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About the Book

Denis

I’m the best goalie in the league. 

Just ask me. 

Yes, I have an ego the size of NYC.  Maybe that’s why I’ve crashed and burned all my relationships. Love, like a hockey game, is a competition. And once I win, I’m ready for the next game, the next man.

Until I meet him. Sterling Forest. The arrogant, obnoxious news anchor who calls hockey players thugs on ice. He tempts me…intrigues me. Makes me want to kiss that scowl off his lips. I want him to burn for me. 

Instead Sterling is the one to set my heart on fire.

 

Sterling

I know nothing about hockey, and I’m happy to keep it that way. I’ve apologized for my remarks, but the insufferable Denis Bouvier isn’t satisfied. I even do the unthinkable and attend a hockey game. Okay, maybe it is more than brute force. But I can’t tell him he’s right.

Now he’s everywhere I go, and I hate that he fascinates me.  

I can’t escape his larger-than-life presence, and that sexy French accent. The more I push him away, the closer he pulls me in.

And I’m afraid to admit I don’t want to let him go.

 

We’ve spent years running away from broken families and broken promises. But when life explodes around us, we’re running toward each other. And now that the unthinkable has happened, we need to find trust in each other and what our hearts are saying: love is the one thing that ultimately can save us.
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Chapter One

Denis

All my life I’d wanted to be a hockey player. I was Canadian; ice ran side by side with blood in our veins. We learned to skate as soon as we could walk—sometimes before. 

The Stanley Cup. I’d dreamed about it, never believing it might happen. Wished so hard that it had consumed my every living, breathing moment.

Hockey. It was everything.

Every boy in Canada grew up wanting to be a professional hockey player. I’d achieved my dream. Now I had two Stanley Cups in a row, a beautiful apartment in Brooklyn overlooking the river, and I’d made millions of dollars. I’d been awarded numerous MVP titles and Vezina trophies.

So why was I so damned miserable?

The celebration around me grew wilder, and I smiled and drank champagne. Pretending all was right in my world. And it should be. I could have anything I wanted.

Except the one man I’d let get away.

Vous voyez, je suis bien niaiseux. I’m such a fool.

“Don’t lie to yourself. You didn’t let him get away.” I guzzled the remainder of the champagne bottle and grabbed another one. “You ruined it. As usual.” My head spun, and I knew I’d have a wicked hangover in the morning, but I didn’t care. I had no one to get up for. The talk shows would have to put up with me as I was. As they expected. Denis Bouvier, bad boy of hockey.

I grimaced and narrowed my eyes. “What’s he doing here?” A tall man in a perfectly tailored suit stood at the entrance to Slapshots, looking uncomfortable and out of place. Sterling Forest, nighttime anchor of Channel 8 News. He scanned the room and homed in on Rip and Adrian. “Of course. He’s looking for his protégé. Pompous dick.”

Forest worked his way through the crowd and, when he reached Adrian, began to talk. Adrian nodded, and Rip set his champagne bottle on the table and moved away slightly. From his tight shoulders and frown, I sensed he was annoyed. My temper shot to the surface.

“It’s his fucking night,” I swore and got to my feet. I didn’t stop to wonder if I was welcome in their space. Still holding my bottle, I strode past my teammates and others to talk to Rip.

“Why’s he here?”

A bit hazy-eyed, Rip shrugged. “Who knows? Something about a news story.”

I snorted. “Mais bien sûr. It always is with him. But can’t he leave you alone for just one night?”

Rip grinned. “Aww, you’re feeling bad for me? That’s kinda sweet and a little ironic coming from you, don’t you think?”

“Maybe, but you said that guy is always on Adrian about work. Let him celebrate with you.”

Rip’s gaze settled on Adrian and Forest, still deep in conversation. “Yeah, well, Adrian’s in awe of him, and Sterling’s a big deal in the news business, so he wants to make a good impression. And since Sterling’s taken a liking to him, Adrian is going to do what he wants. Within reason, of course.”

“He looks like he’s got a stick up his ass. So uptight.”

“He is.” Rip chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile. But from the times I met him, he seems like an okay guy.” An amused expression on his face, Rip took my bottle, drank from it, then wiped his mouth. “Don’t tell me you’re still upset because of what he said about hockey players? He apologized to me and said it was a mean-spirited thing to say.”

When it was announced on air that the Blades had won the Cup, and the rest of the news team had celebrated, Sterling was the only one who’d remained unaffected. He’d been caught on a hot mic with his unsolicited opinion.

“I’m glad the season’s finished. I never understood the allure of grown men beating each other senseless over a puck on the ice. I’m surprised more people don’t wind up with permanent brain injuries. Or maybe they have, considering the way some behave. Like thugs and hulks.”

I sniffed. “I guess growing up in Beverly Hills and that fancy college education makes him think he’s better than the rest of us. But I never gave it a second thought.” Except he’d made an enemy of me.

A raucous burst of laughter caught my attention from the other side of the bar, and I spotted Rudy. My heart squeezed tight. For the better part of the past six months, he and I had been together. The sex was good, and we’d had fun together. I’d thought maybe he was the one.

Until he’d blindsided me and said he was leaving. That I wasn’t giving him what he needed, whatever the fuck that meant. We’d gone out to the clubs, had dinners at great restaurants every night. He worked for the Blades training staff, and I knew he didn’t make much money, so I’d paid for most things—clothes, all the designer crap he liked, VIP at the clubs and dinners. What more could he want? I watched him slip his arm around some big guy, and they began to kiss. I turned my back. My mood grew dark, and I guzzled more champagne.

Rip put a hand on my arm. “Hey. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. We just won the Cup. Everything is right.” I brandished my bottle. “Another round of champagne.”

“That’s bullshit. You don’t look happy. I’m sorry about you and Rudy.”

I was glad Rip thought he knew me. Maybe he could tell me who I was, besides Denis Bouvier, star goalie and master of failed relationships. I cracked a brittle smile. “Don’t be. It was just a fling. There’s always someone new waiting to warm my bed. No shortage of willing participants.” At that precise moment, Adrian passed by me with a frowning Sterling Forest at his side. I swore I could smell the man’s disdain oozing from every expensive, spa-loving pore.

“Hi,” Adrian said. “Sterling wanted to fill me in on something that came in late to the newsroom.”

“Must be earth-shattering to track you down at your fiancé’s celebration,” I sneered. “I hope it was worth it.”

“It’s not for public consumption until verified,” Forest stated, and I rolled my eyes. He was an automaton wrapped in a beautiful package.

“Mon dieu. Such secrets.”

“It might be. I’m sorry to intrude on your night,” he told Rip, sounding contrite, but the side-eye he gave me dripped with ego.

“It’s not a problem. I know how hard Adrian’s been working lately. If you need to go to the newsroom, it’s okay.” Rip kissed Adrian. “I’ll hang out here for a while, then go home. We should start thinking about the weekend plans. I’ll call Neil and Lisa and tell them.”

“I can’t believe it,” Adrian exclaimed and leaned into Rip.

“Believe what?” I asked. “Is something special happening?”

Bright-eyed, Rip slung an arm around Adrian’s neck. “We’re getting married. This weekend at my brother’s summer house upstate. We’d love it if you could come, Denis. I know it might seem strange since we were once together, but that was a lifetime ago, wasn’t it?”

My smile was thin. “Mmm. Vraiment.” I’d thrown it all away. But then, you never knew what you had until you lost it.

“Absolutely, Denis,” Adrian added. “I mean, I know Rip would love it if you came.”

But not you.

“Mais oui, how could I turn down such a heartfelt invitation?” Tempering my sarcasm, I extended my hand. “Truly, I’m honored. Thank you. I’d be happy to come and share your special day.”

Adrian beamed and turned to Forest. “Sterling, it would mean the world to me if you could come as well.”

“I-I’m not sure. But thank you for inviting me.” Of course the stiff-necked suit couldn’t give a straight answer.

“I’m sure Adrian is going to invite Rob DeVine,” Rip added. “We’d love to have you as well. Adrian thinks so highly of you and tells me how much he’s learned working under you.”

“Rob’s on vacation this week,” Adrian offered. “Or of course I’d invite him. I hope you can make it, Sterling. It’s not going to be super formal or gigantic.” He gave his sweet smile to Forest, and I could see why Rip loved him. The man was pure goodness wrapped in a very pretty package.

I smirked. “I’m sure he’ll want to come to the most important event of your life.”

Forest directed a withering look my way. “I hardly need anyone, especially you, to answer for me.”

“Especially me?” I arched a brow and took a long pull from my champagne bottle. “What does that mean?”

He didn’t answer, checking his phone instead. “Hunt, we need to go. My source isn’t going to wait forever.”

Adrian kissed Rip’s cheek, and he and Sterling hurried off.

Rip and I stood side by side. “So, married, eh? I’m very happy for you.”

“Thanks.” He drank some more champagne and laughed as Chitty climbed on the bar, beat his chest, and chugged down almost a full pitcher of beer. “Kid’s gonna be sick before the night is over.”

Seb approached us, carrying a bottle. “Hey, guys, why so serious? We should be dancing. Two in two years, baby.”

“Not sad at all,” Rip said. “Matter of fact, I was just coming to get you. This weekend at Neil and Lisa’s place upstate. Adrian and I are getting married.”

“Yeeeeessssss.” Seb let out an ear-piercing scream and flung himself into Rip’s arms. The entire bar turned silent and craned their necks to look.

“Just two men hugging it out, mes amies. Nothing to see. Go back to celebrating. Go, Blades!” I yelled, held up my bottle, and finished it in one long guzzle. I’d had enough playing nice and mingling for the evening. I needed to get filthy, stinking drunk. Get laid. Maybe both.

I set out to accomplish that by pushing my six-foot-four bulk to the end of the bar and waving to the cute bartender with the curly hair, wearing a Blades cap and a jersey. My jersey. He blushed when I grinned at him.

“Hello, there. You’re new, aren’t you?” I purred.

“Uh, yeah. Just started last week. I’m a huge hockey fan, so this is kinda like my dream job.”

“What’s your name?”

“Marshall.”

“Well, Marshall…” I swiped my tongue across my lower lip, and he ducked his head. “I see you’re wearing my jersey. Am I your favorite player?”

His face was bright red now, and I could see the rapid rise and fall of his chest. “Yeah. I think you’re the best goalie in the league, Mr. Bouvier. I’ve followed you from the beginning of your career with the LA Seals, then the Icers.” He grew talkative, and I was entranced by his mouth. I wanted to bite it. Taste it. “I was so excited when you came to the Blades.”

“I’m very excited to be here too. Especially tonight. Call me Denis, please. Mr. Bouvier is so formal. And I’d like us to become friends. Would you like that?”

Marshall’s big blue eyes grew wide. “Oh, my God. Yes. That would be so cool.”

“How about another bottle of champagne? Your best.”

Marshall’s jaw dropped. “That’s the Dom. I’d have to go to the back refrigerator for it. We don’t keep it out here.”

“I’ll wait.”

He hurried away, giving me a perfect view of his lovely ass. I sighed. For all the jibes at Rip about how much younger Adrian was than him, Marshall was no different. He couldn’t be more than thirty, if that.

Marshall returned, holding the bottle. “There’s only one chilled. There isn’t enough to share with all your teammates.”

“Let them drink Moët. You and I are sharing this.”

Marshall’s mouth made an O. “Mr. Bou—I mean Denis. They charge a hundred dollars a glass for it here. I can’t—”

I reached out and put a hand over his. “But I can. It goes on my tab. Now, let’s share.”

He popped the cork, and with a slightly shaky hand, poured two flutes. I lifted mine. “To you, Marshall, and to me. Our new friendship.”

We clinked, and I watched him taste the drink. “Oh, wow. This is so good. Totally different from the stuff we drink on New Year’s or when we make mimosas.”

“Mais oui. It’s the best. Have some more.”

He hesitated. “I really shouldn’t. It’s not fair to let the other guys work while I’m talking to you.”

“You’re very sweet. And thoughtful. I like that. We can continue the conversation later if you’d like.” I drank some more. “In my apartment.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Uh…yeah…uh…that would be…yeah.” He bit his lip. “I get off at midnight.”

“I can wait.” I pushed off the bar and grabbed the bottle. “Don’t worry. There’s plenty more of this at my place. See you later, Marshall.”

My evening plans arranged, I could enjoy the rest of the partying. I made sure to find the buffet and grabbed plenty to eat to coat my stomach for all the alcohol I’d imbibed. With a plateful of food, I leaned against a table and listened to the chatter of my teammates.

“This is the best night ever,” Chitty exclaimed, and I couldn’t help smiling at his enthusiasm. “I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”

Varhov had his arm around his pretty woman, loving her up. “Ready to go soon, babe? I love these guys, but I wanna be alone with you.”

On my other side, I heard, “When do you think Rip is gonna retire? I thought last season he’d go after his knee injury and the win, but now? I’m not so sure,” Lindy was grousing to Lemoine, and I perked up to listen.

“Why should he? Rip’s the captain—the best in the league. If you wanna go, talk to your agent about a trade. Shit. Two Cups already, and I’ve only been in the league five years? Fuck it. No way am I going anywhere unless they trade me.”

I’d need to remind myself to tell Rip to watch out for Lindstrom. Guy was good but had the bad luck of being on a team with the best center in the league. Like our second goalie, Ellis. I had no intention of retiring anytime soon, and I’d made that perfectly clear.

I finished my bottle, used the restroom, and as I walked down the hallway to the bar, I saw Marshall, my new friend and hopefully bed partner later in the night. He faced the wall and was on his phone. Yeah, it was wrong to eavesdrop, but sue me. Marshall was very into his conversation and didn’t hear me when I stopped less than four feet from him.

“Yeah, I know, babe, but it’s Denis Bouvier. I figured I’d get him drunk, grab some stuff, and leave without having to do anything. He’s pretty trashed right now, so it won’t be too hard.”

The fuck I was. Hearing how the sweet-faced Marshall was about to play me…steal from me, sobered my ass up pretty damn quick. I strained to listen. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but Marshall disagreed with vehemence.

“No way. I’d never fuck him. You wouldn’t mind if I kissed him, though? That’s not cheating, and I don’t wanna seem like a cock tease.”

The voice on the other end rose, loud enough that even I could hear it. “Why the fuck would you wanna kiss him?”

Marshall huffed. “Joey, I don’t want to. Trust me, the thought makes me wanna puke. But I wanna get him to sign my jersey and get some pics. Maybe he’ll give me a puck or something. Plus, he’s got a ton of cash in his wallet. He’ll never miss a few hundred. You know I’d never cheat on you.”

My anger grew with each breath I took. My control snapped, and I stormed over to Marshall and took the phone from his hand. “Joey? It’s Denis Bouvier. Your loving boyfriend was ready to get on his knees and suck my dick in front of everyone in the bar, he was so into me. He’s a lying little turd.” I put the phone back into a shocked Marshall’s hand. “And you’d better be ready to pay for that bottle of Dom yourself.”

Leaving him standing, I walked out of the bar and into the cool spring evening. The glow from the Blades Arena lit up the street in the team colors of blue and gold. Your Stanley Cup Champions Brooklyn Blades played across the illuminated screen. A promo picture of Rip, Seb, and me flashed up first, then other ones with the rest of the team. I glanced behind me, watching them all continuing to celebrate, most likely not even realizing I’d left. And yet they were still closer to me than my actual family.

I wiped the wetness off my face and began to walk home. Alone.


Chapter Two

Sterling

I woke to the alarm, an anomaly, since I was usually up before it began its incessant beeping. Annoyance flooded me as I recalled the wasted trip Adrian and I had made. My source never showed, and the information—that the mayor didn’t actually live in New York City and never had—couldn’t be used without other independent verification.

I doused my face in cold water to wake up completely and tighten my pores. Once I’d hit forty, I’d become hyperaware of how I appeared on camera. Someone like Adrian Hunt, young and startlingly handsome, would have no trouble filling my seat. A focus group had proved what I knew: viewers wanted their news read by youthful anchors. The age of the wise and trusted gray-haired reporter had vanished, maybe forever.

It was almost the weekend, and as I ate my breakfast, I regretted telling Adrian I’d go to his wedding. Long ago I’d learned not to socialize with people I worked with. That would only lead to questions I had no intention of answering. Channel 8 was a close-knit group, which made me wary of spending time with any of them out of the newsroom, but showing up to Adrian’s wedding would effectively kick that resolution to the curb.

“Damn the kid for being so…nice.” I strode across my apartment, gazing out the windows where the sun had begun to peek over the tips of the skyscrapers, and hopped on my exercise bike. “I should’ve said no, but he’s too earnest.” Sweat dripped down my face. “Well, I can show up and then leave after they say I do. They won’t even notice I’m gone.”

My ten miles completed, I stripped and showered, scrubbing my scalp vigorously. I applied my hair-thickening serum and weighed myself, noting with satisfaction that I’d dropped a few pounds. I’d watched a tape of one of my broadcasts and I’d looked a little bloated, so I’d gone on a strict juice cleanse, and it seemed to have done the trick.

I flipped on the morning news, and it was all about the Blades winning the Stanley Cup. No matter what station I turned to, all I saw was Adrian’s boyfriend and that big hulk who’d kept getting in my face the prior evening. Denis Bouvier. The snide bastard was sexy as hell, I’d give him that. I made a face for taking notice. Arrogant too. I’d concentrate on that fault.

“Jesus Christ, isn’t there any real news? Who gives a damn about this bullshit sports crap when there’s corruption and crime happening all around us?” I drank the rest of my green tea and checked my emails. “Murder, subway delays, and an impending storm. Another fun day in fun city.” I might complain, yet I’d fallen in love with New York City from my first day and wouldn’t want to live anywhere else.

I dressed in one of my charcoal suits, with a starched white shirt and blue silk tie that perfectly matched my eyes—or so I’d once been told—and headed out the door to the station. The air was still cool, so I opted to walk and add that to my daily exercise regime.

It was June and the weatherman promised warmth later in the day, so I turned the air conditioning in the office higher and made another green tea while I read the morning reports. Again, I had to sift through the sports to read that the city was planning on raising parking-meter rates and that the state wanted to screw new workers out of a percentage of their pension.

I had a blessed hour of peace where I took notes and sent directives to the news team. By nine, the rest of the group trickled in and filled the conference room. Adrian, first as always, sat intent, his laptop at the ready.

Of course, everyone in the room was congratulating him on the win and thanking him for the tickets he’d given them. I hadn’t used mine, as I had little desire to be trapped in a closed space with thousands of screaming people for an event I knew nothing about and cared even less to watch. It had taken everything in me to go find Adrian in that crowded bar.

“Good morning, everyone. There’s been a few exciting developments overnight that we can report on for the evening news.”

“We know. We were there. The Blades were awesome,” Lars Peterson called out. He was the Brooklyn news director and a good reporter, but this shit had to end.

“All right. Can we all congratulate Adrian for his fiancé’s win and move on? There’s more going on in the world than hockey.”

“Come on, Sterling. This is big news. It took New York almost twenty years to get a Stanley Cup, and we’ve never had two wins in a row. Plus, it’s Friday.”

Scanning the people sitting at the table, I arched a brow. “And? Does the world stop on Friday? Are you saying there’s no news? Because I read some stories I think New Yorkers will be interested in long after some silly hockey game is played.” I caught Adrian’s downcast eyes and instantly regretted how harsh I sounded. “But yes, congratulations to Adrian, who, more importantly than a winning hockey game, is getting married tomorrow. So lunch will be on me today for the whole news staff.”

After the applause and thank-yous, we got to business. It turned out to be a busy day, and we had some breaking news of an oil-tanker fire spilling fuel across the northbound lanes of I-95—a major artery in the East Coast—as well as a shootout on the George Washington Bridge. Adrian had followed up on the pension question, and we had a good clip of the head of the largest city union trying to wiggle out from answering his question as to whether older city workers would see their pension affected by the new rate.

We closed out with, naturally, more hockey highlights and accolades, including interviews with the players. Once again, Denis Bouvier ate up all the oxygen whenever the microphone was in his face. The guy loved the spotlight, and unfortunately, it loved him back. Sure, he was big and brawny and stupidly gorgeous, but he was way too full of himself.

After that, my night was far from over. I had to remain for the ten o’clock broadcast. We’d use the earlier clips for viewers who’d missed the six p.m. news, but we had different staff do night-beat reporting, and there was always something going on in the city that never slept.

“Good show, everyone.” I gave Tanya Slidell, the meteorologist, and Bryan Held, the sports reporter, a brief nod. I left the anchor desk and the studio to use the restroom, then returned to my office to check my appearance in the full-length mirror I kept behind the door. Someone knocked, and I frowned. I rarely spoke to anyone between sets, preferring to read or listen to music.

I opened the door to see Bryan Held standing in front of me. “Can I help you?”

“I was curious about something.”

“Yes?” I made no move to invite him in.

“How is Adrian doing?”

The question took me by surprise. I knew the two weren’t friendly. “Why are you asking?”

“I mean, let’s face it. The kid’s only here because of who he’s sleeping with. He was a washout as Louie’s fill-in.” To my annoyance, he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

I remained neutral. “And you’re telling me this, why?” I folded my arms. “Did you forget I also worked here at that time?”

Ignoring my question, he smirked. “So you know.” He shifted closer, and I had to take shallow breaths. His cologne threatened to suffocate me.

“Know what?” I grew impatient. “You obviously have an agenda. Spit it out.”

“Why would you pick him? That one little segment he did for the arena collapse wasn’t so special. He helped some people—big deal. But to give him a camera-facing spot on prime-time news as a political reporter? And he still gets his own show in sports, which really should be mine. I don’t get it.” Bryan shook his head.

“So you wouldn’t have done squat for the kid.” I attempted that old-boy attitude. “Even with Rob DeVine telling everyone Adrian had the chops, you think he doesn’t deserve it.”

“Rob and Louie are close, and Louie’s softhearted for Adrian. Maybe he’s gay too, I don’t know. I mean, the guy’s never been married.”

“And that’s an indicator that a man’s gay? Because he never married?” My smile was thin. “I’m not married.”

Bryan flushed. “I-I didn’t mean that. If you’re gay, that’s cool. I don’t care.”

“I’m not sure what someone’s sexuality has to do with their job performance, unless they’re a prostitute. Then satisfaction is a necessity.” My gaze turned icy. “What I don’t understand is one colleague seeking me out to bash another, unless it’s out of professional jealousy.”

Bryan’s jaw worked. “I’m not jealous. But I’ve got years of experience on him.”

“True,” I murmured. “And yet you were Louie’s backup and the Saturday night sports reporter. Not the most sought-after position.”

His face flamed. “I’m the full-time reporter now.”

“Yes. I’m aware. But let’s see.” I held up a hand and counted on my fingers. “Adrian has, in the span of a little more than a year, filled in for a sports legend, Louie Rozner; pitched and gotten a very successful sports talk show; was hailed on national television for assisting in a near disaster; and gotten promoted to a coveted news position. All while being extremely well liked by all the staff. Except, it seems, you.”

“I don’t…you know what? Forget it. You don’t understand.”

“Yes, I do. You’re trying to create tension in the newsroom where there is none. You’re envious of Adrian’s success and his abilities. He’s younger than you, better-looking than you, smarter than you. Now why don’t you leave? Go study some stupid statistic like shots on net or how many points Adrian’s boyfriend made in his game.”

Bryan snorted. “I see you know nothing about sports. You act so above it all, but people need an outlet to wind down from the day’s work and connect to each other. Sports satisfies that. Watching a game brings people together. Maybe you should try it. It would loosen you up.” He spun on his heel and left.

“I’m plenty loose,” I muttered. “Just because I don’t like watching grown men run around throwing or hitting a ball doesn’t make me a bad person.”

I closed the door to my office and turned on the television. Nothing new to report for the ten o’clock spot, so I flipped the channels, stopping on a replay of the hockey game. Maybe if I forced myself to watch, I’d understand what the hell the fuss was.

“Okay, well, yeah, that was pretty awesome,” I said, watching Rip skate backward while passing a puck. The speed the players maintained, all the while keeping their feet under them and watching the puck, was impressive. I sat forward as the opposing team’s player raced toward the Blades’ net. Recalling that the obnoxious Denis was the goalie, I homed in on him. There was a scuffle in front of the net, and I couldn’t see how Denis prevented the puck from going in, but he did. “All right. That was good.”

I ended up watching the entire game. It was fast-paced, heart-pounding, and I hated to admit, damned awesome. And yes, Denis Bouvier was an incredible machine, slapping away shots left and right. I understood why Rip was named the Most Valuable Player, but in my mind, Denis had earned it. Not that I’d ever mention it to that pompous jerk.

I checked my phone, shocked to see I only had about half an hour to review the script and see what we were going live with. “Dammit. I never should’ve watched that stupid game.”

I turned on the lighted mirror on my desk and checked my face. “Pretty good, considering you’ve been up since six.” I brushed my hair and checked my shirt and tie. The television show had moved on from the hockey game to “Superstars Then and Now” in hockey, and I was treated to Denis’s publicity picture. Snapping dark eyes, a wicked grin, and slightly longer hair gave him a rakish appeal, almost like a pirate. I couldn’t look away as they showed him and Rip hugging after their first Stanley Cup win the previous year.

What would it be like…?

Horrified at my thought, I hurried out of the office to the newsroom.

**

The drive to Adrian’s brother’s house upstate took close to two hours. I could’ve taken the train, but that would put me at the mercy of someone else’s schedule, and I liked to be in control of my time. Especially when it came to leaving.

The house was a beautiful Tudor on several acres of land surrounded by towering trees. Birds chirped overhead. I’d worried about parking, but a valet had been arranged, and all I’d needed was to hand my keys to a kid in a white jacket.

A woman with a clipboard in hand met me on the path leading to the house, and behind her, a server waited with a tray of champagne flutes, the golden bubbles sparkling in the sunlight. I rarely drank, but my one weakness was champagne.

“Hello. May I have your name?” Her eyes widened. “Oh, how silly of me. You’re Sterling Forest, the newscaster. Adrian told me to be on the lookout for you. Just go right up the path. Please have some champagne and enjoy yourself, Mr. Forest.”

“Thank you.”

I took a flute and meandered around the house, enjoying the sunlight and birdsong. I entered the backyard—a huge expanse where a billowy white tent had been set up. An arched canopy filled with flowers stood at the end of a runner, and white chairs were set in rows. A violinist and flutist played softly, but I saw a DJ booth under the tent and knew I’d be long gone before that part of the evening started. As expected, I didn’t recognize anyone—almost all the men were large and obviously athletes. Some were with women, others with men or single. I spotted Adrian with Rip at his side, talking to the only other person I recognized, Adrian’s brother, and walked over to greet them.

“You made it,” Adrian exclaimed. “I’m so glad. Thank you so much for coming. It means a lot to me.”

“Thank you for having me, and congratulations.” I raised my glass in a toast and took a sip. The bubbles danced on my tongue. He really was a sweet guy, and it was clear that he adored Rip. And from the possessive heat in Rip’s eyes, the feeling was mutual. I wondered what it would be like, giving myself up so completely to someone.

I drank more champagne.

“You’ve met my brother, but not Lisa, his wife.” Adrian introduced us, and I smiled.

“Hello. You have a beautiful home. Thank you for having me.”

“Thanks, but that’s only because I had a cleaning crew in.” Her good-natured laughter rose in the air. “With two kids, three dogs, a cat, and a rabbit, it’s impossible otherwise. We come up here for the summer and long weekends, and it’s amazing what can accumulate.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Neil said with affection and kissed her cheek. “She’s the glue. All that plus a full-time job. I couldn’t do it.”

“Of course not, darling.” She patted his shoulder. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Sterling. Adrian talks about you all the time, and of course we watch your newscast. You’ve elevated Channel 8 the past few years.”

I didn’t normally allow compliments to go to my head, but I couldn’t help the rush of pleasure. “Thank you. I’m trying to make this local station be more investigative and not into the fluff. More like the national news.” I tipped my head to Adrian. “And I was lucky to have Adrian join me. I think he’s got a terrific future in newscasting.”

Adrian blushed. “Thank you. That means the world to me.”

We stood for a minute or two, idly chatting. I finished my champagne and handed the flute to a passing server.

“We really should mingle,” Rip pointed out to Adrian. “I see some of the guys, and Dev and Brody just showed up. Plus a few board members from GAINS.”

“GAINS?” My brow furrowed. “What’s that?”

“Gay Athletes in Sports,” Adrian explained. “Rip, along with Devlin Summers and Brody Martin from the Brooklyn Kings, are the co-founders. Other gay athletes have joined as well. I’d better go say hello.” Adrian gave us a quick smile before hurrying off with Rip.

“Would you excuse me for a moment too, please?” Lisa asked. “I need to check with the caterer.”

“Of course.” I was left with Neil Hunt, whom I knew to be in charge of a vast sports media conglomerate. “I’m not much of a sports person, I’m afraid. Neither of those names mean much to me other than they’re on a New York team. I’m sure I won’t know any of the people here.”

“Au contraire, monsieur journaliste de télévision,” a husky voice purred in my ear. “You know me.”

I turned, and despite my dislike of the man, I almost swallowed my tongue. Denis Bouvier stood before me in a navy-blue suit and white shirt open at the neck. Golden stubble shadowed his jaw while his hard eyes clashed with mine.

A grin—evil or devilish, I couldn’t decide which—kicked up his lips. “We meet again.”


Chapter Three

Denis

After his rude behavior toward me, I wanted to say something cutting to Sterling but couldn’t. Call me shallow, but he was melt-my-bones-like-butter hot. Blue eyes as clear as an endless summer sky, glossy dark hair, and a jawline that could cut diamonds.

Sterling Forest was perfection.

Until he opened his mouth.

“I hardly think a few words exchanged in a bar qualifies us as friends.”

I pretended to think hard. “Did I say that? I wasn’t aware.”

Neil grimaced. “Denis.”

I tipped my head, attempting to be gracious. “It’s good to see you again, Neil. Where is your beautiful wife?”

Rip and I might’ve made up and put our past behind us, but Neil and I hadn’t. “She’s here somewhere.” He spoke directly to Sterling. “Would you excuse me, please?” 

He hurried off, and Sterling’s lips quirked. “What did you do to piss him off? Or was it simply you being you?”

“What is your problem?” I took a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing server and handed it to Sterling, then took one for myself.

“I don’t recall saying I wanted a drink,” Sterling grumbled.

“I don’t drink alone. That would be pathetic.”

He raised a brow but took a sip. And another.

We watched the crowd filter in.

“I thought this would be small. Adrian used the word intimate.” Sterling glanced around. “There are over fifty people here.”

“At least. But Rip has the team, his friends from GAINS, and other people he’s close with. He’s not the type to leave someone out.”

“And you’d know his type, how? Because you’ve played on the same team for a few years? You’re his best friend?”

I studied his face to see if he was joking, but he remained unreadable. Did the man not know our history?

“We play hockey together, plus at one time…we played in the sheets.” At his stare, I laughed out loud. “As a newsman, you didn’t know? Rip and I were lovers.” I drained my glass.

For the first time I saw this uptight man at a loss for words. “Yet you’re here? And Adrian invited you. I was there.” He dropped his voice to a growl. “Don’t tell me he doesn’t know, and you’re lying to him.”

Hmm, he was even hotter when he turned growly. My dick twitched. Merde. I must be hard up if this jerk is getting to me. I needed to get laid.

“I see you too have fallen under the spell of our Adrian. No, no. Not at all. Adrian knows everything. But Rip and I…it was a long time ago. We’re adults, and we’ve put the past behind us.” Surprisingly, that shut him up, and I couldn’t help poking the bear. “That’s the mature way to handle it, don’t you think?”

“The smartest thing would have been to never sleep with someone you work with in the first place.” He finished his glass.

In the distance, I watched Rip and Adrian laughing with Seb, Varhov, and some of the others. Once I’d split with Rip, I’d been frozen out of their little friendship club. I pretended not to care. I pretended a great many things.

“L’amour, Sterling. Sometimes the passion is too great. Too strong.” I met his eyes and took a step closer. His breath hitched. “You get caught up and can’t help yourself.”

His gaze clashed with mine. “Boundaries need to be set and respected.”

My lip curled. “Some people can’t live within boundaries and fences. They need to be free. Free to be who they are without fear of repercussions or that they won’t be liked.”

“Is that what happened to you? Someone tried to cage your untamed spirit and you broke free?”

You have no idea, and you never will.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you sarcasm is an ugly habit?” Without breaking eye contact, I beckoned a server carrying champagne. I gave him our empty glasses and took two more. I handed Sterling one. “Here.”

He took it, our fingers brushing, and every hair on my body rose. I covered by gulping more champagne. Sterling held his glass but didn’t drink.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

I couldn’t answer as I still struggled to bring myself under control. What the hell? Maybe I should slow the drinking. It was beginning to affect my judgment.

“Nothing. Let’s get back to you. Are you saying you’ve never been attracted to someone you’ve worked with? Not our beautiful Adrian because he is madly in love with Rip. They are the perfect couple.”

Did I sound bitter? I didn’t believe so, but I must’ve failed miserably because something that looked like pity filled his eyes.

“I’m sorry. Were you and Rip together long?”

“Two years. But it was my fault. I was stupid.”

“You cheated.” His voice turned flat.

I lifted a shoulder. “I said I was stupid. There’s no need to get into anything else. Rip and I are friends now, and that’s all that matters.”

“For him, maybe. It proves he’s a nice guy. But you?” Forest shrugged.

“I guess you’ve never made a mistake?”

“If I believed in relationships, I would never cheat.”

“A cynic. How sad.”

His mouth tightened, and some demented part of me wanted to kiss the scowl right off his face. I’d probably get punched in the nose, but it might be worth it. Maybe under that buttoned-up exterior lay a tiger waiting to be unleashed.

Rawr.

He grimaced. “I’m not a cynic. I’m a realist. Statistics prove most marriages end in divorce. In the research I once did for a news story, a scientist came up with a theory that mating for life in humans wasn’t natural. From the fifty percent divorce rate and all the commitment phobes, I’m betting he’s right.”

I made a face. “A clinical cynic. The worst kind. Bah.”

Now he smiled, and his eyes sparkled in the sunlight. “You don’t believe in science? In facts?” He sipped his drink.

“Where’s the room for passion? For being swept off one’s feet?”

“You’re kidding.” He chuckled, and I stared—I’d never seen him with anything but a scowl. But I wasn’t laughing, and the smile faded from his face.

“No, of course I’m not. Sometimes you see a person and it clicks. You can’t stop yourself. You want to know what they sound like. Feel like.” I brought the glass to my mouth and drained it. “Taste like.” I swiped my tongue over my bottom lip. “You get caught up in the moment, helpless to stop it.”

Our eyes locked, and I watched the pulse beat at the base of his throat. His chest rose and fell, and my heart pounded. I enjoyed the sparring, but he didn’t act as though he were ready to get naked. He gave off more of a don’t-touch-me vibe. Which, curiously, only made me want him more.

“Denis, the ceremony is starting.” Seb clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Take your seat.”

“Okay, best man.”

Seb winked. “Finally he acknowledges the truth.” He strode away, pointing the others to the filling seats.

I snickered and shook my head. “Don’t push your luck, wingman,” I called after him and walked along the lawn, noticing after a few steps that Sterling wasn’t following. I stopped and turned around. He stood awkwardly, out of place. “Are you coming?”
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