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Nineteen

    by theclaravoyant

      Summary

      Carter Vaughn stands out from the beginning.

-

Inspired by flashback/bottle episodes of old: an ode to friendship, as told through injury, recovery, and reflection on a legacy formed through the bond of generational talent.



      Notes

        this started as an idea for a drabble for the sixtysixdaysofskip and then Carter Vaughn bewitched me body and soul and this was born.

my ETERNAL gratitude to the Smoothie Bar Skip Discord for cheering me on, brainstorming, hockey-picking, and generally supporting me through one of the longest and most technically challenging things I have ever written. may Ma Vaughn's blessings be upon you all.

a forewarning: this fic is 99% based in tv canon, with sprinkles of book canon, real life hockey, and a secret third thing (ignoring COVID) for flavour. if i've made a mistake, no i didn't, roll with it

enjoy <3




  






    






Nineteen

    
      January 2020 – Madison Square Garden, Midtown Manhattan

Scott Hunter's Final Season. 42 Games Remaining
It feels like every cell of Scott's body is on fire. The Tornadoes' new rookie, Turner, is playing like he has something to prove, and there's nothing like racing a man half your age for thirty long excruciating seconds to make you feel old. He gets a good pass in at least, but mercifully it isn't long before Murdock waves him off the ice. Carter swaps out, grinning with every bit of fresh-faced vigour he has in him as he intercepts the puck and sweeps it back toward the blue line like a bullet. Scott shakes his head, ripping the stopper from his drink bottle with trembling hands. He gets as much on his mouth as in it, but it's close enough.
“Good?” Murdock checks.
“Yeah,” he pants, “just getting too old for this shit.”
Murdock chuckles. Scott tilts his head back for another mouthful, and that's when it happens - a horrendous crunch, a gasp from the crowd -
“VAUGHNY!” Gillis roars. Murdock swears under his breath, all humour lost to cold dread.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Scott's on his feet before he registers moving, gripping the barricade with white knuckles to resist throwing himself back out there as his eyes search the flurry of red and white. Gillis has his bare hands twisted in Turner's jersey, shoving him backward and hollering in his face. Jalo's not far behind, but neither are Turner's teammates: one of them swings a punch at Gillis, and Jalo dives in, and then Woody, and Scott still can't see Carter. The ref's whistle struggles to break through the cacophony.
“Hey, what the fuck was that, rookie?”
“It's not his fault your winger can't take a hit!"
“Not a dirty one, paskapää!”
“Fuck off, Jalo, he's just a kid!”
“Bullshit, if he wants to play with the big boys he can man the fuck up -"
"Ref! Misconduct!"
"- if he wants a fair fight I'll give it to him!”
“Fucking asshole-”
“Fucking coward -”
They're holding each other back by this point, at least, and the fight dissipates enough for Scott to lay eyes on Carter's limp form, slumped at the edge of the rink like a pile of laundry. Small. Still. Abandoned. Scott feels his heart plummet down to his guts. People break their necks with hits like that.
The whistle sounds again; a long, loud, no-nonsense shriek. The teams reluctantly separate, sour blood in the air between them, but at least now the medical team can get through. Scott grinds his teeth together watching them strap Carter into a backboard and c-collar, and swallows the urge to punch something and scream. He's the Captain. He can't panic - not more than he already is. Not more than Murdock, who bites the knuckle of his thumb and is probably thinking about calling Carter's parents and Carter still isn't moving. 
Wilson, the team doctor, gives them a half-hearted thumbs-up as they haul him off down the tunnel, and that's all the relief they have time for as the teams are called to line up again, and Scott forces himself to lock it away. No wonder Kip thinks they're crazy for this, the hockey world; with a little perspective, even Scott can hardly believe he's not running off the ice right now. Maybe he's just too well-trained, but it's not like he doesn't believe it: Carter is in the best possible hands, and that's Wilson's, and the team is in his. They will be shaken after that, and if he can't fucking rally then nobody else will, so that's what he does. He can already feel the absence on his right-hand side: Hollis isn't bad, but he's no Vaughny and he knows it. Probably, so do the Tornadoes.



“Sorry about your guy,” Warner says. Scott doesn't want to see the cockiness in his eyes. He glares at the spot between their blades instead.
“Shut the fuck up and play.”
.o.o.o.
September 2011 – MSG Training Center, Tarrytown, NY.

Admirals Training Camp
Carter Vaughn stands out from the beginning.
There's no question that he's going to be good – the Wolverines are the top college program in the country, and the critics all have him somewhere in their top twenty under twenty – but as for attitude? Most rookies, in Scott's experience, keep to themselves on Day One. They're usually either cocky upstarts who think they're God's Gift to the Admirals, or else they're nervous wrecks just trying to get through the day without vomiting. Coach Murdock doesn't tend to go for the former as much as Phillips had, and as their team improves and their draft picks slide, it kind of helps weed out the ones who are too big for their boots. These days, they tend to get the make-or-breakers, not unlike Scott himself; the ones who have worked their whole lives for this moment and are keenly aware of how easily it can all slip away. Some rise to the occasion. Some disappear. Vaughn, apparently, makes friends.
Scott and Murdock are a little delayed to the ice after a strategy meeting. By the time they get out there, Vaughn has got his phone in his hand and a gaggle of the guys around him watching something and laughing. Murdock raises an eyebrow.
“Warming up, are we?”
Vaughn bolts upright, whipping his dimpled cheeks into a disciplined expression. In a half a second, Scott watches him search for a pocket, a bag, the boards – but there's nothing within reach, so he hides the phone behind his hands instead.
“Yes sir,” he blusters. “Uh, I mean, no sir. Waiting for you, sir. I mean- fuck.”
He sighs, shoulders drooping as he resigns himself to his fate. He holds out his phone as though he might never see it again, and in a time-honoured tradition of letting the rookie fall on his ass, the others say nothing. Murdock plucks it from his hands and passes it to Scott.
“No phones on the ice, rook. Drop and give me – hm, nineteen?”
Vaughn glances between Murdock and Scott, like he's expecting something worse. “Push-ups?”



“Unless you'd prefer burpees?”
“No sir. Nineteen push-ups coming up.”
He salutes with two fingers, shuts his mouth and gets to work – and probably, Scott thinks, thanks his lucky stars he switched the digits around from his college number. Push-ups are slower and more awkward with skates on, though, and some of the others have the audacity to laugh. A bold choice.
“The rest of you giggling grannies –“ Murdock commands, “I sent home thoroughbreds, I get back a bunch of foundered children's ponies? Rookie's in the best shape of all of you! Let's see some laps! Go!”
They bitch and moan about it, of course, but it's good to be back. They're slapping each other on the shoulders and bumping helmets and laughing all over again soon enough, and they call Scott over, but first, he skates to the bench to put Vaughn's phone somewhere it can stay out of trouble. A flash of curiosity on the way drives him to play the offending video. It features a hockey team, maybe a college one as he doesn't recognise the jerseys, but he does recognise the high-school-typical rubber dodgeballs in most of the players' hands. They pelt them at bone-shattering speeds at each other, forcing sharp stops and tight edgework to avoid getting hit and to catch each other out. One of the guys executes a particularly flashy spin to catch his opponent off-guard and Scott smirks. Yes, it's funny, but it's also not the worst idea. Agility is not the Admirals' strong suit right now; anyone with a good eye who's watched a few games would know that. Maybe the rookie has done some research.
Puffing only slightly, cheeks rosy, Vaughn humbly offers from behind -
“Sorry, Mr Hunter. I'm an idiot. I'll put it away.”
“Just Hunter's fine,” Scott corrects him. “Or Scott. Or Cap. Save the Mister business for Murdock, he'll get a kick out of it.”
In good faith, he hands the phone back over, and Vaughn holds out his other hand.
“Carter. Vaughn. Or some of the guys from school called me Vince.”
“Vince?”
“Like the actor. Wedding Crashers?”
“Dodgeball.” Scott nods his recognition, and Vaughn grins. “Nice.”
.o.o.o.
January 2020 – St John of God Hospital, Midtown Manhattan

41 Games Remaining
“I'm looking for Carter Vaughn?”
Scott instantly recognises the mess of curls and double-denim by the reception desk as soon as he finally makes it through the hospital doors. He heaves a sigh of relief.
“Can I have your name, please?” the receptionist enquires.
“Christopher Grady. He's with me.”
Both of them look toward Scott instantly, and he hopes he doesn't look as much like a heap of reheated garbage as he feels. He's never fled the ice so fast in his life; the water from the showers had barely even had time to touch his skin. The guys had been all too happy to send him ahead and cover for him with the press, but his phone is blowing up in his pocket with their concern.
“Sorry. I couldn't just wait at home.” Kip says it like an apology, but Scott has never been more grateful. They arrange Kip a visitor's badge and Scott is permitted to lead him through. These are familiar halls – he hasn't been Captain for this long without overseeing his fair share of concussions and blown tendons – but even so, a sense of dread stalks him all the way to Carter's bedside.
They've just dropped him off post-surgery, with a warning that the anaesthetic could take some time to wear off. It shouldn't be surprising, then, that Carter's hospital room is silent as the grave, but it's so unlike Carter it makes Scott's skin crawl. The only thing worse is Carter himself: lying still, bundled up in thick bandages and a paper-thin robe. There's a machine by his bedside tracking his heart rate and blood pressure, and a needle dripping painkillers into his arm, and his skin is waxy and strange and he's never looked so...
It's easier in uniform, with the lights and everyone's eyes on him, to be Captain Scott Hunter: responsible leader, finisher of games. Looking at Carter now, those layers peel away to the raw, wounded Scott underneath. The crash replays in his mind: the sound of the collision, his own desperate grip on the barrier, the whistle screaming like it could really do anything to stop it. He could not have done anything to stop it. He would have given anything to stop it.
“Scott. C'mere.”
Kip wraps his arms around Scott and pulls him close, and Scott buries his face in Kip's shoulder. He wants to tell him everything, but his tongue won't work. He can't breathe. It's all he can do to stop hot tears burning their way down his face, because there's a picture in the Vaughns' living room, of a young Carter – maybe eight, ten years old, something like that – in a bright white jersey and an even brighter smile, with his arm in a cast. There's a photo in the Admirals' locker room of that same smile, beaming and bloody in Admirals red as Carter holds his first lost tooth up like a trophy. Scott has one of himself just like it. He knows what it's like to give his blood, sweat and tears to this game. He knows it's a dangerous one. He's just never come this close to losing everything.
The door opens, then, and Scott pulls himself back together. He steps away from Kip a little, wipes his eyes, and clears his throat, as Murdock and Wilson and two other people – lawyers, maybe, or something else corporate, judging by the suits – file into the room talking in hushed tones. One of the suits breaks away, to stride over and clap Scott on the shoulder.
“Captain! Didn't expect to see you here so soon after that walloping.” He means the game, not the hit. Hopefully. “Gotta make sure this one's not blowing up the succession plan, huh?”
“How is he?” Scott asks, and tries to ignore everything else about the man.
“He'll be okay,” Murdock promises grimly, his eyes lingering on Carter's face. “Just a few inches in it, but Lord Almighty, someone is smiling on that kid.”
Thank God. Kip squeezes Scott's hand. Captain Scott Hunter simply nods.
“His collarbone is broken in several places,” Wilson elaborates. “He's slipped a disc, and he's going to have the concussion from Hell, but with any luck he'll recover. Might even bounce back by the end of the season if we play our cards right.”
“It's going to be a rough road ahead, though,” Murdock adds. “I'm sure he'll be glad you're here.”



“Wouldn't want to be anywhere else.”
The two suits look at each other. “Now, uh, to update Ms Grey, and Mr and Mrs Vaughn -”
“We'll do it,” Scott volunteers. “I'm sure you guys have... paperwork or something, right?”
The suits all too happily take their leave, grateful for the opportunity to skip out on the quagmire of human emotion for something less fraught. It's not just the players who struggle with that part of hockey. Murdock and Wilson linger for a moment though, and Scott feels for them: they've known Carter since his first day too. He can't imagine having to be in the room like they are; neck-deep in meetings and phone-calls and decision-making for the foreseeable, fighting for the future of a man they've all but watched grow up. But he's glad someone is.
Scott finally lets himself collapse into a chair and pulls out his phone. Any minute now, Carter will open his eyes; he will stand, walk, play again. At least Scott has something good to share. His finger hovers over the contact picture all the same: Carter is practically kneeling to take a selfie with his mother, their shining smiles matching as they look up at the camera.
Ma Vaughn, reads the name.
Scott dials.
.o.o.o.
November, 2012 – Carter's Apartment, Upper West Side, Manhattan

American Thanksgiving
“Please?” Vaughny had asked. “I'm begging you to come over and eat, what's so hard about this? I am literally drowning in seafood. There's not a single stick of celery left in the tristate area!”
“I'm fine, Vaughny,” Scott had objected. “I just want a quiet one.”
“It will be plenty quiet, I swear! Liv's stuck on set, so it's just me and my folks and Lions vs Texans. You don't even have to know anything about football, just Detroit Good Houston Bad. Well, actually, Detroit is... also bad, but more importantly, Mom will kill me with her bare hands if she knows I let you have that sad little plate of turkey alone again. Come on, Cap. Just give me like, two hours.”
And that's how Scott finds himself on Carter Vaughn's doorstep on Thanksgiving, holding a bottle of Riesling and a long, flaky baguette. He rings the doorbell, and Vaughny hollers - “It's open!” - so after a moment, he lets himself in. There's a short entrance hall that opens out to an open plan living area not unlike Scott's own, where Mr Vaughn is sat on the couch and Vaughny leans with his arms braced on the back of it, a tea-towel slung over one shoulder, both of them staring intently at the TV. Mrs Vaughn is not far behind her son, in the kitchen, paused with a ladle in one hand and a thermometer in the other, just as riveted. Scott has never really followed football - he's a baseball guy if he had to pick something outside of hockey, and so were his parents, and it cuts like a knife to remember that all of a sudden - but there's something inside him that aches when the whole family cheers in unison.
“DEE-TROIT!”
“That's how it's done!” Vaughny hollers, and turns to face Scott with a grin. “You made it! Mom, Dad, this is Cap. Uh, Scott.”
“Captain!” Mr Vaughn greets warmly, hauling himself up from the couch to shake Scott's hand and pull him in for a hug. “Call me Jim.”
“Marielle, love,” Mrs Vaughn greets, pulling Scott across into her arms. She's all of a foot and change shorter than Scott, but manages to dwarf him with the force of her embrace. “You can call me Ma, all Carter's friends do. Unless – well, I'm so sorry to hear...”
“Oh, yes,” Jim adds, “such an awful thing.”
Oh, good, they're here already. Scott can suddenly feel how a catchers mitt used to fit around his hand and he reels, his heart thudding like a rabbit in a trap. He grits his teeth; he should be used to this by now. This is why he likes his sad little turkey plate. It tastes nothing like how his mother used to make. Not that he can remember what that's like anymore.
Vaughny flashes him apologetic eyes, and suggests -“Grub's up, right? Half time.”
“Right, yes,” Marielle waves her hand as if brushing the thought from the air. She lets Scott stand upright, at least. “Let's get you fed, since your sweet mother isn't around to do it herself -”
“Mom!” Vaughny hisses.
They descend into an argument, and Scott does his best to block it out. His eyes wander the details of the living room, at first just for something to do that isn't stick his nose outside his business or think about his own mother, and then with more attention as it becomes more obvious that Vaughny's living room is nothing like his, after all. Maybe they have similar taste in décor, but there are details of his life in every corner that Scott can't imagine in his own place; knick-knacks and CDs and especially the photos. Vaughny is on vacation on a boat, in a bright Hawaiian shirt with a mimosa, embracing a stunning young woman Scott vaguely recognises. He's in his Wolverines uniform, surrounded by his college team, showing off a trophy. He's out in a field, dressed casually in a flattering red flannel, kneeling and scruffing the fur of a Golden Retriever. That last one reminds Scott a little of one of his rookie year photo shoots.
“That's Greta,” Carter offers. The argument is over, apparently, and he comes baring two heavily-laden plates of food. “We had her since I was like, three. My parents had to put her down last year. I was kind of a mess.”
“I remember that game,” Scott says, when he should have said I'm sorry. “Why didn't you say anything?”
Carter snorts. “Come on, Cap. It's hockey.”
There's a few, awful beats of silence. Then they take their seats on the couch in the living room, and Scott inhales the fragrant aroma of cayenne pepper, herbs, and so much warm, delicious butter he wants to swim in it. His dietitian would probably cry, but it's been a day, and he'll burn it off tomorrow anyway, so he sticks his fork in one of the myriad grilled and boiled sea creatures on his plate, and puts it to his tongue, and it's heavenly. The game recommences, accompanied by cutlery and ravenous chewing and the Vaughns chattering away about the terrible prospects of their beloved team and – okay, Scott has to admit, this is better than sad turkey in his apartment alone.
.o.o.o.
January 2020 – St John of God Hospital, Midtown Manhattan

41 Games Remaining
Scott sleeps in fits and starts in the chair by Carter's bedside. Kip leaves him with a breakfast burrito and a kiss on the forehead, promising to come and get him after class, by which time Gloria and the Vaughns should be here to take over Carter duty. But it's Scott alone, flicking through the channels looking for something to help keep him awake, who is there when Carter finally stirs. Groans. Blinks drowsily through the hangover of a lifetime.
“... Scott?”
Scott grabs the armrest of the chair to stop himself from buckling with sheer, sweet relief as Carter grimaces and takes in his surroundings.
“Fuck, that kid did a number on me, huh?”
“You're calling people kid now?”
Carter's grimace stretches like toffee into a broad, loopy grin. “Figure I'm going to be Captain soon. Gotta get into character.”
Scott rolls his eyes, biting back a smile. “Blame Murdock for that one, kid. He started it.”
“Mm, kid,” Carter hums. “D'you wanna be my best man?”
Scott blinks. Carter's expression is, if anything, somehow more earnest and enthusiastic than ever. There are connections firing behind those eyes that make this transition make sense, probably, but Scott is still adjusting to the fact that Carter will be getting out of this bed in the not-too-distant future, let alone walking down the aisle.
“I was gonna ask you after the game, before...” Carter gestures vaguely, and then sighs, dreamy as anything. “I can't believe she said yes! I'm the luckiest man alive, you know? She's so fucking gorgeous? Like as a person? And yeah, her body is like. Crazy. But I just really like her smile, you know? I'm so lucky my sister's a lesbian.”
Scott can't help but laugh. In all things, he's still Carter. And it is kind of funny, the way these things work out: Liv had met her partner on the tech crew for some little production, followed her to LA, got to talking to one of the biggest up-and-coming actresses of the decade, and in that classic fearless Vaughn family way, mentioned that she had a brother. It was luck, it was the strings of fate. It was Carter's ridiculous amount of game, reaching across state lines, if you ask him – or if you don't, and he insists, and Gloria rolls her eyes every time. Gloria is radiant; she's kind, witty, talented, and she still looks at Carter like he hung the moon every now and then, even though he can't put his socks in the fucking hamper to save his life.
“Yes,” Scott says. “Yeah, of course, I'm in.”
“Cool.”
Carter's quiet for a stretch, after that – just long enough for Scott to wonder if he's drifted off again, before he speaks softly up to the ceiling.
“Gloria didn't... see that, did she?”
“No,” Scott assures him, “but she knows you're hurt. She's flying in; should be here any second.”
“Good, because I woke up before, you know? And I couldn't stop shaking? I couldn't feel anything – I thought maybe – I thought it was all – Scotty, I was so fucking scared.”
Carter's voice trembles, and cracks at the end, a few uninhibited tears sliding down his face. Scott bites back the urge to pull his suddenly small, fragile body into a hug.
“You're going to be fine,” Scott promises. “Just a few broken bones. And Murdock has a few extra grey hairs. Nothing to worry about.”
A touch of a smile returns. “Murdock doesn't have enough hair left to go grey.”
“I do, though,” Scott admits. “Fucking Rozanov's going to have fuel for decades after this, so you better get ready to kick his ass for me, alright?”
“Fucking Rozzznov,” Carter mumbles. He chuckles, maybe at nothing more than how the name feels going over his lips. “That's fun to say. Not as fun as Kip though. Kip. Kip. Kiii-pah! Mannn, Kip was here? I fucking love Kip. 'n I love you, man. 'n I'm so happy that you found somebody who loves you like I love Gloria. Not the fame or the jersey or whatever. You.”
He reaches a dizzy hand out, pointing as if to poke Scott's face, but it hovers uncertainly in his lack of spatial awareness. Scott catches it before he can pull his cannula or something, and tucks it gently back by Carter's side, and it's not unlike tucking in a drunken kid Vaughny back in the day - before he too got wise to the value of water and the danger of keg-stands. Something melancholy washes over Scott then, something maudlin about the passage of time, and he wonders if they're about to take another downswing on the rollercoaster, but before they can, the door flies open and Carter's face lights up like the sun.
“Gigiiii!”
.o.o.o.
December 2013 – Bennett Residence, Tarrytown NY.

Admirals Team Barbeque
He'd seen Gloria's face around before, of course: she's been on television soaps and serials for years and recently has been getting into movies. Bad movies. Slasher movies, mostly, which had never really seemed to grab him – then again, apparently one major draw is that the women in them are extremely attractive, so maybe the genre is just wasted on a man like him.
It's not that Scott can't see it, of course. Gloria is stunning and slender, with big dark eyes that animate her face and objectively gorgeous, well-framed breasts, and Scott has eyes. And ears, which unfortunately are still scarred by the whistling and howling that had gone around the locker room when Vaughny had told them who exactly his GG was.
They're at Bennett's place for a barbeque the first time Scott meets her. She's got a glass of champagne in one hand and is digging through the drawers and cupboards.
“Looking for something?”
“Tongs? There's ten thousand salad spoons when all you need is a knife, right?” She stands up behind the counter and recognises him – then smiles, blushes, and holds out her hand as if she's not at least a contender for most famous person on the block. “Captain! Gloria Grey, Carter Vaughn's girlfriend. I've heard a lot about you.”
“All lies, I'm sure.” He shakes her hand. “Call me Scott. Welcome to the family, Gloria. Vaughny's been doing us proud this year, you must be his good luck charm! The tongs are in the second drawer under the stove, by the way.”
“Thank you,” she says, and retrieves a half a dozen pairs with a roll of her eyes. “And – thank you. That's sweet, but I don't have a clue about hockey. If anyone's good luck for the Admirals, it's all CC.”
“You can say that again. He's lightning on the forward line and the guys love him. If you ask me, he's got an A coming his way this season.”
“Great!” Gloria's blush deepens, and she leans across the bench. “Is it like... against the WAGs Code or something if I admit I don't know what that means?”
Scott laughs. She's cute.
“Alternate Captain,” he explains. “And yes, it's great. It's... a promotion, sort of, but I'm sure Holly and the girls will get you up to speed on the lingo in no time. Speaking of which; where is our gracious host?”
“Graciously fighting with her husband in the yard about the small farm worth of meat that is apparently running late.”
“Great, and where can I go to stay out of that?”
Gloria laughs. “The boys are in the basement, playing pool or something while they starve to death.”
“That's alright. I brought snacks.” He holds up his offerings, two bulging shopping bags in each hand, which Gloria eyes skeptically.
“They'll be on you like locusts,” she warns. “It's been five whole minutes since the dip and crackers disappeared down there.”
“Well, the Captain's burden is a heavy one,” he sighs. “It's been nice knowing you, Gloria.”
She salutes with two fingers, and gives him a nod. “The pleasure is all mine.”
.o.o.o.
2020 – St John of God Hospital, Midtown Manhattan

39 Games Remaining
Scheduling two demanding careers can be cruel, and Gloria can't get away from her shoot for too long once Carter is up and about again. It's probably for the best, Scott has to admit; the private suites at St John are used to celebrity, but while Scott Hunter is one thing, Gloria Grey is quite another. She's a household name these days, and every magazine wants to snap a photo of her tastefully tearful about her man – or more likely, a hysterical mess, since that seems to sell better - so her having to leave before they both come out together keeps the interest levels at a dull roar.
Ma and Jim Vaughn are unfazed by the cavalcade, or at least are pretending to be. They discuss the logistics of leaving the hospital and getting to Carter's place, or to the airport, or both, like this is a normal part of their lives now. With Carter set to take over the mantle of the most beloved New York hockey player in the last fifty-odd years, maybe it will be, at least while they're here with him. Of course, they argue about it.
“Guys, I love you, I'm fine,” Carter insists. Fine might be a strong word, but at least he can stand up now without looking like he's about to vomit. “Please go home. I can take care of myself.”
“Of course you can, baby,” Ma insists, “I just don't see why they won't let you come back with us, since you can't play anyway.”
“They have doctors here.”
“They have doctors in Detroit,” Jim retorts. “Some of the best, you know, and hockey ones too-”
Scott bites the inside of his cheek as the Vaughns argue back and forth, because it's not really in Carter's hands anyway. The Admirals aren't about to let their most precious investment fly out of state; out of the in-house care – and supervision – they have at their beck and call.
“Don't worry, Ma,” Scott interrupts. “I'll take care of him.”
She snorts, and waves a hand. “Oh, please, you're as bad as he is. I saw that AC rupture in '05.”
Scott opens his mouth to defend himself, but honestly, he can't. He'd fought the doctors tooth and nail at the time, but now he could admit he had come back too soon even if he had been – Jesus, 24? - at the time. He'd just made Captain, and the weight of the team had been heavy on wounded shoulders; it still is, some days, and he can feel the ghost of it even now, as if his shoulder is on her side. Point made, Ma returns to arguing with her son, and Kip covers his mouth like he's hiding a smile. Scott glares.
“I didn't say anything,” Kip insists.
Fortunately, they're interrupted by the nurse doing Carter's discharge paperwork, and once the idea of him leaving in a wheelchair comes up, he caves quickly on the idea of his mother taking charge if it can be done standing up. It'll be less threatening for the fans and the press that way - and for Carter, who doesn't want to be made out to be any more severely injured than necessary, and who doesn't truly want to be alone, even if he does make a show of mouthing save me once he's tucked out of view of the cameras. Scott rolls his eyes, thanking both their lucky stars that he can do so after the week they've had, and closes the car door behind him.
Scott and Kip bundle into a car of their own after that, and Scott pulls out his phone for the first time in what feels like a decade, in social-media time. As he'd suspected, commentary both amateur and professional is churning with speculation about the Admirals' prospects, Scott's retirement, and whether Carter will be strong enough soon enough to return to the sport, let alone to the leadership of it. Some venture further: whether he is smart and strategic and decisive enough to take the lead like Scott does, whether this is perhaps secretly a blessing in disguise, whether the Admirals are throwing away their future by spotlighting a... nother diversity hire, though that's not the wording some of them use.
“All good?” Kip checks, frowning at the expression on Scott's face.
Scott flips his phone back over and wedges it under his leg.
.o.o.o.
February 2014 – Sochi, Russian Federation

Winter Olympics, Gold Medal Game
There's twelve, eleven, ten seconds left in the game and Canada is making them work for it. Whoever wins, it's going to be a game that's talked about for the rest of their lives. They're the best of the best, and every guy out here on both sides is giving their all; each one of them has been reduced to a pounding heart, burning lungs, and searing adrenaline strapped into a jersey. It doesn't hurt that Team USA is the closest to the gold they've been in over thirty years, and if they can snag it without going into overtime, victory will be all the sweeter.
In the last great rush against the buzzer, Hollander and Vaughny jostle with the puck; fancy feet and fancy blades whipping back and forth; hips and sticks and checks are tight and vicious, bruising, driving. All that the ref doesn't call is fair in the gold medal game.



Then Vaughny snatches it by a nose, saucering the puck over Hollander's stick and whipping it into open space with the flick of his wrist. The puck shoots free of the neutral zone like a rocket, and Canada's defense scrambles to intercept it, but Scott gets there first. In one fell swoop he scoops it, feints, and cracks it into the five-hole.
The buzzer sounds.
The crowd explodes.
Vaughny drops his stick and throws himself at Scott for a bone-crushing hug. His face lights up, and Scott feels more so than hears him shout right into his ear: “HOLY SHIT!” And it's not long before the rest of the team is piling on, jumping and hollering and singing some god-awful combination of Star Spangled Banner and America the Beautiful and some other patriotic mess Scott can barely discern. His cheeks hurt from smiling for the first time in months, and the puck sits gloating in the net like it knows. He won. They won.
Vaughny has a hand over Scott's hammering heart as he presses a kiss to the side of his helmet, high on the win, and in spite of himself Scott misses another kiss. His heart hurts, and not just from the exertion. The voice of the crowd is electric in his veins, but there's a voice missing. He wonders if Kip is somewhere in New York, yelling at the TV screen. Cursing him, celebrating for him, he wouldn't even care. Does he hurt like Scott does?
He tries not to think about it as he leads the handshake line – good game, and fuck what a game, even Hollander is smiling – and tumbles back into the locker room with the guys, with everyone back slapping and hugging and shit-talking Canada. He tries not to think about a lot of things, as he strips down to his socks. Like the way they're already back to shit-talking each other.
“Great save at the end of second period, by the way,” Vaughny is saying.
“Not so bad yourself, Affirmative Action.”
Vaughy rolls his eyes, but beside him one of the defensemen intervenes.
“Fuck off, DuBois, you wouldn't know Affirmative Action if it punched you in the face.”
“Aw, be nice, Novi, the stupidity quota's the only thing that got him through school.” Vaughny gives his bully an exaggerated pout. “I scored more than him back then too.”
The thing is, DuBois has a good few inches on Vaughny, and he swaggers across the room half-naked with a sneer on his lips, to use every single one of them to tower over him. Vaughny squares up, and so he should – some fucking vile things have come out of that man's mouth these last few weeks, undoubtedly worse than he'd dare say in front of Scott, but Carter won't repeat them and Scott doesn't blame him for having had enough. He wants to fight his own battles, fine. But for the love of God, Scott just has to hold this team together for another fifteen minutes so they can get their fucking medals and go home.
“D'you want me to get a measuring stick, boys?” he quips, and the both of them pull back. DuBois knows better, at least, than to cross him, and so he stalks off to the showers instead. Vaughny and Novikov don't poke the bear. Thank God. It's like herding cats with this lot sometimes.
Fortunately, the joy of winning – and the discipline of a well-placed glare – gets them through to the post-games without incident. They all know the drill from here. They're a great group of guys. Canada played well but we played better, got those pucks in deep and it paid off. We're all crazy proud to bring back the gold after so long in the wilderness, that star spangled banner does indeed yet wave, rah rah. It's a dog and pony show, a red carpet Scott especially knows how to walk well enough by now. Vaughny is a few steps behind him, prepared to trot out the usual like everyone else does, maybe modestly downplay the assist of the decade a few times, but the question that comes at him isn't something everyone else hears every day.
“How does it feel to be the first Black hockey player ever to serve on Team USA?”
The first? Seriously? Scott twists away from his own interview. That can't be right.
Carter blinks and cocks his head, knocked too far off script to follow along. “I'm sorry?”
“Do you think ice hockey has a race problem?”
.o.o.o.
February 2020 – Scott's Apartment, Upper West Side, Manhattan.

31 Games Remaining
Scott recognises the audio tag of the podcast that Carter stops playing as he accepts the call. He frowns into the screen.
“Man in the Crease? Seriously?”
“I'm just trying to keep my finger on the pulse.” Carter sighs a deep, bone-weary sigh as he settles into his chair and pulls up his controller to start setting up a game. “I had to listen to something. Mom and Dad have gone home, and Gloria doesn't get in til Thursday... It's so fucking quiet in here I feel like I'm losing it.”
“Did you call Bennett?”
“Yes.”
“Huff?”
“Yes.”
“What about Matti, he said he would-”
“Yes, Scott, I've called everyone, alright? Everyone's called me. The guys are all checking in, your little Distract Vaughny roster is full and plentiful. It's just not the same.” Carter bites his lip, and lowers his eyes, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. The little loading soccer ball rotates on the screen in silence for a moment, and he takes a deep breath. “Sorry. I appreciate it, really, it's just - it's been a day. Had a call with Wilson and the board this morning too, so I'm really... feeling like a person.”
“And listening to some beer league bros whinge about the Admirals 'going woke, going broke' is helping with this... how?”
“Fuck off,” Carter snaps, with a little less venom this time. “I learnt from the best, alright?”
It had been Carter in the end, with no small assist from Kip, who had finally got him to stop listening to those guys; to realise that it had been just another veiled excuse to beat himself up when he was feeling like some sort of failure. Turns out, the after school specials were right: embracing love and asking for help is a much better motivator. Even if he does kind of want to beat himself up some more, for rubbing off on Carter that way.
Scott nods his sympathy instead, as they flick through the menus to pick their teams. “How'd the call go?”
“Collarbone is coming along, and the doctors don't think I'll need surgery for the disc after all. Time to add jogging and strength back into training and see if I fall apart, I guess.”
“Do you think it's too soon?”
“God no.” Carter stops himself, all but biting his lip. “I don't know. You know how it is: I just want to get back out there, and this is how I do that. Hydro's a fucking godsend though; jogging on concrete is going to be a bitch. But I'm climbing the walls in here, man, so I'll take getting beaten with a meat tenderiser over sitting around with my thumb up my ass any day.”
“I get that. Back in '05, when I did my shoulder, Huff and Bennett kidnapped all my good strength bands and everything over 5 pounds so I wouldn't snap something.”
“They stole your weights?” Carter's eyes crinkle with delight.
“Not just my weights. Everything portable that was more than five pounds. Even my good cast-iron skillet.”
“Bullshit, you never had a 'good skillet'. You didn't even know the word skillet 'til last year.”
“I had a good everything, I just never touched it. And it was a few years before that.”
Carter must catch the dreamy smile that Scott doesn't stop from surfacing. He rolls his eyes.
“You know Kip's not actually that good at cooking, right?”
“You know Gloria's not actually that good at singing, right?”
“Oi, she's better than you, asshole.”
“When have you ever heard me sing?”
“2017. We Are the Champions. Big night for Scott Hunter fans. The Cup, the Kiss, and the Karaoke. Should have been headlined together.”
.o.o.o
September 2015 – MSG Training Center, Tarrytown, NY.

Admirals Training Camp
This must be where the song comes from, because Scott feels like he's walking on sunshine. Try as he might to discipline his face, he can feel the goofy, smitten grin breaking out all over it as he bumps into the locker room to gear up for practice.
“Someone's chipper,” Carter remarks.
“You get laid or what, Cap?” Bennett teases, and it's so much better than that. A hesitant smile, eyes sparkling in the night. The brush of a hand against his.
I... can't stop thinking about you, Kip had confessed.
I can't stop thinking about you either.
I want to try again.
Those words are keeping his heart pumping this morning and he wants to shout it, puke it out all over the locker roomand damn the consequences. The grin gets wider, and Huff claps him on the shoulders.
“Yes!! Welcome back, King!”
“Smoothie Girl is back? Ay!”
“Not necessarily Smoothies – could be Matcha girl this time. Avocado Toast girl.”
“Ooh, Hunter, I've got so many healthy fats.” Woody puts on an airy voice, and gestures breasts, and Carter whips him with his can of deodorant.
“Scotty doesn't kiss and tell, you know that,” he reminds them.
And that's the problem, isn't it?
It has to be different this time.
I know. I have to tell people. I want to. I will.
It doesn't have to be everybody.



What do you mean?
And Kip had walked him through the closet; how it's not something you're in, or you're out of, which he sort of objectively knew but had never looked at too closely head-on. Of course, he's right. Contrary to what the fear in Scott's veins tells him whenever he thinks about it, there's not a big flashing sign above his head that he has to decide to either turn on, or not. Elena knows. George knows. There's little moments, little confessions - invitations was how Kip put it, opportunities - every day, where he could maybe choose to let someone from his own world know too. It's different for Scott. He can't just go to a gay bar or make out in a taxi or tell the grocery store clerk these chocolates are for his boyfriend just to see how it feels. But he can pick somebody. Someone he trusts with his game, his team, his life.
“Hey, Vaughny. Can I steal you for a second?”
Carter pauses on his way out of the room. He's rooted to the spot, like he can tell the words mean something heavier than themselves. Beside him, Hollis hangs back too, glancing between them until Carter waves him away.
“Captain shit, rookie, mind your business.”
The kid scampers out after the rest of them, and Scott begs himself and his pounding heart not to bail. This was a fucking stupid place to try this, but it's too late now: the puck's dropped, and it's ending up in one goal or the other.
Carter follows wordlessly as Scott paces down the hall to Murdock's office. Locks the door. Lowers the crappy little blind over the glass panel like being able to see their feet in passing is going to give something away. He paces the stale carpet, suddenly finding his tongue is having trouble forming the words. Of course it is. He's barely said them out loud before; even to himself, even to Kip.
“Scott-” Carter starts, but Scott shakes his head, trying to keep it together. He needs to say something. Fast. If anyone else on the team had pulled one of them aside like this, he'd be panicking. Cheating. Drink driving. Drugs.
“Scott, it's okay!” Carter insists anyway, and Scott looks up. Carter's eyes are big and round and a little bit shiny; begging, more than anything, for Scott to share.
“Whatever you want to say,” he promises. “It's okay. I'm here for you. Liv was terrified too.”
“Your sister's gay?”
Oh. Fuck.
It's that easy. It's that impossible. Carter doesn't flinch; he's not scared, or grossed out, or angry. The sky doesn't fall. Something shifts beneath Scott's feet, like stepping back onto the ice after an injury and realising your body still remembers how to carry you after all. He exhales, and a secret he's kept twisted around his bones like barbed wire for twenty years breathes a little more free.
“I'm... gay,” he clarifies. “Smoothie Girl is a boy. Is a man, and I love him a lot. I love him so fucking much, Vaughny, holy shit.”
It's out. He covers his mouth with a trembling hand – although, a fat lot of good that will do. It's done now. He's told somebody. He's told somebody, and it feels like he's disintegrating, and it's somehow the best and most terrifying feeling in the world. Carter takes pity on him, and pretends not to notice as he closes the gap between them.
“Um, that's cool with me,” he says. “I mean, thanks for telling me, for real. I assume I'm taking it to my grave, because the world sucks and hockey sucks and stuff, but if anyone gives you shit, you tell me, alright? I've got your back.”
“Okay.” Scott chokes, and presses his hands into fists. Fuck. Is it always like this?
“I'm gonna give you a super macho bro hug right now, okay?” Carter offers, and wraps his arms around Scott, warm and unwavering. It's a little pathetic, how Scott leans in. “I love you, man, and I don't care who you love. I mean I care, obviously, but I don't like, care-”
“Shut up,” Scott sniffs, but it makes him laugh before he cries, and so he hugs back.
.o.o.o.
March 2020 – Grady Residence, Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn.

24 Games Remaining
George embraces Kip and then Scott as they cross the threshold, a warm and delicious pasta bake already steaming away in the middle of the dining table. Scott feels at once like he never wants to eat again, and like his bones are sticking out of his skin. His body is in overdrive this late in the season, fighting him for every calorie, and it doesn't help that he's trying to carry the team without Carter either. It's a part of the cycle he won't miss, but it's one they're all used to by now, and the Gradys don't take it personally that he inhales food more than speaks for the first little while. It's not long, of course, before the subject turns back to Carter's recovery.
“Some of these talking-head types better pull their heads in,” George grumbles, “going on about Vaughn like New York doesn't need him. It's like they never even watched the Admirals pre-2011. No offence, Scotty.”
“None taken,” Scott assures him through a mouthful of pasta, spinach, chicken and cheese. “We sucked.”
Kip, bless him, looks genuinely surprised. “You sucked?”
“Oh, fuck yeah.” He swallows. “Example - Remember how the draft works, right? I was first pick in 2001. Vaughny was sixth in 2011. These days, we don't get a look in over thirty.”
“And don't need one,” George boasts.
Scott almost high-fives him. “Damn skippy.”
“You guys really were the dream team, huh?” Kip remarks, and the next bite slows down in Scott's mouth. He's still not used to it, the past tense, and so his ravenous hunger turns pensive.
“Yeah. I guess we were.”
“Scott...” The smile dies on Kip's lips, and he reaches a hand across the table.
“It's okay,” Scott assures him. “We had a good ten years, almost. That's like, a thousand in hockey years. Unless I want to pull a Howie Grange and stay out there 'til my knees are just duct tape and safety pins, it had to end sometime. Carter's got so much more to give. Honestly, I'm just holding him back at this point.”



“Don't say that,” George scolds. “I'll call him and tell him you said that, and I bet you he'll be down here in a flash. Carter Vaughn played with the best, and he better not ever let you forget it.”
There's more of them, ever more to make sure he doesn't get too far down in his own head. In spite of himself, and he's getting better at not spiting it, Scott is eternally grateful. And he's pretty sure George is right: Carter would be down here faster than lightning, bandages and all, and would punch him. Encouragingly – probably – in the shoulder – hopefully – but still hard enough to sting. Apparently, that's what Scott responds to. Even the thought of it makes him smile.
“Don't worry, he won't,” Scott promises. “He's always kicked my ass when it comes to boosting morale. I tell you what, if we had a Vaughny to get us through Vaughny being out, we might still be looking at the playoffs.”
“There's always next year,” George reminds him. “Rolex Suites, too much?”
“Wouldn't miss it.”
Kip shakes his head, and raises his glass.
“To next year, then,” he offers. “To the end of an era.”
George adds: “And to good friends, hm?”
“Hear, hear.”
Scott will drink to that.
.o.o.o.
November 2016 – MSG Training Center, Tarrytown, NY.
Admirals Practice
Scott talks to Murdock, talks to Elsie at the front desk, gets the key. He's Scott Hunter. He does this sometimes. Murdock's concerned frown doesn't work on him anymore; not when he can taste the tang of guilt and defeat behind his teeth. Not when the team has been run into the ground today when it's his shoulders this should fall on. He followed them off to the lockers and showered and tried to clean the day off himself – honestly, he did try – but the feeling hasn't left. He thought about calling Kip, but Kip would just be kind and gentle and reassuring - or worse, pitying - and that's not what he needs right now. They actually have a real shot at the playoffs this season and he cannot, absolutely cannot, let that drop like he has been this week. So he gears up again and makes his way back to the ice.
Bag skates are an old-school training method. They're a harsh discipline under the increasingly thin guise of endurance – endurance which is horrendously unrealistic for a real life hockey game, teaches through fear not loyalty, and forces poor form through sheer exhaustion. Kip critiques them all the time, and even Murdock is not a big believer in them these days, but what can Scott say. He's old school.
He plants himself at the goal line and looks ahead. Takes a deep breath. This, he knows, will make him feel awful, but it will be the right kind of awful to scratch this itch he has. It's worked before. It will work again. He'll sleep tonight.
Except this time, he won't be alone.
Carter drops his bag, announcing his presence, and skates up right alongside him like they've just broken up into stations; like this is not the end of the day and he doesn't have better places to be.
“What are we doing, Cap?” he asks. “Herbies?”
I'm doing Herbies, you're going home, Scott almost says. Carter raises an eyebrow, earnest and unwavering. He knows what he's doing. He knows how Scott gets. He knows this is going to be brutal. In spite of himself, Scott's a little grateful he's here.
“I've got an hour to kill,” Carter promises. “I'll follow your lead.”
He tries to take it easy, instinctively, at first, but it's not working; it's not quieting the little voice in his head demanding he try harder. So he does. He pushes. He speeds up until he can feel the air whistling, the muscles burning, the discomfort under his skin finally starting to settle. Ice sprays under his blades as he stops and turns, sprints stops and turns, sprints stops and turns, and Carter is just a few steps behind. Usually, if he's just running drills, Carter would put music in. He hasn't. He probably couldn't; the earbuds wouldn't stay in with this amount of force, so their breath heaving in tandem and their blades in the ice are the only sounds.
Blue, Red, Blue, Goal, Blue, Red, Blue. Scott loses track of time, only counting the lines.
Blue, Red, Blue, Goal, Blue, Red, Blue. Carter starts to flag. His legs are shaking, the breath sticks in his lungs, but if he thinks he's crazy for agreeing to this he doesn't say anything.
Blue, Red, Blue, Goal, Blue, Red, Blue. Scott's body, he is sure, will hate him for this too, but the silence in his mind is so sweet he can't help it. May his bones rattle apart: he will keep going.
Blue, Red, Blue -
“Shit,” Carter finally hisses, when he fumbles a stop and crashes into the boards behind the far goal line. He lets himself fall, clambers to his feet again, and resets to the line. He's doubled over, hands on his trembling knees, determined that he won't beg for mercy, but the split second it takes Scott to stop and check on him is enough. Reality crashes in; his ribcage burns, his own knees are screaming. There's no oxygen left in his brain, only pain. Yeah, he's going to sleep once it wears off, but he's going to kill the both of them first if he keeps this up. How long would he have kept going, if Carter wasn't here?
“One more, okay?” he begs. “Let's bring it home.”
“Okay.”
And so they fly, insofar as two meteors crashing back into Earth's atmosphere can fly, back to the starting goal line where, finally, the both of them collapse in a heap. Against the pleading instinct of their aching bodies, they stretch, and Carter passes Scott a bottle of water. He hadn't even brought one out here.
“Feel better?” Carter asks, panting.
Scott takes the water, and nods.
.o.o.o.
March 2020 – Carter's Apartment, Upper West Side, Manhattan.

17 Games Remaining
Scott's finger barely has time to touch the doorbell before Carter is shoving his way out and pulling on his shoes. He blows a kiss over his shoulder.
“I love you baby, don't watch it without me!” He turns to Scott and mutters - “or do. I never thought I'd say this, but if I ever see another dragon again I'm going to lose my freaking mind.”
“Enjoying some R&R?” Scott teases.
“I was, until they fucked up the finale and I had so many thoughts about it I got Gloria to watch it, but she has to watch everything from the beginning, right, so holy shit is that a way to kill some time and now I really wanna learn to ride a horse is that weird? Is that even allowed? Probably not. But I could fuck with a sword, right? Just as long as it's not dragons. I swear to God, any minute now I'm going to start having dreams about dragons. Probably hockey dragons. You ever tried to imagine Matti as a dragon? I have. Anyway.” He takes a deep breath, hands on his hips as the elevator dings closed. “How are you?”
“Hollis is stepping up,” Scott replies. “Murdock's been trying him on the starting line and he's solid. I reckon he could even go centre if you wanted to stay right.”
“Good for him. That's not what I asked.”
Carter's eyes seek out Scott's face. Scott can feel them burning into the side of his cheek. I miss you, is what he wants to say. There's a timeline above their heads, a question lodged in Scott's chest. The same one that sits in Carter's, he imagines. They step out of the lobby already falling into a jog, and he swallows down how pathetic and desperate it sounds, and asks anyway.
“Do you think you'll be back in time?”
“For July? Piece of cake. They'll probably have Wilson strap me back together with KT by then either way.”
“Have you seen us?” Scott snorts, and shakes his head. “Unless half the division falls off the face of the earth, we're not making the play-offs. My last game will be in April. At home, which is nice at least. They're planning a thing.”
“Planning a few things, from what I hear. The whole damn city's going to go into mourning.”
“Not if they have you.”
“Don't be stupid. You're Scott Hunter. I'm just some Black kid from Louisiana. They don't want me as their new Captain America.”
“Hey,” Scott reminds him, “last time I checked, the Black kid from Louisiana actually is Captain America. Unless those movies really lost the plot.”
“Oh, they did. But he is.”
“There you go then, they can suck it.”
Carter huffs a breathless laugh. “It's really that simple for you, isn't it?”
“That you know what you're doing and the boys would follow you to war if you asked? Yeah, it's that simple. Not in like an, I don't see race way, I'm not trying to- You know what I mean, right?”
“Hey, did you know it's hard to be gay in Russia?”
Scott laughs, a little chagrined, and Carter laughs back.
“I know what you mean,” he assures Scott. “Honestly, I need to pull a Scotty and delete Twitter. How did you and Kip not lose your fucking minds when everyone was accusing you of being the sole downfall of hockey or whatever?”
Scott shrugs. “You.”
“Be serious, man.”
“I am serious. You. You, and Gloria, and the guys, and Kip's family and friends, were all so welcoming and amazing we could handle it. I know it's easier said than done, trust me, but the team loves you, and that's the most important thing. The rest of the world will fall in line.”
“And what, Jalo will be taking kneecaps if they don't?”
“He will. I have it in writing.” Scott digs for his phone – mostly as a joke, partly to prove it. “The rest of it's just the cabin fever talking. Come on, I know a place. Let's get a smoothie, talk to a human. You're the most charismatic man alive. You've got this.”
.o.o.o.
December 2017 – The Kingfisher, Greenwich Village, Manhattan.

Karaoke Night.
“You don't have to do this.”
Carter glances at Kip. “Can I kick him when he says that?”
Kip, apparently, agrees, but Scott bites his lip. He can see the hesitation Carter's doing his damndest not to let show as they mill around the front of the Kingfisher. The Gay Bar. The well-known gay bar, now, frequented by well-known gay Scott Hunter, and his well-known gay boyfriend, that guy he kissed in front of everybody. Scott has felt it himself; a sense of fear like electrical cable bristling underneath his skin, warning that he must under no circumstances walk through that door. But Carter will do it. For him.
“Come on, man,” Carter reassures him – and possibly, himself, hands jammed deep into his jacket pockets. “My sister's a lesbian and I'm marrying an actress. I'm not scared of a gay bar.”
Gloria hooks her arm through his. “You're marrying me, are you?”
“Well, yeah, babe.”
“Yeah, babe?” Gloria's eyes crinkle with laughter and she throws her head over her shoulder, all but rolling her eyes at Kip. “Hockey boys. The romance, am I right?”
Scott knows that feeling too: the one that has Carter gazing down at Gloria like the sun shines from her every cell, so radiant that it bolsters his confidence enough to make him clear his throat, square his shoulders, and push through the door first. Then he stops dead in his tracks.
“Oh.”
That's what I said, Scott almost reassures him, as Carter takes in the brick and sports memorabilia and general... not-rainbow-vomit aesthetic of the place. There's a few bits and pieces, obviously – not least of which is a Scott Hunter Pride Jersey, signed by The Scott Hunter Himself, hanging above the bar – but it's much more low-key than Carter has probably built it up to be in his head. It looks not unlike a sports bar. Carter's shoulders relax a little.
“Dude, you have a cocktail?” he remarks. “The Scotch Hunter.”
“It's basically a Manhattan,” Shawn introduces, “because our dear Kip has decided to fall in love with the straightest gayboy alive.”
Carter glances at Scott, like he's not sure he's allowed to laugh at that. Scott rolls his eyes.
“Vaughny – Shawn. He's a lot, but he's a friend.”
“And the Scotch Hunter has blueberry liqueur?” Gloria notes, reading the little sign posted with the description. “Interesting choice. When in Rome, I suppose?”
“Oh, Scott has a cocktail called that too-”
Kip shoves his friend toward the booth. Carter glances at Scott, whose expression tells him everything he needs to know about the entendres of that particular double. If he's bothered about his best friend getting some for years without telling him, he doesn't show it; simply shakes his head and raises a fist in congratulations. It should feel obnoxious and juvenile, and – okay, it kind of does, but he hasn't had the opportunity to be obnoxious and juvenile about this too often, so Scott is barely biting back a smile when he bumps it.
The group settles into a booth that was not designed for two hockey players and change, and Shawn ends up pulling up a chair instead. Elena is there as well, of course, and a more civil round of introductions go around as Kyle drops off the first of the drinks. Carter sticks with a Corona, but Gloria braves the Scotch Hunter, and the brunt of the social lubricating at first – partly by choice, partly by virtue of the fact that Gloria Freaking Grey is sitting at their table and it takes a bit of a load off the rest of them.
Scott orders a round of appetisers for the table and waits for them by the bar to give himself some space. He understands now why Kip was so keen for him to come here, to share his place, and it's hard not to be visibly, pathetically relieved that the people he has decided to share it with are not running for the hills like he once had. They're settling into it quickly, Carter's body language easing with a beer in his hand and an arm over Gloria's shoulder and Gloria animatedly recounting some story from set, because they're like that; filling the space of the room they are in. Scott loves his friends.
“... and Evan, the guy who plays my brother, he's just the best,” Gloria recounts. “You know, it had been a couple really long days, I hadn't seen anyone other than Dave in ages, and it's so exhausting, going to that place emotionally over and over to get the shot. When I saw his face I mean – that's all real. It's real for Jen, so I let it be real for me.”
There's a chorus of, I love that, it comes through, that's why people love the show – mainly from Shawn and Elena, but Kip does his fair share of fawning too. And Carter. Carter is the most vocal of all of them – urging “tell them about Kenny, Kenny's great” - but as she launches into her next story is when Scott returns to the table with copious plates full of food and a server at his shoulder with more.



“Fuck yeah arancini balls!” Carter cheers, all but leaping out of his seat as he helps Scott and the server set them on the table. Immediately, he apologises for interrupting with a peck on the cheek, and passes Gloria one of the cheesier nibbles in a napkin. “Sorry, babe.”
Gloria, unfazed, continues to amuse and delight and Carter turns his attention back to Scott. They've heard a lot of the Kenny stories, so Scott isn't paying too much attention either. Honestly, he's trying not to watch Carter too hard if anything, so it's another relief when he notices the music playing. He cocks his head.
“They do karaoke here? I love karaoke.”
“I know.” Scott smiles. “It's a bit uh – musical theatre heavy, but I thought it might... break the ice.”
He hadn't needed it in the end, but the enthusiasm with which Carter plucks the song menu from the middle of the table is welcome all the same.
“I can fuck with musical theatre,” Carter promises, perusing. “I mean, not literally, but I'll figure something out. Just you wait.”
Kip opens his mouth.
“Don't!” Elena and Shawn snap simultaneously, and Gloria laughs, and they begin the awkward dance to let Carter slip free of the crowded table and over to the MC. When he returns, it's with two microphones, and he flips one over in his hand and holds it out.
“What do you say, baby, want to give them a show?”
What Carter has picked, as it turns out, is not musical theatre, but it's not too far off for some of the crowd. It's a magic only Carter – and Gloria, apparently, and maybe that's why they make such a good pair – could work on a room full of millennial gays so far outside of Scott's experience it's mind-blowing. The opening bars start up and have everybody's attention. There's a mixture of groans and cheers and automatically, Shawn starts humming under his breath, a little do-do doo. Kip looks like it could be simultaneously the best and the worst moment of his life.
“You too?” he hisses, like even he's not sure what he wants the answer to be.
“What?” Shawn scoffs at him. “It's like being a sleeper agent, okay? I can't help it.”
Scott doesn't get the reference, but apparently most of the Kingfisher crowd does, because by the time Carter and Gloria get to strangers, waiting, up and down the boulevard, the room is joining in the chorus and the do-doo-ing like it's a thing. Even Kip caves, and Elena, and so Scott joins in too though he only knows the actual words. Carter dances his way between the tables, charming just about everyone in sight: with dramatic gestures and expressions, sharing the mic and engaging the audience, he's hard to resist, and his song partner being Gloria Fucking Grey doesn't hurt, and soon enough he has them all eating out of the palm of his hand.
.o.o.o.
March 2020 – MSG Training Center, Tarrytown, NY.
9 Games Remaining
Carter walks in, and the locker room explodes into cheers. It isn't long before he's in the middle of a bone-crushing huddle, and Scott whistles them all away before someone can do something stupid, even by accident. In a room full of twenty-some two hundred pound dudes, it's bound to happen.
Still, it doesn't stop Jalo staring when Carter pulls his shirt over his head. The scarring around his neck and shoulders is still pink and healing.
“Jumalauta, Turner better pray he's on the bench Thursday,” he vows. “You're a fucking lucky man, Vaughny.”
“It's just the game, Matti,” Carter assures him. “Comes for us all eventually.”
“Wouldn't if you didn't play so well,” Woody points out. “He went for you on purpose.”
“You're right, I am pretty god-like.” Carter shrugs, like it's a fact, as he checks and double-checks his shoulder pads. “Sometimes mere mortals feel like they have to play dirty to compete. Doesn't mean we sink to their level, alright?”
Gillis, Woody and Jalo share a look, like they'd been hoping for his permission to Unleash Hell. Either way, they're happy to see him, and Scott can't begrudge them a little protectiveness when it brings a spark to Carter's eyes that jogging around Battery Park and doing neck-strength bear-crawls on the basketball court cannot. He is finally back in his element here, surrounded by sound and movement and friends. And when Murdoch calls them onto the ice and nods and says “welcome back, kid,” he just about shines.
Physical conditioning is tough with so long off the ice, and there's only so much off-ice training can do, but Carter has done all of that to within an inch of his life. Scott knows, Murdock knows, a good half of them here by now know that the harder part for a lot of athletes getting back out there, is much more simple and harder to fight.
Fear.
Call it the yips, call it well-grounded knowledge that the sport you love could have killed you not too long ago, it is something Carter chases down with a smile on his face this first practice back, until they dive into the defensive drills. He sweeps the puck forward, gets bailed up, and pulls back. Again, he's racing with it, two defensemen pinch in, and he baulks. Gets a little too close to the boards, and shies away like a skittish horse, leaving the puck to spin out across the ice alone.
“Fuck!” he curses, sailing a wide half-circle to calm down. He throws his head back, taking a deep breath and resisting the urge to scream at his own traitorous body as he finds his water bottle. As Murdock calls everyone else in to regroup, Scott skates over to Carter instead.
"You okay?”
“Did that look okay?”
“You'll shake it, don't stress,” Scott promises. Carter rolls his eyes, glaring.
“Oh, yeah, don't stress, I hadn't thought of that. I've only got like, three weeks to get it together or I'm going to miss-”
Scott shakes his head. No jinxing it. “Endzone circle, Y-axis til failure, let's go.”
“Scott, come on, I'm not fucking five,” Carter protests, but Scott has already started, swooping around the red line that marks the ice a few feet away. As the exercise demands, he lets his body tilt inward, and tilt and tilt and tilt until Carter cringes, and then he loses his balance and flops harmlessly the rest of the way to the ice; landing on the meat of his thigh, sliding a little, and grinning up at Carter as he clambers back to his feet.
“See? No harm done. Your turn.”
Carter's hesitation is everything. The fear is fighting him. Scott can practically see the Tornadoes game playing in his eyes, in the way he blinks at the ice like it's a stranger. But Carter learnt these drills when he was a kid, they all did, and if he's got this far he's no chicken. And if he's going to get any further, he cannot stop now.
“You got this, Vaughny,” Scott encourages. “It won't hurt, I promise. Just do one. Trust me.”
Trust yourself.
Carter nods, drawing a deep breath as he reaches his stick out and touches it to the centre of the circle like the point on a compass. He skates around it, a little slowly at first, but his body knows what it's doing too much to hold back and he speeds up, he smooths out, he starts to lean... Scott watches him fight it; watches him grit his teeth and force his eyes to stay open and his shoulders to stay down and he keeps going around and around and around until both of them must be dizzy, but eventually, he does it. And maybe it's not until failure exactly, maybe he bails early just to be done with it, but either way, Carter sends himself tumbling to the ice and he rolls until he's flat on his back and nothing bad happens. At least, Scott doesn't think so. It's silent for a second, his heart in his throat -
And then, Carter laughs.
.o.o.o.
June 2018 – Los Angeles, California

Interdisciplinary Sports Association of America Diversity & Inclusion Gala
Carter's real laugh, and Carter's fake I'm-at-a-fancy-gala laugh, should really be more different than they are. The thing is, Scott thinks, he might actually be enjoying himself in a way Scott has long since been unable to at these things. He can turn on the charm when he really has to, but as the years pass and it feels less important and more repetitive, they only get more exhausting. Carter, on the other hand, just seems to be built for it. Maybe he enjoys the challenge of finding something genuine with everyone he meets. Maybe it's not even such a challenge for him. Maybe it will be, in another ten years, but for now Scott takes refuge in riding his coattails.
“I think you need a drink,” Carter decides at last, and drags him to the bar. Hollander is there, taking a moment to enjoy a ginger ale, and he nods at Carter and Carter nods back, signals for two beers, and leans back against the counter. Hollander nods at Scott, too.
“Hey, Hunter. How're you holding up?”
“Oh, you know,” Carter answers on his behalf. “Baby's first Diversity Gala as one of the Diversities. It's making him kind of twitchy.”
“I am not twitchy,” Scott protests, but the itch he gets at his collar and cuffs at that moment doesn't do a lot to disprove the allegations. In all honesty, twitchy is kind of a good word as he looks around at all these faces who are well-meaning, kind of cloying, kind of invasive, and he wants to talk about Kip, Kip, Kip until he screams but at the same time, he wants to keep Kip's name out of their mouths and guard his privacy like a dragon, so he's had to settle for repeating the same answers over and over until they don't feel like answers at all.
Yes, we've been together for years now. No, I'm not going to tell you how many.
Of course, there has been some negativity, but nothing I can't handle, I just hope that things will improve for the next guy. No, I don't know who that might be.
You're right, I don't know what they would have thought, but I hope they would love me no matter what and they'd love him too, it's very easy to do.
No, I'm not discussing that. Thank you, move along.
“Okay, bud.” Carter takes a long sip of his drink, and he and Hollander share a look, almost like they're laughing. Maybe they are. Maybe they should, since they've probably been trotted out at these things since the MLH first bestowed its bounty upon them, and meanwhile Scott is still trying to find a way to not be simultaneously grateful and bitterly offended every time someone gives him That Look. It was hard enough being the resident orphan; to be gay on top of it, in this sport and under this spotlight, sometimes makes him feel like the most pathetic man alive.
Except maybe Hollander, who is being waved over by a gaggle of ISAA board members and friends. He stares longingly down at his ginger ale for a moment, before swapping it for a beer and conjuring what, for him, counts as practically a smile.
“See you soon, guys. Gotta go answer some more questions about how we fared in the land of the ancestors.”
“Hwa-i-ting!” Carter cheers, which Scott has heard enough this year to know, means good luck in Korean. Hollander flashes a rude finger as he walks away.
Scott frowns. “Isn't his mother from-”
“Yep.”
“And people know that's not-”
“Guess not.”
“This is fun.” He takes a long drink. It doesn't help as much as he was hoping. “Seriously, you guys have been doing this for ten years?”
“Every two.” Carter nods. He sees the festering pout on Scott's face and elbows him. “Come on, it's not that bad, is it? They mean well and they're mostly harmless. I mean, I get it though. Sometimes I'm like, if I have to answer one more question about Serena Williams – but then, I find out some twelve-year-old has a picture of me on his wall and it's like... I swear to God, Scott, it's the best feeling in the fucking world. That someone believes they can do this because I can.”
That, Scott can appreciate. He's been dunked in it for a good year now, and the number of Scott Hunter, you saved my life messages he's gotten is both horrendously sad, and better than he could have ever hoped for.
“Getting drafted to the Admirals was the best day of my life, you know,” Carter continues. “I didn't even really give a shit about the number, I was just hoping Murdock would convince them to pick me. He's basically the reason my parents ever even thought I had a chance in professional hockey - I think they thought it would be easier for me if I went with football or something instead. But I said no, and I thank my lucky stars every day Murdock saw something in me that the others didn't. He still does, and you do, and hell, all the guys do but... I don't know, if he hadn't walked the walk before me, if I'd have ever gotten the chance to prove I'm worth that. That's why I'm here, to prove it. And to walk that walk for someone else.”
Spoken like a leader, Scott thinks; like a man who has never been able to hide, and at least as far as Scott knows, has never truly wanted to. More than that: it's spoken like someone who bleeds Admirals red and won't put up with exclusionary bullshit in their hard-won locker room. Maybe, just maybe – and it's the first time Scott can remember thinking this without immediately being struck down by a clawing, choking sense of his own mortality - it's spoken like the next Captain of the Admirals.
.o.o.o.
April 2020 – Scott's Apartment, Upper West Side Manhattan
One Game Remaining
It's late, and Scott can't stop touching the suit jacket he's hung up in the closet. He has swapped accessory after accessory and settled on a black bowtie, and then tucked a square in the pocket - Admirals red, of course; he has a dozen variations on a theme, but this is one of his favourites. But is it right? He steps back, to better consider.
From the bed, Kip reaches out a hand.
“Come to bed, sweetheart,” he insists gently. “You've got a big day tomorrow.”
He shakes his head. “It has to be perfect. They don't do this for everyone, you know.”
“Scott. If the pattern on your handkerchief is the difference, they weren't doing it for you anyway.”
He's right, of course he's right, and so Scott takes a deep breath and closes his eyes on the suit for a moment. It will still be there in the morning for him to think himself in circles over. For now, there's Kip's hand reaching out to guide him into bed. Kip's forehead against his, breathing steady.
“I love you,” Scott murmurs. “I'm just nervous.”
“I know, baby,” Kip promises. “I love you, too. This is major, it's okay to be nervous. I am so proud of you. And so's Elena, and my dad... oh my God, when they raise that jersey, Dad is going to bawl his fucking eyes out, I promise.”
“And you won't?”
“Me? Oh, no, I'll be a sobbing wreck from the first puck drop. Thank God for box seats.”
Scott laughs. “Last Year Kip would never have said that.”
“Last Year Kip wasn't engaged to a man who's about to make history for like, the fourteenth time.” He smirks, puffing his chest a little with pride, and Scott just has to kiss him about it.
“Promise you won't abandon me once I retire and the fanfare goes away?”
“Please.” Kip snorts. “The fanfare is the worst part. But, you know, if we have to honeymoon in Greece for a month I might be able to come to terms with that, Mr Hunter-Grady.”
The sound of it makes his heart jump. He'd always promised himself one day, and now that day is nearly here. He smiles.
“So strong,” he praises, sparkling with sarcasm. “So generous. You'll even let me buy first class tickets there and back?”
“If I must.” Kip sighs dramatically, and his smirk grows into a full-blown grin as he lets himself collapse back onto the mattress. Scott peppers him with kisses, light and playful, and it's actually exciting, to think about retirement in moments like these. To think about having time - having control, having freedom - seeing Europe in the winter and going skiing or skydiving if he wants to, and eating whatever he wants to and – wanting, whatever he wants to.
Like watching from that box, with Kip and George, as Carter takes the Admirals to another Cup. It's going to happen. Scott can feel it in his bones.
As if Kip can read his mind, his eyes trail back to the suit hanging in the open walk-in robe.
“Carter's going to be there tomorrow, right?”
“Of course.”
“Is he going to play?”
“He passed his tests,” Scott confirms. “He could still bail. Murdock and Wilson won't make him play if he asks to be let off.”
“He won't.”
Part of Scott knows that. Part of him, though, still fears that all the contact confidence drills in the world can't prepare a man for something like this. Fear of the ice is one thing, but compounded onto that is fear of the media, of the inevitable criticism, and that gaping hole in the New York sports world that is about to be left by Scott Hunter's Last Game. It was hard enough for him taking over from Ericsson in '04 when the Admirals were a nothing team who sucked and got as little media attention as the local press could get away with giving them. Now they're a blockbuster, and so is he, and he knows he is leaving some terribly big shoes to fill. Fortunately, Carter has never been one to shy away from a challenge.
And it's not like he's going to be leaving the man out there in the wilderness either. One of the ideas prickling at the back of Scott's mind for retirement is that he's going to speak up more about things once the PR leash is a little looser around his neck. Screw fading away, he's going to throw his weight behind a future for hockey that is more welcoming to the next guy. One that doesn't have to ask – like they did outside the hospital, like they did at his retirement announcement, like they did tonight and will again tomorrow – What do you have to say to fans who worry about DEI's impact on the future of hockey?
“To those fans,” he had rolled out tonight, practiced and careful but pushing, “I say: the Admirals have had a gay Captain since 2004 and a Black coach since 2007, and we've won nine records, an Olympic Gold and an MLH Cup with that combination, so having a diverse team and management has been working out pretty well for us so far.
“If some people out there want to worry about the future of the Admirals because a Black man is running the room next season they're very welcome to their opinion, but I hope they realise that that started before the first iPhone. Harv Murdock brought this team back from obscurity; he's at least as much a part of the Admirals' story as I am, and he's a large part of what's made me the player, the Captain, and the man I am today. I could not be prouder to call him Coach, and I know there's not a man in the red who would disagree.
“If Captain Vaughn represents anything about the future of hockey, it's that the Admirals continue to recognise that we're stronger together, when we respect our differences and welcome all talent to the ice. I look forward to a future where that is true for everyone.”
The reporter had looked a little surprised – maybe even a little impressed. Scott is still so proud of that. And hopeful, too: it may be the end of his playing career, but he still has more to give this sport. The thing is, Scott doesn't know how to play a last game. Try as he might to contentedly accept retirement, he does not know how to face the prospect that after tomorrow, he will never put that jersey on again. Maybe this is how.
Well. This, and getting married in the summer.
.o.o.o.
August 2019 – Scott's Apartment, Upper West Side, Manhattan.

Scott & Kip's Engagement Party
“AYYYY!”
Carter flies in the instant the door is opened, slamming into Kip with a hug like a brick wall. Fortunately, Kip is – as of recently – officially engaged to a fellow hockey player, so he can take it. He catches Carter in his stride, beaming, his cheeks already a little red and cheerful as he shows off the ring and leads him through to fetch him a drink. Scott feels the same, although he's hardly had a drop at this point; it must be the sheer, ridiculous joy that is making his head spin as he welcomes Gloria inside with a more mellow hug and a kiss on the cheek.
He pours them both a champagne, much to the disappointment of the gaggle of hockey players currently clambering over his lounge set fighting for the Nintendo controllers. The night is young, he promises: he has plenty of time to mix his spirits and make bad decisions – and so he does. They're here, after all, to celebrate the best one of his life.
There's presents and well-wishes and a catch-up with some of the guys he hasn't seen in far too long. So many of them have kids now. Some of their kids are in middle school now. God, he's been around a while, but it's something special to have these bits and pieces of his family come through his home and meet his future husband, his fiance, his Kip who means more to him than anything else in this world. How he is going to ever find the words to write the vows to convey everything this man his, Scott has no idea, but he's given himself a year to pull it off.
He hasn't told everyone about that part yet. The date. That's for the people who need to know, who need to plan to be there above all else. It's for the people who stay the latest at this little shindig; namely, Carter, who ends up slid down on the couch so far his knees stick out and his chin sticks into his chest and he is still somehow kicking everyone's ass at Mario Kart. Scott presents Carter with the first Save the Date, and doesn't even laugh when his drunken mind has to read it over a few times, stumbling over the fancy script and the formality.
Scott & Kip Hunter-Grady. 16 August 2020.
“Hunter-Grady?” Carter murmurs. “You're hyphenating? Like, officially? Scotty, you are down so bad you want his name on your jersey, that's fucking adorable. And same.”
He clinks his glass with Gloria's, who's in the middle of a conversation with Kip that dies immediately. Gloria looks at Scott. Kip looks at Scott too, and all but mouths, you haven't told him?? 
Carter watches their gaze flick between each other, and replays what he's just said in his mind. He pieces together a few other things, from that night and beyond – the month-long honeymoon, the contract speculation in the news - and starts to sober up.
“Oh.”
Kip and Gloria excuse themselves to the kitchen as Scott sits down, and maybe breaks his best friend's heart a little bit.
“I'm sorry, man,” he says. “I thought you already knew.”
“I did,” Carter assures him. “I- I'm pretty sure I did, I think I just blocked it out. I never pay attention to that shit when I actually need to, hey? I guess I just kind of thought you'd... play forever.”
“So did I,” Scott says. “But my contract is up at the end of this coming season and when they asked if I wanted to renew, I... said no.”
“Why in the fuck would you say no? You live for hockey!”
“Not anymore.”
Carter looks down at Scott's engagement ring for a second. Then up at Kip and Gloria, who can only do so much to pretend that they're not eavesdropping.
“What are you... going to do?” Carter wonders, and maybe, if the both of them were less mushy inside from sentiment and alcohol, Scott would simply say Kip, and let himself be playfully roasted and have done with it. But they are. So he doesn't.
“I don't know,” he confesses. “Travel, definitely – Kip hasn't seen much of the world, so I want to take him everywhere. After that, I really don't know. Maybe I'll go back to school. Maybe I'll get really into sailing or something.”
Carter cocks his head quizzically and he waves it off.
“My point is,” Scott summarises, “a life beyond hockey, man. It's time.”
Carter nods. Tears fill his eyes and he nods some more, and pulls Scott into a crushing embrace. He buries his face in Scott's shoulder.
“I am so fucking proud of you,” he whispers.
“Me?” Scott blinks. “You're the one who's going to be the next Captain of the Admirals!”
“Me?” Carter pulls back. “Are you serious?”
“As a heart attack.”
“Oh my God. Scott. I won't let you down, I'm going to be the best Captain ever, I've got so many ideas...”
The night blurs together after that. It is not revealed to him until later, at the wedding reception, that he and Carter had fallen asleep eventually, red-faced and drunk as two very contented skunks, curled up together on the couch, just like the good old days.
.o.o.o.
April 2020 – Madison Square Garden, Midtown Manhattan.

Scott Hunter's Final Game
Everything feels nostalgic, walking the halls of the Garden for the last time. Even using his locker, strapping up his skates... it all feels so solemn and final and beautiful and aching. The smell of recycled air and old beer makes him feel a little misty, which is definitely fucked up, but he's fucked up about hockey and always has been. The boys try to keep their distance with shoulder slaps and head-nods and he wants to hug every last one of them until he cries. Maybe later. It's going to be hard enough to do this as it is.
When he walks onto the ice for the last time, he is alone.
“Here he is, ladies and gentlemen,” hollers the announcer's voice, piped in for the special occasion. “For a very fitting last game at home here at Madison Square Garden – please welcome, O Captain our Captain, Scott Hunter!”
The crowd bursts into applause, and Scott skates out to meet them. He does a few laps, waving and bathing in the admiration of the screaming, crying thousands who love him. There's red jerseys a-plenty in the stands tonight, and oh so many 21s, but even a lot of the white-and-blue jersey side have a sign, have a nod, have a cheer for him when he looks their way. He's a fixture: some part of him is loved across the whole breadth of this sport, and he admires a fan with the respect to show that.
Kip is waiting for him on the ice, and George beside him, both of them with tears in their eyes. When Scott pulls up, he leans in and gives Kip a small, brief kiss. The crowd cheers. Kip does not let go of his hand, but he nods up at the Jumbotron where the image of them is soon replaced by the title card of an audiovisual presentation:
Scott Hunter: Game Changer. Nineteen Years of Legacy.
Scott takes a deep breath. Suddenly, he wishes he'd spent less of last night being a sook and more watching old tribute videos to prepare for the overwhelming flattery and nostalgia that is about to sweep him away like a tidal wave.
The announcer's voice narrates his background and career history. There's pictures of his parents, of course there is, with their peewee hockey team that he was once on. There's old sun-damaged pictures from his St Thomas days, in a worn-out jersey with a stick that's barely holding itself together. There's the one with Murdock, and Monty and the other owners, welcoming him with his very first jersey, and his Rookie of the Year, and -
Apparently, it's not just the announcer who gets to be heard. Kip's fingers tighten in his sleeve as Bennett's voice comes over the speakers.
“Oh, yeah, rookie Scott. He was a scrappy kid, but so proud to be there, you know? Always put the team first, which you don't always see with star players. He's a great teammate, a great Captain, a great friend. And he had great hair.”
“Oh, no,” Scott mutters. He cringes, as a young and rather cocky Scott Hunter with frosted tips straight out of the Backstreet Boys sails onto the screen. Kip laughs, and George laughs and scruffs his hair up and the crowd joins in. And there's a lot more of that to come, blurring together until he's standing outside of himself, soaked in love. More and more of his teammates, past and present, join in to reminisce on his skill, his passion, his generosity.
Then it cuts back to that old, crusty footage. Sun-damaged and a little flickery. Scott braces himself, to see his parents faces again as his father follows him around on the ice with the camera and his mother waits at the net, her hair blowing in the wind. He's maybe eight, ten, something like that, and he doesn't remember this video being taken. He stares, as mesmerised as everyone else in the room, as young Scott shoots his shot and his mother makes a half-hearted attempt to block it.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” commentates his father as the puck plonks solidly into the goal, “the next winner of the MLH Cup, Scott Hunter!”
He does a fake, airy imitation of the roar of a crowd, and it's quickly faded into the real roar of the real crowd when he really had brought that Cup back to the Admirals. The clip plays of the team pouring out onto the ice, burying him in their embrace, then cuts to raising the Cup and then -
Well, then, of course, they play the kiss - the Kiss Heard Round the Hockey World, as the announcer calls it - because of course they do, and Scott can't breathe anymore. He pulls Kip in against his chest, leaning his head on Kip's head, his heart pounding against Kip's back like it's the only thing keeping him in one piece as there's another barrage. This time, it's fans dressed up in pride gear and shaking signs and kissing their same-sex partners in the stands and Thank you, Scott Hunter. Thank you, Scott Hunter. Thank you, Scott Hunter.
Around him, the crowd roars, to the point of almost drowning out the clip from last night's interview.
“The Admirals continue to recognise that we're stronger together, when we respect our differences and welcome all talent to the ice. I look forward to a future where that is true for everyone.”
“You heard it here first folks, they're stronger together,” the announcer hollers, “but can they be stronger than the Serpents tonight? Let's find out, shall we? Led by Number 19 Carter Vaughn, back from last year's injury to share the ice with his Captain one last time - welcome back Vaughny, and welcome to Your! New York! Admirals!”
The deafening crowd does not let up as Carter leads the Admirals out of the tunnel, and Scott feels like he's floating as that blazing 19 skates out toward him. It feels like yesterday and a lifetime ago, both at once, that Scott was watching him be carried off that way unconscious. He has never been a religious man, but maybe Murdock's right: maybe someone, somewhere, was watching over Carter so that he could be here tonight, after everything. Or maybe it's just Carter, watching over Scott.
“Are you sure you're ready for this?” Scott murmurs, as Carter hands him his stick and his helmet.
“Hell no,” Carter replies, “but I wouldn't miss it for the world.”
Scott nods, and clips his helmet up, and salutes Carter with two fingers. Carter salutes back, and they head for the red line. The lights go down, and come up again in all their blazing glory.
Then the puck drops, and they're off.
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