envelopes he saved and stuffs them into his duffel. He puts the bin back out on the porch as they head out, locks the door behind them, but as soon as Nolan hits the bottom of the front steps, he sees it:

His front passenger tire, flat as a pancake on the broken concrete and gravel parking pad in front of Travis’s house.

“Jesus Christ,” he sighs, points at the tire as Travis stops short beside him. “My fucking luck, eh?”

 “Ah, fuck – it’s prob’ly my fault. Place is a fuckin’ mess with all the demo and shit, bet you rolled up on some kinda fuckin’ – old nail, screw or somethin’.” Travis drops his duffel, already heading around to the back of the car. “You got a spare, right?”

“Uh, yeah.” Nolan’s like, mostly sure that’s true. Not like he’s ever gone looking for it, but Travis already has the back open, is already moving Nolan’s shit aside, has already found what he’s looking for by the time Nolan comes to stand next to him, outside the open hatch.

“You don’t need to do that,” Nolan tries. “I’ve got CAA, just let me look up the number.”

Travis looks at him like he just grew a second head.

“CAA? Fuckin’ forget it.” He scoffs, shaking his head as he lifts a secret trap door Nolan only vaguely knew was there in the floor of the back of his car, exposing a hidden compartment with a tire in it. “Full size spare, nice.”

He’s leaning in, yanking on the tire, trying to dislodge it from its perfectly molded compartment, but Nolan still feels compelled to try again.

“Bro. Seriously. You don’t have to do that.”

Travis just grunts as he finally gets the tire to budge, hauls it out of the back and leans it against the back bumper.

“Bro, seriously. It’ll take me ten minutes. We’ll be back at yours before fuckin’ CAA could even find their way here.”

And Nolan gets that Travis is like, mocking him or whatever, but he’s also panting a little from struggling with the tire, and there’s a smudge of grease on his palm that runs up over the base of his thumb, and. The effect is just – . Different, Nolan is pretty sure, than what Travis is going for.

“Hey,” Nolan holds his hands up, whatever resistance he might have had in him withering quickly in the face of the prospect of watching Travis do – .

Whatever this might entail.

“You do you,” he concedes, magnanimous. “Knock yourself out, but don’t expect me to help.”

It’s not like Nolan’s never changed a flat tire, but he’s not about to do it in anything less than an actual emergency.

“Trust me,” Travis has found a jack and the crow-bar thing that comes with it in the secret tire compartment as well, and he twirls the bar around his fingers like some kind of magic trick, smirking like he knows exactly how good he looks doing that. “I fuckin’ won’t.”
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Nolan mostly just stands and watches, his only contribution being to engage the parking brake when Travis asks. He also takes the initiative to pick up Travis’s abandoned duffel bag from the yard and put it into the back seat while Travis is working.

Travis kicks at one of the half-buried bricks that form the edge of the flower bed outlining the front of the house, gets it loose from the still-partially-frozen ground and shoves it behind the back tire of the car. He gets a little sweaty, trying to get the bolts loose on the old tire, tongue out and forearms flexing with the effort. Then he gets down on his hands and knees, ass in the air to get his face under the car and see where to set the jack. When he straightens back up, he positions the jack where he wants it, then strips off his flannel. Then he sticks the bar into the jack and starts to crank the car up.

Nolan sits on the front steps and watches Travis’s shoulders working under the stretch of his t-shirt, watches the way his thighs and ass flex in his jeans as he balances on his knees, and has to fucking adjust himself.

He’s not sure what it says about him that he can still be so fucking horny for a guy he fucked five times literally yesterday, and yet here he is, trying to do the mental calculations, figure out how much longer it will be before they’re back at his apartment, before he can get them both naked in his bed where he wants to be, like, now.

The only conclusion he reaches is: too long, and fuck that. He’ll just have to improvise.

“Hey, can I use your washroom?”

Travis barely looks up, just digs into his pocket and throws him the keys, gets right back to it.

Nolan heads inside and straight back to Travis’s room, grabs the lotion off the table next to the bed and locks himself in the ensuite.

He checks the medicine cabinet over the sink, the drawers underneath, just in case there’s something better, like actual lube – but no such luck, so. Whatever.

He uses the lotion, not like it takes much. The consistency isn’t quite right, the wrong kind of slippery and too gelatinous, not smooth and slick like lube – but the way his body just opens up, soft and pliant around his fingers, lets him know it’s not gonna be fucking problem.

Getting regular dick definitely has its upsides.

He digs around some more in the medicine cabinet, in the drawers under the sink, looking for a condom, but no luck there either – like, what is Travis doing with his life, over here? – so he pulls the emergency spare out of his wallet and yeah, it’s definitely expired, but.

Desperate times, and all. He’s sure it will be fine. Like, probably.

He puts the lotion back where he found it, heads back down the hall. He tugs his hoodie and t-shirt off as he goes, a vague idea forming as he does. He’ll just lean out the front door shirtless, real casual, and ask Travis to come back inside when he’s done.

That ought to get his point across.

But instead he almost smacks into Travis at the opening to the kitchen; both of them step back, wide-eyed.

“Uh,” Nolan says awkwardly, his balled-up shirts hanging from one hand, “what’re you doing?”

Travis just holds up his hands, both stained with grease and oil.

“Came in to wash up,” he says, eyebrows high on his forehead. “Uh – what’re you doing?”

His eyes fall from Nolan’s face, trace intently down the line of Nolan’s upper body before they snap back up. When their eyes meet this time, Nolan can see – Travis already knows the answer to his own question.

“Well,” Nolan can feel the fucking blush heating up his cheeks, which is just so fucking stupid, like. He came in here for one reason, and he’s about to get exactly what he wants. There’s nothing here worth blushing about.

He pulls the condom out of the pocket of his joggers, flicks it between his fingers.

“Thought you might wanna.”

Travis raises an eyebrow, smug little twist to his mouth as he nods slow, just taking it in.

“You thought I might wanna. Right.”

Nolan rolls his eyes, takes one step closer, close enough he can get his palm against the front of Travis’s jeans, feel the way his dick is not quite hard, but it’s not quite soft, either, and that’s exactly what Nolan fucking thought.

“’s what I fucking thought,” he says, hand kneading at Travis’s fly. “So come on,” he jerks his head toward the kitchen sink. “You know I hate waiting.”

Travis grunts a little, disappointed, when Nolan takes his hand away, but he follows him into the kitchen, watches him lean a hip against the counter, still flicking the condom between his fingers, impatient.

“What if,” Travis says, and suddenly he’s pressing up close to Nolan’s side, reaching around to swipe at his belly with a dirty hand. “I didn’t wash up after all.”

Nolan stares down at the greasy finger marks trailing across his stomach, and a shiver rolls through him. His spine feels suddenly liquid, like it’s a good thing he’s got the counter to lean on, or he might wind up in a puddle on the floor. He breathes deep, makes sure his knees will hold him before he moves, then he turns, lets Travis get a good look at the mess he made.

Travis’s breath leaves him in a low, pained-sounding huff, eyes on Nolan’s stained skin, and all Nolan can think is fuck yeah.

His fingers scramble for Travis’s fly, popping the button and ripping open the zipper in one motion, shoving his underwear down right along with his jeans, just far enough to get his dick out, to give it a few strokes before Nolan’s tearing at the condom wrapper with his teeth, getting it rolled down over the thick shaft of Travis’s erection, pulse pounding in his own ears.

“What about,” Travis says, but Nolan just shakes his head.

“I’m good,” he promises, and he’s pretty sure it’s true. Between the lotion and the lubricated condom, and the amount of time he spent with a dick in his ass yesterday, he’ll be fine.

Should be fine.

“Just – ,” he amends, as he turns back to the counter, leans over onto his elbows and pushes his ass back toward Travis. “Just maybe go a little slow at first, eh?”

“Fuckin’ Christ,” Travis swears under his breath, “you’re fuckin’ killing me, damn,” and then for minute, neither of them move. Nolan’s still got his joggers on, and Travis has never actually, like, helped with this part before, never participated in any way in getting Nolan’s clothes off and out of the way.

Nolan feels like his blood is on fire, burning him from the inside, but he also needs – like needs – to feel Travis’s hands tugging and pulling, working to get at what’s under his clothes, to get to what he really wants.

So he stays right where he is, elbows firmly planted on the weird plasticky 1950s countertop, hands flat out in front of him, head hung down between his arms, just waiting.

He can hear Travis breathing, fast and heavy, but he doesn’t move. They stand there just like that, for long enough that Nolan has to at least think about ending the standoff, about reaching back and shoving his pants down off his hips and demanding – or maybe begging, Nolan doesn’t even fucking care at this point – that Travis get the show on the road.

But then Travis’s hand lands hot and heavy between his shoulder blades, traces its way down the column of his spine.

“Gonna mark you up,” he says, low and lethal, hand pressed to the dip of Nolan’s lower back, “make a fuckin’ mess outta you.”

“Yeah,” Nolan pants down at the countertop, hips rolling back toward the heat of Travis’s body, Travis’s hand, like they have a mind of their own, like Nolan’s not even in control of his own body. “Do it, come on.”

“All this perfect fuckin’ skin,” he growls, like he’s mad about it, and suddenly he’s hooking his fingers in the waist of Nolan’s pants, yanking down all at once, until the waistband is stretched around his thighs, ass exposed. “Gonna leave my goddamn fingerprints all over you, eh?”

“Do it,” Nolan says again – or begs, or whatever – and then Travis’s hands are on his ass, spreading him open. He feels strung-out and right on the edge, can taste blood on his tongue from how hard he’s biting his lip.

The first push of Travis’s cock makes him hiss, gasp, makes his back bow and his whole body tense, makes his cock deflate just a little. But Travis’s hand runs up his spine, soothing, then back down again, slow and warm.

“Easy,” he whispers, “relax.” His other hand pets at Nolan’s hip, and Nolan imagines the dark smudges his fingers will leave behind, and wills himself to breathe, to let his body go soft and loose as he exhales.

“There you go,” Travis says, “just like that,” and Nolan exhales again, again, again, lets Travis in just a little at a time, until his hips are pressed flush up against Nolan’s ass, until he’s as deep as he can get and Nolan’s dick is fully back on board.

“I’m good,” Nolan breathes out low around another exhale, “Jesus, c’mon, I need – .”

And he doesn’t even know how to finish that, doesn’t know how to say what he needs, but it turns out he doesn’t have to – at least not right now.

“I know,” Travis says, like maybe he really does. “I got you.”

 

-

 

Nolan’s in his own washroom, waiting for the shower to run hot, standing naked in front of the mirror.

His reflection blinks back at him, body a map of the last week of his life.

There’s the shiny, slightly raised pink line running along his jaw, the one the doc told him shouldn’t even leave a scratch as he was taking out the stitches this morning.

There’s the ugly, sickly-looking bruising up and down his right side, mostly green and yellow now, looking markedly paler than it had just this morning, evidence of the impact of the hot and cold compression treatments he got before practice.

There are the perfectly round, deep purple-red marks around his right shoulder, from the cupping treatments he’s not sure actually have any impact at all, but that he submits to because he figures at least they’re not making it worse, and nothing else is helping his fucking neck or shoulder hurt any less.

And then there are all the other marks – the ones Travis left all over him.

Not even two hours ago, with the sunlight streaming in and no blinds on the windows, Travis fucked him over the counter right there in the kitchen of that little house he’s so fucking proud of, and he left the evidence all over Nolan’s body.

The room is starting to get humid, warm and a little steamy, but Nolan shivers nonetheless, playing the whole thing back in his mind like it’s some old favorite, long-cherished memory instead of something that just happened earlier today.

In the mirror, there are four perfect fingerprints just above the scar on his clavicle, the accompanying thumb print just as clear, up high on the side of his neck just under his ear. Travis likes to hold on there for leverage when he’s getting close.

The fingerprints on his hipbones are less distinct, smudged and overlapping, Travis’s grip there constantly moving, readjusting, squeezing and pulling.

There’s the dark swipe across his midsection, the first mark Travis put on him, the stain thick and heavy, and above it, a full handprint just below his right pec, where Travis sometimes reaches around him with his opposite hand on Nolan’s shoulder, leans all the way into him with his chest against Nolan’s back, clutching him as close as he can.

Nolan turns around, straining to look over his shoulder at the mess that is his back, but it’s just a canvas of black and gray smudges and smears, from the palm print on the back of his left shoulder to the long stripe down his spine, the width of Travis’s hand, to the mottled mess of his hips, his lower back, his ass, where nothing is distinct enough to decipher.

His dick is fully hard again, just from looking, from remembering and taking inventory, reliving every touch.

He’s not exactly sure what it was, why this particular encounter has got him so shook, but Nolan felt it as soon as it was over, as soon as Travis grunted and cursed and ground his hips in the way he always does when he comes. Nolan immediately felt all quivery, unstable – and not just from the orgasm. He felt weirdly bashful or something, like looking at Travis’s face was more than he could stand, especially when Travis traced careful fingers over his back, little tingling trails raising goosebumps on Nolan’s skin, then gently tugged and prodded until Nolan turned around, and stared wide-eyed at his torso, breathing holy shit all low and reverent.

His eyes felt like a brand, like they were burning everywhere they touched, Nolan’s heart beating like a fucking bass drum in his ears; Nolan had yanked his pants up and reached for his shirt immediately, asked if Travis was ready to go like it was just another afternoon, nothing at all to see here.

The whole way home, he couldn’t shake it – that wobbly, fluttery feeling in his gut. And now, even safely back on his own home turf, it seems like he still can’t.

He closes his fingers around his erection, back of his right hand smudged and greasy from where Travis’s was wrapped around it earlier, helped him jerk himself furiously until he was striping Travis’s cabinets with jizz, and his stomach swoops dangerously, cock kicking in the loose circle of his hand. He runs his opposite hand down the crease of his ass, presses two fingers against the soft, swollen rim of his sore hole and feels the shocky little tendrils of pain-pleasure flare through him, and fuck. He pushes his fingertip up inside, just enough to feel the ache of the stretch, and jacks himself halfheartedly a few times, but all he can think is that it would be a waste, jerking it alone in the washroom when Travis is just outside the door, and will almost certainly be up for another round later.

He doesn’t love how the thought makes him feel, like everything is way too focused on Travis, like he’s way more fucking – caught up – in this whole thing than he should be.

It’s like he doesn’t want to get in the shower, doesn’t want to wash away the map left by Travis’s hands, documenting the paths he traced across Nolan’s body.

But that’s crazy, obviously. He’s too deep in his own head, letting his thoughts – and his dick – run away with him. So he takes out his phone, snaps a few mirror pics just to have a permanent record of the moment, then climbs resolutely into the shower.

It takes a little time, takes some serious scrubbing to finally get all the grease off his body, but Nolan doesn’t mind. At least it’s something to focus on other than the fizzy feeling of anticipation in his stomach, like he’s waiting for something but he doesn’t know what.

 

-

 

“Okay – is this the real reason you like this show?”

Travis has Game of Thrones on again, both of them lounging in the increasingly disgusting bed after eating the grain bowls Nolan insisted on ordering for dinner. Nolan’s arguments that a) he has a game tomorrow and b) he’s paying got the W over Travis’s main objection, which basically boiled down to what the hell is farro?

Nolan’s been feeling a little more settled since his shower, talking shit and laughing with Travis like nothing is weird at all, and paying way more attention to his phone than to the TV. But that was before these two dudes on the screen started making out.

One of them he recognizes as one of the wannabe kings, and he’s kinda hot, Nolan guesses, but his crown looks stupid, and why the fuck is he wearing it to bed?

The other one is some guy Nolan doesn’t remember seeing before, long floppy curls and a smart mouth, who apparently feels free to talk to the king however he wants.

“These fuckin’ guys?” Travis snorts, nodding at the TV with his eyebrow raised. “Uh, hell no. Definitely not doing it for me.” He pauses, bites at his lip like he’s thinking about it, before he gives Nolan a sneaky little side-eye, says, “I’m more of a Khal Drogo guy.”

“Which one’s he?” Nolan’s curiosity is suddenly sincere.

“He’s not in this season – fuckin’ killed him off already, they love that shit.” Travis shrugs, eyes still on the half-naked guys, who are doing some kind of fighting-as-foreplay thing, as best Nolan can tell. “But it’s fuckin’ what’s his name. Y’know,” Travis waves a hand, “Aquaman.”

“Jason Momoa,” Nolan says, automatic, and Travis raises an eyebrow at him like oh really. Nolan just rolls his eyes.

“Okay yeah, makes sense, ” he goes on, ignoring whatever Travis is trying to imply with that eyebrow. “He’s definitely like, your thing.”

“Fuck off,” Travis’s grin is a challenge, “acting like you know shit about my thing.”

Nolan reaches out with his leg, shoves at Travis’s hip with his foot, hard enough to move him over a little. Travis squawks, like he’s so outraged, and kicks back, rolls over to shove his shoulder into Nolan’s hard enough to rock him a little as well.

They grapple just a little, not enough to really go anywhere, but they end up closer than they were when they started, Travis’s leg hooked over one of Nolan’s, hands busy grabbing at each other’s elbows and shoulders, just enough to shove each other around a little.

“I know all your things, bud. Top to bottom, A to Z, I got your number,” Nolan insists, and Travis snorts like it’s not true, slaps Nolan’s hands away and shoulders into him again.

“Fuck off, do not,” is his lackluster retort, fight already gone out of him, and Nolan’s sarcastic “okay, whatever dude,” is pretty much the end of that. They settle in to watch the rest of the episode, Travis’s leg still draped across one of Nolan’s thighs, his shoulder shoved into Nolan’s ribs and Nolan’s elbow propped up on Travis’s shoulder while he looks at his phone.

He responds to a few messages in the group chat, checks his schedule for tomorrow just to make sure nothing’s changed, then it occurs to him.

“Hey, do you want my tickets for tomorrow night?”

Travis looks up, startled, eyes wide like they always get when he’s confronted with something new, something he didn’t know was coming.

Which, like. Nolan didn’t exactly know it was coming either – his comp tickets usually go to a non-profit unless he’s got family or friends in town, or a teammate needs them – but he’s gonna be gone for quite a bit of tomorrow, and Travis will probably be bored. He might even decide to leave if he gets too bored, which Nolan would like.

Not love.

And anyway, Travis is a hockey fan, even if he’s not necessarily an Oilers fan, and it’s not like the seats aren’t good. Plus it’s Calgary, which is usually guaranteed to be the kind of bloodbath that’s lots of fun to watch but a nightmare to play in, in Nolan’s experience.

“We get free ones for every game, y’know? If I don’t use ‘em they just go to, like, a kids’ charity or whatever.”

“Jesus,” Travis snorts, “so I’m basically fuckin’ stealing from whatever – fuckin’ underprivileged youths?”

Something about the phrase, about the way he says it – underprivileged youths – makes Nolan laugh. He can’t help it, cackles loud and long like he almost never does, while Travis shoves at him some more.

“Well,” his voice is all high, indignant, but he’s grinning, trying to hold in his own laughter, “that’s pretty much what you fuckin’ said!”

Then he’s giggling too, both of them kicking and shoving at each other again, no heat behind it at all.

“For real, you should take them,” Nolan says eventually, once the laughing fit has passed. “You can bring your buddies, whoever. I can leave ‘em for you at the ticket window, just tell me how many you need.”

Travis looks unsure, but he doesn’t put up any further resistance, just says he’ll check and see if he can find someone to come with him, and fires off a couple of texts.

They’re almost to the end of another episode – some red-haired witch lady graphically birthing a weird shadow goblin, and honestly, Nolan just does not get the deal with this show – when Travis digs his heel into Nolan’s calf, gets him to look up.

“I got three guys who wanna come, is that – ? I mean, if that’s not too fuckin’ many. Suddenly I’m mister fuckin’ popular, when my girlfriend’s giving away free tickets to the goddamn Battle of Alberta – who the hell woulda guessed, eh?”

“Nah, that’s fine,” Nolan gives a little wave, no problem, even though he only officially gets two tickets per game. One of the boys has almost always got extras, and if they don’t, whatever. He’ll just buy some and tell Travis they’re comped, what the hell does Nolan care? “I’ll take care of it in the morning at skate.”

Travis digs his heel into Nolan’s leg some more, gives him one of those crooked little grins.

“Thanks, man. ‘s fuckin’ cool of you to offer.”

“No problem,” he shrugs, with a little smile of his own, “I’ll get the best seats I can, make sure your boys know you’re giving your girl that good dick.”

 

-

 

Later, in the dark, when Nolan takes his mouth off Travis’s hard cock long enough to ask him to pass a condom, Travis hesitates.

“You can just keep going,” he says, a little breathless, “we don’t have to, y’know.”

“You don’t want to?” Nolan asks before he can even think about how it sounds – too eager, maybe, like he’ll be disappointed if Travis doesn’t want to fuck him, when it really shouldn’t be that serious.

“No – it’s not,” Travis starts, voice still a little unsteady. “I do, I mean – fuck – I definitely do, but like. I didn’t know if you were, y’know. I know it’s been fuckin’ – whatever. A lot.”

Nolan grins in the dark, drags his tongue up the underside of Travis’s cock and keeps on going, licking a hot trail up his belly. He stops somewhere around his sternum, drags his teeth back down the same path, then bites down just north of his belly button. Travis jerks under him, lets out a strangled little hiss.

“Maybe you missed it,” Nolan keeps his voice nice and low, rumbling against Travis’s skin, “but I like a lot. In fact, we’ve had this conversation a lot. Have you been paying attention to my texts for the last few months?”

They have, in fact, covered a lot of ground around the way Nolan likes it – hard, a little rough, long enough to make him really feel it and often enough to keep him feeling it, to give him that white-hot, deep-down ache he can feel every time he moves – not that he’s had much opportunity to have it that way, before.

The filthy shit they’ve both had to say about that, when they’re in the heat of the moment and way past the point of caring about their best behavior, is featured prominently in the conversations Nolan’s chosen to save in the Travis folder on his phone.

“Oh, I’ve been paying fuckin’ attention,” Travis growls, and suddenly Nolan can hear him rustling around for the condom. He rips it open, rolls it over his cock in no time, squirming out from under Nolan as soon as he does. “Get your ass up, let’s go.”

As usual, Nolan took care of his own prep, spending all of three minutes in the washroom before he came out and turned the TV off – unceremoniously and right in the middle of whatever dumb episode he was all done with watching, thanks – and got his mouth immediately onto Travis’s dick.

So it’s not that he’s not ready, not that he’s not hard as nails and practically trembling for it, but when Travis runs his fingers down the crease of Nolan’s ass, groping roughly for the right spot, Nolan lets out a little gasp, something high and hurt sounding.

Travis makes a noise of his own in response, a deep, animal grunt, and drags his thumb across Nolan’s hole again, then again, tugging at the swollen rim. Nolan gasps again, rolls his hips back, grinds into the pressure with gritted teeth.

“Want it so fuckin’ bad, don’t you?” Travis grits out, and Nolan’s cock gives an eager kick. It’s not much, as dirty talk goes, but it’s just a little hint, something close to the kind of thing Travis will text, but almost never say.

“Always,” Nolan pants, pressing his ass back into Travis’s hands, ready to push his luck just a little, see what else he can get Travis to say. “Just keep a dick in me all the time if I could.”

“Fuck,” Travis swears, then spits. Nolan can hear him slicking it over his cock, then the heavy, blunt head of him is shoved up against the slick, sore pucker of Nolan’s asshole, Travis bent over his back, panting against his skin.

“This what you need?” He grunts, and with one hard shove he’s all the way in, stealing Nolan’s breath so he can’t even speak.

“Yeah,” he pants finally, when he can get enough air in him to respond with actual words, “fuck yeah, just like that.” The hot stretch of Travis inside him takes him out of his head for a while, makes him forget, momentarily, but – .

“How’s it feel,” he asks, hoping Travis will recognize it for what it is, will take it and run with it, but good, ‘s good is all Nolan gets in return, slurred against his back.

“No, hey,” he tries again, “hey. How’s it feel?”

It’s a prompt he’s used a million times via text, one Travis’s fingers definitely know how to answer with a keyboard. Tonight, Nolan wants to hear it from his mouth, instead.

Travis’s hips still, just momentarily. His fingers dig into Nolan’s skin, where they’re anchored to his hips.

“It feels,” he says, finally, and Nolan can feel the way Travis’s chest is heaving against his back, like they’ve been at this forever instead of five minutes. “Feels…fuckin’ easy. Like you’re made for it. Like you’ve had a fuckin’ cock in you non-stop for the last two days.”

Nolan bites his lip to keep from making an embarrassing noise, blows a loud breath out through his nose.

“Yeah,” he nods, forehead pressed into the bed, “fuck, yeah, just – get me all opened up, give me as much as I can handle.”

“Christ, fuck,” Travis sounds like he’s in pain, “’s what you fuckin’ want, isn’it, fuck you ‘til you got a space in there shaped like my cock.”

Nolan shivers, spine going liquid and molten at the thought, and fuck, he can feel Travis really getting into it now, can feel his defenses starting to slide. He can tell by the mindless way Travis is rutting against him, words slurred and a little frantic, he’s getting close enough to the edge that he’s losing some of those inhibitions that usually keep him all hemmed in, talking just the kind of filthy nonsense that makes Nolan lose his goddamn mind.

“’s exactly what I want,” Nolan pants, trying to keep his own mind in the game, keep from losing the thread. “Want you all the time.”

He’s too close now for anything fancy or complicated, anything like shame or embarrassment. He can’t think clearly enough to keep trying to be clever, gives up and reaches underneath his belly to paw at his dick, balls already drawn up tight.

“No,” Travis says, emphatic, and suddenly he’s grabbing at Nolan’s arm, fingers like an iron cuff around his wrist, “no hands.”

Nolan feels his stomach swoop and drop, feels the bright, instant pang of a fresh shot of arousal zip through him.

“Want you to come on my fuckin’ cock.” Travis pins Nolan’s hand to the mattress, holds it there under his. “You like it so much – fuckin’ show me.”

And Nolan would’ve bet money, just a few minutes ago, that after two straight days of non-stop sex, his chances of pulling off a hands-free orgasm were basically non-existent.

But the way Travis says it, half-pleading with him and half-daring him, hits him like lightning, sends a jolt straight through him.

“Fuck, okay,” he nods against the bed, trying to focus, to zero in on the hot, heavy drag of Travis’s cock inside him, trying to angle his hips just perfectly so the head hits him in just the right spot. “Fuck, yeah, just like that, just like that,” he says, once he’s lined up just how he needs it, “just don’t stop, don’t stop, and I can – .”

“Yeah,” is all Travis says, “fuck, fuck, Jesus, yeah,” and then, “wanna stay right here, keep fuckin’ you just like this, forever.”

 

-

 

At some point, later in the night, Nolan wakes up to the mattress moving, Travis rolling out of bed. He’s gripped by a sudden, visceral fear that Travis is really leaving this time, sneaking out quietly in the dead of night.

They didn’t exactly talk, earlier; all Nolan knows for sure is that Travis said he wanted to fuck him forever, Nolan came like a fucking shot, they both collapsed in a heap, and Nolan passed the fuck out. He can’t pretend to know what Travis has been doing since then – maybe he passed out, too, or maybe he’s been over there, silent in the dark, desperately plotting his escape.

But instead of the furtive sounds of Travis dressing in the dark, the washroom door closes and the light shines out from the crack at the bottom; he can hear the sounds of Travis taking a piss, washing his hands, then the light goes off again. The bed dips when Travis sits, but he doesn’t lie down.

Nolan can feel Travis looking, feel the weight of his eyes in the dark. He’s still stretched out on his belly with his face pillowed on his arms, exactly where he landed after he came; he lies perfectly still, keeps his breathing deep and even. He wishes he knew what the hell Travis was thinking.

Then Travis’s hand is on the back of his thigh, skating up higher to palm his ass, and Nolan has to lock his jaw, grit his teeth to stay quiet, has to concentrate to keep his body relaxed and pliant, to show no sign of a reaction.

“Know you’re awake,” Travis says, low and soft, like he’s testing the theory.

“Barely,” Nolan whispers on a low sigh, doesn’t open his eyes. “Don’t make me talk, you’ll ruin it.”

He’s not even sure what he means when he says it, but then Travis is up on his knees, reaching over, and then there’s the crinkling of the condom wrapper, and suddenly he realizes exactly what he meant.

“Can’t keep my fuckin’ hands off you,” Travis’s voice is full of ground glass, his hands are back on Nolan’s body, callused and warm. “Can’t keep my fuckin’ mind off you.”

Travis is kneeling behind him, pushing one of his knees up and to the side, making space for himself between Nolan’s thighs. He’s snicking open the cap on the lube, pouring it into his hand and warming it between his palms. Then his fingers are there, pushing the cheeks of Nolan’s ass apart, smearing the lube around and then in, and it’s the first time Travis has ever done this part. Not that it’s even necessary at this point, really – Nolan can feel the way his body opens so easy, yielding to the press of Travis’s slick fingers, all malleable and soft for him.

He feels totally relaxed, wanting and ready, dick thickening up underneath him, but he still feels raw to the touch, achey and sore around the stretch of Travis’s fingers. He bites back a whimper, tries to stay quiet and still – to hold onto this headspace that’s somewhere between asleep and awake.

Nolan floats there, willing himself not to think just to feel, to just let this happen and not do anything to break the spell.

Travis lines his dick up, pushes inside slow and steady, with a long, low exhale, controlled and careful. He’s buried in Nolan’s body, hips tight up against Nolan’s ass, his body blanketing Nolan’s, pressed shins to calves, quads to hamstrings, belly to back, chest to shoulders, all the way along, and then – his mouth, on the back of Nolan’s neck, teeth grazing, lips sucking.

His hands trace down over biceps and forearms, searching until they find Nolan’s; he laces their fingers together, Travis’s long fingers slipping in between Nolan’s thicker ones.

He rocks his hips, just like that, slow and easy and relentless, force of the movement pressing Nolan’s cock into the bed, making him grind his hips down into the friction of the mattress beneath him, then back again to meet Travis’s thrusts.

It goes on like that, and on, and on, without a word, without a sound other than the ones their bodies make, sliding and slapping together, until it reaches its inevitable conclusion.

Nolan keeps his eyes closed through the whole thing, doesn’t open them again until morning.

 

-

 

He’s up and showered and ready to go just after eight again, but this morning he stops by the bed on his way out, puts a hand on Travis’s shoulder and gives him a shake.

Travis doesn’t even stir.

“Hey,” he tries again, and this time shakes a little harder.

Travis’s eyes come open, wide and alert, looking right at him.

“Whassup?” he asks, in that way people do when they’re trying to sound like they haven’t been sleeping, but they’ve obviously been sleeping.

“Nothing, just – I’m headed to the rink. I’ll be back around lunch. I’ll bring food.”

“Yeah,” Travis nods up at him, blinking slow. “Sounds good.”

There’s a moment where they just kind of look at each other, Nolan’s hand still gripping the bare skin of Travis’s shoulder, like one of them might say something else, but neither one does. So Nolan just gives Travis’s arm a little tap, and goes.

It’s been warmer the last few days, at least by Edmonton in March standards, but whatever first signs of spring may have been in the air are gone this morning, wet, heavy snow falling and a bitter bite to the wind. Back at the start of the season, Nolan sometimes walked to the rink, enjoyed the crisp fall air and the busy sounds of his new city. Even now, getting in his car just to drive the three blocks from the underground garage in his building to the underground garage at the rink can sometimes feel ridiculous, but not on days like today.

At the rink, Nolan gets treatment on his neck and shoulder, eats some breakfast, then has a sudden flashback to Travis on top of him, inside him last night and has to scramble like some hormonal sixteen year old to control his body’s automatic response, has to conjure up images of the time his mom sliced her hand open chopping an onion and the kitchen looked like a murder scene, think about his dad crying at his grandpa’s funeral – all his old teenage go-to strategies for killing an unwanted, out-of-the-blue boner coming back like riding a bike. And Nolan’s not deluding himself or anything; it’s not like he’s missed the fact that things have gotten a little – .

Deeper, or something, between him and Travis the last few days, maybe last night especially, but that’s really no fucking excuse for this kind of adolescent shit. He’s got to get a fucking grip.

He stretches and warms up and skates, hops on the bike to do a quick 20, just to clear the lactic acid out of his legs, but only lasts about two on that bike seat before he heads for the treadmill instead.

He’s not normally a runner, but like, he’s not normally getting railed five times a day either, so treadmill it is. Jesus Christ.

He showers, but this time he’s prepared; he thinks purposefully, pointedly, while his hands are soaping up his junk and his ass, about the time Aimee puked all over the washroom when she was 10, just to make sure his body doesn’t get the wrong fucking idea. He dresses, sits through the usual game day meetings, then goes to talk to Gibbs, the guy who handles the tickets.

“You’re in luck,” Gibbs says, looking at his list, “we do have a couple of extras. Not always the case when the Flames are in town, eh?”

Nolan has to give Travis’s name, spell out K-o-n-e-c-n-y, make small talk about it, like, Czech, I think, while Gibbs puts four tickets in the envelope, writes Travis’s name on the outside and puts them in his box to deliver to the Will Call window at game time. Then he walks away wondering how the hell he knows Konecny is a Czech name, why the hell he knows that. Travis obviously must have mentioned it, at some point, and Nolan’s brain filed it away like it was information somehow pertinent to his life.

It puts a squirmy, fluttery feeling in Nolan’s belly, like – maybe this whole thing with Travis has been getting a little deeper than he ever meant for it to, for longer than he’s realized.

He puts in his usual lunch order at one of his favorite spots, adds a burger for Travis. So far he’s eaten anything Nolan’s put in front of him – even the farro bowl – with no complaints other than about the cost of the steak from the other night, but Nolan’s not sure if a salad topped with barely-seared yellowfin might be asking too much.

He’s still not sure what to expect when he walks into the apartment. He’s been pushing back that constant, nagging voice in his head that’s always trying to remind him: Travis may not be there at all. Nolan doesn’t really believe that, not at this point, but after the way things turned so – whatever. Real, or something, yesterday, he’s not as sure as he could be – as he wants to be – that Travis might not still freak out and disappear on him.

Nolan kicks his shoes off, drops his gear bag against the wall in the entry, hangs up his coat and toque like always, then carries the food around the corner to the kitchen.

He’s not sure what to expect, but he definitely doesn’t expect what he gets: Travis curled up in the corner of the sectional with damp hair and a clean shirt, wrapped up in one of Nolan’s heavy cashmere throws, television and fireplace both turned on, scrolling his phone.

There’s an empty glass and a crumpled-up pop tart wrapper on the coffee table. Also, the door to the laundry closet is open and the washing machine is running.

“Uh, what’s up.” Nolan sets the takeout bags on the island, still processing the scene in front of him, Travis just – lounging, like he’s right at home, no twitchy, scared-rabbit energy or awkward, overly-stiff posturing.

“Oh hey,” Travis jerks his chin in Nolan’s direction, then looks back at his phone – and that’s it, oh, hey, like he’s surprised to see Nolan in his own apartment, like maybe Travis wasn’t expecting him.

Which is better than him acting all freaked out and weird, for sure.

Definitely better than him not being here at all, so Nolan guesses he’ll call it a W.

“Brought you a burger,” he pulls the waxed cardboard containers out of the bag one at a time, stacks them on the countertop.

“Ah, sweet. Thanks, man.” Travis puts his phone down, hops right up and comes over to the kitchen to wash his hands, like his mom just called him to dinner. He puts his hand low on Nolan’s back, squeezes between him and the opposite counter to get over to the fridge.

“I’m gettin’ a beer, you want somethin’ outta here?” he asks, swinging the fridge door open.

And just like that, Nolan can see it, some imaginary future unfolding in his head: Travis, just like this, at home in Nolan’s apartment because he’d be here all the time, he’d belong here and he’d know it. And Nolan would come in from practice with lunch for them both, and Travis would hop up from the couch to come over and eat, and he’d put his hand low on Nolan’s back to scoot past him and.

Turn his face up, maybe, for Nolan to kiss him hello, before he opened the fridge to get a beer for himself, because it’s his off week and he can have a beer with his lunch if he wants to, and a Gatorade Zero for Nolan, because he’d know without needing to ask that’s what Nolan always drinks before games. And then they’d eat lunch and clean up and then Travis would come nap with him, probably make out a little first, get each other off because Travis would know Nolan’s best naps are always after an orgasm. And then they’d sleep, and Nolan would probably wake up before Travis because he has his alarm set to make sure he doesn’t sleep beyond the hour and a half mark, and because Travis is always playing catch up on his week off, trying to make up for the sleep he misses when he’s on the job. So Nolan would get up and get his stuff together, shower and dress, and at some point Travis would wake up, maybe turn on the TV to some nerdy fucking show he loves that Nolan hates, but pretends not to. And Travis would maybe be watching TV, but also watching Nolan, because he likes the way he looks in his game day suits, likes watching him put all the pieces together knowing that later, after the game, Travis is just going to take them all apart again, one by one.

He’d say something kinda dirty, maybe, or just a little suggestive, some comment about the way Nolan looks that makes his cheeks burn.

He’d get up, probably, when Nolan was ready to go, to kiss him goodbye, maybe say something like good luck, babe, and – .

Travis whistles, low and sharp, and Nolan startles, looks up. Jesus, he really fucking zoned out, there for a second.

“Gatorade, right?” Travis is holding a Gatorade Zero, wiggling it back and forth at Nolan, eyebrows high, questioning. “Little game day hydration?”

And that’s – yeah. Fuck.

Jesus Christ, Nolan is so fucking screwed.

The only silver lining is this feeling Nolan’s got down in his gut, that says he might not be the only one.

 

-

 

They eat on the couch, TSN on the TV for background noise.

“Are you doing laundry?” Nolan nods to the washing machine, mouth full of yellowfin.

“I tossed the sheets and the comforter in there,” Travis says through his own mouthful of fries, “after I showered.”

Nolan raises an unimpressed eyebrow.

“You know I have a cleaning service, they do the linens.”

Travis raises an eyebrow right back, looking even less impressed.

“Fuckin’, good for you, big shot – that room was getting fuckin’ rank. And it takes like 12 seconds to strip the linens and turn the goddamn machine on, so. Think I’ll fuckin’ live.”

“Hmm,” Nolan hums noncommittally and smirks down at his salad, makes an imaginary tick mark in the He Does column of the mental spreadsheet he’s been working on while he eats, tentatively titled Does He or Doesn’t He.

They leave their empty takeout containers on the coffee table when they’re done, both sinking back into the cradle of Nolan’s giant sectional.

“So, what’s next on the game day agenda? Nap, right?” Travis taps at Nolan’s knee with his foot.

Nolan gives a little half-shrug, like almost.

“Jack off first,” he grins. “Then nap.”

Travis’s grin turns a little smarmy, eyebrows doing a thing while he looks at Nolan.

“Maybe we can figure out something a little more fuckin’ fun than that, eh?”

Nolan rolls his eyes, gives a little snort.

“That depends. Unless I wanna be limping around the fuckin’ ice tonight, my ass cannot be involved in any more fun today. And I do mean my literal ass. So I dunno what other ideas you’ve got.”

Travis looks stumped by that one, which is kind of what Nolan figured. He looks a little flushed, scratches at the back of his neck which is a dead fucking giveaway that he’s about to go all high-strung and jittery.

Nolan rolls his eyes even harder. He can’t believe that of all the hot-ass dudes he’s ever hooked up with – and there have been plenty, thanks – this fucking emotionally repressed disaster is the one he’s finally decided to like.

Catch feelings for, or whatever.

Fucking ridiculous.

“Just take your pants off,” he says, impatient, already standing up to shimmy out of his own sweats. Travis doesn’t hesitate, does exactly as he’s told and raises his hips up off the sofa, shoves his own sweats off and down his legs, kicks them away.

The only difference is, he’s not wearing any underwear.

Nolan raises an eyebrow, gives him an oh really look, then he’s got one knee up on the sofa next to Travis’s hip, he’s swinging his other leg over, settling himself over Travis’s thighs.

Travis gives a little grunt like the air’s all been forced out of him – a little overly dramatic, if you ask Nolan – but his hands go automatically to Nolan’s hips, his dick already filling out, starting to stand up in between them. Nolan wraps his hand around it, wastes no time giving it a few firm tugs, relishing the feel of it stiffening up inside the circle of his fingers, flexing against the pressure of his grip.

He pauses long enough to lick his hand a few times, then he’s right back to it. He’s on a schedule here and he doesn’t have all day to fuck around with Travis and his other-worldly stamina right now. He just keeps stroking, firm and steady, no fancy stuff, no teasing or drawing it out. Soon enough Travis is breathing heavy, soft little cut-off exhales, squirming under him, fingers kneading at Nolan’s sides where his hands are anchored.

All of which is, unfortunately, making ignoring his own cock a lot harder. Nolan pauses to lick his hand again, but this time instead of wrapping it back around Travis he reaches into his underwear and pulls out his own erection, gives it a few nice slick strokes.

Travis lets out a muffled little pained-sounding groan; when Nolan looks up, Travis’s eyes are on Nolan’s hand, on the way it’s stripping his dick, practiced and efficient. Nolan locks his jaw down to keep his smile from showing, puts a little hip action into it for show, thrusting into his fist.

Then he lets go of his cock to reach for Travis again, but. It bobbles in front of him, heavy and unwieldy, and brushes gently against Travis’s, the heads tipped together, just a tiny, slick point of pressure between them.

He can hear Travis suck in his breath, fast and harsh. Nolan doesn’t move for a beat, just lets the moment settle, keeps his eyes on Travis’s face.

His mouth is open, bottom lip shiny with spit. His eyes are dark, pupils blown wide open, lashes fluttering like it hurts to keep them open. He’s staring down between them, where the two of them are shoved together, Nolan’s thighs pressing into Travis’s thighs, Nolan’s dick pressing into Travis’s dick.

Nolan’s first thought was that he might freak out, but he seems to – not be doing that.

“I could,” Nolan tries, low and quiet, and readjusts himself, scoots even closer to Travis so there’s less space between their hips. Their cocks drag and slide apart, but Nolan’s hand is there, wrapping around both of them, squeezing them together inside the grip of his fingers. “Just, like this.”

He gives an experimental stroke, loose and easy, and Travis lets out another rough breath. His fingers on Nolan’s hips dig in so hard Nolan’s sure he’s going to leave a mark, not that Nolan would fucking mind, but like – .

“That’s good, yeah?” he leans in closer, mouth almost at Travis’s ear, just checking in, making sure, while his hand works up and down, stroking both of them. Travis’s cock is velvety soft and rock hard up against his, and Nolan’s hips are shifting restlessly, looking for more of that sensation.

“’s good,” Travis nods, turns his head just a little, and his temple slides against Nolan’s, his breath warm and damp on Nolan’s neck when he says, “so fuckin’ good, Jesus, your goddamn – cock, fuck.”

And now Travis’s hips are hitching under him, too, as best he can with the weight of Nolan in his lap, pinning him down. Travis’s body is like a bow under him, strung tight with tension, pressure and force just building the longer it’s drawn out, little whimpers being pulled out of him with every movement of Nolan’s hand.

His face is turned into Nolan’s neck, his pained groans coming in hot, humid gusts against Nolan’s ear, his throat, his chin.

“I’m,” he pants, then “fuck, Pat,” then he’s coming, all over both of them, over Nolan’s hand, over Nolan’s cock.

Travis sags into him all at once, like his strings have been cut. His wet mouth drags along the sensitive skin under Nolan’s ear, and Nolan shivers, can’t help it.

Travis’s face stays smashed against his throat, wet, heavy breathing keeping time with Nolan’s hand on his own cock, now covered in Travis’s jizz, all wet and slippery and filthy.

“Jesus,” he can feel it in his balls, even deeper, in that sore, raw place where he can still feel the residual stretch of Travis inside him. “Trav.”

It’s his name that seems to get him; Travis lifts his head up, slow blinking for a minute at Nolan’s face, before he looks down between them.

“Fuck,” he growls, and then his hand’s wrapping around Nolan’s wet, sticky fingers, following the movement of his strokes. “Motherfucker.”

Nolan shifts his hips even more, even faster, Travis’s hand around his more of a tease than anything, when what he really wants – needs – is for Travis to fucking touch him, like he means it.

“I need,” he grits out, but he gets stuck there. He leans in again, tips his forehead down to meet Travis’s, wraps his left hand around the back of his neck to keep him close, then he just – slides his right hand away from his cock, out from under Travis’s grip, and anchors it to Travis’s hip. Travis’s hand just hovers there between them, so close but still so fucking far from where Nolan needs it, and he just needs – .

“Trav,” he says again, voice so low it’s barely audible. “Can you – .”

Travis’s left hand kneads at Nolan’s hip for another second, then his right hand stops hovering, finally, and wraps around Nolan’s erection.

Nolan hisses, bucks his hips, lets out a strangled please.

“Yeah,” Travis says, “yeah, c’mon,” and then his slippery thumb slides over the head of Nolan’s cock, palm rough and warm and callused where it’s gripped tight around him, and that’s it, that’s all it takes. He looks down at Travis’s messy hand wrapped around him, just in time to watch his cock jerk and shoot, stripe Travis’s brown skin with white.

Nolan shudders, then groans, loud and theatrical.

Travis huffs under him, the slightest suggestion of a laugh.

“Holy shit,” he says, hot breath against Nolan’s ear, “there you go again, always tryin’ to fuckin’ kill me.”

“Nah,” Nolan deadpans, “you’re no use to me dead.”

He gets a real laugh for that one, and a shove to the shoulder.

“Get off, Jesus. You’re heavy as shit, can’t feel my fuckin’ legs.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Nolan grumbles, but slides off to one side and stretches all the way out. He pulls Travis down with him even though he squawks and thrashes around about it.

“What the fuck,” Travis wants to know, face smushed to the couch pillow with Nolan’s arm thrown over his middle, legs tangled together so they’ll fit side by side on the deep-but-not-that-deep couch.

“Naptime,” is all Nolan says, while he’s reaching for whatever discarded piece of clothing he can find first, using it to clean off his hands, scrubbing it against his crotch, swiping it through the mess on Travis’s belly. “I’m on a schedule, here.”

“On a fuckin’ schedule,” Travis mutters under his breath, wiping his own hands on what are, Nolan’s pretty sure, the joggers Travis had on earlier. And Nolan can imagine the eye roll that probably came with Travis’s words, but his eyes are already closed, so it’s wasted on him. All that really matters is Travis doesn’t thrash or squirm or complain anymore about it, just settles in, deep, steady breathing starting up almost immediately.

Nolan puts another mental tick in the He Does column in his brain, then shuts it down, and sleeps.

 

-

 

Nolan lingers over dinner with some of his teammates, has one more cocktail than he normally would, hangs out a little later than he usually does after games.

Or anytime, if he’s being real.

For the duration of pretty much this whole season, he’s been talking to Travis, been more interested in getting back home, back to the hotel, wherever he can be alone so he can text and talk and jerk off with him than he has been in like, bonding with the boys.

It’s always a little weird, coming in as a new guy and trying to find where he fits in, but it’s especially weird the older he gets, now that he’s one of the older guys on the team, but not the kind with a wife and kids, or even a significant other to get home to. The young guys don’t really expect – or want – him to try and hang, to stay out all night ripping it up with them, but it doesn’t change the fact that he doesn’t really have the same built-in excuses for bowing out gracefully, like most guys his age have.

Not that it’s been a problem in Edmonton; the Oilers are about as stable as a team can get, solid veteran leadership with full command of the room, so the bullshit and nonsense is kept to a minimum. The guys are happy to have him along for however long he stays, don’t comment if he heads out early any more than if he hangs around longer than usual – like tonight.

Travis and his buddies are still out drinking after the game, celebrating the Oilers’ win with more enthusiasm, if Travis’s texts are anything to go by, than the actual Oilers sitting around the table with Nolan. This late in the season, even a home win over the Flames doesn’t make for too wild a night, especially when it’s a game like this one was, where it’s chippy from the drop, both teams racking up penalty minutes and everyone finishing their hits, pushing and shoving in the corners and checking like they mean it.

Nolan took a hard bump into the glass in the second, nothing major but enough to rock him a little, enough to aggravate the neck and shoulder that’s already been bothering him for months.

Enough to get him sent home with the good drugs – the kind that’ll knock him right out tonight, unless he and Travis find a better way to knock themselves out, first – and instructions to skip skate in the morning and keep his shoulder iced and immobilized instead.

He still came back and played, of course, and not a bad game, either. Picked up an assist, which was nice. Not that he was necessarily trying to impress Travis, or anything, but he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t hyper aware of it all night, just the fact that Travis was in the building, somewhere out there watching. Nolan knew, generally speaking, where Travis’s seats were, but he kept his head down, very purposely didn’t even look in that direction, like, at all.

I’m headed home, he texts Travis, when he finally drains his third drink, sometime after all the old marrieds have already headed home, but before the young singles really get into it, getting drunk and stupid and loud. See you there.

It’s a short walk across the street and down two blocks to the arena, where his car’s still parked in the garage. It’s fucking freezing out, fresh, heavy snow on the ground and wind sharp enough to steal your breath; Nolan tucks his chin down into the collar of his coat, tries to walk fast. The surface streets have mostly cleared out – it’s a weeknight and the game was over hours ago now – so he’s not really expecting to run into fans, too busy looking at his phone to see if Travis has responded to notice the group of guys coming toward him until one of them calls out, “Hey, it’s Patty!”

Nolan looks up, jerks his chin at them with a tight-lipped smile; it’s the best he can muster after a long night, avoiding direct eye contact and hoping to pass right by with a nod and wave.

“Good game, bud,” one of them says, holds out a fist for Nolan to bump, but looks like he’s prepared to keep on walking, so Nolan sticks his fist out, too, gives him a nod and a tap.

But then the guy behind him stops short, phone out, and Nolan’s first thought is shit, because he knows how this goes. The phone means it’s definitely gonna turn into selfies for everyone, maybe autographs and probably awkward small talk, when all Nolan wants is to get home.

But his second thought is, holy fucking shit, when he realizes: one of the guys is Travis.

He hangs back behind his friends, eyes all wide and shifty, hunted-animal vibes off the fucking charts, while the other three crowd around, taking selfies one by one, telling Nolan what a great game it was tonight, and fuck those Calgary bitches anyway.

“Teeks, you getting a pic?” one of them asks, clearly directed at Travis, who immediately holds up a hand to wave him off.

“Nah,” he says, but another guy shoves him a little, gives him a push toward Nolan.

“C’mon,” the dude says, “so you can show your girl she’s not the only one who hangs out with fuckin’ famous people, eh?”

The look on Travis’s face clearly says that if there was any oncoming traffic in sight, he’d gladly jump directly into it. Nolan knows that probably shouldn’t be amusing to him, but it is, somehow; he has to grit his teeth to keep from smirking about it.

Travis begrudgingly steps closer to Nolan, nostrils flaring and jaw clenched, while one of his buddies lines up with his camera.

Nolan steps in closer to Travis, puts a hand low on his back and looms a little on purpose. Travis’s body is stiff as a board under his hand, arms held firmly at his sides.

“Oh shit,” one of the other guys pipes up, “wait! Patty’s gotta know her, right?”

“Oh fuck,” the guy taking the picture lowers his phone suddenly, photography assignment forgotten, and grins right at Nolan. “Yeah, fuckin’ right. Hey, Pat, you know a girl named Nora, works for the team?”

“Don’t,” Travis growls, sharp and lethal, “shut the fuck up and take the fuckin’ picture, Mase.”

The other guys just hoot and laugh while Travis spits and curses.

“I said shut the fuck up, I mean it,” he insists, but the camera guy – the much-talked-about Mason, apparently – seems completely unphased.

“Nah, see, we finally got someone who can vouch for this girl,” he says to Travis, then turns back to Nolan. “TK’s girlfriend works for the Oilers, but none of us’ve ever seen her. Won’t even give up a fuckin’ picture, forget lettin’ us get anywhere fuckin’ near her. His dirtbag, roughneck buddies, y’know, ‘fraid we’re gonna make him look bad or somethin’. Girl’s named Nora, you know her?”

And suddenly they’re all looking at him, including Travis; suddenly Nolan is acutely aware that he has two choices here.

He can say no, try to wrap up this little interaction and get them all on their way asap. There are obviously tons of people who work for the organization that he’s never met, couldn’t even pick out of a lineup much less put a name to. But he doesn’t know exactly what Travis has told them about Nora, about what her supposed role is and who she knows in the organization.

Or, he could just say yes. And honestly, he’d kind of like to hear more, find out exactly what Travis has told his buddies about this girlfriend of his, what kinds of things he’s been saying.

He looks at Travis, gives him a considering little smirk. He can see the warning in Travis’s eyes, but he decides, like, what the hell, right? Fuck it.

“Oh, yeah,” he nods over to the guy he now knows is Mason, “Nora, sure. I know her. Didn’t know she had a boyfriend.”

If looks could kill, Nolan would be dead. Travis’s friends all react to this news without seeming to notice the way Travis is busy murdering Nolan with his eyes.

“Dude,” one of the guys, not-Mason, says, “you gotta tell us, for fuckin’ real. TK swears she’s so fuckin’ hot, like he won’t shut up about it, but no pics – which, like. Fuckin’ suspicious, right?”

“You motherfuckers don’t deserve to see her fuckin’ picture,” Travis grits out, “no one cares what the fuck you think anyway.”

“No, c’mon,” Mason says, continuing to ignore Travis. “Pat – give us something. This girl, she’s hot, or not so much?”

“Oh, she’s a rocket for sure,” Nolan says, looking right at Travis, no hesitation whatsoever. “Like, definitely too hot for this guy, eh? Not sure how he managed to pull that.”

Travis’s murderous glare turns into something more…exasperated, while his friends all fall out around him.

“Oh, shots fired, Teeks!” one of the not-Mason’s says, shoving at Travis’s shoulder. “Think this fuckin’ guy is comin’ for your lady, bud – head on a swivel, there, eh?”

“Nah, nah,” Nolan ducks his head, puts a big grin on his face to show he’s definitely just bullshitting, waves a hand, “Just givin’ you a hard time, yeah?” He slaps Travis on the back, watches as he rolls his eyes. “Nora’s a good girl, though. Treat her right, huh?”

The boys all hoot about that one, too, laughing and shoving at Travis.

“Oh, he’s treatin’ her right, buddy. He can’t fuckin’ stop treatin’ her right, know what I’m sayin’?” a not-Mason laughs.

“Yeah, this fuckin’ guy,” Mason chimes in with a snort, jerking his thumb at Travis, “never gave two shits about a woman in his life, and all of a sudden this little birdie comes along and you can’t fuckin’ drag his ass away, can’t get him off his fuckin’ phone, can’t get him to shut the fuck up about how she – ,” and that’s as far as he gets before Travis launches himself at his back, hand wrapped around his mouth.

“Shut the fuck up, asshole,” Travis hisses, holding on for dear life while Mason struggles and squeals against his hand, “and have some fuckin’ respect. They’re co-workers, Jesus!”

The not-Masons are cracking up, watching Travis and Mason wrestle around. Nolan takes that as his cue.

“Gotta head, boys,” he gives a little salute. “Nice to meet you.” He looks at Travis, hand still wrapped around Mason’s head.

“Tell Nora I said hi, eh?”

 

-

 

Nolan drops his bag against the wall in the hallway, kicks off his shoes, hangs up his hat, scarf, coat like always. He grabs his ice packs from the freezer and collapses onto the couch. Outside the still-open blinds, the 56th floor city views are killer on a clear night like tonight.

He velcros the ice packs around his upper arm and shoulder, inserts the specially fitted one into his custom cervical collar and buckles it around his neck, props his feet up on the back of the sofa.

His neck and shoulder are aching, and his right hip has a brand new bruise that throbs when he puts too much weight on it. He settles further over onto his left side, and picks up his phone to text Travis.

Sorry about all that, he types at first, but that’s not really true. He’s not sorry at all actually, it was kind of fun; he’d definitely do it again.

You still planning to head over when you guys are done, he tries next, but it sounds – whatever. Needy. Insecure. Like he’s giving Travis an out he really doesn’t want to give him.

Also, he doesn’t really think Travis is going to be mad. And if he is – whatever. He’ll just have to fucking get over it.

Time to tell the boys goodnight, he types instead, three cocktails and the exhaustion of the game weakening whatever filter might normally make him think twice about it, before your girlfriend goes to bed and you’re out of luck for tonight.

He pushes send, kind of can’t believe he pushed send, then sets an alarm for 15 minutes and lets himself doze.

By the time he’s gotten himself up, de-iced, and undressed, he gets a text: in the elevator.

Nolan walks through the dark apartment, brushing his teeth as he goes, to flip open the lock. He hears Travis come in while he’s back at the sink, spitting out toothpaste.

When he stands up, Travis is behind him in the mirror, standing in the open washroom door.

They just kind of – look at each other, for a beat.

“Fun night?” Nolan finally asks, eyebrow raised at the Travis in the mirror. He doesn’t have a good gauge of how much Travis has had to drink tonight, but he seems fine, a little tipsy maybe but definitely not drunk-drunk.

“Not bad,” Travis shrugs a little, non-committal, but his eyes start to wander, flitting down and away from Nolan’s face, drinking in the whole of his reflection, standing there in just his underwear. “Good game.”

And Nolan’s not sure if that’s an assessment of his own personal performance, or just a comment on the outcome. He bends down to rinse his mouth, takes a couple of drinks straight from the faucet before he stands up, reaches up to the hook for his hand towel.

“Fuck,” he grunts, because he forgot to reach with his good arm, grits his teeth and shifts over, then grabs for it again, left arm this time. He wipes his face, his chest where the water ran down in little rivulets off his chin, then leaves the towel next to the sink, turns around.

“What the fuck’s goin’ on there?” Travis jerks his chin in the general direction of Nolan’s bad shoulder.

“Ah,” he shakes his head, moves toward the door where Travis is still standing, blocking his way, “just the same old thing. Aggravated it a little bit is all.”

“That fuckin’ hit in the second, eh?”

Nolan just raises his eyebrows, you guessed it, and flips off the washroom light.

Travis is still standing in the middle of the doorway, not budging. They’d be chest to chest, if they were a little closer in height.

“Look,” Nolan sighs, “if you’re mad about – ”

“I’m not mad,” Travis cuts him off, and Nolan almost jumps out of his skin when Travis’s hands land on his hips in the dark. He definitely didn’t see that one coming.

“O – kay.” Nolan breathes. “I mean, yeah, okay, that’s – Good.”

“You made me look pretty good, eh? Talking about Nora, how fuckin’ hot she is and shit. Now they’re all – fuckin’. Whatever, like. If Nolan Patrick thinks she’s a dime, then. Guess that’s what it took for them to fuckin’ believe it.”

His voice is low, as soft as Nolan’s ever heard it.

“Happy to help,” Nolan says, just as soft. Travis’s thumbs are tracing arcs across the skin over his hipbones; he has to pause to let a shiver pass, so his voice won’t waver. “Can’t let ‘em talk shit about my girl Nora.”

“Are you,” Travis starts, then stops there, drops his head. He leans in so his forehead rests against Nolan’s sternum. “I mean, ’s that, like. Fuckin’ annoy you or whatever? Them, or. Me. Talkin’ about. Whatever – like that?”

The hook under Nolan’s ribs gives a tug so sharp and sudden it almost forces a sound out of him. He bites his lip, closes his eyes like they’re not already standing in the dark. His hand hovers somewhere around Travis’s shoulder like it’s not sure where to go or what to do.

It finally finds a place to land on the back of Travis’s neck.

“I can’t even tell you,” Nolan says, head lowered so he’s talking almost right into Travis’s ear, “how much I don’t give a shit about that. Like, even a little bit.”

Travis kind of hmphs against his chest, doesn’t move.

“Anyway, why would I? All you’re saying is how great your girlfriend is, right? Seems like you’re pretty into her.”

“Fuck you,” is Travis’s knee-jerk retort, but there’s no heat behind it, more fond than exasperated, and he doesn’t move. His thumbs don’t stop tracing across Nolan’s skin.

Nolan’s heart gives a sudden thud; he makes another little mental check mark in the He Does column in his mind.

“Nice girl like that?” Nolan got his mouth right against Travis’s ear now. “Better lock that down. Maybe take her home to meet your mom, eh?”

“I said fuck you,” Travis re-iterates, but it’s mumbled against Nolan’s chest, so. He has a hard time taking it too seriously.

“Gotta let me get to the bed first there, bud.” Nolan says, and Travis snorts, but he straightens up, lets go of Nolan and backs further into the bedroom.

He walks to the far side of the bed, the side that’s become Travis’s by virtue of it being the side Nolan doesn’t sleep on, and undresses there while Nolan slides under the cool covers. They smell all fresh and clean, and fuck, he’d forgotten all about Travis doing laundry earlier.

“You made the bed,” he points out stupidly, when Travis crawls in next to him.

“Someone had to, eh?”

Nolan bites back the urge to bring up his stupid cleaning service again, in favor of snaking his hand down under the pristine blankets, groping at Travis’s crotch over his boxer briefs.

They take their time, moving slower than usual, but eventually they get all the way into it, Nolan naked on his hands and knees and Travis starting to find his rhythm, rocking into him with those long, slow strokes. It only takes a few minutes of that for Nolan to really realize, his fucking shoulder just isn’t gonna be able to take it.

He tries to adjust, fold his arms under his head and put the pressure on his elbows, tries sinking down even further when that doesn’t work, thinking maybe if he can rest directly on his shoulders that will work better, but that’s even worse. He tries to push himself back up onto his hands, but the pain is bad enough to make him shaky and weak; it’s a lost fucking cause.

He grits his teeth for a few more minutes, but he knows he’s being an idiot. He’s definitely not gonna die if he can’t have Travis’s dick for one fucking night – but he definitely might make his shoulder worse, if he keeps this up.

“Sorry,” he grunts, and just kind of – rolls over to his side, no warning and definitely no finesse to the move.

Travis stays where he is, on his knees at the end of the bed, dick sticking straight out from his body, condom on, hard and waiting. Nolan feels a nagging sense of loss, just looking at it. There’s got to be another way.

“What’s – ?” Travis starts, sounding a little disoriented at the sudden disruption, but Nolan just waves a hand.

“I just can’t – not like that, not with my shoulder. Sorry.”

“Oh,” Travis breathes, “okay, yeah – we don’t have to. I mean, what did you want to?”

Nolan scoots further up the bed, until his head’s on the pillow. He stays on his left side.

“Come down here,” he waves his hand again, beckoning, “behind me.”

He doesn’t even spare a thought for whether Travis is going to be freaked out by the change of plans, or thrown for a loop by Nolan asking him for something new. He just reaches out, wraps a hand around Travis’s wrist and tugs, and Travis comes, easy as that.

He gets with the program quick, gets spooned up tight right behind Nolan, chest to his back, angle of his pelvis lined up perfectly when Nolan pulls his knee up, arches his back a little and pushes his ass back into the cradle of Travis’s hips.

“Yeah,” he breathes, when Travis slides into him again, “yeah, that’s – better. So good.”

Travis feels around for a bit, trying to find the right places to grip, the right angles to get the leverage he needs, but eventually he slides his left arm under Nolan’s neck, wraps his forearm back up and over Nolan’s chest to keep him close. His other hand is on the back of Nolan’s thigh, then behind his knee, pushing him over just enough that Travis can roll into him, get some weight behind his thrusts.

His mouth is open and wet against Nolan’s shoulder blade, body a hard, hot line against his back, damp with sweat, skin sliding against skin.

“Lemme,” he growls, when he pushes Nolan’s hand away from his cock, takes over stroking while Nolan just lies there, fisting his suddenly free hand in the crisp, clean bedding, panting and so close to the edge he’s barely holding on. “Lemme take care of you,” he murmurs, lips against Nolan’s skin and hand tight around Nolan’s cock.

And all Nolan can think is so much for the clean sheets, because that’s it, he’s done.

 

-

 

Nolan’s still only half-alive, barely conscious, still on his side in the bed while Travis is in the washroom, dealing with the condom.

He hears the toilet flush, the water run. The light under the door goes off, then the door opens.

He can feel Travis approaching, even if he can’t see him.

“I’m turning the lamp on,” he says, and Nolan groans.

“Whyyyyyy?” he whines, but Travis just snorts.

“Just cover your eyes.”

Nolan tucks his face under his arm just in time.

He feels the mattress dip next to his knees, peers out from behind his bicep with one slitted eye to see Travis, wet washcloth in hand, wiping at the sheets where Nolan just got come all over them.

“There’s still gonna be a wet spot,” he says, but Travis just raises an unimpressed eyebrow, shakes his head.

“Better a water spot than a jizz stain.”

And Nolan doesn’t really have an argument for that. He just watches with one eye while Travis keeps scrubbing until he’s apparently satisfied. Then he gives Nolan a shifty sort of look, folds the cloth in half, then in half again.

“Still warm,” he holds it up, makes a vague sort of gesture in the general direction of Nolan’s ass, “if you want.”

Nolan thinks about the effort it would take to get up and into the shower, and he doesn’t love it.

“Yeah, thanks,” he reaches for the cloth.

“Ehh,” Travis waves him off, and suddenly he’s palming Nolan’s hip. “I got you.” Then he’s running the warm, damp towel up Nolan’s inner thigh, dabbing gingerly at his skin, and Nolan has to duck his face back under his arm, feels his cheeks burning suddenly even as he’s pulling his right knee up and to the side, giving Travis more space to work.

Travis is careful, thorough, swiping gently over his thighs, his balls and back behind, up the crease of his ass. Nolan feels inexplicably shivery and shy about it, which is just – ridiculous, really, after all the shit he and Travis have gotten up to at this point.

He keeps his face hidden while Travis tosses the cloth into the hamper inside Nolan’s closet, turns the lamp back off.

When he climbs back into the bed, Nolan’s first thought is Travis feels too far away, this stupid king size bed too big to give Nolan an excuse to get any closer. But then Travis reaches out, his warm hand spread over Nolan’s hip.

“You, uh,” his voice soft, almost a whisper, “you feel okay?”

“Oh, yeah,” Nolan shrugs in the dark, “it’s fine. I’m not practicing tomorrow, so I can keep it immobilized, keep it iced.” He wonders as he says it if maybe he should go dig out those pain pills they sent him home with, if maybe he should strap the ice pack on again for a little while, before he lets himself fall sleep.

“Cool. Just, like.” Travis slides his hand down a little, petting at the outside of Nolan’s thigh, then back up his flank to his ribs. “You know you could fuckin’, just. Say. Like, if you’re not up for it.”

Nolan rolls onto his back, looks up at Travis with eyebrows raised. His eyes are just shadows in the dark room.

“Who says I wasn’t up for it?”

Travis’s hand is on the bed between them now, knuckles pressed to Nolan’s side. He digs them in a little, gives a frustrated huff.

“I mean if it’s like, hurting and shit, you could – .”

“Oh, all of a sudden you think I don’t like when it hurts?” Nolan digs his own knuckles into Travis’s side. Travis should know well enough by now, that’s not true. Just like he knows everything else about what Nolan does and doesn’t like.

“I don’t mean hurting like that,” Travis growls, and this time it comes with a mean little pinch, twisting until Nolan yelps and squirms away. “I mean with your fuckin’ shoulder, like. It’s just – I know when we were first talking I was all about, fuckin’, whatever – just wanting to fuck and not like, get into any other shit, but – .”

He lets out another frustrated little huff, fingers petting softly at Nolan’s skin again, like a nervous tick.

“It’s just. I’d never actually fuckin’, like – thought for real about meeting up with someone before, but I was, y’know. Pretty sure I wanted to, with you, so I was just, like. Extra, whatever. Nervous, I guess? About what you were gonna fuckin’ expect, right? And I just wanted to keep it, like, as simple as possible – fuckin’, just, make sure both of us knew I was comin’ here for straight up sex and nothing else, and I know how to fuckin’ do that, right, know what to expect with that, so then I could like. Talk myself into finally ripping the goddamn bandaid off.”

“Okay,” Nolan says slowly, when Travis stops there for a beat. He’s not sure he understands where Travis is going with this.

“My point is,” Travis says finally, impatient – with himself or Nolan isn’t exactly clear, “it’s not like we can’t do something different, or like. Improvise a little. I know I maybe made it fuckin’ seem that way, but – it’s not like I don’t want to fuckin’. Touch you, or whatever.”

Nolan can’t help the way the big, dumb grin breaks across his face, he’s just glad it’s too dark for Travis to see it. He pinches at Travis’s skin this time, just as sharp as Travis did it to him, while his brain puts another imaginary checkmark in the He Does column.

“Fuck off,” Travis says, knee-jerk, before Nolan can even get a word in. Nolan laughs, low and rough, rolls himself closer so they’re face to face, shoves his leg in between Travis’s knees, hooks his arm over Travis’s ribs.

“Touch me, like – this?” He asks, a little sing-song-y, and Travis gives an exasperated sigh.

“This is. Alright, yeah.” His hand slides over Nolan’s hip, tentative, then his forearm, until his elbow’s hooked over Nolan’s waist, fingertips dragging little teasing trails along the skin of his back.

“Check us out,” Nolan says, heart giving a little kick against his ribs as he does, “we’re improvising already.”
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At 7:30 a.m., Nolan wakes up just long enough to turn off his alarm, then snuggles back down under the blankets. Travis is a warm presence in the bed behind him, not quite touching but not quite not, either, and Nolan’s tired and sore and he just.

He’s not in any hurry to get up, is all. And luckily, he doesn’t need to be.

There’s no practice – at least not for him – and nowhere else to be, and the explicit instructions to keep still and ice the shoulder make him feel like he’s got a license to be lazy, to skip his off-day maintenance routine and stay right where he is. He’ll get up soon, make his coffee and drink his protein shake and strap on his ice packs, get on with his day, but.

It’s not like he has a lot of opportunity during the season – or like, ever really – to wake up slow and lazy with someone in his bed. Especially someone he actually wants to be there, someone he’s not trying to hustle out the door as soon as possible but actually kind of wants to – do whatever the opposite of that is.

Someone he kinda hopes will stay for, like.

Well.

Nolan’s not really sure how to finish that sentence, even inside his own head. For good sounds crazy. Forever is even more insane.

For a while, he tells himself, and lets that settle. He wants Travis to stay for – a while. The thought of it is calming, somehow, soothing like sinking into the hot tub after coming out of an ice bath.

He scoots himself back just a little, close enough to feel the solid press of Travis’s broad back against his, firm and unmoving, and lets his eyes flutter closed for just a little bit longer.

 

-

 

“Just – let me, Jesus.”

Nolan grunts in protest, but Travis is hip checking him out of the way before he can even formulate a snarky reply.

He stumbles to the side, watches Travis go up on his toes to reach the top shelf of the pantry cabinet to pull down the basket Nolan had been reaching for.

He holds it out for Nolan to reach inside, eyebrows all high and expectant, head cocked to one side like he’s really making some big point.

Nolan rifles a little through the assortment of snacks inside, pulls out the bag of pretzels he wants; he rolls his eyes at Travis’s satisfied little smirk.

“Okay, big guy.” He steps up closer to Travis so he’s looking very pointedly down at him, looming a little on purpose.

Travis just raises his right arm, eyebrows still high, expression deeply unimpressed.

“Fuck off with that,” he snorts. “You wanna see who’s got the highest reach, big guy?” And sure, Nolan can’t really lift his right elbow above like, nipple-height at the moment, but.

“I could’ve gone in with the left,” he points out, but Travis just hip checks him again.

“Coulda woulda shoulda, dude,” he says, and goes back up on his tiptoes to put the basket back on the shelf. Nolan grins, can’t help it; doesn’t really even try to help it, actually. Doesn’t care that Travis turns around and sees him still grinning, dopey and fond; Travis just shakes his head and rolls his eyes, gives Nolan a bashful little grin of his own.

Travis smacks his hand away when Nolan tries to pick up the tray with their food and drinks, so Nolan just carries his pretzels and leaves the rest to Travis, heads to the couch to arrange himself under his ever-present pile of throw blankets. The fire’s already going and blinds are still down, keeping out the bright white glare of the cloudy sky off the snowy ground.

Nolan eats his turkey sandwich and watches Travis watching Game of Thrones, watches him losing his shit over the baby dragons learning to breathe fire, escaping from some magical fucking fortress where they all got chained up for reasons Nolan doesn’t understand or care about.

It’s so stupid, it really shouldn’t be endearing. Nolan is like, extremely aware of that, and yet here he is, smiling like an idiot watching Travis geek out.

He already iced his neck and shoulder once this morning – when his bladder finally forced him out of bed, he went ahead and strapped on the ice packs before heading back to huddle under the covers again, Travis still dead asleep next to him – but the packs have been back in the freezer long enough now, he should probably do it again.

He throws the blankets off, ready to head to the kitchen; Travis hits pause on the television.

“Where you goin’?”

Nolan raises a none of your business eyebrow.

“To the kitchen, if that’s okay with you.”

He stands, and Travis hops up too.

“Hey,” he says, hand landing on Nolan’s stomach like a warning. “You’re supposed to be immobilized.”

“My shoulder is supposed to be immobilized,” Nolan rolls his eyes. “Little different deal. And anyway I gotta get my ice packs.”

“I’ll get ‘em,” Travis says, and shoves him, hard. “Just keep your ass on the couch.” So Nolan lets himself flop back down onto the sofa, watches Travis dig around in the freezer for the ice packs he watched Nolan put in there just about an hour ago, watches him grab the Velcro wraps and the neck brace Nolan uses to keep them in place.

Travis dumps it all on the couch next to Nolan, busies himself cleaning up the lunch trash and ignores Nolan’s half-hearted protests that he doesn’t need to do that, while Nolan straps himself into his whole contraption – ice packed around the front and back of his shoulder, the wraps pulling his right arm in flush against his side, wound around his chest and under his left arm, pulled tight and sealed with Velcro, more ice packed around the right side of his neck, being held in place by the foam cervical collar.

When Travis comes back to the couch, he comes to a stop in front of Nolan and stares down at him critically.

“Hot, I know,” Nolan deadpans, still messing with the shoulder wrap. He’s got years and years of practice at this point, knows how to do it on his own with no assistance, but it still requires a little trial and error; he still can’t always get it right the first time.

“Need help?” Travis asks, and Nolan’s knee-jerk response is a dismissive wave of his good hand, an aborted shake of his immobilized head.

“Nah,” he says, like Travis isn’t watching him struggle, “it can just be kinda hard to reach certain angles, you know.”

Travis huffs, rolls his eyes a little, and suddenly he’s kneeling right there on the couch next to Nolan, slapping at his fucking hands again like Nolan’s some misbehaving kid, stealing the ends of the wrap right out of Nolan’s fingers.

“Don’t be a fuckin’ idiot,” he says, leaned over to peer at the back of Nolan’s shoulder, tugging at the packs there, aligning them more to his liking. Nolan just huffs, but he doesn’t fight it, lets Travis pull and prod at him, move his arm a little this way and his head a little that way until he gets the ice and the wraps all into position and tightened up.

“How’s that?” he wants to know, and Nolan gives the shoulder a little roll, turns his head back and forth, tries to lift his arm. Everything stays put, exactly where it should be, so.

“Good,” he says, then begrudgingly adds, “thanks, but you don’t have to – .”

“Hey,” Travis cuts him off, and his face is closer than Nolan realized. “Remember when I tried to say you don’t have to suck my dick?” He’s still looking at Nolan with that same critical gaze, eyebrows flat, eyes narrowed.

And of course Nolan remembers, the whole want to, don’t have to thing. But he’s not sure what one has to do with the other.

“Yeah,” he gives as much of a shrug as he can, given the way his upper body is pretty much incapable of natural movement at the moment, “but that’s different, like – .”

“I’m saying,” Travis cuts him off again, “I’m fuckin’ here, right? If I can help out, make things easier, just fuckin’ let me.”

His face is even closer, now, still kneeling over him on the couch, and Nolan suddenly can’t find his breath.

“Okay then,” he says, sort of weakly, quiet and close, and Travis gives a low, sort of satisfied hum. Then his hand is on Nolan’s stomach again, fingers balling the soft cotton of Nolan’s t-shirt up inside Travis’s fist, tugging a little.

“What if,” Travis says, and then stops there. He’s staring down at his own hand, watching his fingers spread out until his palm is flat over Nolan’s belly, then pull back into a fist, tugging at his t-shirt again. Travis’s cheeks look pink under his perpetual tan, and that hook behind Nolan’s ribs gives a sharp tug, his dick gives a little kick of interest.

“Yeah?” Nolan breathes, the softest, most careful of prompts, and he can still lift his right hand just enough to get it up onto Travis’s hip.

That seems to get him going – he sucks in a little breath, swings a knee over Nolan’s lap and settles himself right there across his thighs, just the way Nolan did to him yesterday.

“What if,” he says again, eyes still focused somewhere down between their bodies, “I just – y’know.”

He slides his hand down from Nolan’s stomach, lets it press against the crotch of Nolan’s sweats, kneading just enough to make Nolan give a little grunt.

“I could, like,” he says, and his eyes still won’t meet Nolan’s, but Nolan is watching his face, the way the dark sweep of his downturned eyelashes hides his eyes, pink tongue worrying at the corner of his open mouth, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows thickly.

“You could do whatever,” Nolan assures him, and he does his best to use the voice he knows Travis likes, deep and rumbling, “just, whatever you want, I’m. Yeah. Definitely up for it.”

Travis still doesn’t look up, but his lips curve into a little smirk, teeth digging into the fat pillow of his bottom lip as he wraps his fingers around Nolan’s quickly growing erection, sweats and all.

“I could fuckin’, y’know.” His other hand is on his own crotch now, rubbing at his own cock. He sounds a little out of breath. “Like how you did, yesterday. Fuckin’ – both of us at once, right?”

And Jesus, yeah, that’s.

“For sure,” Nolan’s eyes close, just for a minute, just long enough to picture what it would look like, their hard cocks pressed together inside the grip of Travis’s long fingers, all callused and thick-knuckled. When he opens them again, Travis is already working on getting his own dick out of his joggers, so Nolan follows suit, gets his sweats and his underwear shoved down just enough before Travis is smacking his hands again, like Jesus Christ.

“How many fuckin’ times,” he growls, one hand wrapped around each of Nolan’s wrists, and finally he looks up, actually meets Nolan’s eyes, dark and flashing, “do I have to tell you? Just fuckin’ let me.”

The tone of his voice, the words and the look in his eyes – all of it just burns through Nolan like a lightning strike, steals his breath again. He turns up his hands, a show of surrender, wrists still caught inside the iron grip of Travis’s fingers. And he should feel stupid, self-conscious and lame, sitting here all breathless and panting with his dumb little brace around his neck and his arm strapped down to his side, waiting for Travis to whatever – take care of him.

But somehow he just – doesn’t.

He lets his eyes flutter closed, feels Travis’s hands let go of his arms, one of them sliding down under Nolan’s waistband to wrap around him, stroke him firm and steady.

“There,” Travis says, all low and calm, and so close. Nolan feels the breath on his face before he feels Travis’s forehead tip down to meet his. “’s that really so goddamn difficult?”

Nolan doesn’t speak, just shakes his head, licks his lips. And Travis’s mouth is so close, just right there, but he feels like now’s not the time to push, now’s the time to just.

To just go along for the ride, let Travis drive and see where he takes them.

So he wraps his good arm around, hand flat on Travis’s back, keeping him close. He feels Travis’s hips hitch a little, pushing closer, until he can get a hand around them both. Nolan has to remind himself to breathe, the air hot and humid between them; he lets his eyes flutter open so he can watch as Travis’s hand starts to work.

“Yeah,” is all he says, “god, yeah,” and then he shuts up, and lets Travis take it from there.

 

-

 

They stay on the couch all day, huddled under blankets in front of the fire. Nolan is mostly focused on his phone, whenever he’s not focused on Travis. Travis is mostly focused on providing a running commentary of his theories and predictions about the plot of Game of Thrones like it didn’t already end years ago. That is, whenever he’s not busy getting Nolan more water, or taking his ice packs back to the freezer, or bringing them back from the freezer and insisting on strapping them all into place while Nolan just stays in his little blanket nest, cozy and content and all smirky about the way Travis is acting, all boyfriend-y without even seeming to realize it.

Not that Nolan’s ever had a boyfriend, but like – he can imagine.

Has imagined, actually. More in the last few weeks than in all the years of his life before combined, so.

Yeah. He records another check mark in his mental spreadsheet, feeling pretty smug about the whole He Does thing.

Nolan mentions ibuprofen, and Travis is pushing pause, jumping up before Nolan could even think of making a move, asking where it is and telling Nolan not to get up, that he’ll bring it. It’s a little surreal, watching him go to the washroom and come back with the bottle. It’s got Nolan thinking more and more about how to keep pushing Travis in the direction Nolan wants him to go, how to get him to follow where Nolan’s trying to lead him without spooking him.

For now, he just takes the ibuprofen Travis hands him, tells him thank you and swallows his pills. When Travis turns to sit back down Nolan grabs him around the waist, pulls him down into the vee of his legs on the wide couch.

“’m cold,” he says, when Travis looks back over his shoulder, raises a suspicious eyebrow. “You’re warm.”

“Got me playin’ fuckin’ nurse all day,” Travis grumbles, but he settles in just like that, leans back into Nolan like he’s some overstuffed reclining chair, head against Nolan’s good shoulder and forearms draped over Nolan’s thighs like they’re armrests. “Now I’m a goddamn human blanket.”

“Yeah,” Nolan leans down so his mouth is right against Travis’s ear, “seems like you really hate it.”

Travis doesn’t even respond to that with words, just harumphs a little and hits play on the remote.

They stay like that until the sky outside the window starts to turn pink and orange, then darker purple, until Travis’s phone starts buzzing and Nolan’s stomach starts rumbling.

Travis is texting furiously, phone up close to his face and his head ducked so Nolan can’t read over his shoulder, like Nolan can’t guess who he’s talking to.

“Boys wondering if your girl’s ever gonna let you come up for air?” Nolan asks, and Travis snorts.

“Pretty much,” he confirms, and Nolan grins.

“Tell ‘em no shot,” he says, mouth at Travis’s ear again, “she’s got you on the clock until tomorrow morning. And I hear she wants Bao Bao for dinner, and they don’t deliver. You should probably go get her some food, if you let her get too hangry she might not put out.”

“Jesus Christ,” Travis growls, but an hour later he’s unloading boxes of dumplings and buns, spareribs and noodles onto the coffee table, jacket and toque dotted with crystalized snowflakes from the icy drizzle that’s started falling.

He circles back to the front hall to hang up his coat and hat, to kick off his boots, comes back in his sock feet with his hair all messy and his nose and cheeks still pink from the cold.

Nolan doesn’t do what he wants to do – doesn’t pull him down and put warm palms on his cold face, doesn’t kiss him right there in front of the Chinese food – but it’s getting harder and harder to resist.

He’s not sure how much longer he’s gonna be able to hold out; he tries to focus on the food instead.

“So good,” Nolan practically moans when he bites into his first dumpling, settled back on the couch with the whole spread laid out in front of them and Travis settling back in beside him.

Travis just shakes his head, long-suffering.

“Fuckin’ better be, walkin’ six fuckin’ blocks in the freezing goddamn cold.” He looks at Nolan, gives him a smirk. “This woman I got myself mixed up with – so fuckin’ demanding.”

Nolan just shrugs, non-repentant; he feels the corner of his mouth tugging up against his will, can’t quite keep his smile locked all the way down.

“Crazy hot, though, eh?”

And Nolan’s just talking shit, expects a snort or an eye roll, some kind of smart remark in return, but instead Travis levels a look at him, intense and knowing.

“No argument there,” he concedes finally, and the weight of his gaze is like a physical touch. “Hottest fuckin’ thing I’ve ever had my hands on, that’s for goddamn sure.”

Nolan feels his cheeks blaze with color and hopes it’s too dark in the living room – just the firelight and the glow from the paused TV, the lamp on low in the corner – for Travis to see it.

 

-

 

Once he’s finished eating Nolan hauls himself up off the couch for the first time all afternoon, finally takes the shower he never got around to this morning, gets himself all cleaned up, cleaned out and lubed up. It’s his last night with Travis, and he’s for sure not letting him out of here tomorrow without at least one more round tonight, bad shoulder or not. Nolan’s done what he was supposed to all day – mostly because Travis was such a fucking pest about it, sure, but still – he’s kept the movement to a minimum and taken his anti-inflammatories and iced and iced and fucking iced all his faulty parts. He deserves something more than one measly hand job on the day, even if it was a really, really good fucking hand job.

He wraps himself in his robe and heads back out into the living room with lube in hand, ready to get this show on the road.

It takes him a minute of surveying the empty room – and one brief, almost-panicky moment of that same old worry, the fear that maybe Travis will just up and leave when Nolan’s not looking – to realize that Travis is out on Nolan’s little postage-stamp-sized balcony, curled up in one of the chairs, wrapped in a couch blanket that’s pulled up around his ears. Suddenly the low-level arousal Nolan had worked up in the shower and the low-level adrenaline rush from the momentary fear that Travis was gone both dissipate, fade into the background because just like that, Nolan feels that tug again, the hook behind his ribs pulling him toward Travis, making him grin stupidly at the sight of Travis all bundled up out on his balcony, making himself at home. Nolan goes to pull on socks and a pair of clean sweats under his robe, slip his feet into his Birks clogs. He pulls a toque over his wet hair then grabs another blanket off the couch, stashes the lube under a throw pillow on his way out the door.

“Oh,” Travis looks up with wide eyes, like he’s startled to see Nolan standing in front of him. “I ‘s just – looking.” He gestures vaguely in front of him, city lights spread out around them, night clear as a bell despite the drizzle that’s still falling outside the cover provided by the balcony above them.

“Nice, right?” Nolan settles into the other chair, crosses his legs under him and pulls the blanket tight around his shoulders, covering his ears and his neck just like Travis is doing opposite him.

“”s crazy,” Travis shakes his head a little, staring off into the middle distance. “Like, crazy that I’m even here.”

Nolan’s not sure how to take that, exactly. Crazy that Travis is here with Nolan? That he’s sitting in a four thousand dollar a month high-rise apartment with sweeping city views? That he’s stayed this long? That he ever stayed to begin with? That he ever showed up at all, that first time, when Nolan knows they both had their doubts that he’d actually see it through?

Or maybe looking out over the city just reminds him how crazy it is that he’s in Edmonton, of all places, that he’s been so far from home for so long now.

That one seems like the easiest, the most straightforward; it’s definitely the one Nolan can most relate to, so he takes it and runs with it.

“Yeah,” he follows Travis’s eyes, looks out at the Edmonton skyline twinkling in the dark. “Can you believe when I got drafted, I really thought I’d play my whole career in Philly?” He can’t help but snort a little now at the young, stupid naivety of believing something so ridiculous.

“Didn’t work out that way, I guess?” Travis asks, and Nolan’s never been clear on exactly what Travis may or may not know about him outside of whatever Nolan’s told him, how much he might know about Nolan’s career, about what he did before he wound up in Edmonton; he’s never really wanted to ask. He’s just figured that if Travis is curious, he can use the internet just as well as anyone else – but now Nolan finds himself a little wounded at the idea that maybe Travis really hasn’t wanted to know, maybe hasn’t been curious about him at all.

If Travis was a public figure, Nolan absolutely would have read every available scrap of information about him he could get his hands on, by now.

“You mean you haven’t even googled me? Dude, I’m offended.” He keeps his eyes on the skyline, hopes his voice makes him sound convincingly uninvested in the answer.

“I might have read a few things,” Travis tucks his chin down into the blanket, not quite far enough to hide his little smirk. “Didn’t know I was dealing with a fuckin’ number two overall, I mean shit.”

“Right, that.” It’s been a long time since Nolan’s felt much of anything about that, the initial disappointment of not going first, the quickly-following pride of still being second, the weight of all those expectations – his own, the organization’s, the fans’ – then the insecurity, the uncertainty, and the embarrassment that came when he couldn’t meet them.

With time and distance, with over a decade, a handful of teams and a dozen new draft classes between then and now, that almost feels like another life, like he can’t even recognize that clean-cut, pink-cheeked kid, all clear-eyed and optimistic, with no idea what was coming for him or what he’d have to endure, everything he’d have to fight through just to hang on to a spot in this league, to make it to almost-30 as a third line role player.

“Touchy subject?” Travis is actually looking at him, now, eyes shadowed and voice low.

“Nah,” Nolan shakes his head, “not anymore. Lot of water under the bridge since then, and all that. I got no complaints with how things ended up. Even if they ended up in Edmonton, eh?”

“And what comes after this?” Travis asks, eyes already turned back out to the city. “You got big plans for after hockey?”

And one of the few things Travis talks a lot about, one of the things Nolan doesn’t have to poke and prod to get out of him, are all his big fucking plans for himself and his future, for how he’s going to escape the curse of the oil patch, get himself out of the quicksand that pulls guys back in until they drown in it, how he’s going to game the system and leave here with way more than he came with, the way a million guys have said they’d do, but no one ever seems to actually pull off. How he’s gonna leave here and find himself some land, somewhere on a lake or a river, where he can fish as much as he wants. How he’s gonna work for himself, be his own boss, and never take orders or answer to anyone again, never live by anyone else’s rules but his own.

He’s proud of what he’s accomplished, and rightly so, with the house and the work he puts into it, with the way he holds himself to his shoestring budget and his no-frills lifestyle, living like some kind of monk in the present all in the name of some dream of a better – easier, freer – future.

But he’s never asked about Nolan’s future plans before, and Nolan’s certainly not going to volunteer anything on that front.

Namely because he doesn’t really have any.

“I might – ,” Nolan starts, then stops and shakes his head. He chews on the inside of his cheek, then on the side of his thumb for a minute, stalling and feeling sort of young and dumb about it, all of a sudden.

“I dunno,” he tries again, gives a little huff. His breath hangs there in the space between them, a sparkling cloud of smoke in the cold night air, then disappears like magic. “I guess I just. For a long time, I was right on the edge, like – . There were years there, when it looked like after hockey was gonna start before it ever really got started. So I guess it’s like, finally getting out from under that, coming out the other side and managing to hang on, to get healthy enough and, whatever – relevant enough – to keep playing. It’s almost like I’m on borrowed time, you know? Like I’m getting away with something. And the longer this lasts the more it feels like – .”

He stops again, bites at his thumb a little more. He’s never said this part out loud to anyone – not even his best buddies, not even his family.

“I’m not really like, superstitious, you know? I’ve never been that guy with a bunch of routines and good luck charms and all that shit. But I guess it’s felt almost like thinking about it – like, the end of hockey – is almost like, inviting it in. Like it’s fucking – bad mojo, you know? To even, like – let the idea of it into my brain.”

“I read a little about your whole – yeah.” Travis nods. “So I guess that, fuckin’, kinda makes sense, eh?”

Nolan takes a deep breath, figures he may as well bite the bullet, put it all out there.

“I spent a lot of time in therapy. Like, a lot. Talking about focusing on the now, figuring out how to like, find things that make you happy, even if you’re in the middle of like. A shitty stretch of time, or a situation you can’t control. They call it postponing joy, that thing where you tell yourself you have to suffer now so you can be happy once you get to some imaginary point in the future. Had to start dealing with the fact that, like, that future might not ever come, and if you keep waiting for it and waiting for it, you never get to the part where you get to be happy. So I had to, like – learn how to stop doing that, how to make the most of the present. It’s mostly a good thing, having that mindset, but. Sometimes, maybe it keeps me from really, y’know. Thinking ahead, I guess.”

He chances a little look over at Travis, just to gauge the look on his face. He has a feeling Travis is probably one of those therapy is for crazy people and women kind of guys – but he doesn’t look shocked, or disgusted or anything. His profile is a dark silhouette against the bright lights beyond, eyes still focused out into the distance, but he’s nodding along a little, not even rolling his eyes or anything.

“I can, fuckin’ – ,” he blows out a long breath, ducks his chin down into his blanket again. “Yeah, shit, I can fuckin’ relate, eh? Feels like I’ve been postponing goddamn joy for – my whole fuckin’ life.”

Nolan feels that fucking hook tugging at him again, an invisible line trying to pull him closer to Travis, to touch him, reassure him.

He stays right where he is, but.

“I wasn’t trying to say anything,” he uncurls one leg, reaches out to kick at Travis’s knee, just a few quick little taps with the sole of his shoe. “About you, I mean. Was just talking, like – about my own shit.” He blows out a long breath, shakes his head. “I know I need to, you know? Start thinking about it, get a plan, or whatever. For after.”

“Nah, I fuckin’ get it,” Travis shrugs, scratches at the back of his neck. “Nobody wants to think about, fuckin’. Growing up and settling down. Being responsible. Getting old and fuckin’ boring as hell.”

“Yeah right,” Nolan nudges his knee again, then again, until Travis actually looks at him. “You had a plan from day one, eh? Move to Alberta, make a shit load of money, flip a fixer upper, get out while the gettin’s good? Find that spot on the water somewhere, fish your days away? Doesn’t sound boring to me, sounds fucking nice. I fucking wish I had my shit together as good as you, for real.”

Travis huffs, a vanishing cloud of white vapor, shakes his head.

“I definitely didn’t,” he says, and he gives Nolan a sort of sheepish look from under his lashes. “Have a plan, I mean. When I came out here, I didn’t have a fuckin’ clue, I was just – .”

He cranes his neck back, looks up at the concrete slab above them, the ceiling of Nolan’s balcony and the floor of the one above. Nolan stays quiet, gives him time to think, to talk when he’s ready; finally, he does.

“My brother went to university – he was always the fuckin’ smart one, eh? And I think my parents just fuckin’ expected me to do the same, even though. I mean, I was always shit at school, I’m not fuckin’ – . I’m not great with sittin’ still, bein’ inside all day, or with like. Authority figures.” He stops, gives Nolan one of those crooked little smiles. Nolan rolls his eyes, but he grins back, can’t help it.

“Anyway, I tried it – one year – but it was fuckin’. Yeah. Not for me. But I didn’t know what the fuck else I wanted to do, and I couldn’t just. I mean, shit.”

He pauses, lets out another long sigh up at the ceiling.

“There was a girl.”

And it’s not that Nolan hasn’t been listening, but that’s enough to really make him sit up and take note, make him school his face into a purposefully blank mask as he nods, in what he hopes is an encouraging way.

In all their months of conversations about everything under the sun, past relationships is definitely one topic that’s been avoided completely.

He’d be a liar if he said he wasn’t curious as hell about how Travis ended up where he is, how he is, still struggling with how to let himself just – be who he is.

“Families were friends, grew up down the road, went all the way through school together, went to the same church, the whole deal. She asked me to the Sadie Hawkins dance in grade six and it just – kept going. Real childhood sweethearts shit.”

Travis’s voice has gone all soft, words slow and careful, and Nolan’s not sure he’s ever heard him say three whole sentences without dropping an f bomb. He watches Travis blow out another long breath, watches it fade out into the night sky.

“Not like I ever really thought much about, whatever – the future. But I guess I always just kinda assumed mine would be just like everyone else’s around where I come from. Stay in town, get a job, marry the girl next door, have some kids. I just – figured it would be me and her for the long haul, y’know?”

“For sure.” Nolan never thought much about the future either, other than making it to the show, can’t remember any dreams or plans he ever had for his life, beyond that. But if he ever did, he’s sure whatever he imagined for his future would have included a wife and kids, for no reason other than that’s just what people do. “I think it’s kinda like that for everyone, when you’re young. You don’t even know there are like, other options.”

“I guess,” Travis doesn’t sound sure, shrugs a little before he goes on. “Anyway. I quit school and went to work at my uncle’s body shop. Figured I’d be way happier working on cars than behind some desk, right? But once I wasn’t in school, once I got a job, it was like. It just seemed like everyone suddenly expected that the next fuckin’ thing was to get married. Including her, so.”

He sneaks a quick look at Nolan, barely meets his eyes before he’s looking away again, back out at nothing.

“I don’t even know where I came up with it, I just. I’d heard you could make money up here, and it was. Far enough away, I guess. I don’t think I knew that’s what I was fuckin’ looking for, y’know, to get away? I mean, at the time I didn’t. But ‘s fuckin’ obvious now, that’s all it was – a way out. Of my hometown, of that relationship, just – out of everything.

Anyway. I told her it was just for six months, to earn some quick cash. For a ring, a wedding. But after the first six I signed on for another hitch, six more months. Tried to tell her I’d be back after that, but. She was already on to my bullshit, I think. She called it off not long after that.

She married a guy from the class ahead of us in school, had a bunch of kids. And I just…never went back.”

Nolan has a million things he wants to ask, but this is by far the most Travis has ever talked, out loud, in the time he’s known him, and Nolan doesn’t want to push and make him clam up. So he lets the silence settle a little, lets Travis catch his breath and decide on his own if he’s got anything more to say.

“I gotta take a piss,” is what he eventually comes out with. Then he stands up and heads back inside without another word, leaves Nolan and his blanket sitting out in the cold.

 

-

 

As soon as Travis isn’t there to hold his attention, Nolan realizes he’s fucking freezing. His nose and hands are like ice, and his toes and his balls aren’t much better. He figures they’re probably all done with the star-gazing, chit-chatting part of the evening anyway, if Travis’s abrupt departure is any indicator, so he takes himself inside, pulls off his toque and kicks off his shoes, sits down on the plush rug right in front of the fire and puts his face and hands up close to the mesh screen. His numbed extremities tingle and burn with the heat, sensation coming back a little bit at a time.

He feels, rather than hears it, when Travis comes to stand behind him.

“It’s warmer down here,” he says without looking.

“Oh yeah?”

Travis’s voice sounds weird, kind of creaky and. Fragile, or something. Nolan looks back over his shoulder, expecting to see that same familiar look, that twitchy, nervous, caught-in-a-trap energy that Travis always gets when things go somewhere new, somewhere they’ve never been before.

But there’s something else on his face, now – something a little wild, eyes flashing with it in the firelight.

And if Nolan’s ever wanted anyone this bad, he can’t fucking remember it.

“Come here,” he says, and kind of unbelievably, Travis just – comes. He kneels down next to Nolan on the rug, just like that.

Nolan reaches up, puts his fire-hot hand on Travis’s cold cheek – just like he wanted to earlier, but didn’t.

Travis doesn’t blink, doesn’t move, just watches Nolan watching him. So Nolan shifts himself a little, angles himself closer and turns Travis’s face further toward him, so he can get his other hand up to Travis’s other cheek.

“Closer,” and his voice is a barely-there rumble, but Travis seems to hear him loud and clear. He inches closer to Nolan’s crossed legs, still on his knees, face still cradled in Nolan’s hands. Nolan watches his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows, eyes hooded and lips shining wet in the flickering light.

Nolan licks his own lips, watches Travis track the movement. He slides one of his hands around the back of Travis’s neck, so slow, telegraphing every move. He’s waiting for Travis to flinch, to turn away, to jerk out of his hands. To pull back, but he just – doesn’t.

“Closer,” Nolan says, so low it’s barely a whisper, and leans in.

“I don’t,” Travis’s voice is all breathy, mouth open, eyelashes fluttering like they’re just waiting for an excuse to close for good. He leans in, almost imperceptible, just the tiniest of movements, but it’s enough.

Nolan’s mouth tips up at the side, just a little.

“I think you do,” he says, and closes the rest of the space between them.

Their lips meet, soft and careful; Travis breathes a low, shocked sound into Nolan’s mouth.

“Yeah,” Nolan breathes right back, and tilts his head just barely, just enough to really seal their mouths together.

That’s all it takes.

And if he was expecting Travis to be tentative, unsure, that’s – not what he gets.

What he gets instead is Travis leaning into him, quick and urgent, almost enough to make Nolan topple backward with the force. It leaves Nolan scrambling just a little, mentally and physically, playing catch up with Travis’s tongue suddenly in his mouth, Travis’s hands in his hair, Travis’s low, grumbling growl vibrating right through him.

“Yeah?” Nolan drags his mouth away just enough to check, because he still can’t quite wrap his head around Travis coming along so easily, but.

“Yeah, fuck yeah,” Travis manages to pant before he’s chasing Nolan’s mouth with his own, crashing their lips together again, aggressive enough that this time Nolan lets himself be shoved backward, pulls Travis down with him so he’s lying on the thick pile of the rug with Travis on top of him, one knee between Nolans legs and his tongue still in Nolan’s mouth.

His hands slide up under Travis’s hoodie, under his t-shirt, looking for bare skin. One leg wraps around the back of Travis’s thigh, arms and legs all working to pull him in tight, as close as Nolan can get him.

It’s still not enough.

“I gotta,” Nolan says, tugging awkwardly at the belt of his robe that’s trapped in between them, struggling until he can finally get it untied, yank it open in front, so he can shove Travis’s shirts up under his arms, get at least a little bit of skin on skin where their bellies are pressed together.

Travis seems to get the idea, hauls his mouth away just long enough to sit back on his knees, whip his shirts over his head and toss them out of the way.

“Jesus,” Nolan runs his hands up Travis’s stomach, over his chest, blatantly feeling him up like he’s never really gotten to do before, at least not enough for his liking. “Your fucking body.”

“Fuck,” Travis swears under his breath, already reaching for Nolan’s sweats, yanking them down off his waist while Nolan does his best to lift his hips, to help him along. It’s not so easy with Travis straddling one of his legs, pinning his left side to the rug, but they fumble through it somehow, until Nolan can finally kick both legs free.

“Come on,” Nolan’s panting, desperate, cock hard as nails against his belly while he watches Travis shove his own joggers down, get his own erection out and stroke it once, then twice. “Need you to fuck me.”

He wraps a leg around and pulls until Travis tips forward, back where Nolan wants him, flush on top of him where Nolan can get his arms around his back again, mouth latching onto that spot below the hinge of his jaw that Nolan’s been eyeing for months.

“What about,” Travis pants, breath hot against Nolan’s throat, lips leaving a wet trail across his skin.

“I’m good,” Nolan swears, angling his hips, pulling his knees up to press into Travis’s sides, keep him close, “all good, just put it in.”

Travis lets out a growl, hand palming at Nolan’s ass, fingers slipping into the cleft, feeling the slick around his hole, gone a little tacky with the time that’s passed since he put it there, with being out in the cold.

“When the fuck,” Travis starts, incredulous, but that’s as far as he gets, teeth scraping along Nolan’s jaw, sucking stinging bites as he goes.

“I told you, just put it in,” Nolan insists, voice turning up into a whine.

“So goddamn impatient, make me fuckin’ crazy, Jesus.” Travis pulls his mouth away, panting. “Gotta let me get a fuckin’ condom, at least.”

“No,” Nolan says, before he can even think.

Travis’s head snaps up, and suddenly there they are, just looking at each other, both flushed and panting and pink-lipped, the weight of Travis’s pelvis pressing hot and heavy against Nolan’s erection, his hard cock tucked up into the crack of Nolan’s ass.

“I mean,” Nolan shakes his head, tries to make his brain work through the haze of arousal. “I don’t. Or like – it’s fine, right? I haven’t hooked up since last summer, so – unless you’re fucking someone else.”

He feels suddenly all vulnerable about it, lump high in his throat and blush hot on his face.

Travis screws up his face like the very idea smells bad, snorts, “obviously fuckin’ not,” with a shake of his head, “but – you haven’t? I mean – you’re fuckin’, like. Sure?”

And Nolan can’t imagine why he wouldn’t be sure, can’t actually remember why they haven’t had this conversation before; all he knows is he’s already sick of having it now.

“’m sure, God,” he grunts, “and don’t act like you’re not into it, so fucking come on.”

Travis has never said – or sexted – anything specific about liking the idea, but he’s shared enough porn clips that end with a freshly fucked hole slowly dripping come that, like, Nolan’s very confident he’s not making any big leaps here.

“Fuckin’ hell,” Travis says, and his chest is still heaving a little, mouth open and eyes blinking unsurely down at Nolan with a dazed expression, like maybe he didn’t hear, and Nolan feels wild with how turned on he is, how his whole body is primed and ready and wanting, just waiting for Travis to get on board.

“Travis,” he says, and his voice sounds pained to his own ears, but hearing his name out of Nolan’s mouth seems to get Travis’s attention. His eyes focus, his thumb presses against Nolan’s bottom lip. Nolan sucks it into his mouth, winds one hand up into Travis’s hair and shifts his hips against Travis’s body, greedily chasing the friction of Travis’s belly against the sensitive head of his cock, whimpering a little at the tease of Travis’s dick nudging at his ass. Travis groans, drops his head so his temple is pressed to Nolan’s jaw.

“Please,” is all Nolan has left to say, fingers in Travis’s hair tugging, turning his head enough so Nolan’s lips are right against his ear.

Nolan can feel it when Travis nods.

“Make me fuckin’ crazy,” he says again, “the way you’re so – shit,” then he’s pulling away, just enough to spit into his hand, slick his cock a few times before he spits again, shoves Nolan’s knee up and out of the way so Travis can smear slippery fingers over his hole.

Nolan just watches and waits, trying not to shake out of his skin, feeling like a match held against a flint, ready to catch fire as soon as Travis strikes.

And it’s not really that different, without the layer of latex between them – Travis pushes into him, exact and practiced at this point, smooth and easy after all the work they’ve put in the last few days – except for all the ways it is.

Because it’s Nolan on his back, robe still spread underneath him, knees tucked up against Travis’s ribs and arms wrapped around his shoulders, one hand in his hair. And it’s Travis heavy on top of him, chest to chest and face to face, tongues tangled together, breathing each other’s breath.

It’s slow, soft, but somehow more desperate than it’s ever been, their hands clutching and pulling like they can’t get close enough, bodies rocking together, sweating in the orange glow from the flames.

Travis only makes it a few minutes, his usual display of stamina deserting him, before he’s panting, high pitched and shaky, grinding in deep then groaning into Nolan’s mouth, hips stuttering to a stop.

“Sorry,” he pants, and he’s kissing Nolan’s mouth, his chin, his jaw, his throat. “Fuck, ‘m so sorry, I couldn’t. You feel too fuckin’ good.”

“No, it’s good, you’re so good,” Nolan shakes his head, hips still rolling, sliding his sticky, leaking cock against Travis’s abs, squeezing his ass around Travis’s sensitive dick and making him shudder. “Just stay right here, don’t move, just – .”

Travis’s mouth attaches to his throat, sucking on sweaty skin, and Nolan groans, deep and guttural.

“Fuck yeah, do that.” He runs his hand up Travis’s back, tangles fingers into his hair and holds his head right there where Nolan wants it, clenches down on Travis’s softening cock and digs a heel into the fattest part of his ass, uses the leverage to thrust up against him, straining and panting until he finally comes, wet and slippery in between their bellies.

“Holy shit,” Nolan says, a low, shuddery sigh that ends in an incredulous, huffed laugh. “Jesus Christ.”

Travis laughs too, a low rumble that vibrates through Nolan’s chest, comes out in a hot, damp breath against his neck.

“Goddamn,” he says to Nolan’s clavicle, one hand still palming Nolan’s ass, the other slipped under his back, “I couldn’t fuckin’ hold out, I just – fuck. Sorry.”

“Stop saying sorry,” Nolan digs his heel into Travis’s ass some more, kicks at him a little, “Jesus, that was so fucking hot.” He’s still got his hand in Travis’s sweaty hair, still got the head of Travis’s cock inside him, and he tightens up around it, makes Travis groan again.

“It really felt that different?” Nolan wants to know. From his end, he couldn’t really feel a difference – at least not during, although the more Travis’s dick shrinks, the farther out of him it slides, the wetter things are starting to feel – but the only person he’s ever fucked without a condom was his very first girlfriend, so. Not exactly the greatest sex of his life, for a whole host of different reasons.

But it’s not like he’s never had occasion to wonder, since then, how it might feel different now, with guys.

“No,” Travis says, then, “yeah,” then he laughs again, breath hot on Nolan’s sweaty skin. “I don’t fuckin’ know,” he says finally, and he picks his head up, actually looks at Nolan for the first time since they both came.

“I think it was. I mean, Jesus. Hit me with a whole lot of new shit all at once, y’know? It just kinda, fuckin’ – got away from me, a little bit.”

“Improvise, adapt, overcome, eh?” Nolan prods at his ass again, grinning up at him. When Travis grins back, Nolan doesn’t even think twice, just tugs on his hair until he’s close enough Nolan can lean up and kiss him again, long and wet and filthy. “Worked out pretty good in the end,” he points out, once he has to drag his mouth away to breathe.

“Not bad,” Travis agrees, panting against his lips, “but we could do better,” then he’s got his tongue back in Nolan’s mouth, and that puts an end to the talking for a while.
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They manage to get all the way naked, eventually, right there on the rug – Travis’s pants and Nolan’s robe finally tossed aside while they make out, lazily at first, feeling almost like it’s going nowhere until suddenly it is. They fuck again just like before, longer and slower this time, both of them panting and heavy breathing and sweating, the fire almost too hot now that the cold chill of the patio is long gone, but neither one of them suggests relocating.

When it’s over, Travis rolls off to the side, spoons up behind him so their bodies are pressed tight together, Travis’s arm slung around his middle, and Nolan lets him, not about to complain even though he’s over heated and filthy, even though he’d like some Gatorade and another shower and maybe, like, a fucking pillow or something. He just can’t bring himself to move – not yet at least – and he definitely doesn’t want to discourage Travis’s tentative shows of affection, like, at all. The He Does column in his brain is filling up fast, ticking off boxes with every new move Travis makes, every kiss and every slow, careful touch.

Nolan feels a little giddy with it, belly full of butterflies.

Travis presses his face to the sweaty hair at the back of Nolan’s neck, breathes hot against the top of Nolan’s spine, and he shivers. He feels Travis’s huffed laugh against his neck.

“So you came out here without a plan,” Nolan says, just for something to say, something to try and get Travis talking again, to try and keep him close, to hold on to the way things feel between them right now, all open and connected and just – .

So good.

“When did you figure it out?”

“I dunno, didn’t take long I guess.” Nolan can feel Travis’s lips moving against his skin, when he talks. “I learned the fuckin’ ropes, made some friends, saw how shit went down up here. Heard all the fuckin’ jokes and stories about how you get fuckin’ addicted to the money and fucked up by the life, and can’t get off the fuckin’ merry-go-round. Just decided, I guess – no way in hell was I gonna be just another fuckin’ idiot who got chewed up and spit out by the fuckin’ patch, eh?”

He burrows closer, nose slipping along the clammy skin of Nolan’s shoulder, fingers petting absently at his stomach.

“Just started, fuckin’ – taking the highest paying gigs I could get, even the ones at the worst fuckin’ camps and shit. Sockin’ money away, like, I just made it into a fuckin’ game almost, like, spending the least amount of money possible to still fuckin’. Whatever – keep myself alive. Lived in an apartment share for like five years – guys in the field do that a lot – where you have four fuckin’ guys in a two bedroom apartment, on opposite schedules so you’re not home the same weeks? Your goddamn bedroom’s kinda like a timeshare, you get it on your off week and the other guy gets it on his. Sucked ass, but like. Saved a shit ton of money.”

“And then you bought the house.”

“And then I bought the house. Fuckin’ – three years ago now, I guess.”

Nolan would love to ask more about what happens when the house is finished and ready to sell, about how much longer Travis plans to be in Edmonton and where exactly he plans to go once he’s done with the oil patch, once he’s ready to cash out and move on with his life.

But even more than that, he wants to know – .

“And what about – the other part. When’d you figure that out?”

Because all Travis has ever really said on the subject is that he didn’t know he was into guys until his mid-twenties, that it took him a long time to realize it, even longer to really admit it to himself and start, like. Dealing with it, or – doing anything about it.

And if there’s one thing Nolan can attest to from personal experience, it’s how much Travis is still coming to terms with it, really – the way they’re currently cuddled up together notwithstanding.

“What,” Travis asks, “you mean like. This?” And he tightens his arm a little, gives Nolan a squeeze around the middle that makes him snort.

“Yeah,” he says, and since Travis can’t see his face he does his best to make his eye roll clear with his voice, “like this.”

Travis blows out a long, shuddery breath, tips his forehead against Nolan’s shoulder, runs his hand up to Nolan’s sternum and leaves it there, spread wide and flat.

“Took a hell of a lot longer to figure out, that’s for fuckin’ sure,” is what he finally says, breath hot on Nolan’s back.

Nolan stays quiet, willing to let Travis take his time. He wraps his fingers around Travis’s wrist, lets his hand rest there while he waits.

“Summer I was 26,” Travis says, finally, “I took a six-month hitch up at Hotchkiss, way the hell up north. Everybody who’s been up there fuckin’ hates it, ‘s like the shittiest camp there is, but the money was too good and I knew the crew manager, good guy, so I figured, whatever. How bad can it fuckin’ be, for six months.”

“How bad was it?” Nolan asks, when Travis goes quiet again, like he doesn’t have an idea already. Travis just huffs, butts his head into Nolan’s shoulder with a groan.

“Fuckin’ brutal, man. Place is old as hell and falling apart, fuckin’ filthy, freezing cold at night. Shitty food, doubled up in the rooms, communal washrooms, non-existent wifi. And you can imagine, an outfit like that, the conditions on the job were just – the fuckin’ worst.”

“Sounds like a blast.” Nolan shifts a little, trying to rearrange his right shoulder, but it’s starting to ache from lying on his side. He’s not sure if turning over, if looking Travis in the face while he’s talking is going to make him clam up, but like.

“Gotta get off this shoulder,” he says as he spins, turning over under Travis’s arm until he’s lying on his left side, pressure on his good shoulder and face to face with Travis. Once he gets settled, he makes a little motion, like, go on.

Travis bites his lip, props his head up on his hand so Nolan’s looking up at him. Travis keeps his eyes fixed on the fire burning behind Nolan’s back.

“Most guys like to go clean up when they come off shift, shower and whatever before they go eat. But there weren’t enough fuckin’ shower stalls with this cheap-ass outfit, so there’d be these fuckin’ lines in the washroom right after shift change. I was like, fuck that, so I’d just go scrub up to my elbows and take off my coveralls, and save the shower for later once the rush died down, right? I’d have the whole goddamn place to myself, pretty much.

But there was this one guy, he was always in there same time as me, and I didn’t think anything of it for – a while I guess. Until I started to realize, like. He’d always take the fuckin’ stall right across from me. And there were partitions between, but no doors or curtains or anything, so.”

“So he was getting a fucking eyeful, eh?” Travis looks down just long enough for Nolan to wiggle his eyebrows, long enough to roll his eyes, then he’s looking back at the fire.

“Should definitely have fuckin’ clicked sooner than it did, but shit, I wasn’t – . I mean, I think it was so fuckin’ far off my radar, I just didn’t have a fuckin’ clue, until.”

He shakes his head, chews at the inside of his lip for a minute before he goes on.

“One night I turned around and he was across the way, just fuckin’ – jerkin’ it. Like, facing right at me, fuckin’ – looking at me while he does it, and I just. I sorta fuckin’ froze, I guess. Just stood there. And I guess he thought that was the fuckin’ green light, right? Cause he really fuckin’ went for it then, like, really got into it.”

“And what’d you do?” Nolan wants to wait to hear, find out if this story was like, traumatizing or something from Travis’s perspective, before he decides that it’s kinda fucking hot. He brings his knee up a little so his thigh’s hiding his dick from Travis’s view, just in case.

He can’t imagine a world where he could get hard again right now, but then again, it seems like with Travis all bets are off, so. Better safe than sorry.

“I just – watched, for a second. And then I think I realized like, that’s not what I should be doing, right? Like, I should be disgusted, or offended, or fuckin’ something. I should be, like, asking him what the fuck he thinks he’s doing, threatening to beat his ass, y’know? Instead, I just grabbed all my shit and fuckin’ bailed. Practically fuckin’ ran out of there in just a towel.

But I kept fuckin’ thinking about it, y’know? Like, more than I should. In a way I sorta knew wasn’t like – .

Normal.”

And Travis doesn’t seem all broken up about it or anything, like the memory really bothers him, so.

“So he was hot?” Nolan says, and that gets Travis’s eyes back on him, just like that. He smirks, gives his most innocent shrug, and Travis rolls his eyes again.

“He was,” Travis huffs a little, shakes his head. “He wasn’t not hot, I guess.”

Nolan’s smirk turns into a dirty little grin.

“Uh huh.” He runs his hand down Travis’s belly, scritches his fingers through the wiry hair under his navel. “So it was just a one-time thing, or did he have any other moves?”

“I don’t know,” Travis shrugs again, tongue running quick and wet across the plump swell of his bottom lip. “I changed my routine, started showering at the same time as everyone else. I think I was – fuck. Afraid to find out if he had any other moves, y’know?”

“But you kept thinking about it?” Nolan asks, low and careful, hand still low on Travis’s belly.

“So fuckin’ much,” Travis says, and he blows out a long, loud breath. “So anyway.”

His arm has stayed draped over Nolan’s waist, hand hanging all loose and casual against his back since he turned over, but now he slides it over Nolan’s hip, down the flank of his thigh and back up, anchors it right under the curve of Nolan’s ass.

“What about you?” he jerks his chin, “when’d you, whatever. Fuckin’, figure shit out?”

“Fourteen,” Nolan says, matter-of-fact. “Played in this charity game that summer with Jonathan Toews.”

Travis raises an eyebrow, smirk on his mouth like of course, somehow managing to convey without a single word that obviously Nolan’s big gay awakening was over some NHL player. Not like Nolan doesn’t already know that he’s a fucking walking cliché, okay.

“I scored off an assist from him, and he made this big show about it, big over the top celly, right, crushing me against the boards and shit.”

Nolan can still remember it like it was yesterday, the way his whole body felt like it was on fire, the way nothing in his life had ever felt so important, so instantaneously significant.

“He was yelling in my ear, like you do – good fuckin’ shot, fuckin’ rights baby, whatever usual bullshit – but all I knew was he was breathing on my neck and I was fucking bricked up like, immediately.” He stops, trails his fingers around Travis’s hip, spreads his own hand across the back of Travis’s thigh in a mirror image of where Travis is touching him, watches him shudder a little.

“That was it for me,” he shrugs. “Mystery fucking solved.”                        

Then he pulls, and Travis’s bottom half slides closer, so Nolan can get a leg around his leg and roll him, get him onto his back and lean down over him.

Even now, he’s still not sure if it’s going to be okay, if Travis is going to have some kind of problem with being put in this position, gonna shove him off or squirm away. But all he does is lie there, passive and bright eyed, watching Nolan’s face as he leans in closer.

He covers Travis’s mouth with his own, hitches his hips so his dick presses against the hot skin of Travis’s thigh, and Travis lets out a little groan. His mouth opens all wet and eager under Nolan’s, tongues tangling like they’ve been doing this forever, and Nolan is struck again by how much he doesn’t hate the thought of it – of maybe actually doing this forever.

Definitely, at the very least, for the foreseeable future.

It’s on the tip of his tongue, ready to come out – something stupid and too-sappy, about how good this is, about how much more of this he wants, about how much more than just this he wants, but. It feels too soon, still. Not because Nolan has any doubts about how he feels, or any doubts about how Travis feels, actually – but because has plenty of doubts, even now, about how Travis will react when he realizes that this isn’t actually just fucking, anymore. That they accidentally blew right past no-strings fantasy hookups a while ago, and somehow managed to wander into a whole different world, without really meaning to.

Nolan has absolute confidence in his ability to get Travis there – eventually. He’s brought him so far already, from barely willing to send a sext all the way to meeting in person; all the way to spending the night, then the whole fucking week. From fucking fully clothed in the pitch dark, barely even touching, to lounging around naked in the firelight, all relaxed and unabashed about cuddling and making out.

He’s pretty sure Travis still doesn’t quite get how it works, yet, or at least how it could work. Like, that it’s okay to want things that aren’t just sex, that he doesn’t have to be afraid to be a little sweet, a little soft sometimes. That he doesn’t have to be a hardass about everything, to still be a fucking man.

But he’ll figure it out eventually, just like he’s figured out everything else – Nolan has faith.

He’s also got a lot of patience and nothing but time, so. He kisses Travis one more time, then settles back down beside him. Keeps one arm slung over his middle and butts his head into Travis’s bicep until he gets the idea, raises his arm for Nolan to worm his way under and prop his cheek against Travis’s chest.

“Make yourself comfortable, by all fuckin’ means.” Travis is trying for sarcastic, for long-suffering, Nolan can tell – but it doesn’t quite work. He just sounds amused, maybe even pleased, and Nolan grins against his side, drags a wet kiss along his ribs as he nods.

“Oh, I will,” he yawns, and lets his eyes slide closed.

 

-

 

Nolan wakes up with his alarm like usual, immediately lets out a groan. They moved to the bed at some point during the night, but his body still feels like it spent way too long lying on the unforgiving hardwood floor. He never did make it back to the shower last night, either, and he feels generally disgusting – skin clammy all over, sticky between his legs especially – but just thinking about cleaning up the mess they left all over each other, not to mention the living room rug, makes him feel tired.

He’s not usually one for hitting snooze, but the bed is warm and cozy. And it’s not like he doesn’t have plenty to do in the next hour and half – shower and dress and finish packing and say goodbye to Travis before he has to leave to head to the airport – but he figures he can give himself nine more minutes to lie here and avoid that reality.

He reaches over to silence the alarm, then rolls back into his previous position – Travis spooned up in front of him, back tight to Nolan’s chest, Nolan’s arm wrapped around his middle and face tucked up against the top of his spine. He yawns, sighs into the smooth brown expanse of Travis’s naked skin, and closes his eyes.

Travis stirs in his sleep, body shifting, and Nolan hitches him in closer on instinct, dozing half in and half out of consciousness. When his alarm goes off he groans again, louder this time, no more ready to get out of this bed than he was nine minutes ago, but.

Gotta do what you gotta do, and he’s cutting it too close as it is.

He spares a few more seconds to enjoy the solid warmth of Travis’s body pressed against his, to nuzzle into the side of his neck and smell the shampoo and deodorant sweat and skin that all mingle together to add up to something that makes Nolan’s dick swell a little, give a little throb against Travis’s ass. He grinds in just the tiniest bit, chasing the friction and heat, groaning again because he should have fucking thought ahead, should have planned accordingly and woken up earlier so there’d be time for this, but there’s just not.

Travis makes a low noise of protest, rolls away from him while he waves a hand vaguely in Nolan’s direction.

“Turn it off,” he growls, and Nolan knows when he’s beat.

He turns over, silences his phone for good.

He goes through the schedule in his head, while he’s showering: flight to Nashville today, Preds tomorrow, then Dallas, Denver, then Calgary again before they’re back in Edmonton. It’s seven days on the road, and by the time they’re home, Travis will be back at work.

Nolan checks his phone while he dries off, does the math for when Travis will be in town next.

There’ll only be one regular season game left by then, at home against the Jets, and with the way things always seem to shake out in the West, it’s pretty much a sure bet that they’ll still be playing for playoff position at best, for a playoff berth at worst. Either way, it should be a good game, one that still means something.

“Hey,” He nods at Travis, who he’s a little surprised to find already up and mostly dressed, digging through his duffel bag on the bed, “you’ll be back in town the 14th, right?”

“Uh,” Travis says, as Nolan passes by naked on his way to the closet to get dressed, “something like that?”

Nolan pulls on underwear, a plain white button-up shirt.

“Last home game is the 16th,” he calls from the depths of his closet, “you want me to hold my tickets for you?” He steps into his suit pants, belt still threaded through the loops from when he wore the same suit last week. He holds up the matching jacket, sniffs at it, evaluating; he thinks it’s got another couple of wears in it.

He picks two other suits at random – both freshly laundered and still in their drycleaning wrappers – and loops a couple of ties around the hangers, slides them into his garment bag along with a couple more shirts. He tosses his toiletries bag, a few pairs of dress socks and a few pairs of athletic socks into his always-open roller bag on the closet floor, throws in underwear, a random assortment of shorts, joggers, t-shirts, hoodies, running shoes, and an extra pair of dress shoes.

At this point in his career, he could do this in his sleep.

He slings another tie around his neck, leaves it hanging over his still-open shirt; stuffs socks for today into the shoes he’s planning to wear and shoves them under his arm, zips up the bag and rolls it out of the closet and around the corner into the hall, drapes the garment bag over top.

When he turns around, Travis is sitting on the bed, zipped up duffel next to him. He still hasn’t answered Nolan’s question.

“Last game of the regular season; it will probably be a good one,” Nolan tosses his shoes onto the floor beside the bed, buttoning his shirt as he shrugs. “I can put you down on the list again.”

“That’s okay,” Travis says, waves off the idea with a flick of his wrist, “you don’t have to.”

“You got something against Winnipeg?” Nolan raises an eyebrow, “Or you just holding out for playoff tickets?”

“If I want playoff tickets I’ll fuckin’ buy ‘em myself,” Travis says, and in the mirror where Nolan’s tying his tie, he can see Travis is looking down at his phone, not at Nolan. There’s an edge to his voice that makes Nolan want to turn around, look at him directly, not just his reflection.

“I’m not fuckin’, whatever the hell – the goddamn Nolan Patrick charity case of the fuckin’ week.”

Nolan’s hands go still on his tie, mid-knot, and his eyes narrow.

“Just because I usually give those tickets away, that’s not – .” He stops there, not sure where this is coming from or how to respond. Travis still isn’t looking at him, eyes fixed aggressively to his phone, like there’s some matter of life or death being carried out on his screen.

His shoulders are hunched up around his ears, and his hand leaves his phone just long enough to scratch at the back of his neck. His caged-animal energy has bubbled up to the surface out of nowhere; Nolan’s just not sure when that happened, how it happened without him noticing. It’s been a while since he’s seen it like this, so obvious and – .


Acute.


He really thought maybe they were past this, by now.

“Those are the same tickets I give to my family if they’re in town, or any other buddy,” he tries again, keeps his voice low and even, nice and calm.

“Yeah, but.” Travis shrugs, still keeps his eyes down, tapping at his phone like this conversation is an afterthought, a distraction from whatever more important business he’s tending to on that fucking phone. “I’m not your buddy. It’s not really the same thing, is it.”

It’s not a question, and his voice is transparently bland, matter-of-fact; Nolan knows it’s just some kind of defense mechanism, has to be – that it’s just some new mutation of the same old bullshit Travis always pulls, when Nolan comes too close and Travis starts to bark and growl, to put some distance back between them. Still, it makes something squirm in Nolan’s gut, makes his chest feel too tight to hear Travis say it like that, I’m not your buddy, so dismissive.

“Sure, okay,” Nolan keeps his voice flat, tries for unimpressed, unaffected. He finishes with his tie and starts tucking in his shirt, spinning so he’s facing Travis head on. “I don’t know what you call it when you text someone all day every fucking day and hang out all the time, I guess. I call those people buddies.”

Travis looks up at him, finally, but his eyes are narrowed, jaw set and lips pursed. Nolan is not at all encouraged by the look on his face.

“Yeah?” He says, like a dare. “You suck their dicks, too? Cause – call me fuckin’ crazy but I don’t fuck my buddies.”

Nolan has to work to keep from reacting, to hold his tongue long enough to bite back whatever smartass remark wants to come out, to formulate a different, more measured response instead. He can feel his cheeks go hot with the immediate rush of blood, but that part can’t be helped. Otherwise, he keeps his face neutral, expression unreadable. That part he’s a pro at.

“Hey,” he tries for the easy chirp, “not my fault your buddies are all unfuckable, eh?”

Travis just shoots him a look, eyebrows pulled down and face set into a scowl, and this is not at all how Nolan had pictured his morning going.

Last night was just – so. And now this is just – not. Everything feels wrong all of a sudden, like Nolan’s losing his grip on the situation.

“I’m not,” he starts, then stops, shakes his head. He’s too tired, and too annoyed by being so fucking careful for so long to do anything other than just tell the truth.

“I don’t really get what’s happening here.” He shrugs, a little defeated.

Travis’s shoulders drop, his posture softens immediately. He takes a deep breath and stands, faces up to Nolan with the kind of long, resigned exhale that has never once been followed by anything good.

“Look,” he says, another intro that’s never proceeded anything positive in Nolan’s whole fucking life, and Nolan feels his stomach dip a little. “Whatever this thing is you’re doing? You don’t fuckin’ have to, okay?”

“O – kay?” Nolan’s still not any closer to knowing what’s going on. “What thing am I doing?”

Travis shakes his head, frustrated, and lets out another, huffier little sigh.

“Dude, just. I mean, you already know, this whole fuckin’ thing is like. It’s still kind of a mind fuck, for me – like, it being, y’know. Fuckin’ – this good, and with you, and like. I know I haven’t been very, like, chill or whatever the hell. About, y’know – how much I fuckin’ like it.”

His face has turned practically maroon, the twitching and the neck scratching and the hunted animal vibes getting more pronounced by the minute, and Nolan wants to touch him, to reach out and pull him close, to soothe him, or like. To tell him to breathe, to tell him there’s nothing wrong with how he’s feeling, or with how much he likes it. But – .

“Maybe I made it weird,” Travis goes on in a rush, voice pitched low and gruff the way it gets when he’s putting on his macho fucking man persona. “Made too many girlfriend jokes and made it seem like I didn’t get it or something, but – I understand what the hell this is, okay? You don’t need to give me your fuckin’ free tickets, and buy me beer and breakfast and shit. You don’t need to come see my house and fuckin’ listen to my life story and like, act interested in my life. You don’t need to – fuckin’. Make out with me by the fire and shit, like this is a goddamn movie.

I’ll still wanna fuck you, okay? So you don’t need to, like – fuckin’. Put on this whole show, to keep me interested.”

Nolan makes himself take a deep breath, tries to keep his face neutral, to bite back his own frustrated little huff. It would be fucking amazing if Travis didn’t have to make everything so fucking difficult, but like – Nolan can’t pretend he didn’t know exactly what he was getting with Travis from the beginning, so.

“Okay, look, I know this is, whatever. Unexpected? Confusing? I mean I haven’t been in a relationship since I was 18. And that was with a girl. So I know I’m not, like – great at this. But, dude. What exactly do you think is happening here? Like, I don’t know what fucking show you think I’m putting on, here, but I just thought we’d kinda been, you know. Evolving.”

Travis just looks at him blankly.

“Evolving into what?”

He spits it out like it tastes bad, and suddenly Nolan’s feeling exposed, vulnerable. Way less sure than he had been – has been – that Travis will definitely want all the same things Nolan wants, that all he needs is some time to come around to it on his own. Sirens are going off in his brain, neon signs flashing a warning, like maybe Nolan got ahead of himself with the whole He Does thing.

For the first time, he has to seriously consider the possibility that actually, maybe, He Doesn’t.

“I mean, like.” Nolan can feel an old urge rising up in him, that almost-overwhelming feeling he used to get all the time: wanting to shut this down, to say never mind, say forget it and just get his stuff and walk away, never talk to Travis again if that’s what it takes. To do anything rather than continue this fucking conversation. Especially now, when he knows it’s way too soon – knew it before he even saw the scowl that’s currently flattening out Travis’s eyebrows, turning his mouth down at the corners.

But also.

If there’s one good thing Nolan can say about getting fucking old, it’s that he knows now how to just, like – push through, in a way he didn’t when he was younger. He knows he can be uncomfortable, be crawling out of his fucking skin, actually, and still do the thing he needs to do. He understands what he didn’t before: that being embarrassed isn’t the actual end of the world.

Not getting what he wants might suck really hard, but he won’t fucking die from it.

He takes a deep breath, steels himself as best he can.

“Just – more?” Is what he manages to grit out, finally. “Not just fuck buddies? I mean dude, I let you hit it raw, you think I do that shit all the time? You think I’ve done that shit ever? Because I definitely fucking have not, so like. Of course I thought we were evolving. I thought we already fucking evolved, really? Into – y’know. People who spend all their free time hanging out, and like. Have unprotected sex with each other. And no one else.”

Nolan’s face is burning, but he doesn’t avert his eyes, forces himself to keep his gaze steady on Travis’s face.

Travis’s jaw is set, eyes hard, suspicious. It’s definitely not the face of someone who’s like, having the kind of emotional epiphany Nolan’s been lowkey waiting for him to have. Nolan’s stomach feels like it’s tied into knots, the lump in his throat too big to swallow past.

“Are you saying you want, like.” Travis stops himself there, shakes his head like he’s still confused about something. “I mean – shit. What exactly are you fuckin’ saying?”

And Nolan is pretty sure he’s already, like – said exactly what he’s fucking saying. And once was hard enough, plus he’s right on the cusp of being out of time anyway, needs to put his socks and shoes on and grab his shit and go before he’s late for the plane, so like – saying it again isn’t really on the table.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathes out, cranes his head back to stare at the ceiling for just a second before he looks back at Travis. “Listen. I said what I said, and I know you fucking heard me. If you don’t want to go down that road – then that’s fine, okay? Just fucking say so and we can – whatever. But I’m not gonna stand here and like, try to fucking talk you into wanting to be my fucking boyfriend, so.”

He sits down on the end of the bed, back to Travis, and puts his socks on. His face is still burning, but at least Travis can’t see it; he manages to keep his hands from shaking, so he’ll call that a win.

Travis is silent behind him, but Nolan can still feel him, like a giant fucking elephant in the room.

He slides his feet into his shoes, forces himself to take another long, deep breath. Then he stands up, turns around.

“I know it’s shitty timing, but. I really gotta go.” He turns his palms up, a question and an apology at once. “So you can just – lock the door on your way out, okay? No rush or anything, stay as long as you need, shower if you want, eat something, or just – whatever.”

Travis is still silent, still just – looking – but his face has lost that hard mask it had just a minute ago, the edges rounded out, eyes softer.

Nolan can’t quite interpret his expression, but the closest thing he can come up with is dazed.

And Nolan can definitely fucking relate.

He starts toward the door, stops next to Travis and slides a hand down his arm, circles fingers around his wrist and holds.

“Whatever you decide, or like – whatever you want to do, just. Let me know, okay? I’ll be around.”

He leans down, presses his mouth to Travis’s temple, just a quick brush of dry lips.

“Sorry,” he says, and he doesn’t specify for what. He just grabs his bags from the hallway, his keys and wallet from the table in the entry, then his hat, coat, and scarf from the hooks by the door.

Then he lets himself out of the apartment, holds his hand against the door while it swings shut. When it closes behind him, it’s quiet as a whisper.

 

-

 

The flight to Nashville is four fucking hours long.

And unfortunately, at this point in the season Nolan has long since established himself as a Leave Me Alone and Let Me Sleep plane guy, not an Entertain Me plane guy, so that leaves him with four long, boring, empty hours wearing his eye mask and his noise canceling headphones, alone inside his head with nothing but his own racing thoughts. He sure doesn’t come anywhere close to fucking sleeping.

It’s not the best flight of his life, to say the least.

When they land, they go straight to skate, wake up the muscles and keep the jet lag at bay, then it’s team dinner.

All of it does a pretty good job of keeping Travis from taking over Nolan’s brain, at least right up until the door to his hotel room closes behind him.

Then it’s just him all alone with his thoughts again, which is.

Not ideal.

He turns on the television, just for the background noise.

He takes his toiletries into the washroom, unpacks his shit and thinks about how good he felt this morning when he was packing it up, all satisfied with himself for the way the past few days had gone, all optimistic about where things were headed. Now he doesn’t have the first fucking clue what to think about either, how to contextualize the five days they spent together – an objectively good experience for both of them, he’d put money on it – given the way things took such a drastic turn this morning, went so far south so suddenly.

There’s a part of him that wants to believe it will be fine. Like, things got a little too real and Travis got freaked out, had to snap and snarl and show his teeth a little to make himself feel less vulnerable – so what else is new?

Maybe that’s really all it was.

Or maybe there’s more to it this time. It makes Nolan feel a little queasy, unsettled just thinking about it, so he tries not to.

He’s not really tired, feels weirdly wired despite the long day of travel and practice, so he takes a long hot shower to try and relax, even though it’s the third one of the day. He wonders whether Travis stuck around the apartment this morning after he headed out, whether he used the shower and went home smelling like Nolan’s shampoo, his body wash. Whether he helped himself to breakfast before he went, maybe settled in on the couch and put on Game of Thrones while he ate, maybe turned the fire on while he finished an episode, snuggled up under a blanket that smelled like the two of them together.

Nolan towels himself off, dresses, heads down the hall to get ice for his shoulder, and thinks how it was just yesterday that Travis was setting timers on his phone for Nolan’s icing schedule, taking over the whole process, grumbling at Nolan to just stay put when he tried to get up and get anything for himself, fetching him drinks and snacks and helping him Velcro his wraps into place so they fit just right. Tonight, Nolan’s propped precariously on a pile of hotel pillows, leaky plastic bag filled with lumpy ice cubes wrapped in a towel and lodged under his shoulder, positioning and repositioning himself to try and keep it pressed to the right spots.

What a difference a fucking day makes.

He lets out a long sigh, trying to will the weird, anxious energy that’s still coursing through him to fucking stop, trying to deep breathe it out, out, out of his system until it dissipates into the empty room around him. He needs to relax, needs to shut his brain off and get a good night’s sleep, but he just keeps seeing Travis’s face in his mind: the incredulous, suspicious look, the hint of a sneer on his lips when he said evolving into what?

His stomach squirms at the memory.

For the last few months – more than Nolan would really like to stop and count right now – he’s spent most nights talking to Travis. Texting, or sexting, or sometimes FaceTiming. Sending videos or photos, jerking off together.

It feels weird, unnatural somehow, not to reach out, not to at least send a text, just a quick update like, got to Nashville with a pic of the view from his window. He can imagine the response, something like never been and a picture of whatever project Travis is working on back at his house tonight.

It seems ridiculous to think he misses someone he just saw this morning, someone he spent the last five days with, but there’s this insistent want, in Nolan’s brain, in his chest, in his gut – to text Travis, to reach out to him, talk to him. To see if he’s okay, if the way they left things this morning is fucking with his head the way it’s fucking with Nolan’s.

Hard as he’s tried to remember it verbatim from start to finish, Nolan can’t quite piece together the whole conversation from this morning, can’t recall every single thing Travis said to him or what he said back. All he knows for sure is that he ended it with let me know, so it feels like he needs to stand by that. He has to let Travis be the one to come to him, has to give him space to decide what the fuck he wants to happen next, and time to relay that information to Nolan whenever and however he wants to.

Which means, unfortunately, that Nolan’s only play here is just…to wait.

And the thing is, Nolan’s never really been in this position, never really had to do this before. He’s not the one who sits around hoping, while other people decide if they fucking want him; like, not ever. When he was young, with girls, or as he’s gotten older, with guys, it’s pretty much always worked the same way. He wants someone, he gets them, end of story.

But then again, he’s never wanted anyone like this – never wanted anything like this.

The few girlfriends he did have as a teenager were more of a status symbol than a genuine interest, just an item on the list of Things You Need To Be A Hockey Player, like: hot blonde to bring with you to the draft? Check.

And since then, since he gave up the ghost on pretending women were ever gonna do it for him, like, at all, and moved on to what really does do it for him? He’s definitely never, whatever – felt actual feelings for anyone.

Sure, he’s been acutely aware from the very beginning of all this that he’s putting way more work into Travis than he’s ever put into anyone before. Aware of the way he’s been the orchestrator of their entire fucking situationship, been the mastermind behind the whole thing. He’s been plotting and scheming for months now, sometimes making himself the pursuer and sometimes the bait, luring Travis in when he’s skittish then pushing for more once he’s got him close, got him too invested to put up much of a protest.

And even though none of that is even close to what Nolan considers his – wheelhouse, comfort zone, typical vibe, whatever – he’s always just thought of this as a one off, a product of the fact that Travis is a special case, which inevitably requires special exceptions to Nolan’s usual M.O. He’s never really felt uncomfortable about it, never really felt overly exposed or vulnerable or like he was actually doing, like, too much.

Until now.

Now, he’s second guessing everything, wondering when and where he might have pushed Travis too far. Part of him wishes he could turn back the clock, dial down the intensity, rewind to some point in time back before things started to get out of hand, whenever that was.

He tries to think about it, to pinpoint the moment this all got away from him, but it happened so slowly, like a creeping vine growing up a wall. He falls into a fitful sleep, still trying to figure it out.

 

-

 

The next night, he scores in the third to tie it up, a redirect off the tippy toe of his blade, but it still counts. They win in overtime, and there’s a message waiting when he checks his phone after the game.


Nice goal.


That’s it, but that’s all it takes. That hook behind his ribs gives a sharp tug, heart suddenly thudding when he sees it there.


Not pretty, but I’ll take it.


That’s the end of it, but it’s enough that at least he can get to sleep on the flight to Dallas.

They win again against the Stars, lose to the Avs two nights later, then get the shit absolutely kicked out of them in Calgary. Not a huge surprise, given it’s the last game of a long roadie and their fourth in six nights, but it still leaves a bad taste, makes Nolan thankful at least it’s a short flight home.

They beat San Jose and Anaheim back-to-back in their own barn, lose in Vancouver but win the next night in Seattle. Nolan keeps his head down, nose to the grindstone, and tries not to think too hard about Travis – who’s back on the job and still mostly incommunicado, sending a random text here or there, mainly about hockey and work and the weather, complaints about the Leafs PK and how much he hates getting stuck on the overnight shift, and the way winter is dragging on, refusing to give way to spring.

Nolan appreciates that at least it’s not radio silence, responds to every message immediately and says nothing at all of consequence.

The morning of the second-to-last game of the season, the down-and-out Canadiens in town for what should be an easy win, Nolan wakes up to a text time stamped 3:04 a.m., a video that is so similar to the first one Travis ever sent him, it makes his chest feel tight. His lungs feel too shallow to get a breath in, as he opens it, lump in his throat too big to swallow.

It’s Travis in the fucking portable toilet on the rig, clearly in the middle of his shift, hand in his unzipped coveralls, heavy breathing into the microphone.

“Jesus Christ, fuck, goddammit,” he pants, then “fuckin’ miss you, y’know?”

The video cuts off there, and Nolan immediately pushes play again, then again, then again. He’s barely even watching the action on the screen, too tuned in to Travis’s voice, to the almost-desperate way he sounds when he says miss you, to even care about the rest of it.

Because like, it’s very possible that maybe Travis is just horny. Maybe when he says miss you he doesn’t mean Nolan, really, so much as the person he’s been hooking up with, and wants to hook up with again.

Maybe he misses the dirty texts and the dick pics and having someone to jerk off with every night, but the particular someone he’s doing those things with isn’t really important. Maybe he misses Nolan’s body, and the things their bodies can do together, and that’s just all there is to it for him.

Maybe Nolan’s been fooling himself, thinking Travis might actually be open to the possibility of anything more than that.

Nolan thinks if that’s the case, he can still make that work. He’s got zero interest in just letting Travis walk, after all the work he’s put in to get him this far. If Travis really wants to stick to the original agreement, to keep it to sex and nothing more, Nolan’s will just, like – . Whatever.

Figure out a way to get on the same page.

That’s got to be better than the alternative, better than no Travis at all.

He types and deletes three or four versions of a response, leaves his phone on the counter while he showers, composing drafts in his head. But everything sounds wrong, like too much, or not enough, and he just – .

Everything that exists between them, whatever it is and whatever it’s been, whatever it does or doesn’t end up turning into, it’s been built almost exclusively on electronic communication. But somehow, this just feels like the kind of thing they need to figure out face to face.

Miss you too, is what he finally goes with. Hurry home, eh?

He knows when he sends it that Travis will be asleep; the night shift ends at six a.m., and they come in and eat and go straight to bed. So he goes to morning skate, goes to lunch with some of the boys. Comes home and jerks off, takes his pre-game nap.

When he wakes up, there’s a text waiting:


Two more days. Fuck the Habs.


Fuck the Habs, Nolan agrees, and hopes like hell he’s not over-stepping when he adds, See you then.

 

-

 

Nolan opens the door, feeling a little like it’s the first time all over again.

The way he and Travis size each other up, furtive and awkward in the front hall, does nothing to dispel that feeling.

They don’t touch, or even smile, just nod at each other, then Nolan turns and walks into the kitchen and Travis follows, coat and boots and toque still on.

Nolan can’t remember if Travis has ever come over in the middle of the afternoon like this, bright daylight out and both of them fully clothed. He knows for sure Travis has never come through the door and gone anywhere but directly to the bedroom, so.

No wonder the air between them feels like you could cut it with a knife.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Nolan asks, like he’s his mother when one of the neighbors stops by. He wants to cringe at his own cringiness.

“’m good, thanks.” Travis’s voice is gruff, as he perches himself carefully on one of the kitchen stools, one boot up on the foot rail and one firmly on the ground, like he’s poised to run for it at the first sign of trouble. He pulls his hat off and stuffs it into his pocket, rakes his hair back with his fingers. He looks tired, purple bruises under his eyes, and that’s all it takes for Nolan’s brain to paint him a picture – how he could put his hands on Travis’s face, run his thumbs over that fragile skin under Travis’s eyes, kiss him until the rigid line of his shoulders relaxes into something softer, less guarded.

He’s pretty sure Travis would let him, but that’s not the same as Travis actually wanting him to.

So instead he stays where he is, feeling vaguely sick to his stomach as leans on the opposite side of the island, faces up to Travis with his palms braced on the countertop, trying to prepare himself for.

Whatever this is going to be.

“Thanks for coming over,” he says, so awkward it hurts, and he can feel his face burning, knows he must look all flushed and flustered, and there’s just no way he’s coming out of this looking anything but lame and desperate.

Travis just nods, scratches at the back of his neck like he always does when he’s nervous, while the quiet settles over them like a wet fucking blanket.

Nolan figures if he’s gonna look like a pathetic loser anyway, might as well lean into it. Anything’s gotta be better than this: the vibrating tension and the loaded silence. He grits his teeth, sucks in a breath through his nose. Makes himself open his mouth.

“I just wanted – ,”he starts, not sure exactly where he’s going, just hoping he’ll figure it out on the fly.

“I don’t really – ,” Travis says at exactly the same time, the two of them talking over each other then both stuttering to a stop immediately, eying each other warily.

“Well,” Nolan blows out a long sigh, eventually, once the pause that follows has stretched out long enough that it’s officially excruciating, again. “This fucking sucks.”

Travis’s mouth twists up a little on one side; his head nods, just barely.

“Yeah,” he huffs. “Fuck.”

“You wanna go?” Nolan asks, voice careful, eyes on Travis, assessing.

“Nah,” he shakes his head, waves a hand in Nolan’s general direction, then uses it to scratch at his neck again. “You can.”

Nolan nods, steels himself to try again.

“I just wanted to say, like.” He pauses, shrugs. Chews on his bottom lip a little, just to buy some time. He has a million things he’d like to say, actually, but he’s got zero confidence in any of them being the right thing. He takes another deep breath and reminds himself: the crash and burn might be brutal, but it won’t actually kill him. He’s a grown-ass man; whatever happens next, he’ll just have to fucking – handle it.

“That whole – thing, last time. I didn’t even. I mean, I never planned to bring all that up, or like. Put you on the spot. I woke up thinking things were good, y’know? So I was just – caught off guard, I guess. You were all pissed all of a sudden and it felt like you were, I dunno – accusing me of something, and I just got frustrated. I don’t have to tell you – I’m not super patient, sometimes. And then I end up saying shit I really fucking shouldn’t.”

“Like what?” Travis’s voice is a little shaky, obviously nervous, but he looks genuinely curious.

“What do you mean?”

“Like, what part of – everything. Was the part you think you shouldn’t have said?”

“Just, like.” Nolan knows his cheeks are getting red, but there’s nothing he can fucking do about it. It’s whatever – he should be fucking used to it by now. “The stuff about us, y’know. Evolving.”

He pauses, chances a quick look at Travis’s face. He looks wary, like he’s on guard, bracing himself for – something.

“Like, just being real with you,” Nolan gives a little shrug, tries to make it as nonchalant as he can, “it definitely has felt like that’s what’s happening, y’know, like things were getting – like, deeper, I guess.” He gestures vaguely back and forth between them.

“But I didn’t want to push you about it, like it was some fucking, whatever. Ultimatum or something, when that’s not – .

I mean, if you’re not feeling it, like. There’s nothing that says we have to actually – y’know. Evolve.”

Nolan’s choosing his words as carefully as he can, like he’s talking around a grenade; he’s acutely aware that he actually used the word boyfriend, last time they were here – a fact he’d love to be able to forget. He’s definitely not about to throw it out there again, not without a radical change in the current vibe.

Travis just nods along, fingers fiddling with the cuff of his flannel under the frayed edge of his coat, mouth screwed up and chewing on the inside of his cheek. He takes his sweet fucking time, but Nolan waits him out, stubbornly silent; finally, Travis opens his mouth and speaks.

“The thing is,” he says, eyes on his own hands, “it’s not like I’m not feelin’ it, I mean. Fuck.” He gives a little huff, eyes rolling sarcastically down at the counter. “It’s like I said before, I know I’ve been fuckin’ obvious as hell, like. I think we both know how fuckin’ into it I am.”

He stops, twists a finger into his cuff then untwists it, then does it again, again, again, fidgeting nervously. Nolan’s whole brain zeros in on we both know how fuckin’ into it I am, his waning optimism about how this situation is going to play out suddenly roaring back to life and growing fangs, biting down on that one sentence like a dog with a bone, holding on for dear life.

“The thing is just – . I knew things had started to feel, like. Different, or whatever,” Travis goes on, gesturing a little toward Nolan then back at himself without ever looking up from the island countertop. “Which had me kinda fucked up already, y’know? Like, I don’t fuckin’ know where to even – start with that, I mean shit.

But then I just. I guess I got this idea that you were, like.”

He stops again, shakes his head. He gives a little grimace, frustration clear on his face.

“I thought maybe you. Fuck. Like, maybe you could tell I was, y’know. Thinkin’ this was, like, more, maybe, than it was s’posed to be. So you were, y’know. Fuckin’, just acting like – how you were acting.”

“Acting like…?” Nolan prompts, not entirely confident that he’s following Travis’s rambling attempts to explain himself. “What? Acting like I might actually be interested in more than your dick?”

“Well, fuck, I mean – yeah?” He huffs down at the counter, picking at the frayed thread of his coat cuff. “Because honestly, dude, it’s like, what else is there for you to really be interested in, right? I mean, shit. You don’t need a goddamn thing from me, like there’s not a single fuckin’ thing I really bring to the table besides – .”

He looks up then, finally, and Nolan can practically feel the herculean effort it’s taking him to look Nolan in the eyes. Nolan has to beat back the urge to jump in, cut him off, tell him all the reasons why he’s wrong. The urge to try and help, to try and make it easier for him.

But it’s obvious Travis is working hard, here – he’s trying – and Nolan doesn’t want to step on that. He bites his tongue, grits his teeth, makes himself stand there and just. Let him keep on trying to work through it.

“You know the guys give me shit all the time, about this hoity-toity rich girl slummin’ around with a working-class loser like me. Like, she must have some, whatever. Blue collar fetish, like she gets off on getting dicked down by some dirtbag roughneck. They think she’s gotta have fuckin’ – daddy issues or some shit, some high-brow parents she’s tryin’ to piss the fuck off.”

And Nolan might have his own unique brand of daddy issues, sure, but he’s pretty sure his whole thing with Travis’s dick – or like, Travis in general – doesn’t have anything to do with those. He raises his eyebrows, shakes his head.

“And you really think, what? That’s what I’m doing?” He asks, incredulous, like the very idea is ridiculous. Like he himself hasn’t wondered, on occasion, if he’s living out some kind of fucked-up fantasy, here.

Travis just flattens out his eyebrows along with his mouth, shoots him a distinctly unimpressed look that clearly says give me a fuckin’ break.

“I mean, I’m not tryin’ to say shit about your family or anything,” he shrugs, “but the rest of it? Fuckin’ – obviously.”

“Okay, well,” Nolan keeps his voice as bland and unbothered as he can, “do you want me to like. Address that, or – ?”

“But the thing is,” Travis just keeps going, in lieu of answering Nolan’s question, “I’m not even like. I mean – I am that guy, fuckin’ obviously – but like, I’m also just fuckin’. Not.”

“I,” Nolan shakes his head a little, nonplussed. He feels a little like he’s got whiplash, not sure if he’s coming or going. We both know how fuckin’ into it I am is still blaring on repeat in his brain like a siren, making it hard to concentrate. “I don’t know what that means.”

Travis blows out a long sigh, then drags in a deep breath, like he’s steeling himself.

“It’s like. You go to work and you put on pads and a helmet, right? Get your fuckin’ game face on. And when you’re out there on the ice, that’s you, but you’re like. Geared up. You’ve got all your fuckin’ , whatever. Your armor on. You don’t just walk around like that, all day every day, with all that gear on, or with the same fuckin’ attitude. I mean, right?”

“Suuure,” Nolan drawls, slow and cautious. He’s not sure what he’s agreeing to, exactly.

“Right,” Travis waves a hand, like Nolan has proven his point. “So like, I’m really not that guy, and this whole goddamn thing that you’re so fuckin’ into is sort of. I mean, look – that’s how I learned to be, when I came out here, ‘cause this is what it takes, y’know? If you want respect out here, if you wanna survive and actually get ahead, you gotta fuckin’. Be a certain way, so that’s the way I am.

When I need to be, y’know?

And when we first met up I was fuckin’ scared shitless, ‘cause I never did any of this shit before, and I didn’t know what to expect, or what you’d expect. So I was, y’know.

On fuckin’ guard. Geared up. Game face fuckin’ on, right? So it’s not like I was fuckin’ fakin’ it or anything, it’s just. Eventually I got to know you, and like. Got all comfortable and shit, and now it’s like.”

He stops there, drums his fingers on the counter with his bottom lip caught between his teeth. His eyes have migrated to somewhere across the room, like the blank gray expanse of the television screen is suddenly fascinating.

“Now it’s like what?” Nolan asks, once it’s been quiet for long enough that his prodding feels justified.

Travis doesn’t answer, just gives an aborted shrug, eyes still fixed on nothing, chewing his lip raw.

That tugging behind Nolan’s ribs is back with a vengeance, a pull so steady, so insistent that the urge to step around the counter and close the distance between them is visceral, almost undeniable. It makes him want to get his hands on Travis, touch him and kiss him until he stops worrying so much about – whatever, all this bullshit that doesn’t even matter – and just fucking.

Lets himself have something he wants, like - right now. No more waiting and no more denying and no more fucking suffering for it, first.

But instead of any of that, Nolan grits his teeth and breathes, forces himself to stay right where he is. What he does instead is slide his hand across the counter toward Travis’s, nice and slow. He runs his thumb along Travis’s wrist, light and careful.

“Hey.” His fingers nudge cautiously at Travis’s, thumb tracing the bone of is wrist. “If you hadn’t noticed, I’ve been working my ass off over here, trying to make you fucking comfortable. Trying to get you to fucking relax, to stick around and hang out a little. You really telling me you think I liked it better when you used to just fuck and run?”

Travis gnaws a little longer on his lip, gives another one-shoulder shrug. He turns his eyes down to their hands, barely touching on the bright white of the quartz countertop. Then finally, slowly, he looks up enough to meet Nolan’s gaze again, just fleetingly, barely there before it’s gone again.

“I mean, maybe? Or – I don’t fuckin’ know, man. I just don’t fuckin’ get it, I guess.”

“What’s to get?” Nolan asks, fingers wrapping around Travis’s whole wrist now, holding on tight. “Yeah, fine, maybe all the blue-collar bullshit is hot to me, so fucking what? But it’s not like you’re the only hot guy with fuckin’ calluses on his hands I’ve ever hooked up with, and none of them have ever - . I mean, it’s never ended up where we are, with any of them, so. That’s just like, one fucking part of your whole thing, or like – .

Our whole thing.”

Travis just shrugs, a little helpless. He shakes his head, keeps it ducked down, eyes averted.

“Maybe I don’t get what our whole thing even is.” His voice sounds a little quivery; Nolan’s heart kicks at his ribs. “Or like, how the hell that would even fuckin’ go, y’know?”

“Well,” Nolan says, other hand stretching out, sliding across the width of the island to close more of the space between them, “for starters, you’d probably, like, help me strap on my ice packs when I need it, and change my flat tires, and go pick up my Chinese food when I’m beat up and too lazy to do it myself. And I’d probably give you my game tickets, and keep all your favorite snacks and your cheap-ass beer in my house, and pretend to like Game of Thrones, just because I know you like it.”

Travis is still looking down at their hands, Nolan’s left still circling Travis’s right wrist, his right sliding up to cover Travis’s left.

“And we’d probably, like, text all the time and jerk off together at night when you’re at work, or I’m on the road. And then when we’re both home we’d have a lot of really fucking hot sex, and just, like. Hang out, and stuff.”

And his face is burning, of course, but whatever. He watches Travis’s face, the downturned sweep of his lashes and his wet, bitten lip, waiting for some kind of reaction. It takes a while, but the silence that stretches out around them feels less fraught than it did before, more contemplative.

Finally, Travis takes a deep breath. He looks up, meets Nolan’s gaze and holds it, this time.

He blinks, eyes intent; he slicks his tongue across the bloodied spot on his bottom lip that he’s been worrying with his teeth.

“You could have said you didn’t like Game of Thrones,” he says, voice sounding hoarse, almost fragile. “You don’t have to watch it just because of me.”

Nolan’s heart kicks him in the ribs, harder this time. He makes an embarrassing noise, a weird little snort of a laugh he can’t lock down in time to stop it from coming out.

“Okay,” he shrugs, rolls his eyes, and he can feel the way his grin is spreading across his face, beyond his control. “Well.”

He’s still got his hands stretched across the island, holding on to Travis.

“Maybe I want to watch it just because of you. Maybe I like watching you watch it, ‘cause you like it so much. Maybe it’s cute, y’know?”

“Cute,” Travis’s nose wrinkles up, voice incredulous like he’s so fucking offended by the very suggestion. But there’s a pleased little twist at the corner of his mouth that’s refusing to be suppressed by the scowl he’s trying to pull off, and Nolan’s officially had enough.

“Yeah,” he says, stepping around the end of the counter on his side of the island, “cute.” He takes another step closer to where Travis is perched on his barstool, then another.

One more, and he’s standing right next to him, so close they’re almost touching – but he doesn’t touch, not yet. He waits, watches; he lets Travis decide.

It only takes a beat before Travis turns in his seat, just a little. His head stays down, but his body opens up just enough so Nolan can knock one of Travis’s knees to the side with his own thigh, insinuate himself in between his legs.

“I think it’s fucking cute when you get all nerdy about dragons.” Nolan says, and he knows his voice sounds soft as hell, but whatever. He lets his elbows rest on Travis’s shoulders. “In case you wanted more proof that I don’t need you to be a fuckin’ hardass all the time, in order to want you around. Okay?”

Travis’s hands land on Nolan’s hips, fingers squeezing tight, urging him closer.

Nolan is more than happy to oblige.

Travis still doesn’t look up at him, just tips his forehead against Nolan’s sternum and breathes, warm and damp against his t-shirt.

“Okay,” he says finally, voice muffled against Nolan’s body. Nolan bends his neck, enough so his lips brush the top of Travis’s head.

“You’re allowed to want things, y’know? You’re allowed to have things you like, that make you happy. Like, right now – not just, like. Someday, or whatever. You know that, right?”

Travis blows out a long, shuddery sigh, sucks in another deep breath and does it all over again. Then his head nods against Nolan’s chest.

“Yeah,” he mumbles, but he still doesn’t lift his head, still won’t look Nolan in the eye.

“So we’re good?” Nolan tries, still feeling tentative. It still feels fragile, breakable, this understanding they seem to be coming around to. Nolan doesn’t want to push too hard, is still mildly terrified that he could pull the wrong string and accidentally unravel the whole fucking thing.

“Yeah,” Travis breathes again, face still tucked against Nolan’s body, “just. Y’know. The last three weeks fuckin’ sucked.”

Nolan smiles into Travis’s hair, wraps his arms more tightly around his shoulders.

“No shit,” he agrees. “Let’s maybe not do that again, eh?”

“Yeah,” Travis says one more time, and finally he lifts his head up. His eyes are still just as tired, but the corner of his mouth is quirked up just enough to make half a smile.

Nolan puts his hands on Travis’s cheeks, runs his thumbs over the bruises under his eyes. The tension in Travis’s body seems to melt off just a little from the caress, just the way Nolan imagined it would.

“Yeah,” Nolan nods, just to confirm, before he leans in to cover Travis’s mouth with his.

 

-

 

“Just relax,” Nolan’s mouth is right against Travis’s ear. “What are you so tense for, Jesus.”

“I’m not,” Travis insists, but Nolan gives him a little squeeze and he jerks inside the circle of Nolan’s arms.

“Yeah, right,” Nolan huffs against his neck, “not at all. Wanna tell me what’s up?”

They didn’t last long making out in the kitchen, before Nolan grabbed Travis’s hand, pulled him up off his barstool and tugged him into the bedroom. And it’s not that he’s necessarily in a hurry to get anything going, particularly, he just wanted to – settle in.

Get cozy and comfortable and yes, sure, naked also. But like, mainly just because he likes the feel of Travis’s skin against his, because after three weeks without it Nolan wants some full-body contact, even if it’s just in the form of curling up together for a nap.

But now that they’re here, naked and spooned up together under the covers of Nolan’s bed, Travis’s body feels stiff as a board up against him, and not in the good way.

“It’s not. I mean – nothin’.”

Nolan rolls his eyes at the back of Travis’s head, glad for the cover provided by being the big spoon. Which, now that he thinks about it – .

“Please tell me,” he groans into the top of Travis’s spine, “that it’s not because of this.” He rolls his hips just a little, so his mostly-soft dick is pressed up tight against Travis’s ass. “It’s not like I’m back here trying to like, sneak it in without you noticing. It doesn’t really work that way, bud.”

Travis snorts, cracks his heel into Nolan’s shin and makes him yelp.

“It’s not that,” he says, which means it is something, though. “It’s just weird. Different, I mean. Being the fuckin’ little spoon.”

“You mean different, like, than with women?”

“I mean, that, yeah. But also, like. I don’t know man, just feels fuckin’. Outta whack. Backward, or something.”

“We’ve literally slept like this before,” Nolan points out, unimpressed.

“Yeah but when I’m asleep I’m not, like. Fuckin’ – thinkin’ about it. That’s stupid, I guess.”

“So stupid,” Nolan agrees, because like. “Little spoon is absolutely the best spoon. I mean no question, it’s not even close. I’m back here big-spooning it for your benefit, okay? So you can experience the joys of the little spoon. So fucking – unclench already, God. Just lean into it.”

“Fuck off,” Travis huffs, but that’s the extent of his protest.

Nolan’s got his left bicep stretched out under Travis’s neck, forearm wrapped back up under Travis’s chin and across his chest, and his right arm slung over Travis’s waist, keeping him close. Nolan can feel Travis exhale, feel the rise and fall of his back and chest when he breathes, the way his posture softens minutely, the way his body sags a just a tiny bit, melts back against Nolan’s a little at a time.

“Better,” Nolan whispers directly into his ear. “You keep working on it, while I work on this.”

He slides his lips down Travis’s neck, attaches his mouth to the tendon there and starts up a firm suction while his right hand slides down to palm Travis’s cock.

Travis lets out a low sigh; the line of his body softens a little more as he sags further back into the cradle of Nolan’s.

“See,” Nolan grins against the wet purple mark he’s making on Travis’s neck, Travis’s cock thickening up inside the loose circle of his fingers, “perks of being the little spoon.”

This time, Travis does not disagree.

“You want lube?” Nolan’s voice is already getting deeper, rougher, his own erection starting to fill out, flexing eagerly against the hot skin of Travis’s ass.

“Nah.” Travis wraps his hand around Nolan’s, fingers slipping in between as his hips hitch forward, fucking into the tight circle of their two hands. “Just you – ‘s all I want.”

It’s so soft it’s barely audible, but not soft enough that Nolan can’t hear it.

“Yeah?” He asks, just as soft, teeth digging into that sore spot on his neck until Travis whimpers. “You got me.”

Travis got in from the patch last night, and Nolan had practice this morning, and now neither of them have anything to do for the rest of the day but get reacquainted with each other. There’s no rush, no reason to hurry, so Nolan takes his time. And Nolan’s still being careful, still wary despite the apparent agreement they’ve managed to reach, of pushing Travis too far, of making him calm up and pull away.

But if experience has taught Nolan anything, it’s that as long as he goes slow, as long as he broadcasts his movements and doesn’t sneak up on Travis or startle him too much all at once, Travis has gotten pretty good at rolling with it, at following in whatever direction Nolan wants to take him. And Nolan can see, so clearly, that the wounded creature Travis carries around inside him is tired, worn out from running and fighting, from trying to survive on his own all these years. He’s ready for a nice soft bed in a nice warm house, ready to let himself be petted and spoiled and maybe even – .

Loved, or whatever.

But Nolan still has to coax him inside, every time – can’t just tell him once that he can come on in whenever he pleases and expect him to accept it for the standing invitation that it is. And maybe the day will come when that won’t be necessary, when Travis will just come and go, easy and confident that he belongs here – or maybe it won’t. Maybe he’ll always need to be reassured that Nolan still wants him here, that he’s still welcome.

Luckily, for some reason, Nolan’s perfectly willing to do that for Travis – doesn’t think twice about putting in as much work as it takes to keep bringing him back, keep making him feel safe in Nolan’s bed, in his house, in his life – even if Nolan never has and never would do it for anyone else.

Like, ever.

So Nolan uses his whole body, to try and get his message across: His torso pressed along the length of Travis’s back, arms keeping Travis pulled in close. One hand moving rhythmically on Travis’s leaking dick and the other thumbing at one tight brown nipple – something Nolan’s never dared to try before – until Travis squirms. Mouth sliding wet and open over the contour of the muscle of Travis’s shoulder, his neck, teeth scraping around the shell of his ear, sinking into the soft pillow of his earlobe, making him hiss. One knee slung up and over Travis’s thigh, calf wrapped around his shin, ankles tangled together. Angle of his hips cradling the curve of Travis’s ass, hard cock trapped and throbbing between them, dragging maddeningly against hot, damp skin as Travis moves, tiny little barely-there thrusts, like he’s trying to be still but can’t quite manage it.

Travis’s eyes are pinched closed; he’s panting through gritted teeth.

“Nothing to hold out for,” Nolan reminds him, voice as deep as he can make it, rumbling right into Travis’s ear, “you can let it go, any time you’re ready.” He keeps his hand moving at a steady pace, not too quick or aggressive, but relentless. No teasing or fucking around, no intention to drag it out.

“Fuck,” Travis groans, “Been too long, ’s un-fuckin’ fair.”

Nolan just huffs a low laugh into his neck, then attaches his mouth to the bruise he’s already made there, sucks on that same spot some more, drags his teeth over it mercilessly. Travis moves his hand away from his dick, wraps his fingers around Nolan’s forearm instead and leaves the rest to Nolan.

It doesn’t take long, after that. Travis is squirming and jerking against him, making soft little pained sounds, then coming all over Nolan’s hand.

Nolan gives Travis a minute to breathe, gives himself a minute to enjoy the way Travis sags back against him, boneless and soft, all the rigidity and tension gone out of him at last. Then he wraps his filthy hand around his own cock, slicks himself up with Travis’s jizz, and presses his erection against the prominent curve at the top of Travis’s ass cheek, thrusts against him – this time with intent.

Travis rolls in front of him so he’s halfway onto his back, shoulder pushes against Nolan’s sternum, sleepy, hooded eyes turned up to Nolan’s.

“Dude. ‘s this really what we’re doin’?”

Nolan lets out a little growl, keeps right on with the task at hand: dick slipping against the firm pressure of Travis’s body, the sweat and the come making everything nice and slippery between them, heat of their bodies keeping it that way.

“Unless you got some kinda problem with it,” he manages to pant, and Travis gives a little snort, disbelieving but fond. That crooked little grin is at the corner of his mouth when he reaches up to wrap his hand around the back of Nolan’s neck, pull him down for a slow, wet, filthy kiss.

Travis stays right there, warm and close and relaxed, keeps his hand around the back of Nolan’s neck, keeps kissing him through it, right up until he whimpers and grunts and grinds his hips in one last time, and comes all over Travis’s ass.

“Disgusting,” Travis says, grin in his voice and no heat behind it whatsoever.

“Fuck off,” Nolan sighs, eyes closed, breath still coming too hard, heart still beating too fast to argue about it. “If you’re so fucking worried about it we can take a shower. But like – in a minute. Or an hour.”

“Oh, I need your help fuckin’ showering now, is that it?”

“Don’t knock it till you try it.”

Nolan hears Travis huff, a dismissive little snort, but he doesn’t say anything else, doesn’t attempt to move or to make Nolan move, which is all Nolan really cares about for the moment.

He lets himself lie there and drift in the sweaty, too-hot haze of the come down, nose tucked behind Travis’s ear. It’s not until Travis’s voice breaks the silence of the still, sunny bedroom that Nolan’s brain comes back online.

“You know, right,” Travis says, and his body is still relaxed in Nolan’s arms, his eyes bright and clear where they’re turned back toward Nolan, but the expression on his face seems a bit guarded all of a sudden, a hint of a warning tone in his voice. “I’m not – I mean, I’m not gonna suddenly, like. Be out, or whatever. Not up here, at least – no way in hell. Not while I’m still on the fuckin’ job, so like. I don’t know how long you’re really up to, whatever. Keep playin’ my goddamn girlfriend.”

“First of all,” Nolan does his best to sound as reassuring as he can, not to let it show in his voice or on his face the way his chest feels suddenly tight again, just to know Travis is still worrying about this shit. “I’ve told you before – I don’t give a fuck about the girlfriend shit. If it makes it easier, gives you some cover with your buddies, like – have at it, do what you gotta do. Me and Nora got your back, eh?”

“And as far as being out, I mean – literally, same? Like, I’ve told my parents and my sisters, and like, my two best buddies from back home. That’s literally it, and that’s gonna be it, at least until I retire, y’know? I’m not trying to be some poster boy for the NHL – like, no fucking thanks. That’s my worst fucking nightmare, you gotta know that.”

“Yeah,” Travis nods a little, chews on the inside of his cheek. “Sounds right.”

Nolan leans down, nuzzles back in behind Travis’s ear and breathes him in.

“Anything else on your mind?”

It takes a minute, but then:

“You know I really – . Like, seriously. I’m probably never gonna want you to fuck me.”

Nolan just grins into Travis’s sweaty neck.

“You know I really – like, seriously – do not give a shit.”

“You say that now – ”

“I’ll say it now, and later, and whenever.” Nolan picks his head up, looks down at Travis’s face as he interrupts, cuts him off. He can feel the impatience creeping in, because, like, “I don’t fucking care. I’ve never cared; you know that. And if I ever start to care, you’ll be the first to know. Swear to fucking God. Okay?”

“Okay, Jesus.” Travis says, eyebrows high like excuse the hell outta me.

“Great. Good fucking thing we got that settled.” Nolan puts his head back down, lets his eyes close again.

“I might wanna suck your dick, though.”

And Nolan’s eyes pop right back open.

“Uh,” He tries to make his voice sound normal and like, not too invested or whatever. “What brought that on?

“Well, I mean. It’s not like I was ever really, like. Fuckin’ – anti blow job, or whatever the hell.”

Could’ve fooled Nolan, but he keeps his response to a neutral hmmmm, lets Travis keep going.

“I just didn’t want you to fuckin’, like. Count on it, or anything. Like, when we met, y’know? In case I fuckin’, whatever. Chickened out. And anyway, like – I’m sure I’ll be fuckin’ terrible at it, I mean shit.”

“Well,” Nolan stays as non-committal as he can. “Any time you feel like you want to practice, like – . Any time. Like – at all. I’m fully available to help you out with that.”

“No shit,” Travis huffs again, “what a fuckin’ guy,” and Nolan leans in, bites at the bruise on his neck until he hisses and squirms some more.

“Anything else you wanna get off your chest?” Nolan’s just got a feeling Travis has probably got a million of these little questions and concerns stockpiled in his brain, and he definitely doesn’t have the patience to go through all of them, like, right here and now. But he can indulge Travis a little longer if it makes him feel better, before Nolan drags him into the shower whether he likes it or not.

Travis waits a beat, like he’s considering his options.

“Just, like – you really haven’t hooked up with anyone else since last summer?”

“I mean,” Nolan shrugs. “When I got here, I had to find a place, get moved in and settled, then it was training camp then the season was starting. By the time I had a chance to pick my head up and look around a little, I mean. Pretty much as soon as I went online – there you were.”

“Huh,” Travis huffs, faux-suspicious. He turns his head back again, smirks up at Nolan when he asks, “why’d you message me, anyway?”

Nolan rolls his eyes, flattens his eyebrows; gives Travis his best unimpressed glare.

“Fuck off with that.” He gives Travis a little facewash, for good measure, feels Travis’s breath against his palm when he cackles out loud.

“It wasn’t the perch, then?” Travis asks, looking all smug.

“The perch didn’t hurt,” Nolan says, then he rolls over on top of him, pins him to the bed and shuts him up with a kiss.

 

-

 

They make it to the shower, eventually; they stay until the water runs ice-cold, so Nolan guesses Travis must not have minded sharing too much, after all.

They order dinner – sushi for Nolan and a teriyaki bowl for Travis – and eat on the sofa then lounge around afterward, cuddled up there with no TV on and no other distractions. It’s just the two of them, talking shit and laughing and hanging out, and it’s really, just – .

Good.

Better, probably, than anything Nolan would have had the balls to hope for when he woke up this morning, the tentative plans they’d made for Travis to come over in the afternoon spinning like a hamster wheel inside his brain, sitting like a lead balloon on his chest.

Travis gets up to get himself another beer then wanders out onto the balcony again, blanket tugged around his shoulders just like last time. But this time the sun is still setting, sky turning colors, lights in the buildings around them just starting to come on; this time it’s not nearly as cold, concrete façade of the building still warm with the residual heat of the sun, spring finally starting to maybe, possibly think about sticking around for good.

Nolan follows him outside, settles into the opposite chair with a blanket of his own, kicks his feet up and crosses them on Travis’s knee.

Travis rolls his eyes, but wraps one hand around Nolan’s ankle, balances his beer against his other knee.

Nolan checks his phone, just making sure nothing’s changed with tomorrow’s game day schedule.

“I’m not trying to start any beef, I swear,” he gives Travis a look, “but just in case you changed your mind, those tickets for tomorrow night are still yours, if you want ‘em.”

Travis lets out a little laugh, rolls his eyes.

“Thanks, but I probably oughtta go home tomorrow, do some work at the house and then, y’know. Grab some clothes and stuff. I mean, if you want me to hang around more, this week.”

There’s a wry twist to his mouth when he says it, like he’s kinda kidding, but there’s something in his voice that lets Nolan know, he’s also kinda not.

“Dude,” Nolan starts, then stops, makes a concerted effort to soften his face, and his tone. “Trav,” he tries again, a little less impatient and a lot more fond, “obviously I want you to hang around more. I want you to hang around, like – as much as you can. And after tomorrow, I got a four-day break before playoffs start, so.”

“Yeah, okay. Cool,” Travis nods, eyes still a little shifty. Nolan doesn’t know exactly what Travis still has cooking up in that brain of his, but Nolan figures the more explicit he can be about what he wants, the more he’s willing to bite the bullet and just fucking spell it out, the easier he makes it for Travis, so.

“And you’re definitely taking my playoff tickets whenever you’re in town, so I don’t even wanna hear about it,” he goes on. “And after playoffs are over, once summer rolls around, I’ll have even more free time. Like, so much free time you’ll get sick of my face.”

“Yeah, but,” Travis starts, then stops, shakes his head. “I mean, like. You don’t fuckin’, like. Stay here, I’m sure. Like, in the summer? ‘m sure you go home or, fuck, I dunno. Whatever you do with your life when you make three mil a year and have three or four months off work. I wouldn’t fuckin’ know, eh?”

And Nolan’s only just starting to understand: the reticence he’s always attributed to Travis’s inexperience with men, to him being repressed, being scared, being some throw-back filled with internalized homophobia and outdated ideas about what it means to be gay, was maybe – at least partially – about something else, as well. Some of it, he’s realizing, has to do with Nolan specifically - his job, his lifestyle, with him being Nolan Patrick, Edmonton Oiler when Travis, in his own words, is just another rig pig.

You don’t need a goddamn thing from me – that’s what Travis said earlier. Which literally could not be farther from the truth, in all the ways that matter to Nolan. He’s known that for like, a while now, but obviously Travis still doesn’t see it.

“I mean,” he says, foot jiggling on Travis’s knee, “I’ll go home, sure. Hang out in Winnipeg for a while, see the family, catch up with my buddies. But mostly my summers are just, like – golf, fish, workout, repeat. Nothing I can’t do up here with you on your weeks off, eh?”

They’ve talked a lot about all the things they have in common, the shared interests and the hobbies they both like, but they’ve never actually done any of those things together – not yet. Nolan is looking forward to it, can’t wait to see Travis on the golf course cursing about a bad shot, or on a boat with his tan skin shining in the sun. Can’t wait to get Travis on a pair of blades this summer to see what he’s got.

“Yeah, but,” Travis says again, fingers kneading at Nolan’s ankle nervously, like he doesn’t even realize he’s doing it. “I mean, you can’t just. Or like. I’m sure you’re too busy to be coming back and forth to Edmonton every two weeks in the off-season. Like, that’s just – .”

“Just what,” Nolan asks, shakes his foot a little under Travis’s hand.

Travis’s eyes don’t meet his. He shrugs a little, blows out a breath.

“I don’t fuckin’ know, man. Just – I know you’ve got to have more important things to do, y’know?”

“More important things to do,” Nolan says, slow and deliberate, “than you.”

Travis’s face is flushed, eyes still staring off into the middle distance, refusing to look Nolan’s way.

“I mean, like I said. How the hell do I know?”

“How about, because I’m telling you.” Nolan wiggles his foot some more, enough Travis’s whole chair shakes. Enough Travis finally looks over, finally lets Nolan see his face.

Nolan makes a point to look him right in the eye, to make sure he’s got Travis’s whole attention before he goes on.

“Whatever bullshit you’re thinking? About how you don’t bring anything to the table or whatever? It’s exactly fucking that – bullshit. No, I don’t fucking need you to pay my bills, or fuckin’ fight off intruders, or whatever people wanna act like a man is supposed to do. I don’t even need you to like, lift heavy shit or reach the top fucking shelf for me.

But my life is just fucking better when you’re around. Like, happier, more fun, less boring, less lonely. Just - so much better, in every way. So, like. That’s what I need from you - just.

You.”

He stops there, takes a deep breath. He swings his legs down out of Travis’s lap, leans forward to the edge of his seat so he can reach out, grab Travis’s hand in his.

He stares down at it; so does Travis.

“Sorry if that’s like – a lot, or. Too much too soon or whatever, but I just. I haven’t ever really, like. Felt like that, before, so.”

He squeezes Travis’s hand, face burning hot and throat tight. Then Travis squeezes back, and Nolan feels something inside him let go, unravel.

“Well, me neither,” Travis says, gruff and low. “Fuckin’. Obviously.”

Then it’s just the two of them, both red-faced and wide-eyed, staring at each other.

“Okay then,” Nolan says, like that settles something – even though he knows it really doesn’t, necessarily. He has a feeling this isn’t the last time they’re going to go over this same shit, but that’s okay. It’s not like he’s ever minded putting in the work, where Travis is concerned.

He stands up just long enough to take one step, pluck the beer out of Travis’s hand and deposit himself unceremoniously in Travis’s lap, ass on one of Travis’s legs and knees folded over the other, like a kid on Santa’s lap.

“Jesus Christ,” Travis grunts dramatically. Nolan rolls his eyes, takes a swig of Travis’s beer.

“You wanna be the big fuckin’ man in the relationship,” and the tone of Nolan’s voice is a dare, “this is what it takes, chief.”

He wraps his arm around Travis’s neck, leans down to press their foreheads together. They stay like that for a minute, just breathing each other’s breath.

“For the record,” Travis says, a soft puff of air against Nolan’s cheek, “my life is way fuckin’ better with you around, too. Like, so much fuckin’ better.”

Nolan grins, nods so his temple slides against Travis’s.

“So,” he says, like the whole intervening conversation didn’t even happen, “this summer. I’ll go home, hang out in Winnipeg while you’re working, see my family and friends and whatever. But whenever you’re off, I’ll be here. And you’re gonna get so much shit from your boys, because your girlfriend’s gonna be taking up way more of your time. Like a lot more. So go ahead and get ready for it.”

“Goddamn,” Travis says, one hand sliding down to palm Nolan’s ass and the other one pressed warm against his cold cheek. He looks all pleased with himself, smirky little smile at the corner of his crooked mouth. “Guess the boys will just have to learn to fuckin’ manage without me. Seems like I got a high-maintenance woman on my hands.”

“If you wanted low maintenance, you picked the wrong girl, bud,” Nolan says with a shrug, completely unrepentant. “Good thing you’re not afraid of a little hard work.”
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