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Chapter one



Through the lens of a camera, Sergio focuses on a tall, spindly, young brunette with legs for days. She’s dressed in a red Dior gown that hangs off her collarbones, cascades to the floor, and trails behind her. Beside her hovers a man dressed in a sharp black suit. He’s as tall as she is in her heels, but not nearly as willowy. He’s narrow, with an angular body and face. His eyes, distant and unbothered, contrast with the brightness and hope in hers. They’re new to the fashion world, and Sergio Durand, the man behind the camera, loves fresh meat. 

He can’t wait to wrap up this shoot and get either of their legs, perhaps even both, wrapped around his torso later. In his mind, it’s one of the perks of being a sought-after photographer. There’s always a new and pretty face around, eager to hang off his arm wherever he goes. And being a New Yorker, he goes everywhere and is always in need of someone new to keep him company. His dates, like these Dior ensembles currently being photographed, lose their relevance after one night out on the town. 

An audible exasperated sigh comes from behind Sergio, followed by the impatient tapping of a foot wearing Italian leather loafers. He doesn’t need to turn around to know that not only is his younger brother, Adrien, who functions as Sergio’s assistant, doing the tapping, but that he’s also compulsively checking his watch. 

“Do I need to remind you how tight a schedule we’re on?”

Without looking at his brother, Sergio waves him off with his free hand, causing Adrien to let out a groan of annoyance. He pulls the camera away from his eye and looks at the two models. 

“Ignore him,” he says, eyeing the models up and down. He lets his gaze linger on the young woman’s bare legs peeking out of the dress’s slits, then moves to check out the way the young man’s ass looks. High and tight. “I have all the time in the world for you two.” 

“No, you don’t,” Adrien mutters loud enough for only Sergio to hear. 

It’s December thirtieth, the last day of work for the year, and these photos, which will be used for Dior’s upcoming Valentine’s Day campaign, need to be forwarded on through the promotional chain for approval before the close of the business day—inconveniently cut shorter by the fact that the Durand brothers have a chartered flight to catch in two hours. Unbothered by the time deadline, Sergio flirts incorrigibly with the two models who are barely old enough to get a drink to ring in the New Year. 

“Alright,” Sergio says, holding the camera out to his side for Adrien to take from him. He checks that his dark brown hair is still perfectly in place and then focuses his deep green eyes hungrily on his subjects. “I think we’ve got what we need. You all can take it from here.” By ‘you all,’ he means Adrien, who is in charge of everything from forwarding the pictures, handling the equipment, coordinating the staff on set, and making sure Sergio has a bottle of Johnny Walker Blue available to him for a post-shoot celebratory toast with the model of his choosing. 

Instead of choosing a model, Sergio grabs the aforementioned bottle of booze and opts for both as he wraps an arm around each of them and leads them giggling and blushing off the set. 

“You’re so talented,” the woman says, batting her eyelashes and giggling. “I’ve seen all your shoots, and I have your book!”

“Stunning, isn’t it?” Sergio agrees while moving them right along to the wardrobe closet. He brushes off the wardrobe mistress without even bothering to assure her that the red dress and the black suit will make it onto their hangers to avoid wrinkling. 

The moment the door closes, he yanks on the young man’s tie, pulling him in for a kiss. His other hand lingers at the shoulder strap of the woman’s dress, as both models fumble to loosen his belt. They act in haste, as if this delicious moment of designer-clad debauchery could be interrupted at any moment. 

And interrupted it is, the moment the male model drops to his knees before Sergio and the female presses her lips to Sergio’s mouth while his hand finds its way up the hem of her dress.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sergio!” Adrien exclaims, bursting into the room. “We have a plane to catch! You can get your rocks off in Lake Placid.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]Four hours later, Sergio is woken by Adrien kicking his seat as he walks by with his luggage in hand. “Wake up, asshole. We’re here.” 

Sergio blinks at him, confused, trying to piece together where he is. The last he remembers, he was having a post-photoshoot celebratory scotch with his brother once they got settled into their seats pre-takeoff. He vaguely remembers brushing off his brother’s attempt to talk business before falling asleep, exhausted from a hard day’s work. Forget the fact he didn’t arrive on set until noon and was off set with his hand up a model’s skirt and his cock in another model’s mouth by two. 

It’s far more likely his exhaustion is from being up until dawn with the Instagram influencer whose name he’s already forgotten. Was she a travel blogger? No, definitely one of those yoga girls who posts near-naked pictures of herself doing handstands in exotic places. 

“What’s got your briefs in a bunch?” Sergio quips at Adrien as he rises from his seat. “You’re not the one who got rudely interrupted mid-blowjob.” 

Adrien rolls his eyes. “As if you’re not going to find a way to rectify that before night’s end.” 

“Here? In Lake Flaccid? I don’t think so.” 

“It’s Lake Placid, and you’ve never had a problem getting laid any other year we’ve come up here for New Year’s.”

“Do I detect a little jealousy in your voice? Is that what your problem’s been lately?”

“Jealous?” Adrien stops in his tracks at the plane’s exit and looks over his shoulder at Sergio. “Of you? Hardly.” 

Sergio shrugs as he throws his Louis Vuitton duffle over his shoulder. “Well, you’re certainly acting like you are.” 

Adrien rolls his eyes again, this time bringing his head into the roll, and steps off the plane, yelling as he does, “Trust me, I’m not!” 

But Sergio isn’t even listening. He catches the eye of a handsome steward cleaning up their used glasses at the plane’s minibar. The young man blushes under Sergio’s gaze. 

“Here,” Sergio says, pulling one of his business cards out of his pocket. He hands it over to the steward—his name tag reads Charlie—and gives him a wink that makes the other man visibly swallow. Sergio watches the rise and fall of his Adam's apple. “Call me if you’re staying in Lake Placid for the night.” 

Adrien glares at him when he steps off the warm plane out into the chilly mountain air. Sergio flips his hands up at his brother. “What?” 

“Nothing,” Adrien says with a shake of his head. “You are nothing if not predictable.” 

“Predictably foul,” chimes in Holden Haring, Sergio and Adrien’s childhood best friend. His arrival breaks the tension between the two brothers, who turn towards him. He is all smiles as he walks up to them, his hands holding onto the sturdy calves of his five-year-old son, Henry, who is sitting on his shoulders. 

“Sergio!” the boy calls. Henry is the spitting image of his father: bronze skin and warm brown hair with sun-created golden streaks. The only difference between the two is the eyes—Holden’s are a deep friendly brown, while Henry has the striking ice blue eyes of his mother, Rose.

“What is this? Pick-on-Sergio day?” Sergio asks as he wraps Holden in a brotherly hug. He thumps him twice on his back before lifting Henry off his shoulders, squeezing the kid, and then placing him to sit on his shoulders instead. 

Henry laughs gleefully the entire way and is quick to curl his chubby fingers into Sergio’s hair, messing it up as he kicks his heels into Sergio’s chest. And for all of Sergio’s faults, as vapid and self-centered as he can be, something about Henry gets through to him. 

“Telling the truth is hardly picking on you.” Adrien laughs. 

“If not the truth from us, then who?” Holden asks, then nudges Adrien’s shoulder with his own. “Lemme guess, he joined the mile-high club somewhere over Albany?” 

“He wishes.” Adrien snickers. 

“Pfft, amateurs,” Sergio says and begins walking away from them. “I’m already a member.” He picks up his speed, going as fast as he can with a child and a duffel bag strapped to his back. Henry squeals the whole time as Sergio makes his way to Holden’s parked Range Rover. 

Sergio opts to sit in the back seat with Henry. Once everyone is buckled up, they head toward Holden’s mountainside home. 

“So, where’s Red?” Sergio asks, referring to Holden’s wife, Rose, known for her bright red ponytail. It made her a standout on the ice during her years as an Olympic figure skater. No one could miss her even if they wanted to. And everyone wanted to, as during her time as a competitor, she was near impossible to beat. 

“Red,” Holden laughs, “is at the barn, working with her skater.” 

“She cute?” Sergio asks. 

“Oh, yes. Very,” Holden says. “Rose is as beautiful as ever.” He winks at Sergio through the rearview mirror. 

“I meant the skater,” Sergio says, while reaching into his coat pocket and pulling out a toy race car that he hands to Henry with a “shh.” The child beams at him and plays at zooming the car across his legs, strapped into his safety seat. 

“Sergio, could you give it a rest?” Adrien asks. 

“He can’t,” Holden answers before Sergio can. “It’s like he has a strange form of horny Tourette’s.” 

“It’s called a healthy sex drive.” Sergio smirks. 

“And this is called a conversation we shouldn’t be having in front of a five-year-old,” Adrien says. “Let’s save this talk until later.”  

“You hear that, Henry? I think you got me in trouble.” 

“You got yourself in trouble,” Holden points out. 

“Nah. It’s gotta be the kid,” Sergio says and pokes at Henry’s side, eliciting a high-pitched laugh from him.

“Uncle Sergio! No tickles,” Henry shouts and continues to giggle, happy as can be.

Sergio puts his hands up. 

“No, keep going!” Henry demands. Sergio dives back in again, grinning at Henry’s unbridled joy. 

“How about you, Adrien. How’s the book coming?”

“Backburnered until I have more time.” Adrien sighs.

Holden nods his head. “Too busy keeping your brother’s career afloat, huh?” 

“Exactly.” Adrien laughs in agreement. 

“Hey!” Sergio exclaims.

“Oh, come on,” Holden says. “We can all agree Adrien is the most responsible of the three of us.” 

“Only because he’s the most boring.” He looks at Henry and tips his head towards the front seat as if to say, ‘Can you believe these two?’ 

Henry smiles broadly at him while still zooming his new car around the confines of his seat. 

“And what about Daphne? How’s she doing?”  

Sergio strains to listen in from the back seat. Last he’d heard, much to Sergio’s relief, Daphne and Adrien were on the rocks. 

“Oh, she’s fine,” Adrien says, a hint of sadness in his voice. “She’s been spending the holidays back home in Paris with her family.” 

“I’m a little surprised you’re not in Paris with her,” Holden says. “I know this is tradition and all for us to be together for New Year's, but … you’re not obligated, you know.” 

“Sure he is,” Sergio says, stopping his tickling of Henry to reach over the back seat to jostle Adrien’s and Holden’s hair simultaneously. “What would New Year’s be without my brothers?” 

Brothers who somehow manage to balance each other when they are all together. Holden works as a bit of a salve that keeps Sergio’s and Adrien’s rougher edges from slicing through one another. It’s been like this for ages. The three of them are born and raised New Yorkers who grew up together in the same building, on the same top two floors, in two adjacent penthouses. All of them are wildly rich, talented in their own ways, and genetic lottery winners. 

The three are brothers in everything but blood.  


      [image: image-placeholder]“I trust you boys can find your rooms,” Holden says, leading them into his well-lit and warm log cabin-style mountain home. He beelines through the house's wide-open floor plan, heading straight for the kitchen.  

“Is that damn cat still alive?” Sergio asks. 

“Yes,” Holden says. As if summoned, a white and black cat jumps onto one of the stools lining the kitchen island and glares at Sergio, his tail lazily flicking behind him. “Gus is still alive, and he’s taken to sleeping under your bed. So play nice.” 

Holden pulls three beers from the fridge, twists one open, and then places the other two bottles on the counter. He gently strokes between Gus’s ears, causing the cat to purr in Holden’s direction before hissing at Sergio. “I’m gonna take Henry down to the barn to get Rose if either of you wants to come with me.” 

Sergio flips off the cat, then grabs one of the bottles. He twists the top off and takes a sip. A broad smile lifts his lips. “Yeah, I’ll join you,” he says, then looks at Adrien. “Could you take my bag to my room?” 

“Absolutely not,” Adrien says. He takes the last beer, then makes a swift turn and struts away from them towards the stairs with his suitcase in hand and his head held high. Gus follows him, walking behind just as proudly. 

“Rude,” Sergio calls out to his brother. 

“Come on, man.” Holden claps Sergio on the shoulder. “He’s on vacation. Let’s not treat him like your errand boy all week.” 

“I wasn’t.” 

“You kind of were.” Holden squeezes his shoulder, then jostles him slightly before he begins to lead him out the back door. “Come on, Henry,” he calls out, and the kid immediately comes running after them, his feet skidding on the large-planked hardwood floor. 

“So what’s the deal with the new skater? Is Rose trying to keep her a secret or something?” 

“Nah.” Holden brushes off the question and gestures towards a barn twice the size of their house, nestled between the tall fir trees. “It’s more that everyone involved likes the privacy of the barn over the public rink in town. Besides, this gave me an excuse to buy a proper Zamboni.” 

Sergio bursts into laughter. His eyes spark with mischief. “Do you get to drive that thing?” 

“All the time!” Holden’s face lights up with glee and a crooked smile. He takes a sip of his beer. “What a rush.” 

“A rush?” Sergio laughs some more. “What does it go, five, maybe ten miles an hour?” 

“I can get it up to a good twelve if I really hit the gas,” Holden says, nodding his head in continued excitement as he opens the barn’s side door. It’s warmer inside the barn than it is outside, despite it being an ice rink. Now that the sun has gone down, the crisp winter cold has settled in between the tall aspen trees. “I’ll let you take it for a spin if you like.”

Sergio sips his beer and grins around the mouth of the bottle. “I would definitely like.” 

“You will definitely not,” Rose says, narrowing her ice-blue eyes at Sergio and sliding in between the two of them to give him a loose, welcoming hug. “I will not have this menace destroy my dream home ice rink.” She lets go of Sergio, picks up Henry and places him on her hip, then turns to look at Holden. She points at him. “You're lucky I let you drive the thing.” 

She turns back to Sergio, but he ignores her and moves on. His attention is now focused on the ice. Or rather, who’s on the ice. He’s staring at two people. One is a tiny woman with rich brown skin and a head of dark, tight, corkscrew-curly hair piled high atop her head. Any loose wisps and curls are held in place by a silk scarf tied around her hairline. She’s stunning and perfectly put together despite the fact that it’s nearing seven p.m. and she’s likely been on the ice since eight this morning. 

Working with her is an average-sized man with creamy skin, slightly disheveled, warm, light brown hair, and a smackable ass Sergio immediately recognizes as that of Jeremy Owens. They’d carried on a mild flirtation that went nowhere at the last Olympic Games (where both Holden and Rose won gold. Holden technically won two golds that year, but who’s counting?). Jeremy had seemed interested but ultimately brushed Sergio’s advances aside, claiming he needed to focus on the competition and that maybe they could go out for dinner after the games were done. But Sergio had never heard from Jeremy again. 

Had he not been so busy chasing other athletes around the Olympic Village after his rejection from Jeremy, he might have known why. Jeremy’s dramatic exit from the games was the biggest tear-filled news story on the world’s stage at the time. 

“So, what do you think?” Rose asks him, breaking him from his stupor of staring at Jeremy.

He rakes his eyes back over to the young woman Jeremy is working with. “She looks good. Promising.” 

Rose rolls her eyes. “I meant the rink. Pretty awesome, right?” 

“Oh, yeah. Definitely …” Sergio says, his voice trailing off as he continues to watch the two skaters on the ice. He’s now giving them equal attention while his libido argues over which one he should try to pull into his bed tonight. The way the woman moves is mesmerizing. She practically floats across the surface, as if her blades aren’t carving deep edges into the frozen water. Jeremy, however, looks less sure-footed as he skates slowly beside her, giving her choreographic directions to lead her through a series of flourishes of the arms as well as careful loops, turns, and crossovers of the feet that she mimics in time to the classical music softly playing through the barn’s speakers. 

“Allison. Jeremy. Let’s wrap it up!” Rose calls as she skates onto the ice with Henry in her arms. Eventually, she lets him down onto the surface. He slips and slides on the soles of his shoes, his little voice calling Jeremy’s name the entire way. 

“Careful, buddy. Remember what we talked about,” Rose says. 

“I know, Mom!” Henry yells back. “Be careful around Jeremy on the ice.” 

“Yeah, Henry!” Holden says beside Sergio. “If you want to knock someone over, your uncle Sergio is a much better target.” 

Sergio mocks being offended by placing a hand over his heart. “How dare you turn my godson against me?” 

Holden smiles and laughs, his eyebrows lifting in a playful challenge. “It’s not like we all haven’t wanted to knock you over from time to time.”

“And again, it’s back to pick-on-Sergio day,” Sergio says with a light-hearted laugh, but he wonders what’s with all the cutting remarks leveled at him at first by Adrien and now Holden. He supposes it must be brotherly teasing, and he goes back to watching the skaters.

Allison gracefully makes her way to the low step on the side of the rink and takes a seat. She grabs a sip of water out of a nearby bottle. She looks up at Rose. “That new sequence leading into the triple flip feels more natural. It’s an easier flow.” 

“You hear that, Jeremy?” Rose says. “You were right about changing up that footwork pattern.” 

“I’m glad that worked. If we need to tweak it some more, we can,” Jeremy says as he carefully skates to meet Henry where he’s fallen yet again. A big, dimple-filled grin lights up Henry’s face when Jeremy gets to him. He grabs Henry’s hand and attempts to hold him steady. “Easy now, Henry. Remember what I taught you.” 

“So what’s with this guy?” Sergio asks Holden, jutting his chin forward. 

“Jeremy?” 

“No, the other guy on the ice.”

“You’ve met him before.” 

“I know that.” Sergio takes a sip of his beer. “I meant, why is he here?” 

“Oh, right. Well, he’s working with Rose now. She’s hired him on as her assistant coach and choreographer.” Holden pauses and points up towards the rafters of the barn. To the far side is a closed-off area with a set of windows that look down upon the ice. There’s a staircase right to the side of where Allison is sitting and now unlacing her skates that leads up to it. “And he’s living up there. We set him up with a nice little studio.” 

“You’re joking, right?”

“Why would I joke about that?” 

“Why would a grown man need to live in your ice rink disguised as a barn?” Holden downs what’s left of his beer in a final swig, then turns to look at Sergio. “You really only pay attention to what’s happening to yourself, don’t you?” 


      [image: image-placeholder]Sergio, determined to prove Holden’s assertion wrong, makes an extra effort for the rest of the evening to pay thorough attention to everyone else. It starts in the easiest place possible for him, with Henry. He sits on the floor with the kid and lets him chew his ear off all throughout their pizza dinner. He listens to him share his imagination and regale Sergio with his adventures on the ski slopes with his dad, on the ice with his mom, and quiet moments of reading and coloring with Jeremy Owens. It’s those last details that have Sergio’s hackles slightly raised. 

“You spend a lot of time with Jeremy, huh?” he asks, keeping his voice light and cheerful even though he’s silently seething at the idea that this other man, this interloper in Holden’s and Rose’s and Henry’s world, living in their barn, could possibly be stealing some of Henry’s affection. Sergio has always prided himself on being Henry’s favorite. He does not enjoy the idea of someone else shoehorning themselves into his territory. 

He looks over his shoulder to where Jeremy is sitting on the large leather sofa across from Rose, his back against the armrest. His knees are pulled towards his chest, and his plate of pizza rests on them. He and Rose appear to be having a very lively conversation, probably reminiscing about their glory days of old. They only pause in talking when Holden comes by and refills Rose’s glass of wine, then comes by Sergio and does the same. He takes a seat back down with Adrien and dumps what’s left of the bottle into their glasses. Everyone seems happy and content. Even Adrien has a smile on his face as he banters with Holden and idly pets Gus sitting beside him from ear to tail. 

Gus catches Sergio looking and hisses at him again.

“Uncle Sergio, are you listening to me?” 

Sergio glares at the cat, then pivots his attention back to Henry. “Of course!” he says, exaggerating his words. “You are my favorite person to pay attention to.” 

“After figure skaters in short dresses, that is,” Adrien says under his breath. 

Holden laughs and holds his hand out for Adrien to give him a high five. 

Sergio shrugs and says, “What can I say, I like what I like.” 

“And you will not be liking Allison,” Rose scolds from across the room. “With Nationals and the Olympics coming up, I don’t need you fucking up her focus.” 

Henry laughs beside him. “Mom said ‘the eff word.’” 

“Can you believe it?” Sergio asks him, his eyebrows raising and his mouth dropping open wide. Henry laughs some more. 

“I mean it, Sergio,” Rose scolds again. “I will ban you from my ice rink during your stay here if I have to.” 

Sergio holds his hands up in defense. “Ye of little faith in this house. I’ll be on my best behavior.” 

“Your best behavior isn’t good enough,” Rose says, pointing a finger at him. Sergio can’t help but notice the way Jeremy tries to hide his laughter behind a slightly shaky hand. “I need you to be on Adrien’s best behavior.” 

Adrien reaches over and slaps her a high five from where he is sitting. 

“Well, that’s boring,” Sergio says, with indignation. “Adrien doesn’t know the meaning of the word fun.” 

“I think I’m a lot of fun,” Adrien says with a shrug of his shoulders. 

“So do I,” Rose agrees. 

“Yeah, me too,” Holden says, then looks at Sergio. “In a different way than you are, of course.” 

“Thanks, that’s really reassuring.” 

“I think you’re fun!” Henry says. 

“And I think you’re my favorite,” Sergio says, pulling Henry into his lap. 

“And I think it’s getting late,” Jeremy says. He places his empty plate onto the nearby coffee table. “It’s time for me to head back to the barn to lie down.” 

“I’ll walk with you.” Rose places her own plate down. 

“You don’t need to do that,” Jeremy assures her and rises to his feet, his hand holding onto the couch’s arm as he does. He stands still for a moment, almost like he’s trying to catch his balance, which is strange to Sergio as Jeremy is supposed to be a world-class athlete, the pinnacle of grace and strength, and yet here he appears to struggle on his feet. “I’m sure I’ll see you all tomorrow.” 

“Yes, come by for breakfast,” Holden says. “I’m making a huge spread before we hit the slopes.”

“Alright.” Jeremy nods and takes a step away from the couch. On his third, he stumbles, knocking into the coffee table. Holden is quick to his feet and catches him before he hits the floor, then rights him back onto his feet. 

“Have a little too much to drink there, Jeremy?” Sergio teases. “Maybe you should take that escort home after all.” 

Deafening silence meets him. He looks around the room, waiting for anyone else to join in on the joke. Instead, Adrien hides his head behind his hand, Holden sucks on his teeth, and Rose glares at him like he sacrificed her cat on her living room floor. 

Henry breaks the silence. “Not cool, Uncle Sergio,” he says and jumps off his lap, then runs over to where Jeremy and Holden are standing. Henry wraps his arms around Jeremy’s thigh. 

“What?” Sergio exclaims, still trying to catch what he’s missed. 

Rose rises to her feet and walks towards Jeremy, her face flushed with anger. “He’s not drunk, you asshole. He has MS.” She gently places a hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. “Come on,” she says. “I want to talk to you about your ideas for Allison’s choreography, anyway. We can have some tea at your place.” 

“Can I come?” Henry asks. 

Jeremy looks at Rose and nods yes. 

“Okay,” she says. “But you have to be good and quiet, alright?” 

“Alright,” Henry agrees, and they walk out the door, leaving Sergio, Holden, and Adrien in uncomfortable silence. Even Gus takes off running from the room and up the large open stairs. 

Sergio finally speaks. “How the fuck was I supposed to know that?” 

“How the fuck did you not?” Adrien asks. “It was only the biggest news story in sports four years ago. Jeremy Owens, men’s figure skating Olympic gold medal favorite, is out of the games after collapsing on the ice. Cause later determined to be MS.” 

“I mean, it’s not like I follow figure skating religiously.” 

“Dude,” Holden says. “You were trying to get into his pants at those games.” 

“Yeah, and he turned me down.” 

“And that’s a reason not to care about someone?” Adrien asks.

“I was surrounded by gorgeous athletes! I had pictures to take and fun and games to have. It’s not my fault this news hadn’t made it to me.” 

Adrien lets out a sigh as Holden looks at Sergio. “Look, man, it’s fine. Just apologize in the morning or something.”

“Why should I have to apologize?” 

“Because you fucked up,” Adrien says. “Royally.” 

“It was a minor faux pas.” 

“Oh yeah, then how does your foot taste?” Holden teases. 

“My guess is like Italian suede,” Adrien says. 

“It tastes like nothing because it’s not in my mouth. I did nothing wrong.” A cool rush flows through his system at his words that he shakes off. 

“Eh, you kind of did,” Holden says. 

“Whatever.” Sergio sighs and rises from the floor. “I’m calling it a night.” 








  
  
Chapter two



Sergio always sleeps like the dead. Sleepless nights are for people who know shame. A concept Sergio isn’t familiar with. It’s how he’s missed countless phone calls, roaring storms, and a robbery happening in his Paris hotel room. It’s no wonder he doesn’t hear the fast-approaching footsteps and subsequent leap of a five-year-old mere seconds before said five-year-old lands on the bed, kneeing him directly in the balls.  

“Uncle Sergio! Wake up!” 

“Oof …” Sergio’s stomach lurches from the impact, causing him to cough. “Morning, buddy,” he wheezes out as he tries to catch his breath from the worst wake-up of his life. Gus hisses underneath the bed and then goes careening out of the room. On the bright side, it would appear from Henry’s enthusiastic entrance that he’s no longer upset with Sergio for last night’s minor incident with Jeremy Owens. 

“Dad said to come get you. Breakfast is almost ready.”

“Did your dad tell you to jump on the bed as well?” Sergio asks, figuring there’s a high probability that he did. 

“No.” Henry giggles and looks away with flushed cheeks. 

“Are both your mom and dad downstairs?” 

“Yes.” Henry starts pulling on Sergio’s arm, trying, struggling, and failing to get him to sit up.

Sergio uses his strength and leverage to yank Henry down and into his hold, cuddling him close to his chest. “What about Jeremy? Is he here?”

“No,” Henry says. “You should go tell him you’re sorry.”

“Oh really? Is that what you think?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why’s that?”

“Because Mom and Dad always tell me to say sorry when I do something bad.” 

“Do you do bad things often?”

“No.” 

“Me neither,” Sergio says and ignores the niggling sense in the back of his head that’s telling him maybe Henry’s right. Besides, no one wants to take advice from someone who can’t tie their own shoelaces. Especially when the advice is regarding a mishap that will eventually blow over. This insignificant blip will be irrelevant in a matter of days, maybe even hours. He gives Henry a firm squeeze. “Did you wake up your Uncle Adrien yet?”

“No.” Henry laughs as Sergio tickles his sides. 

“Do you want to?”

“Yes.” More laughing. 

“Good.” Sergio lets go of him and finally sits up in bed, rubbing his face. “Go get him and make sure you wake him up the same way you did me, okay?”

“Okay!” Henry yells as he jumps off the bed, throws two enthusiastic thumbs up into the air over his head, and goes thundering out the door and down the hall. 

Sergio waits until he hears the telltale oof of Adrien being woken up in Henry’s special manner before he rises and exits the room, smiling and laughing to himself, clad in the sweatpants and T-shirt he fell asleep in. 

Once downstairs, the reception Sergio gets from Rose is best described as chilly. She moves around, refusing to look in his direction. 

Holden, however, is his usual jovial self with his bright smile and exuberant greeting. “Good morning, shithead!” 

Rose brushes past him to open a cabinet without a word, and he’s pretty sure Gus is trying to trip him by getting underfoot. He smiles and turns on his charm, an attribute of his personality that has never failed him. 

“Lemme get that,” he says, sidling up to Rose and taking the plates she pulled from the cabinet out of her hands. “Sit. Get comfortable. I’ll set the table.”  

“Thanks,” she says, her tone crisp. She avoids making eye contact, then spins around and whips him across the chin with her full red ponytail. It smells like orange blossoms.

Sergio looks to Holden for help. All he gets is a subtle, apologetic shrug that feels more like an indictment of Sergio than an apology for Rose’s well-aimed strike. Alright, she’s still pissed, Sergio figures, so he tries a new tactic. 

“Where’s Jeremy?” he asks, purposely lifting his voice to exaggerate curiosity.

Rose, looking at him for the first time, glares. “Avoiding you, obviously.”  

Sergio turns his back to her and winces, then takes a breath and tries to break through her defenses again. Taking a seat and leaving the dishes she handed him on the counter, he asks, “So your new skater, she’s really promising, huh?” 

Rose looks across the table at him with her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. “Do you actually care?”

“Yeah,” Sergio says, stung. After all, Rose is family. Of course, he’s interested in what she’s doing. Same as he assumes she’s interested in what he has going on in his career. Which, speaking of … “I could take some promotional pictures of her while I’m here if you’d like. Free of charge, of course.”

Rose tilts her head in thought. Her eyes are penetrating as she stares at him, and she appears to be at war with herself as she weighs her options as to what to do with Sergio’s offer. Finally, her gaze softens slightly, and her head shifts upright. “That actually would be nice. Since we’ve moved to the barn, we haven’t had the same press coverage or candid shots that we normally would. Thanks, Sergio. We’ll figure something out for later in the week.” 

“Yeah, no problem,” he says, smiling as Holden drops off the dishes Sergio hadn’t bothered to bring over, along with a pot of coffee. Sergio pours himself a cup. 

“But don’t think this means you can openly flirt with Allison while you shoot,” Rose says. She reaches and takes the cup of coffee Sergio poured for himself and enjoys a pointed sip. Her eyes focus intensely on him over the brim of the mug.  

Without flinching under her intense, warning stare, he pours another cup. “I’ll be strictly professional,” he promises her.

“A strictly professional pain in the butt,” Adrien says as he enters the kitchen with Henry dangling upside down from his shoulders, laughing gleefully. “Did he volunteer us for work?”

“Only himself,” Rose assures and takes the second cup of coffee Sergio poured for himself and holds it out to Adrien as he places Henry back down on the ground. 

“Thanks,” Adrien says as he takes it.

Sergio pours yet another cup. 

“Breakfast is served!” Holden says, delivering plates of pancakes and bacon and sliced fresh fruit. Rose takes Sergio’s latest mug of coffee and places it in front of where Holden takes a seat. Sergio furrows his brow in frustration. He looks up at her, and she’s ignoring him again, pretending she hasn’t stolen three cups of coffee from him while she helps Henry pour syrup all over his food. 

“Eat up! We’re gonna need all the calories we can get for the slopes today,” Holden says.

“Can’t wait!” Sergio says, shaking off Rose’s trick and pouring himself one more cup of coffee from the dregs of the pot. He senses her reaching for it before he gets a chance to take a sip and pulls it from her grasp. “Oh no. Not this time.” 

“‘Not this time’ what?” She smiles, feigning innocence, as the rest of the table begins to eat their breakfast. 


      [image: image-placeholder]On the slopes, Sergio is back in his groove. He’s enjoying himself, loving every run he makes down the mountain, breathing in the cool, fresh air laced with the soft flavor of the sugar pines. It’s fun, even without Holden—who’s busy teaching Henry how to glide down the trails on the bunny hills—while Sergio and Adrien make the larger runs together. 

For what feels like the first time in ages, there’s a lightness between the brothers as they chase each other and carve fresh lines through the powdery snow. They challenge each other to races and toss snowballs at one another in the mountain basin before climbing aboard another chairlift. Sometimes they slowly glide and meander down, taking wide arcs and turns to take in the sights while Sergio snaps pictures and brief video clips with his GoPro along the way, documenting the levity of their traditional New Year’s Eve activities. Up here, in Lake Placid, it’s easy to reconnect.   

Riding the chairlift for their last run before they’re set to meet Holden, Rose, and Henry for lunch and a warm-up by the local lodge’s fireplace, Sergio pulls his GoPro out again and snaps a few shots from high above the slopes. It’s not one of his professional cameras, but it is good for capturing candid moments and action shots while on the go without the fear of destroying it with excessive goofing around. He turns the lens towards Adrien, who flashes him a peace sign and sticks his tongue out. 

“Is that the look you want people to see on your dating profile?” Sergio asks. 

Adrien glares at Sergio. “In case you forgot, I’m in a relationship. I don’t have any dating profiles.” 

“Yeah, but like, Daphne ditched you for New Year's. I think we should put you back out there.” 

“She didn’t ditch me,” Adrien corrects. “She opted to spend the holiday with her family. Which is her right, by the way.” 

“Still kind of seems like she ditched you.” 

“Well, that’s your wrong opinion.” 

Sergio shrugs and snaps another photo of his brother. “But I mean, if she was as serious about you as you are about her, don’t you think she’d want to be here with you?” 

Adrien lets out a heavy sigh and turns his gaze to look wistfully over the tree line in the other direction. Sergio cranes around, the safety bar digging into his midsection, so he can snap a shot of Adrien’s contemplative profile.

“It’s not that she didn’t want to spend the holidays with me, Sergio.” 

“That’s what it seems like.”

“Well, it’s not. Can we drop this, please?”

“Sure,” Sergio says and leans in closer to Adrien, holding the camera so he can capture them together. “It’s just, you know, I think Daphne is nice—”

“Pfft,” Adrien cuts him off. “Sure you do.” 

“But you’re my younger brother, and I think you deserve better.” 

“Better than an heiress to the largest name in millinery?” 

“I’m not sure a lifetime’s supply of one-of-a-kind women’s hats is worth the effort or the heartache.” 

“Daphne doesn’t cause me any heartache.” 

“Then why are you suddenly so glum on this lift?” Sergio knocks his shoulder against his brother’s.

“I’m not glum,” Adrien defends. “And I asked you to drop it.”

Sergio holds his hands up as if he’s ready to dodge a hit. “Okay, I’ll drop it. I only want what’s best for you.” 

Adrien lets out a bitter laugh. “You’ve never wanted what was best for me. It’s always been about what’s best for you.” 

“That’s not true! I have always looked out for you, and you have always been ungrateful.” 

“Ungrateful?” This time, Adrien lets out a genuine laugh. “Full offense, Sergio, but you’re the ungrateful one!” 

“Me?” 

“Yeah, you!” Adrien looks ahead and adjusts himself for their approaching drop-off. “You walk around this world like it was made for you and you alone and completely take for granted all those around you, like myself, who make it that way.”

“Oh, come off it, Adrien. It’s not like I don’t work my ass off for everything we have.”

Adrien turns to look at him, stone-faced. 

“Okay, you do help. A lot,” Sergio concedes. “And I couldn’t be where I am without you.” 

“Do you really mean that?” 

“Of course I do!” His words echo over the treetops, creating a more dramatic effect for his attempt to get out of hot water. “Look, Adrien,” he says gently as the chairlift deposits them at the top of the black diamond run. “Ever since Mom and Dad died, I’ve taken it upon myself to keep you and me together. I can’t bear losing you as well.” 

To Sergio’s credit, this is true. Adrien took the death of their parents hard, but Sergio took it way harder as he was the reason they were out on that country road late at night on a quest to hunt him down after he’d run off with a local politician’s daughter to their East Hampton home for a weekend of juvenile amusement. “So, I’m sorry if I sometimes come across as overbearing. I like having you around.”

“Look, Sergio, I like being around you, too, and I don’t want anything to come between us …” He pauses and looks at Sergio. Adrien’s eyes are dark under his lowered brows, and the corners of his mouth are turned down. He takes a deep breath, and his exhalation sends a slow stream of condensation around him like smoke. “Which is why I think I have to quit working for you. I’m sorry.”   

Sergio, stunned, says nothing. He’s left in silence to watch his brother head down the mountain, zooming away from him at an impressive clip. This isn’t the first time Adrien has quit. It is, however, the first time Sergio realizes he truly means it. 


      [image: image-placeholder]“Did you guys have fun?” Holden asks them once they find each other on the bunny hills. 

Sergio doesn’t get a chance to answer as Henry is already calling his name. “Uncle Sergio! Look!” He zooms past him down the hill in a perfect miniature replica of his father’s crouched skiing stance. Perfect, that is, until he has to come to a stop that he hasn’t mastered yet. His solution is to flip forward, doing a complete somersault that lands him on his rump. “Did you see?” 

“Yeah, Henry! I saw,” Sergio says as he skis over to him and pulls him back up onto his feet. “That was very impressive. You’re gonna be an Olympian like your dad.” 

“Do you think I can be?” Henry asks, looking up at Sergio, who’s still holding his hands.  

“Definitely. It’s in your blood. It’s what you are destined to be. If that’s what you want, of course.” 

“It is!” 

“Then you will,” Sergio assures, crouching down to click Henry’s skis off. He lifts him up with one arm, then grabs the skis with his free hand and starts skiing them to where Holden and Adrien are waiting, already unburdened of their skis by the lodge. Their demeanor is casual yet serious, and Holden claps Adrien on the shoulder, as if assuring him he made the right decision. Sergio doesn’t need to be there to know what they’re discussing. He wonders how long Holden has known of Adrien’s intention. By logic, he figures Adrien probably told Holden last night. But it’s possible Adrien’s been wanting to do it for longer. 

Feeling unsettled, Sergio squeezes Henry a little tighter. “Can I ask you something, buddy?” 

“Yes,” Henry says and rests his head on Sergio’s shoulder. 

“You like me, right?” 

“Yes.” He lets out a little giggle as if the answer is obvious. 

“Am I still your favorite?” 

“Mommy says it’s not nice to have favorites.” 

“Okay, she’s not wrong. But you have a favorite toy, right?”

“No,” Henry says solemnly, lifting his head away from Sergio’s shoulder to look him in the eyes. “I don’t want to hurt my toys’ feelings.” 

“That’s fair.” Sergio nods his understanding. “But you have a favorite food, right? Pizza has to rank higher than, let’s say, something like broccoli.” 

“Nobody’s favorite is broccoli.” Henry’s face twists in disgust. 

“Right!” Sergio agrees. “Broccoli is awful! So you can be honest with me, I’m your favorite, right?” 

But Sergio doesn’t get the answer he was expecting. Instead, he gets inner ear damage as Henry excitedly screams out another name, “Jeremy!” and begins squirming in Sergio’s arms in an apparent bid to get down. So much for being the kid’s favorite. 

With Henry squirming in his arms, Sergio sees the apparent primary subject of Henry’s affection. Jeremy is holding onto the guardrail as he ascends the steps towards the lodge, with Allison walking beside him and Rose leading the way. He stops in his tracks and looks around, obviously trying to find Henry. Eventually, his eyes locate him in Sergio’s arms. He lifts his free hand and gives a wave. His cheeks are flushed from the cold, and his hair comes out in wisps from underneath his grey toque. 

Sergio lets Henry down and watches him as he runs over to meet Jeremy. With the aid of Rose’s outstretched hand, he’s brought to a stop before he can barrel into his target. Apparently, preventing Henry’s inevitable collision course with Jeremy is a full-time job around here. 

“Hungry?” Holden asks Sergio, clapping him on the shoulder. 

Keeping his eyes on Jeremy instead of turning to look at Holden, Sergio says, “I didn’t know Jeremy was coming to lunch.”

“Oh yeah, he’s gonna take Henry back to the house after we eat for a nap so Rose can join us for more skiing.” 

“Is he like your babysitter or something?” Sergio isn’t sure if he wants the answer to be yes or no, and he’s half tempted to offer to take Henry home himself and ensure his placement back on the top of Henry’s list of favorites, well above broccoli. 

“No,” Holden says. “He helps out when he can. He’s really nice. You should make an effort to get to know him while you’re here. You two would really get along.”

“I have made an effort to get to know him. Years ago. And he rejected me.”

“Is that what this is all about? Your bruised ego?” Holden laughs. 

“No,” Sergio mutters, trying to defend himself. Though the truth is, the memory of Jeremy’s rejection has occasionally crossed his mind ever since he’d given Sergio the brush off at the games four years ago. And each time he’s been confronted with the memory without Jeremy around, it has fueled his resentment. It wasn’t until he saw him yesterday on the ice in person at the barn that he’d began to remember how well they’d originally hit it off instead of only remembering the rejection. That the banter between them had been fun and stimulating. That they’d laughed and enjoyed themselves and shared an impassioned kiss tucked away in an alcove beneath the stands of the ski slopes while waiting for Holden to make another aerial run. The same alcove where Jeremy pulled away—his face flushed, his lips chapped, his hair askew—and told Sergio that he couldn’t risk losing his focus. Because he was under so much pressure, and as fun as their flirtation was, he needed to put a pause on it until after the games. 

Had Sergio been thinking with more than his dick, he would have seen it: the slight rigidity in the way Jeremy walked that was beginning to encroach on his natural grace, the way Jeremy would intermittently tug at the corner of his eye as if trying to clear something from it, the exhaustion that constantly painted his face. To Sergio, like any other outsider looking in, it appeared to be the symptoms of someone succumbing to the pressure of the world watching their every move. The pressure of being not only America’s darling, but America’s gay darling. A good one, a poster boy, someone who could make little boys on figure skates—as opposed to hockey skates—an admirable thing to see. So much was pinned on Jeremy at the time that of course, Sergio knew who he was. Of course, Sergio wanted to be the bad boy attached to the good boy’s image. Of course, Sergio wanted to add Jeremy’s name to the notches on his bedpost. And of course, when Jeremy turned him down, Sergio switched gears and chased after the entire Norwegian women’s snowboarding team instead. 

“I think it’s curious that Jeremy is so firmly planted in your life, is all.” 

Holden shrugs. “It’s the least we could do for him.” 

Holden’s words eerily echoed the ones Holden’s parents had spoken in regard to Sergio and Adrien over a decade earlier. When asked why they wanted to take the boys in, the answer was simple: “It’s the least we can do for them.” But Jeremy Owens is no orphan; he’s a full-grown man. The circumstances are entirely different. 

“Come on. This place has a great turkey burger,” Holden says, breaking Sergio from his thoughts and leading them all inside, where the hostess awaits their arrival and leads them right to a large round table in the middle of the sunlit restaurant that overlooks the mountains. Sergio, wanting to be as far away from Jeremy as possible, sits opposite him with Holden on one side and Allison on the other. He tries not to seethe when he sees Henry climb onto Jeremy’s lap, apparently using him as his chair for lunch. 

“How long are you in town?” Allison asks once they’ve placed their orders. 

“A week,” Sergio says, curling his lips into his most charming smile, grateful for the distraction. A very pretty distraction. He thought he’d gotten a good look at her the day before while she was on the ice, but now, up close, he sees he missed a few very alluring details. Like her deep, soulful brown eyes with long lashes set above high, sharp cheekbones that would make every emaciated model he photographs green with envy. To go with that, she has a pleasant voice and a shy laugh that she hides behind her hands when Sergio says, “Plenty of time for us to get to know one another.” 

“I thought I warned you about that, Sergio Durand,” Rose says from where she’s seated between Holden and Jeremy. It’s been a long time since anyone used his full name to scold him. Not even Mr. and Mrs. Haring ever used it whenever he caused them trouble. 

Sergio brushes her off with his hand without looking her way. “Don’t mind her,” he says to Allison, his lips pulling into a wicked grin. “We’re just two people talking.” 

The talking is what keeps Sergio from reaching across the table and yanking Henry out of Jeremy’s lap and placing him onto his own. Even while talking to Allison, he can’t keep himself from listening in on Jeremy and Adrien’s conversation two chairs away. 

“Oh! She’s in Paris. How nice,” Jeremy says. “I’ve only been there once. Years ago, for a competition, but I didn’t really get to enjoy it. I got a picture of myself in front of the Eiffel Tower, though. So I guess that’s something.” 

“You need to go again,” Adrien says. “In fact, we should plan something. Daphne’s family is always open to having guests. You would only need a plane ticket.” 

Jeremy sighs wistfully. “That’d be lovely. I’ll think about it.”  

“Have you ever been to Paris?” Allison asks Sergio, apparently picking up on what Sergio has actually been listening to instead of her. 

Sergio gives her his attention again. “I have,” he says. “Many times. Would you like to go?” 

“She can’t go to Paris with you until after the Olympics, Sergio,” Rose teases, then adds under her breath, “Or ever.” 

Holden laughs. 

“Can I go to Paris?” Henry asks.

“Yes!” Sergio says, figuring this will help him win his nephew back. “I’ll take you whenever you like.” 

Rose raises an eyebrow at him. “I won’t let you abscond with my protégé, you think I’ll let you leave the country with my kid?” Everyone at the table laughs, but something in her voice and raised eyebrow indicates this isn’t a joke at all. 

“I’ll take him,” Adrien chimes in. 

Rose points her finger at him. “Now that I approve of!” 

Sergio’s jaw drops, and his eyebrows knit together. He sits back in his chair and brings a hand to his chest. “Rose, you wound me.” 

“She has a point, mate,” Holden says, then jostles Sergio’s shoulder with his hand. “You know I love you like a brother, but you and Henry would both need a babysitter in Paris.” 

Sergio shrugs. “As long as it’s someone hot to look at.” 

Rose turns her attention to Allison. “You see. Didn’t I tell you? Total player this one is.”

Allison averts her eyes and giggles behind her hand. Rose has obviously been preparing the young twenty-year-old skater for Sergio’s arrival.

“Oh, I don’t know about that, Rose,” Jeremy says, surprising Sergio, and apparently Adrien as well, who turns to look at him while bringing his hot tea to his lips. “Is it still a play when it’s a one-man show?” 

Adrien nearly chokes on his tea, and the rest of the table bursts out laughing. Even Henry lets out a guffaw when he sees everyone else’s reactions. Everyone except for Sergio, who  replies, “You’re all jealous.” 

Holden claps him on the shoulder, again, and harder this time. “Not me!” he exclaims with pride lighting up his face so that it practically sets the table aglow. He grabs Rose’s hand with his other hand and holds it up. “Nabbed my win on my first try.” 

Rose lets go of his hand and pats him on the head, playfully messing up his hair. “Keep telling yourself that, babe.” 

“Oh, please,” Jeremy says with a pretty smile tugging at his lips. “You two are equally smitten.” 

“Yeah, they are,” Allison agrees. 

“The model couple,” Adrien chimes in and raises his tea. “A relationship we all aspire to have.”

Holden lifts his beer, prompting the rest of the table to do the same. “Here, here!”  

“Yes, yes,” Sergio says, holding back the urge to fake gag. He can feel Allison staring at him, but instead, he can’t help but look at Jeremy over the brim of his pint and wonder what would have happened if he’d played his cards right during the Olympics.

Whatever. It was in the past. He shakes it all off, then turns his attention back to Allison, where he spends the rest of lunch flirting in an attempt to ignore the way that Jeremy so easily fits in with his family. He tries not to get mad at Adrien for choosing to chat with Jeremy instead of reassuring Sergio that he was merely joking less than an hour ago when he said he was quitting. He tries to stay positive when he sees Henry falling asleep in Jeremy’s lap. And he tries to avoid Rose’s glare and Jeremy’s snicker when he hops onto the chairlift with Allison, slinging an arm around her as they are carried up the slopes to take a black diamond run together.

However, for once, having a beautiful girl under his arm isn’t enough to distract him from memories of the two days from his past he desperately wishes he could do over. 

The first is the day his parents died. At the time, having just turned seventeen, he was young and dumb. These last ten years, he’s thought of that day often and how monumentally he screwed up. How with one poor decision, he ruined four people’s lives. How he turned not only his, but Adrien’s world upside down. And for what? To get off? To get the girl who’d been stringing him along and playing hard to get with him in his first experience of fumbling adolescent love alone in a lavish beach house? And then, when it was all over, she hadn’t even been there for him during his grief? 

Not only was that the day he lost his parents, but it was also the day he said fuck it to love. Forever vowing from that moment on not to waste his time with anyone who could have a hold on him and cloud his decision-making.

The second day, which isn’t a surprise either, was the day he kissed Jeremy Owens. He doesn’t regret kissing Jeremy. He regrets letting him go, even though he’ll likely never admit that out loud. 

He genuinely liked Jeremy, right from the get-go. Jeremy was charming and smart and held himself with such composure, even under all the pressure that was placed on him, the perfect definition of stoic. He was incredibly talented on the ice and photographed beautifully. He was the first person since the death of his parents that had Sergio thinking, You know, maybe I can give dating someone a try. And then, WHAM! He kissed him, and it was perfect, and he felt it from his lips all the way down to his toes, and the first thing Jeremy did when they pulled apart was reject him.  

Of course, the truth was that Jeremy didn’t reject him, he only wanted them to put a temporary pin in what was forming between them. But Sergio, unfortunately, hadn’t seen it that way and went right back to swearing off a connection with anyone from that moment forward. Hook-ups, one-night stands, and no-strings-attached arrangements cause far less grief and heartache. 

That is what he keeps in mind as he texts Allison a photo he’d taken of them from the ski slopes with a declaration that he’s looking forward to seeing her later tonight at the New Year’s Eve party. It’s a huge soiree thrown at the Grand Olympian Hotel every year. Holden and Rose are co-hosting for the fourth year in a row since returning home as champions from the last Olympics.

“Can you grab Henry from Jeremy?” Rose asks Holden when they pull into the garage after their afternoon of skiing. “I need to get cleaned up and start getting ready for tonight.” 

“Sure thing,” Holden says, then turns to look at Sergio and Adrien in the back seat. “Do either of you want to come with? Maybe Jeremy has Henry up and on skates. You should see him. He’s terrible.” 

“Jeremy seemed careful on his skates last night, but I wouldn’t call him terrible,” Sergio says. He briefly does a mental side-by-side comparison of the Jeremy of old with the Jeremy of now. Yes, he looked less sure of himself, but nothing close to terrible. 

“I meant Henry, but good to know you were paying close attention to Jeremy,” Holden teases, then asks again, “So are you coming down or not?” 

Sergio nods. “Yeah, I’ll come.” 

“Adrien?” 

“Nah. It’s almost midnight in Paris. I’m gonna call Daphne and wish her a Happy New Year.” 

“Alright, send her our love,” Holden says and exits the car. Sergio follows him out of the garage and around the house to head down to the barn. 

“Awfully presumptuous of you to assume I send any love to Daphne,” Sergio says once they are out of earshot of Adrien. 

“Oh, come on. She’s nice.” 

“So nice she turned my brother against me.” 

Holden lets out a sigh. “Sergio, she didn’t do that, and you know it.” 

Sergio shrugs and slips his hands into his coat pockets. “I don’t know what I know anymore, except that Adrien has quit on me.” 

“He didn’t quit on you,” Holden assures and blows on his hands to warm them up. “He’s doing what’s right for him. And, honestly, for you too, even though you don’t see it.” 

Sergio shrugs again. “Maybe. I guess I could hire someone else.” 

“Or you can start doing more of this on your own. Stop hiring people to make your life easier.”

“Isn’t that the purpose of hiring people?” 

“Isn’t that the real reason Adrien quit? You may have been paying him, but you never treated him like he had a choice in being there.” Holden opens the barn door, effectively ending the conversation as he ushers Sergio through. 

Upon entering the rink, Sergio is met with something unexpected. He thought he was going to see Henry clumsily scooting around on skates, not sitting on the low, raised ledge on the entrance side of the ice, watching Jeremy skate in graceful loops and turns. His legs, his body, his arms are making impossibly lovely shapes that move in time with the sound of Chris Issack’s voice crooning, Wicked Game, which is softly playing over the speakers. 

“Well, this song is a little on the nose, don’t you think?” Sergio says to no one in particular as he watches Jeremy move, carrying himself on the ice with more confidence and comfort than he seems when he’s in shoes on regular ground. It’s not an advanced routine, he’s not doing any jaw-dropping jumps, fast spins, or overly complicated footwork, but it is soothing to watch regardless. Perhaps even more so without the heightened stakes of show-stopping tricks. It’s pure unbridled movement, flowing to the melody and punctuating the lyrics. It's also surprisingly sexy.

“Hey, guys!” Holden yells out, announcing their arrival. Jeremy puts a pause on his moves, and Henry waves so enthusiastically from his seat on the low ledge that he falls onto the ice, laughing. Holden moves quickly to help him off the ice and back onto the low ledge to sit. He looks at Jeremy. “Routine is looking good. Legs feeling alright today?”

“Yeah,” Jeremy says, smiling. His cheeks are flushed, but not from exertion or the cold needed to maintain an ice rink. This is a happy blush. One Sergio hadn’t realized he missed seeing until now. 

“I thought you weren’t competing anymore,” Sergio says, standing against the waist-high wooden wall that lines the rest of the rink.

“I’m not,” Jeremy says and grabs a bottle of water that’s resting not far from where Sergio is standing. 

“So, what’s with the routine?” 

“Just an excuse to skate, I guess,” Jeremy says, the attractive blush disappearing from his cheeks as he takes a sip of water and averts his eyes from Sergio’s. He turns his attention back to Holden and Henry. “What time are we leaving tonight?”

“A little before eight,” Holden says. “We gotta drop Henry off at the Weirs’ on the way.”   

“Alright. I’ll meet you up at the house in a bit, then,” he says, sliding a blade guard onto his right skate before he steps off the ice, holding onto the wall by Sergio for balance and continuing to avoid Sergio’s attempt to make eye contact. He then slides a guard onto his left skate and walks away from them. 

“See you later, Jeremy,” Holden calls after him as he lifts Henry off the ground and places him on his shoulders. 

“Did I say something wrong?” Sergio asks. 

“Well, you didn’t say anything right,” Holden answers, laughing lightly.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Sergio is sulking, licking his wounds by way of a whiskey neat at the far corner of the bar at the goldenly lit Grand Olympian Hotel. The New Year’s Eve party is effervescent and alive with the who’s who of Lake Placid elites preparing to count down to the start of a promising new year. Millionaire sports stars and businesspeople are mingling together, glad-handing and verbally promising endorsements or appearances, or soliciting sponsorships. 

With the Winter Olympics fast approaching once again in only six short weeks, the rush to associate oneself with the next big star in sports is running at full tilt. This should be where Sergio shines. Showing off his connections and who he knows, and most importantly, taking pictures of everyone and making sure the right ones land on the right pages of the right sports magazines, gossip columns, or business press releases is his specialty. 

But instead, he’s moping and nursing his drink. 

“What’s wrong?” Adrien asks as he squeezes in beside him. “You’re not still upset about earlier, are you?” 

“No,” Sergio lies and takes another sip of his whiskey, draining his glass. The acute burn of the drink as it slides down his throat is soothing. 

Adrien orders him another one and a gin and tonic for himself. “As your assistant—”

“Ex-assistant.” 

“Soon to be ex-assistant. I’m not leaving you in the lurch,” he assures him with a tinge of sympathy in his voice. “Regardless, the assistant in me wants to lecture you for not taking pictures. But the larger part of me that is your brother is glad to see you taking an actual break from work.” 

Sergio shrugs and grabs his fresh drink from the bartender. His eyes wander to where Jeremy and Rose are speaking with a group of sports reporters. Rose is doing most of the talking. Jeremy seems to be holding his own, but he hides behind his glass of sparkling water with a twist of lime more often than he speaks. That glass is near empty, and Sergio is tempted to bring him a new one. But given his track record over the last twenty-four hours of mess-ups every time he talks to Jeremy, he decides to focus his attention on Allison instead.  

Allison, standing not far from Jeremy and Rose, is being chatted up by Chadwick Levinson, the French-Canadian who won the men’s gold medal in figure skating four years ago after Jeremy had to exit the competition. She’s only half paying attention to him, her eyes flitting between Chadwick and the rest of the room. Her eyes catch Sergio’s, and she quickly averts them. A faint blush rises in her dark cheeks before she draws her attention back to Chadwick, who’s likely either trying to talk her into switching training camps or leaving the party in favor of his room. The way he’s crowding her space suggests to Sergio it’s the latter.

Grabbing his drink and one of the many complimentary glasses of champagne off the bar, Sergio bids his brother goodbye with a dismissive nod of his chin, then ambles over towards Allison. He slides into the space beside her and offers her the drink. 

“Thanks,” she says, her cheeks still aglow as she takes it. She turns her attention back to Chadwick. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to speak with Sergio.” 

“Sergio? Sergio Durand?” Chadwick asks. He beams at Sergio and turns his head in a way that only people who are used to having their good side photographed do automatically. His chin is lifted slightly, his left cheekbone is angled higher than his right, and a full set of pearly whites is gleaming under the soft glow of the chandeliers.  

Sergio feigns ignorance, looking at him quizzically. “I’m sorry, who are you?” 

“It’s me! Chadwick Levinson!” 

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” Sergio says, enjoying the way Chadwick’s face falls. 

“You know me!” he exclaims and playfully swats Sergio’s shoulder. “Chadwick Levinson! You took my gold medal photos at the Olympic Games four years ago in Nagano.” 

“Did I? You know, I take so many pictures at events like that. I can hardly be expected to keep track.” 

“But it’s me, Chadwick Levinson! I was the underdog. No one thought Jeremy Owens could be beaten.” 

“I couldn’t,” Jeremy says, startling Sergio as he steps into their conversation. 
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