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Chapter 1






Prologue
Lexi


"This is your idea of quiet?"

I ignore the question—and the deep voice it belongs to—as I fumble to flick on the light switch in my hotel room. Beneath my ridiculously high heels, the vibrant hum of the NHL All-Star Game afterparty echoes faintly from the grand ballroom below.

Up here, the party feels like miles away. Worlds, even.

A haze of neon lights still dances in my mind, melding with the rush of adrenaline and laughter that seemed to spill out of every corner of the event.

I give up trying to located the light switch and lean back against the door, my heart racing, not just from the drinks, but from the man beside me.

Giovanni De Luca.

It's a name I've cursed in my columns many times. I never expected to be standing in the same hotel room with him. Just the two of us.

But here he is, his tall, muscular frame looming over me. His dark hair is tousled, and his green eyes smolder as he leans in, trapping me against the door behind me.

I narrow my eyes at him, trying not to let his towering presence throw me off. “You’re welcome to leave if it’s too loud for you.”

He grins. “This is nothing compared to a locker room full of hockey players.”

I roll my eyes and reach for the hem of my dress, ready to peel it off and get under the cold sheets, when Gio stops me with a hand on my waist.

“Hey,” he murmurs, pressing his forehead to mine. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

I hesitate. This is Gio De Luca, the notorious troublemaker of the NHL, the player who has broken more noses on the ice than he has hearts off of it.

My best friend's older brother. What the fuck am I doing?

My eyes flicker over his face, searching for any hint of insincerity behind the charming smile he always wears. But all I find is heat and desire burning in his gaze.

In that moment, I know I'm crossing a line. A line I never thought I would cross. A line that I probably wouldn't be crossing if I hadn't heard two senior journalists laughing about my new promotion in the elevator just an hour earlier.

I shake my head, trying to clear it of those thoughts.

I push away my doubts and lean in, pressing my lips against his as my hands tangle in his hair. The heat between us is electric, igniting a fire that has been simmering for far too long.

His breath smells like whiskey and bad decisions, and as our lips collide in another clumsy kiss, I can't help but think that this may be the biggest mistake of my career.

But at this moment, all thoughts of work and consequences are pushed to the back of my mind.

All I can focus on is Gio's touch. His lips on my neck. His hands roaming over my body as he reaches for the zipper on my dress.

I feel the heat of his breath against my skin as Gio's fingers graze the hem of the fabric, teasingly pulling it down.

"You know, I always wondered how you manage to look this good while being such a pain," he smirks, exposing my bare shoulders.

"Right back at you, Captain Asshole." I reach for the waistband of his trousers, my thumb grazing his skin ever so slightly. "But let's not talk about work right now."

He chuckles, but there's a flicker of seriousness beneath his playful facade. "The only kind of work I want to think about right now is exploring every inch of your body."

His fingers brush against the light switch, and my heart beats an uneven rhythm.

“Gio, keep it off,” I say, my voice low but firm. “I don’t need the harsh truth glaring at me right now.”

“What? Scared I might see the real you?”

“More like scared I might see my own mistakes.” I swallow, pulling him closer, relishing the way his body presses against mine, heat radiating between us. “Besides, this moment is too good to ruin with bright lights and reality.”

“Reality can be overrated." His hands descend to my waist as he tugs at my dress. “Let’s just focus on...this.”

I nod, the air-conditioned chill of the room sending shivers down my spine. The moonlight filtering through the sheer curtains casts a soft glow on his face, highlighting the sharp angles and gentle curve of his lips.

Fuck.

This man is the bane of my existence. And so freaking handsome that I could melt.

The space between my thighs grows wetter, my nipples tightening to rosy peaks against my bra as Gio's shirt and pants finally fall to the floor, and my dress follows.

My hands settle on his strong shoulders, fingertips sinking into his skin.

"You know, in the back of my head, there’s a voice screaming that I shouldn’t be doing this." My pulse pounds, half from the exhilaration and half from the fear coursing through my veins.

"That voice is just jealous because it's not having any fun." He reaches for my bra, unhooking it.

I back up toward the bed, and Gio follows me. “I could lose my job over this, you know. Head sports correspondent caught with one of the league’s star players? Talk about a scandal.”

He chuckles, brushing my hair back, his gaze intense. “Maybe it's time to shake things up a little, Lex. What’s life without a little drama?” He reaches for my underwear, sliding the silk down my legs. I sigh as he throws them to the side.

Standing, he drops a soft kiss against my bare collarbone. “Besides, I’m not just any athlete—I’m your personal kryptonite.” He hooks his fingers underneath his boxer briefs, removing them swiftly.

My breath grows strangled, hitching at the sight before me.

Gio's cock is long and thick. So damn thick.

An erotic dream come to life.

It stands tall, demanding attention, and I feel a rush of heat flood my cheeks. Every inch of him radiates confidence, and I instinctively bite my lip as his perfect dick presses firm against the skin of my lower stomach.

I can barely catch my breath as Gio leans into me, our bodies molding against each other and beneath the cool sheets.

“So, you think we’re about to make headlines?” I tease, as my limbs spread against the bed.

His green eyes dance above me in the dark. “Oh, definitely." His hands trail over my hips and down the insides of my slightly soaked thighs. "But I promise to keep you out of the tabloids...unless you want to be famous for this.”

“Please. Like anyone would believe us if we called it a love story.”

He narrows his gaze, his eyes crawling down my body slowly, his warm breath sending waves of anticipation coursing through me. “Maybe not a love story, but definitely a great one-night stand,” he murmurs, leaving a trail of soft kisses down my neck and chest that makes my skin hum.

The need inside me builds.

“Have I reminded you lately that I hate you?” I gasp, arching my back as his lips, at last, migrate over to the swells of my heavy breasts. He sucks a nipple into his mouth, and I whimper before he moves on, his mouth traveling lower.

“Yes, you have." He pauses to meet my eyes, his voice dropping to a husky whisper. “And trust me, you hating me doesn't mean I have plans of stopping.”

The air thickens with urgency as Gio's lips lay a path toward my belly button. As he continues, I feel a momentary jolt of panic when his gaze catches on something near my left hip bone.

With a curious smirk, he gently traces his fingers over my tattoo.

The bolded words “lick here" etched in black ink are something I don't show many people.

The memory of getting it after a wild night out with my friends rushes back to me. A silly bachelorette weekend mistake now feels like an intimate secret being revealed.

But Gio only grins and leans in closer, placing teasing kisses along the outline of the letters.

He sighs deeply, one dark eyebrow hooking upwards. “Mm. Lick here, huh? Now that's an invitation I can't refuse."

The words melt the last of my mortification as Gio’s lips descend between my legs. My fingers grip Giovanni De Luca's soft dark hair, clenching tightly as his mouth sucks on my pussy, sending me to new heights of sweet surrender.

His fingers, talented and knowing, find my hardened nipples and start to gently tweak them. Each touch sends shivers cascading down my spine, heightening the simmering tension in my core. Gio's lips remain relentless, sucking my clit with an intoxicating rhythm that threatens to unravel me completely.

Each stroke of his tongue is a promise fulfilled, and my body arcs against him.

Reaching. Stretching. Straining for release.

As the pressure builds, I feel it cresting, a wave growing ever taller until it crashes over me in a flood of ecstasy.

My breath catches, then spills out in a flood of gasps as I come, my slender fingers gripping and releasing his hair like a lifeline tethered to the storm of sensation consuming me.

In the aftermath, when the last tremor ebbs away, Gio rises to his feet.

His eyes meet mine—dark and shimmering—and an unspoken understanding passes between us.

He tears a condom open with his teeth, a wicked grin playing on his lips, and suddenly it hits me.

This is really happening.

I'm about to sleep with Giovanni De Luca.

My heart races, the reality of the moment sending a thrill through my veins. He slips the condom on with a practiced hand, and as he slaps his hard cock against my clit, a sharp intake of breath escapes my lips.

Gio’s voice is a low growl, his words dirty and dark, weaving a raw tapestry of desire. “You like that, don’t you, Lexi? Feeling how hard I am for you. You want it. I can see it in your eyes.”

As his cock slides between my slick folds, I can't help the moan that rises from my throat—a sound that would leave me burning with shame if it weren't for the other words he whispers.

"You’re so ready for me, Lexi," he murmurs, voice dripping with sin as the head of his cock nudges insistently at my entrance. "God, you're wet. You want me to fill you up, don't you?"

The intensity of his dirty words makes me dizzy, a helpless whine escaping my lips as my body responds eagerly to his touch. Every fiber of my being is aflame, and I arch toward him, feeling the slick slide of his thickness as he teases me to the brink of madness.

I know I should stop this; that I’m teetering on the edge of a dangerous precipice.

This isn’t me.

I'm Alexandra Brookes. I'm now the leading sports news correspondent for Sports News Now.

I’m not someone who gets swept away in reckless moments like this.

But each brush of his thick cock swiping against me ignites a fire I can’t ignore. Won’t ignore. Not now.

Not when I’m this close to a fleeting escape to ecstasy.

This is just a one-time thing. A time-out from reality.

Just for tonight.

Tomorrow, I’ll pack this away as a memory.

But for now?

For now, my fingers strangle the hotel bed sheets as Giovanni De Luca lifts my legs and places my ankles on his muscled shoulders.

I can worry about the little details…later.

I sigh, all reason and rationale leaving my body, when Giovanni De Luca finally claims me with a steady, deliberate thrust.

My breath catches, a cry escaping me as he fills the deepest parts of me, stretching and owning me in ways that, after tonight, I know I will never admit.


Chapter 2
Lexi


Six Weeks Later

"Brookes! My office, now!"

I freeze, Charlie Holcomb's booming voice cutting through the chaos.

The bustling newsroom of Sports News Now pulses with energy, but I barely notice. My fingers fly over the keyboard, finishing up my latest article on the Chicago Blades' recent losing streak.

In response to the summoning scream of my boss, I weave through the maze of desks, clutching my coffee like a lifeline. The bitter aroma helps clear the fog from my brain after a late night of writing.

It also helps distract me from the few curious glances following me as I make my way to the corner office.

I step inside, my heart pounding. This can't be good.

"Close the door," he barks as I step inside.

I comply, setting my coffee cup down, trying not to fidget in my blue blouse and pencil skirt. "You yelled for me, sir?"

"Yes, I did. Have a seat."

I settle into the chair in front of his desk, mentally preparing myself for whatever punishment or impossible task is about to be thrown my way.

"Brookes, you've been with us for two years now, and you've made quite an impression. Your writing has improved, and your work ethic is commendable," he starts off with surprising praise. "Which is why we promoted you to the co-lead sports correspondent spot in the first place."

My heart lifts slightly at the compliment, but I know there's still a “but” coming.

"However, we're looking to shake things up around here. We need fresh ideas and new talent. So, I'm assigning you a special project," he says, leaning back in his leather chair, his balding head gleaming under the fluorescent lights.

I lean forward, intrigued. "What kind of project?"

He opens his mouth but then stops. "I think it's best you see for yourself."

He slides a file across his desk. I pick it up and flip through the pages, my eyes widening with surprise.

I can feel my eyes straining as I stare at the photo of the familiar face looking back at me.

Dark hair. Green eyes. A smirk that's equally saying “fuck you” and “fuck me” at the same time.

Giovanni De Luca.

My best friend's brother. Star defenseman for the Chicago Blades pro hockey team.

And the man I slept with just six short weeks ago.

I swallow. "You want me to do a feature on Gio De Luca?"

"Exactly. Exclusive access. Two weeks of a behind-the-scenes look at the life of one of hockey's biggest stars. On and off the ice."

"But...why me? I mean, I haven't exactly been flattering in my previous coverage of him. Plus, it's not like he'll agree to this. The man's as loyal to the press as my cat is to a bath."

"Well, I don't know much about the bathing rituals of felines, but we need someone who isn't afraid to push boundaries and ask tough questions. Plus, you have personal connections to the De Luca family, which could make for an interesting angle in your piece."

I nod slowly, thinking of all the interesting angles Gio had hit within my body that night.

I cough. “Yes, Gio’s sister, Gabi, is head of PR for the Blades. And my best friend. But…what about my co-lead position?"

"Don't worry, we'll have someone covering your usual beats while you work on this project. Consider it a chance to prove yourself even further and to get a deeper look at the man behind Giovanni's bad boy image."

"Uh-huh. And what if there's nothing behind that image?"

He chuckles. "Then you'll have a juicy story to write. Win-win, right? So, do we have a deal?"

I hesitate for just a moment, my mind racing with the possibilities. An exclusive feature on Gio De Luca could be a huge career boost for me.

But at what cost?

Gabi already has to constantly navigate the tense relationship between me and her brother. Every time I'm around Giovanni De Luca, I'm reminded that he's just as much of an ass off the ice as he is on it.

The man is arrogant and thinks the world revolves around him.

And has skills with his tongue that should be illegal.

But saying no to this opportunity would be career suicide.

With a deep breath, I paste on a smile. "You got it, Charlie."

"Wonderful." Charlie points at the “Gio” file still in my hands. "I'll set up a meeting with Gio's team and we can discuss details." He pauses. "Don't look so happy, Alexandra." His sarcasm is thick. "I'm only offering you the chance of a lifetime."

I take a deep breath and remind myself that this is what I signed up for when I chose this career path.

As I leave Charlie's office, my mind races.

Two weeks with Gio. Two weeks of pretending that night never happened. Two weeks of proving myself all over again.

Scurrying back to my own, much-smaller office, I collapse into my office chair, the file burning a hole in my hands.

I glance down at Gio's picture inside the file. He looks arrogant and cocky, a smirk on his lips as he holds onto his hockey stick the way he held onto other things that night.

I snort, my eyes falling on his face on the page. "Jackass. You just won't go away, will you?"

"I'm sorry?"

I jump, slamming the file shut. Sophie Bennett, our bright-eyed and bushy-tailed public relations intern, blinks at me from the doorway.

"Uh, hi." I straighten in my seat. "Sophie, can I help you?"

"I was just dropping off some papers for you," Sophie says, holding up a stack of files.

I take them from her and give her a small smile. "Thanks, Sophie."

She lingers for a moment, looking like she wants to say something else.

I blink. "Was there something else? Or do I have lipstick on my teeth?"

"Nothing. I...well, I was wondering if it was all true."

"If what was all true?"

She leans in, lowering her voice. "The feature." She pauses, and my small office grows silent. "Giovanni De Luca."

I raise an eyebrow. "Um, you weren’t up in the A/C vents again, were you?"

"N-no." She fidgets with her blouse. "News travels fast around here, you know."

"Boy, does it ever." I sigh, leaning back in my chair. "But to be completely honest...yes. Looks like I'll be spending a few weeks with Chicago's favorite bad boy."

"Wow. You're lucky. Really. That guy's gorgeous."

I reach for the papers on my desk. "Oh, trust me. He's aware." I peer over at his file, an idea forming. "Now that you're here, Sophie, I actually could use some help with background research. You up for it?"

Her blue eyes light up. "Absolutely! What do you need?"

"Everything you can find on Gio. His stats, his history, all the scandals and controversies."

"Consider it done," she says, practically bouncing with excitement. "I'll have it on your desk by tomorrow morning."

As Sophie scurries off, my phone buzzes, a text from Gabi lighting up the screen.

"Heard about the assignment. Grab a drink? We need to talk."

Jesus. Did a PSA about me doing a feature with Gio go out to the whole building?

With a groan, I type back a quick response, knowing exactly what this conversation will entail. "Sure. 7?"

Her reply is immediate: "Perfect. And try not to panic. It's just Gio."

Just Gio. Right. As if anything about Giovanni De Luca could ever be “just” anything.

I turn back to my computer, pulling up my past articles on Gio.

The words jump out at me, harsh and critical.

I never held back my disdain for him in my writing, always painting him as the arrogant, entitled troublemaker that he is. But now, with the prospect of spending weeks in close quarters with him, those words feel like they're coming back to haunt me.

"De Luca's reckless play style endangers not only himself but his teammates."

"Another game, another fight. When will the Blades realize De Luca is more liability than asset?"

I wince, closing the browser. How am I supposed to write an unbiased feature when our history is so...complicated?

By the time the workday ends, I'm practically vibrating with anxiety.

I gather my things, my mind spinning with questions. As I head for the elevator, Sophie calls out, "Good luck! Can't wait to read your feature!"

I force a smile, silently praying that there will actually be a feature to read when this is all over.

I make my way to our usual spot, an Italian restaurant called La Trattoria that serves the best lasagna in town just a few blocks from the office.

I spot Gabi at our usual corner booth, her dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail. Her green eyes are fixed on a glass of red wine in her hand.

When I walk up, she looks up and smiles. "Lex."

"Gabs." I set my purse down in the booth, giving my bestie a kiss on the cheek. “You look great, babe.”

“And you…look like you're about to throw up," she says, giving me a knowing look.

"I might be," I reply, taking a seat across from her. "For once, you look like you're not getting ready to throw up. Not being pregnant for the first time in a while agrees with you."

Gabi laughs, taking a sip of her wine. "I have to enjoy it while it lasts. Jacob wants to start trying again soon."

"Uh-huh. Like the two of you actually ever stop trying," I tease, trying to ease the tension in my own chest.

"You know me too well." Gabi grins, but the smile doesn't quite reach her eyes.

I flag down a waitress, ordering my usual strawberry-basil margarita. "So, are we going to dance around it, or are you going to tell me what's really going on?"

She sighs, fiddling with her wine glass. "Gio's refusing to do the feature."

My stomach drops, but I keep my face neutral. "Can't say I'm surprised. He's never been my biggest fan."

"It's not that," Gabi says, leaning forward. "He's being...difficult. More than usual."

"Define ‘difficult’."

"He won't even consider it. Says he needs to focus on hockey, not 'play nice for the cameras'."

I snort. "Sounds like the Gio I know and loathe."

Gabi fixes me with a pointed look. "That's just it, Lex. You don't know him. Not really."

The words sting more than they should. I take a long sip of my drink, letting the tart sweetness wash over my tongue.

"Look," I say, leaning back in my seat. "If he doesn't want to do it, that's on him. I'll tell my boss it fell through and move on to the next story."

Gabi shakes her head. "You can't. This feature is huge, for both of you. For the team."

"What do you mean, for both of us?"

She takes a deep breath. "I might have...talked you up to the team owner—told him you were the only one who could get through to Gio."

"You did what?" I hiss, leaning forward.

"I'm sorry! I panicked. I'm head of public relations for the Blades, you know this. And the owner's been on my case about Gio's image, and when I heard about the feature, I thought it was perfect timing."

I close my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose. "Gabi, you can't just volunteer me for things like this."

"I know, I know. But Lex, this could be huge for your career. And for Gio's." She sighs, her green eyes lowering before raising again. "Look, I'm not saying my brother doesn't deserve all those articles you've written about him over the years. The fights, the brawls on the ice, the constant stream of women. It’s why I've been chill about it. I would never want you to have to lie. Or dim your light. But…this time, I'm asking you not to dim his. I know that this shitty reputation is not all there is to my brother. And he needs a chance to prove that to his team. Just...please. Talk to him? You'd be doing us both a huge favor.”

I look at her, seeing the desperation in her eyes.

It's the same look she had when we were kids and she needed help sneaking out to meet Jacob. The same Jacob who is Gio's best friend. The Jacob that is now her husband and the father of the two cutest kids to ever live.

I sigh, knowing I'm going to regret this. But Gabi is right, this could be a big break for my career. And if I can help her and her family in the process, then maybe it's worth it.

"Fine," I sigh. "I'll talk to him. But I'm not making any promises."

Gabi's face lights up. "Thank you, thank you, thank you! You're the best, Lex."

"Yeah, yeah," I mutter, downing the rest of my drink. "Just remember this the next time I need a favor. I mean it. You'd better be ready to hide a body for me."

Gabi laughs, knowing I'm only half-joking. We've been through a lot together, and she knows that if I ever needed her, she'd be there in a heartbeat.

As we leave the bar, Gabi gives me a quick hug. "He'll be at the Blades' practice facility tomorrow morning. Early. You know how he is."

I nod, already dreading the confrontation. "I'll be there."

We part ways, and I make my way back to my apartment. The second I'm inside, I slump onto the couch.

My new kitten, Luna, comes bounding over to me. She's still small and fluffy, but she has a feisty personality, just like her mom.

I pet her as my mind races with all the possibilities and potential disasters. As I start typing out questions for the feature, one thought keeps nagging at me: how the hell am I going to survive two whole weeks with a man like Gio De Luca?


Chapter 3
Gio


The sharp slice of my skates against the ice drowns out the chaos in my head. Practice with the Chicago Blades grounds me, even as I'm almost certain that my phone is buzzing incessantly in my locker. I'll deal with it later.

Right now, I need to focus on hockey.

And I'm sure as hell doing a shit job of it today.

"De Luca!" Coach bellows from the sidelines.

I glance up. "Yeah?"

"Mind getting your head in the game and out of your ass?"

I grit my teeth but nod, skating back into position on the ice. I push harder, my muscles burning as I race down the rink. The satisfying thwack of my stick against the puck echoes through the arena.

"Nice shot, Gio!" Jacob calls out.

I nod in acknowledgment, circling back for another drill. The familiar rhythm of practice helps quiet the nagging voice in my head.

The one that keeps replaying snippets of that night.

Soft skin. Breathy sighs. Silky thighs.

I shake my head, trying to dislodge the memories. Lexi Brookes is off-limits. And the bane of my goddamned existence.

Always has been. Always will be.

Even if I can still feel the ghost of her lips on mine.

I get back in the zone, losing track of time, of my thoughts, of myself. Until Coach finally blows the whistle, signaling the end of practice.

"All right, that's enough for today," Coach announces. "Hit the showers."

I peel off my jersey, feeling the cold air hit my sweat-drenched skin. I grab my phone from my locker and see a barrage of texts and missed calls from my agent.

And my sister.

Shit. I dial her number.

"What's up, Gabs?" I say, bracing myself for whatever crisis she's calling about now.

"Finally! I've been trying to reach you all morning," Gabi's exasperated voice filters through. "Everything's been confirmed."

I frown, toweling off my sweat-drenched hair. "Confirmed? What are you talking about?"

"The feature, Gio. For Sports News Now. You're going to be their cover story."

My stomach drops. "What feature?"

"The behind-the-scenes one we discussed last month, remember? That great opportunity to make yourself look like less of a walking, talking penis?"

"Wow. Penises must have gotten much better looking in my thirty-one years of life to warrant such a compliment."

"Shut up, Gio. This is serious." Gabi pauses. "You're going to do it, right?"

I vaguely recall agreeing to something, but the details are fuzzy. Probably because I was three beers in at the time.

My agent Aaron Connelly's words come back to me in a rush. I remember now how he convinced me it would be good for my image. Good for sponsors. Good for the team.

And I fell for it.

It was hard not to. A month ago was right around the time that Aaron told me about the trade rumors floating around. That he needed to do something about my reputation and fast.

And this was the perfect solution. A puff piece, as Gabi called it, that would show I'm more than just a hot-headed player who won't commit to anything, not even anger management.

But now that it's actually happening, I'm not so sure anymore.

I grimace at the thought of weeks of having some reporter follow me around, invading my privacy, digging up dirt on my personal life. And all under the guise of "humanizing" me to the public.

Just what I need, another reminder of how much of a fake and selfish prick I've become in the eyes of everyone else.

My brain says, "fuck that”, but what my mouth says…

I exhale, long and loud. “I’m not sure. I haven't decided yet. I need more information."

"All...right. What do you need to know?"

I take a deep breath and run a hand through my hair. "Everything."

"You want to narrow that down a bit?"

"Fine. What's his name?"

"Whose name?"

"The reporter that's going to be following me around like a lost puppy for the next month?"

There's a pause on the other end of the line. My grip on the phone tightens as Gabi sighs.

"It's a she, actually," she says.

"And her name? Is it a state secret or something?"

"Right. Well, her name is Lexi." She hesitates. "Lexi Brookes.”

The locker room suddenly feels too small, too hot. I struggle to keep my voice steady.

“You’re kidd…no. Absolutely not, Gabs. No. I’d rather eat glass and shit razor blades than have her following me around for several weeks."

"First of all, eww. Second of all, that's a bit dramatic, don't you think?" Gabi replies, completely unfazed by my outburst. "Gio, come on. This could be huge for your career. For the team."

"I don't care. Find someone else."

"There is no one else. Lexi's the best in the business. And she's my best friend. She'll be fair."

I bark out a laugh. "Fair? Are we talking about the same Lexi Brookes? The one who's made a career out of making mincemeat of me in the press?"

Gabi sighs. "Look, I know you two have had your...differences."

"Our differences being that one of us is a heartless egotist and the other one is me," I mutter under my breath.

"Stop acting like a Broadway diva. This is important. Think about it, Gio. This could be your chance to finally set the record straight and show people who you really are."

I close my eyes, leaning my forehead against the cool metal of my locker. Images from that night flash through my mind again.

Lexi's eyes, dark with desire. Her fingers tangled in my hair. The way she gasped my name.

"Gio? Are you still there?"

I clear my throat. "Yeah. I'm here."

"So, will you do it?"

Every instinct screams at me to say no. To run as far away from Lexi Brookes as possible.

But I can't. Not without raising suspicions. Not without giving her the upper hand.

Not without potentially screwing up my pro hockey career.

"Fine," I growl. "But if she pulls anything, I'm out. Got it?"

Gabi lets out a relieved sigh. "Thank you. You won't regret this."

"Trust me, I already do, Gabs."

I hang up without saying goodbye, tossing my phone back into my locker with more force than necessary.

My best friend Jacob, who's been quietly sitting on the bench next to me this whole time, raises an eyebrow. "Trouble in paradise?"

I give him a glare. "Shut up."

Jacob holds up his hands. "Hey, I'm just trying to lighten the mood. You look like you're about to go into battle."

"Because I am," I mutter darkly. "Your wife just roped me into pretending to be her best friend's chew toy to 'boost my image'."

He nods. "Ah, she may have mentioned an in-depth feature on you for Sports News Now. She's been wanting to do a televised feature on a Blades player for a while now."

"I know," I grumble. "But why me? Why not one of the other guys?"

Jacob smirks. "Because you're Gio 'The Icebreaker' De Luca. You're a human cannonball with the good looks of a supermodel. You'll be perfect for this."

I roll my eyes. "Great, because being a human cannonball is exactly what I want to be known for in the hockey world."

"Come on. This is good, right? Some good publicity and all that?"

"Sure," I mutter, tossing my jersey into my locker. "If you enjoy having your life dissected by a piranha with a laptop."

Jacob chuckles. "Come on, man. Lexi's not that bad. She's actually pretty cool once you get to know her."

If he only knew how well I'd gotten to know her.

"I doubt that," I say, heading for the showers.

The hot water does little to ease the tension in my shoulders. I brace my hands against the tile, letting the spray beat down on my neck.

How the hell am I supposed to do this? How do I spend weeks with Lexi, pretending that nothing happened between us?

Pretending that I don't know what she looks like when she comes undone. That I don't know the exact curve of her hips, the softness of her skin.

I grind my fists into the shower wall, welcoming the sharp sting of pain. It's a reminder of why I can't let this happen again.

As I step out of the shower, wrapping a towel around my waist, I catch sight of myself in the mirror. The dark-haired, green-eyed man staring back at me looks tired. Conflicted. Nothing like the cocky player the world sees on the ice.

Maybe Gabi's right. Maybe I do need to show people who I really am.

But not like this. Not with Lexi holding the pen, ready to write my story as she sees fit.

I grab my phone, dialing Gabi's number. She picks up on the second ring.

"What's up?"

"I've changed my mind," I say, my voice hard. "I'm not doing the feature."

There's a pause on the other end. "What? Why?"

"Because I said so." I run a hand through my damp hair, frustration building. "Find someone else to be Lexi's poster boy."

"Gio, we've been over this. There is no one else. The team needs this, you need this."

"What I need," I cut her off, "is to focus on hockey. Not tap-dance for the media like some trained monkey."

"Hey, monkeys are pretty smart. Those Planet of the Ape movies proved it." Gabi's tone is light, but I can hear the worry underneath her words. "Listen, I know this isn't easy for you. But trust me, it'll be worth it. And if this is because of Lexi…"

"This has nothing to do with Lexi," I lie, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. "I'm just not interested."

"You can't just back out, Gio. We have a contract."

I snort. "A contract I never signed. Face it, sis. It's not happening."

I hang up, cutting off her protests. My phone immediately starts buzzing again, but I ignore it, tossing it into my bag.

As I finish getting dressed, I try to ignore the nagging voice in my head. The one that sounds suspiciously like Nonna, telling me I'm making a mistake.

But I can't do it. I can't spend weeks pretending that night with Lexi never happened. Can't trust myself to keep my distance when she's so close.

It's better this way. For everyone.

I zip up my bag, slinging it over my shoulder. As I head for the exit, I pause, looking back at the empty rink.

This is who I am. This is what I know. Everything else? It's just noise.

And I've got no time for distractions. Not when my spot on the team is on the line.

I push through the doors, stepping out into the cool Chicago night. Tomorrow, I'll deal with the fallout—the angry calls from management and the disappointed looks from Gabi.

But tonight? Tonight, I'm going to find the nearest bar and do my best to forget Lexi Brookes ever existed.

Even if it's only for a few hours.


Chapter 4
Lexi


The Chicago Blades' practice facility looms before me, a behemoth of steel and glass glinting in the early morning sun. I take a deep breath, straightening my blazer and clutching my notepad like a shield.

"You've got this, Brookes," I mutter to myself, pushing through the doors.

The cool air inside hits me, along with the familiar scent of ice and sweat. I nod to the receptionist, flashing my press pass.

"I'm here to see Jackass De…" I cough. "I'm sorry. I meant Giovanni De Luca," I say.

She eyes me skeptically. "Mr. De Luca doesn't usually see reporters during practice hours."

I lean in, lowering my voice. "I'm not just any reporter. I'm here on behalf of Sports News Now for an exclusive feature."

The receptionist hesitates, then nods, gesturing toward the rink.

As I push open the doors to the rink, I'm hit with a blast of cold air and the sight of Gio, graceful and powerful, as he glides across the ice.

For a moment, I'm transfixed. It's easy to forget how good he is when you're not watching him up close. His movements are fluid, precise, a stark contrast to the brute force he's known for during games.

I shake my head, refocusing. I'm not here to admire his skills.

"De Luca!" I call out, my voice echoing in the empty arena.

Gio stops abruptly, his eyes finding mine. Even from this distance, I can see the tension in his jaw, the way his shoulders stiffen.

"What are you doing here, Brookes?" he asks, skating toward me.

I lift my chin, meeting his gaze. "We need to talk."

He snorts, coming to a stop at the edge of the rink. "Nice salutation, by the way. Not a 'good morning' or a 'hello'. Just straight to annoying me in less than five seconds flat. Did you learn that in journalism school?"

I roll my eyes, used to Gio's trademark sarcasm. "You know, you're funnier on the ice than you are off it. That suspension you got for that dirty hit last week really took a toll on your sense of humor."

"I'm surprised you know what a sense of humor is, Brookes. I thought your job was to suck the joy out of everything."

"You really shouldn't concern yourself about my 'sucking' jobs, De Luca. You have other things to worry about."

He raises an eyebrow, a challenge in his expression. "Oh yeah? Like what?"

I take a deep breath, steeling myself for what I'm about to say. "Like the rumors circulating about the Blades potentially trading you."

He blinks, those emerald green eyes of his turning harder than gemstones. "What rumors? There are always rumors about me. I don't pay any attention to them."

"Not these." I narrow my eyes at him. "These are pretty specific. And they came from sources close to the team."

"Sources? You mean gossip-hungry media vultures who have nothing better to do than stir up trouble?"

"I wouldn't call helping your career with an in-depth, nationally-televised feature, stirring up trouble." I hold his gaze, not backing down. "But if you want to keep pretending everything is fine and ignore the possibility of being traded, be my guest."

He's silent for a moment, staring at me with that challenging look still in his eyes. "I thought I made myself clear. I'm not doing the feature."

"That's not your decision to make," I reply, shrugging "This isn't just about you, Gio. It's about the team, your career…"

"My career is just fine, thanks," he cuts me off, his voice cold. "I don't need you or anyone else trying to 'fix' my image."

I bite back a retort, reminding myself to stay professional. "Look, I get it. You don't like me."

"Aw, what gave it away?"

"And you don't trust me." I continue, ignoring his sarcasm. "But this isn't about us. It's about the truth."

"The truth?" He scoffs again. "Do you really think anyone cares about the truth? They just want a good story, something to gossip about over their morning coffee."

"Maybe. But it's my job to tell that story as accurately and fairly as possible. And this feature could be good for both of us."

Something flashes in his eyes—surprise, maybe even a hint of curiosity. "Both of us?"

I nod, seizing the opening. "Think about it: you get to show the world who you really are, beyond the 'bad boy' label. And I get to prove I can write about more than just scandals and fights."

Gio is quiet for a moment, studying me. I resist the urge to fidget under his gaze.

"And what makes you think you know who I really am?" he asks, his voice low.

Images from that night flash through my mind: the vulnerability in his eyes, the softness in his touch. I push them away, focusing on the present.

"Well, I don’t know…maybe the years you’ve spent being blood-related to my best friend might have helped.”

"And you think that means you know me because we attend the same holiday dinners and exchange pleasantries?"

“You? Exchange pleasantries? That's rich."

He blinks, and a hint of heat floods his long-lashed eyes. "I seem to remember us exchanging quite a few...pleasantries inside your hotel room at the All-Star Afterparty."

My face heats, and I hope the bright lights in the practice facility will hide my blush. "That was a mistake."

"Really? Because I don't seem to recall you complaining at the time. Quite the opposite actually."

I open my mouth to retort, but then I remember our conversation about truth and decide to take a different approach.

"Fine. Maybe it wasn't a mistake, but it was just one night. And I've known you for much longer than that. You're more than just a wild party boy and a skilled athlete. You're also someone who cares deeply about his family and his community."

Gio's expression softens as he listens to my words. "And how do you know all of this?"

"I pay attention. I know that as much as you annoy your sister, she, for some reason, absolutely adores you. I know your Nonna's sauce is your favorite comfort food. You like pineapple on your pizza. You change your socks at least three times a day, and you can quote Goodfellas from beginning to end." I'm tempted to smirk. "I hear your Joe Pesci impression is pretty spot on too."

He chuckles, and for a second, I forget that we're in a crowded gym with the rest of his team working out nearby.

I forget that I hate him with the fire of a thousand suns and that I'm supposed to be here to get a story, not consort with the enemy. Instead, I feel myself being pulled toward him.

"Impressive. You've been doing your research," he says with a hint of admiration in his voice.

"It's called being a good journalist."

"I think most people would refer to that as stalking."

"You can call it whatever you'd like. But after this feature, they'll be calling me the best damn journalist in Chicago. And they'll be calling you the best damn defenseman in pro hockey."

Gio's dark eyebrows arch towards the sky. "And how exactly are you going to achieve that?"

"Just leave it to me. Give me a chance to show the world, the Blades execs, the fans, another side of Gio De Luca."

He looks at me for a long moment, his emerald eyes searching mine. At this close enough distance, I can feel the chill coming off his uniform. And yet, there's something warm in his gaze that stirs something inside of me.

Finally, he nods.

"Okay, Stalker. You've got yourself a deal. But on one condition."

I nod, almost afraid to move.

"You let me watch, read, and approve everything before it goes live," he says firmly, his eyes narrowed in warning.

It's not an ideal situation—no journalist wants their subject to have the final say on their work. But if this is what it takes to get the story, I'll take it.

"I'll make sure your agent has full access to what you need. As for your approval, I'll do my best to incorporate any changes you suggest. But ultimately, it's my story, De Luca." I hold up a hand when his brows lower in a glare. "Unless you'd like to be traded, or, I don't know, be released from your contract and spend the rest of your afternoons, doing that Joe Pesci impression in your OCD socks."

His jaw clenches. I can almost see the gears turning in his head.

As for me, I have one final nail to drive into the coffin.

"Tell you what," I say, an idea starting to take root. "Come to Sal Carmine's event after your next game. If you still hate the idea of working with me after that, I'll walk away. No hard feelings."

Gio turns back to me. "Sal Carmine? The hockey legend?"

"The one and only. He's throwing a charity event. Lots of big names will be there."

I can see the temptation warring with his stubbornness.

"You're trying to seduce me with Sal Carmine? I'm flattered," he says with a smirk.

"Gio De Luca fact number six," I say, holding up five fingers. "You have a weakness for old-school hockey players with bigger hockey sticks than yours."

He barks out a laugh, and I can see him start to relax, a lock of dark hair falling forward onto his forehead. “Well played, Brookes. I’ll think about your little event," he finally says. "But I'm not making any promises."

Relief washes over me. It's not a yes, but it's not a no, either. It's about as good as I can get for now.

"Good enough for me,” I say. "I'll send you the details."

As I turn to leave, Gio calls out, "Brookes?"

I look back, raising an eyebrow.

"This doesn't change anything between us," he says, his voice hard. "We're not friends. We're not even colleagues. This is business. Nothing more."

I nod, ignoring the twinge in my chest. "You're sorely mistaken if you think I have any intention of being friends with someone like you, De Luca."

As I walk out of the rink, I can feel his eyes on me. I straighten my shoulders, keeping my head high.

This is just the beginning, I remind myself. The real challenge starts now.

But as I step out into the sunlight, I can't help but feel a spark of excitement. Gio De Luca might think he has me all figured out, but he has no idea what he's in for. And I can't wait to show him what I'm capable of.


Chapter 5
Gio


The roar of the crowd fades as I step off the ice, my muscles aching from another brutal game against San Francisco. My mind is still replaying the last few minutes, the anger and frustration simmering just below the surface.

A near-fight with one of their players, a missed shot that almost lost the game. It's been a tough night.

We won, but it was close. Too close.

I can tell it's the same thought on Coach's mind as he pulls me aside for a quiet word.

"We need to talk about your focus, Gio," he says, his voice low but stern. "You're getting too caught up in the drama off the ice."

I bristle at the implication. "I can handle it."

Coach shakes his graying head of hair. "It's affecting your game, son. And if it continues, I'll have no choice but to bench you."

My jaw tightens and I force myself to nod, not trusting myself to speak.

But inside, I'm seething.

Because he has no idea what it's like to have someone like Lexi Brookes constantly trying to get under my skin. He doesn't know how much self-control it takes for me not to snap and give her exactly what she wants.

But I can't let that happen. Not again.

I've worked too hard for this, for my place on the team and in the league. And I refuse to let some woman who thinks she knows me bring it all crashing down.

Taking a deep breath, I shove away my anger and head back to the locker room with Coach's words ringing in my ears.

Focus. That's all I need to do. Keep my focus on the game and block out any distractions.

Sal Carmine's party would definitely be a distraction. But on a night like this, with the tension and adrenaline still coursing through my veins, I need something to take my mind off of hockey. Sal's party won't accomplish that.

But Lexi's offer to go to the party is still tempting.

I know she's trying to get a reaction out of me. But maybe going with her would be a good way to show Coach that I can handle myself and still perform on the ice.

I shower, throw on some pants and a black collared shirt I had stashed in my locker, all for a night I'll very possibly regret.

As I adjust my collar, Jacob saunters over, his sandy-brown hair a mess and his grin shit-eating as always.

"You clean up nice," Jacob says, blue eyes alight. "Hot date with a puck bunny?"

I snort. "Hardly. Just some PR thing Gabi's making me do."

He raises an eyebrow. "This wouldn't happen to involve a certain blonde reporter, would it?"

I freeze, my hands stilling on my collar. "How did you…"

"Gabi might have mentioned something," he says, grinning. "Come on, man. It's not that bad. Lexi's cool."

I grunt, grabbing my jacket. "Yeah, well, you're not the one she's been ripping apart in print for the past two years."

"Are you kidding me? Lexi's definitely ripped into me a time or two," Jacob says with a laugh. "But she's also pretty good at her job. And if you play your cards right, maybe you can get her to ease up on you."

"Or I could just skip the party and avoid all of this drama," I mutter.

Jacob claps me on the back. "No way, man. You need some fun after that game tonight. Plus, who knows? Maybe you'll actually have a good time."

"You going, too?"

"Nah. I've got Gabi and two kids under two to take care of. Not exactly party material," Jacob says with a smirk.

I chuckle and shake my head. "Settling down with my sister really tamed you, huh?"

You'll see, man. One day you'll find someone who makes even partying seem boring. Someone who makes you want to stay in and cuddle instead."

"Jesus. Gabs has turned you into a walking marshmallow."

"Trust me. There's nothing 'soft' about me when Gabi's around."

"All right. That's enough, bro. That's still my baby sis you're talking about."

"Hey, I'm just saying. You'll see for yourself one day. You'll meet a woman who's not afraid to be your match. A woman who challenges you, who pushes you—on the ice, off it, in the house, hell, the bedroom. A woman who can give as good she gets it."

I glance up, seeing the sincerity there, and the hint of unbridled desire.

For a moment, I'm tempted to tell him everything. About the All-Star party. About the real reason I can't stand to be around Lexi.

But I don't. I can't. Some things are better left in the past.

I swallow hard. "Yeah," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. "Maybe one day."

Jacob claps me on the back again before heading out of my room, leaving me alone with my thoughts. He's right, of course. Maybe Lexi is just doing her job, and I'm overthinking things. But there's also a part of me that can't help but wonder if there's something more to her constant criticism.

I try to shake off the feeling as I finish getting ready for the party. As much as I hate parties, Jacob is right about one thing—I could use a distraction from my thoughts.

"I gotta go," I mutter, heading for the door. "Don't wait up." I hear Jacob chuckling behind me and give a quick wave without looking back at him.

As I make my way to the party, I can't help but feel a twinge of guilt for lying to Jacob. But at this point, it's easier than admitting the truth. The truth about why I can't stand being around Lexi.

The drive to the event is a blur of city lights and nervous energy.

The early March Chicago air is still crisp, still cold this time of year. I open the window and let it rush into the car, knowing that a few minutes outside will help clear my head before I have to face the crowd inside.

But as soon as I step out of the car, I'm bombarded with noise and flashing lights. It takes everything in me not to turn around and get back in the car.

I make my way through the sea of people, recognizing some faces from the NHL. Everyone seems to be having a good time, but all I can focus on is finding a drink.

Instead, I find something else first. Someone else, actually.

Lexi Brookes. Standing there in the middle of it all.

She’s wearing a deep blue dress that hugs every gorgeous curve, her blonde hair styled in loose waves. She looks stunning, and for a second, I have to remind myself to breathe.

But then I see her talking to a group of guys, laughing and flirting. And that twinge of guilt turns into anger.

She saunters over to me, a smirk on her lips. "Look who decided to show up," she says with a raised eyebrow.

"Surprised? Me too. It's shocking, knowing that you've invited people who don't kiss your ass all the time."

"I'm just surprised you actually left your cave for once. Should have had security check for bats as well as weapons."

"Wow. You're funny when you're not tearing people down."

“It’s a gift. Besides, I couldn't very well spend all my time ignoring your constant need for attention." She flashes a fake smile. "So, what's your excuse for being late? Too busy brooding and feeling sorry for yourself?"

I grit my teeth, trying to ignore her provocation. But it's like a broken record with her, always poking at me until I break.

"Actually, I was working.” I nod, shoving my hands into my pockets. “You know, trying to make something of myself instead of living off Daddy's money."

She laughs, her eyes scanning the crowd. "I'm surprised you even know what work is. Must be hard for you, being forced to actually do something productive." She pauses, grabbing a passing waiter and taking a glass of champagne. "As for my father's money, trust me, he doesn't need anyone else to help him blow through it." She smiles, but it doesn't reach her eyes. "But I'd rather not talk about him. It's bad for my digestion. I'll show you where the food is. Looks like you could use something to sink your teeth into besides me.”

I follow her reluctantly, trying not to let her snide comments get to me.

As we reach the buffet table, I take in the spread of delicious-looking food. My stomach grumbles in anticipation; I haven't eaten since breakfast this morning.

"Why don't you try some of these mini quiches?" she suggests with a smug smile. "You know, for those hunger pangs from all that 'hard work'."

I ignore her jibe and grab a few quiches, taking a bite of one. It's delicious, and I wish I'd grabbed more.

"I'm guessing hockey legends like Sal Carmine spare no expense when it comes to their parties," I comment, trying to change the subject.

She shrugs, taking a sip of her champagne. "From what I can tell. Guy's nice. I've gotten a chance to hang out with him a few times."

"What the—how?"

"He's a good friend of one of my father's business partners."

"That's right." I nod. "Your father is the president of Dix Communications, right? They own a few major sports channels, don't they?"

"Vice president," she corrects with a hint of annoyance. "But yeah, he likes to think he's the one pulling all the strings." She perks up, pointing at a group of people entering the room. "Oh look, the man of the hour is here."

I turn to see Sal Carmine, surrounded by his entourage, making his way toward us. He looks just as intimidating in person as I expected, with broad shoulders and a gray gaze that seems to take in everything.

Holy fuck.

I've grown up watching this man on TV, leading his team to victory after victory. And now he's standing in front of me, only a few feet away.

Being a groupie for any grown man has never appealed to me. But for Sal Carmine? I would gladly put on a 'Sal Groupie' jersey and scream my lungs out at one of his games.

"Holy shit," I mutter, unable to hide my awe.

Lexi smirks. "Come on, I'll introduce you."

Before I can protest, she's grabbing my arm and pulling me through the crowd. Sal turns as we approach, his face lighting up in recognition.

"Alexandra Brookes," he says, his voice warm. "Always a pleasure, my dear."

Lexi beams, and I feel a pang of...something in my chest. I push it away, just as quickly as it appeared.

"Sal, I'd like you to meet Giovanni De Luca," Lexi says, gesturing to me. "Gio, this is Sal Carmine."

"Gio De Luca," Sal repeats, his gaze sizing me up. "I've heard a lot about you."

I raise an eyebrow, flashing him a ridiculous grin. "Good things, I hope?"

He chuckles. "Mostly good things."

I extend my hand, hoping it's not clammy. "It's an honor, sir. I've admired your work for years."

Sal's grip is firm, his eyes twinkling. "The honor's all mine, son. I've been watching you play. You've got real talent."

"I...thank you." I feel like a little kid who just got a gold star on his math test.

"Of course, talent only gets you so far," Sal continues, his tone turning serious. "It's what you do with it that counts."

I nod, feeling like I'm being sized up. "I couldn't agree more."

Sal smiles, clapping me on the shoulder. "Good man. Now, why don't you tell me about that wicked slapshot of yours?"

As we fall into conversation, I can feel some of the tension leaving my body.

This is familiar territory—talking hockey, strategy, the game I love.

I almost forget Lexi's there until I glance over and catch her watching me, a strange expression on her face. When our eyes meet, she quickly looks away, busying herself with her phone.

Before I can dwell on it too much, Sal nods at me and Lexi. "I'm going to go say hi to some other guests." He glances over. "It was nice meeting you, Gio."

"Likewise, Mr. Carmine," I reply, trying to keep my voice steady.

With a pat on my shoulder, he walks away, leaving me feeling completely starstruck. Lexi's smirk widens.

"You look pleased," she comments.

I turn to stare at her. "You kidding me? Sal Carmine knows who the hell I am. I'm just lucky I didn't jizz in my pants when he touched me."

Lexi laughs, shaking her head. "You're such a fanboy."

"Hey, I can't help it. The man is a legend."

"He's also a fan of yours, it seems.”

I shake my head. “Nah. Man’s just being nice.”

Lexi raises an eyebrow. "Is it so hard for you to believe that people see the good in you, Gio?"

The question makes me pause. I've always been so focused on proving myself, pushing to be better, that I've never really stopped to think about how others view me.

And by the time I did, it was, apparently, too late.

"Anyway," she says, changing the subject, "let's go get some food before all the good stuff runs out."

We head toward the buffet table and start filling our plates. As we make our way there I notice a few men checking Lexi out. I wonder if they think we're together and feel myself puff out my chest.

The rest of the night passes in a blur of introductions and small talk. By the time things start winding down, I'm surprised to find that I'm actually enjoying myself.

I remember, as a teenager, when Sal Carmine was often referred to as a sort of "troublemaker" in the pro hockey league. He was feared and respected by all who knew him, and even those who didn't.

But now, he's just a regular guy wearing a Hawaiian shirt and cracking jokes with his friends.

It's almost surreal to see this side of him, but it also makes me realize that things change over time. People change. And sometimes, our perceptions of them changes too.

"So," Lexi says, sidling up to me at the bar. "Was it as bad as you thought it would be?"

I shrug. "Eh, I've had worse root canals."

"High praise from the great Gio De Luca." She pauses, hazel eyes assessing me before looking away. "Does this mean you'll do the feature?”

I consider it for a moment. I'm sure Sal Carmine had to do plenty in his day to soften his notorious reputation.

It's not too far-fetched to believe for a moment that a feature done on my own life outside of the rink might help to do the same.

"I'll think about it," I finally say, taking a sip of my drink.

Lexi nods, not pressing any further. She obviously knows better than to push me.

As we say our goodbyes and head out into the night, I can feel her watching me, her gaze like a weight on my back.

I snort. Let Lexi Brookes sweat for once. I've certainly had to do my fair share of it for her.


Chapter 6
Lexi


Two days. Two long days pass and not a word from Gio.

I've texted the man enough times to be in stalker territory.

I'd tried everything from "Hey, are you alive?" to "If you don't answer in the next ten minutes, I'll have to assume you've been kidnapped by aliens."

Nothing. Zero. Zilch.

It's not like I expected Gio to suddenly want to sit on the phone and gab and gossip like besties. But I sure as hell didn't expect complete radio silence either.

I've been doing some digging on my own since our conversation at the bar, trying to find any information, any piece of intel about his life outside of hockey that I can use for this damn feature.

But it's like he's a ghost. There are no social media accounts, no public appearances or interviews, not even any paparazzi shots.

In some ways, it's almost as if Gio De Luca doesn't exist outside of the rink.

And yet, here I am, still determined to get this story done. Because let's face it, my boss hasn't given me an extension and I'm not about to lose my job over this prickly asshole of a hockey player.

I take another sip of my coffee, staring at the blank document on my laptop screen. It's just not coming together. I have bits and pieces, but nothing that ties them all together into a cohesive story.

As if sensing my frustration, my desk phone rings. I pick it up and, sure enough, it's my boss’ voice on the other end of the line.

"Brookes. Can I see you in my office in five minutes?"

"Sure thing, Charlie." I put the phone down and let out a deep sigh.

This can't be good. I've been dreading this conversation for the last two days of no reply from Gio.

Smoothing down my skirt and grabbing my notebook, I walk down the hallway to Charlie's office. As expected, he's sitting behind his enormous desk with a stern look on his face.

My carefully prepared speech dies on my lips when I see Gio himself sitting across from my boss, looking annoyingly comfortable in a designer suit.

I stop in the doorway, my heart pounding in my chest. What the hell is he doing here?

"Ah, Brookes," my boss says, grinning. "Glad you could join us. De Luca here was just telling me about Sal Carmine's event."

I blink, caught off guard. "He was?"

Gio turns, that infuriating smirk playing on his lips. "Don't look so surprised, Brookes. I can play nice when I want to."

"Could've fooled me," I mutter.

"Have a seat, Brookes," Charlie says, gesturing to the chair next to Gio.

I reluctantly take a seat, feeling like I'm walking into a trap. "What's this all about?"

Gio gives me a small nod before turning back to Charlie.

Charlie glances at Gio briefly before answering. "Gio has agreed to do the televised feature. He was just telling me how impressed he was with your handling of the situation at the event."

My jaw drops. "He what?"

Gio smirks, clearly enjoying my reaction. "It was a great save, Brookes. I have to admit, you impressed me."

I'm speechless, my brain trying to process this unexpected turn of events.

"So," Charlie continues. "I think it's only fair that Gio has a say in how his story is told on the show. And since you two seem to make a good team..."

I can't believe what I'm hearing. Is this really happening?

"Wait, so it's really happening?" I ask, still in shock.

Gio shrugs, leaning back in his chair. "What can I say? I'm full of surprises."

"Like a box of poisoned chocolates," I mutter under my breath.

Charlie ignores my comment and continues, "I thought it would be a great opportunity for both of you to work together on something positive. And who knows, maybe this will lead to more collaborations in the future."

I can feel Gio's eyes on me, waiting for my response. I know I should say yes, take this opportunity and run with it. But there's still that part of me that doesn't trust him, that wonders what his true intentions are.

In the end, I have nothing to lose and everything to gain. "Of course," I say through gritted teeth. "This is a great opportunity and I would be honored to work with Gio."

Charlie smiles, clearly pleased with our response. "Great! We'll start planning the segment tomorrow. And Brookes, I'll need you to write a draft for Gio's interview."

Gio raises an eyebrow at me, silently daring me to try and sabotage his segment. But I won't give him the satisfaction. I'll do my job professionally, even if it means working with someone I don't trust as far as I can throw.

As we leave the meeting, Gio falls into step next to me. "Looks like we're going to be spending a lot of time together," he says casually.

I keep walking, my high heels thudding against the carpeted floor. "I guess so. Though, it would have been great if you actually told me that we would be working together before springing it on me in front of my boss."

Gio chuckles, a deep warm sound. "Where's the fun in that? I wanted to see your reaction."

"You're lucky my reaction wasn't to 'accidentally' drop a cup of hot coffee on your lap." I glance over. "The thought is still tempting."

"Oh, come on, Brookes. I paid you a compliment by saying yes. Really. I liked your writing style and thought it would be a good fit for what you have planned."

I turn the corner, almost to my office. "And you couldn't just email me or call me back like a normal person?"

"I like to keep things interesting." He pauses. "Plus, doing it this way gave me an opportunity to see your pissed-off face again."

I scoff and open the door to my office. "Well, now you'll be seeing me all the time. Lucky you."

As I sit at my desk, turning on my computer and going through emails, Gio lingers in the doorway. His tall, muscular body nearly fills the frame.

"Can I help you with something?" I ask, not looking up from the screen.

"Just waiting for you to give me whatever I need for this 'project' to begin.”

I pick up my desk phone. "I'm already on it." Hitting a few buttons on the phone, I call down to the intern's cubicle. "Hey, Sophie. Can you bring me the files for the new project on Gio? Thanks."

Gio watches me hang up before taking a few steps into my office. "Impressive."

"What is?"

"How you have everything under control. How you seem prepared for all contingencies. No wonder Charlie thinks highly of you." He leans against my desk, crossing one ankle over the other.

I shrug. "It's just part of the job."

"But you're good at it." His voice lowers, almost a whisper. "You're good at other things too."

My cheeks heat up and I look back down at my computer screen, pretending to be busy. Luckily, Sophie arrives, and I don't have to pretend anymore.

The twenty-three-year-old intern's blue eyes widen when she sees Gio standing in my office. "Oh, um, Miss Brookes, here are the files you asked for."

"Thank you, Sophie." I take the files from her, dismissing her with a smile.

Gio watches Sophie leave before turning back to me. "You have quite the effect on your intern. She practically ran out of here."

"That's because a big 'hunky' hockey player was standing in my office."

Gio chuckles. "So, you think I'm hunky?"

"No. But she does." I open the files and start going through them, trying to focus on work and not on Gio's flirtatious comments.

"So you're not affected by me at all?"

The question has a tone of challenge to it, and I can't resist looking up at him. My eyes glance up to meet his emerald gaze briefly. "Of course not. I'm a professional." I separate the files, extending a few documents his way. "By the way, here are the contracts. I'm sure your agent and lawyer have already been sent copies. Your team will look them over, sign them, and get them back to me by next week."

"Next week?"

"Sure. They've already gotten a copy of the contracts beforehand. I'm sure it'll be an easy decision for them to make." I clear my throat. "Just to remind you, I'll have full access to your games, practices, and personal life these next few weeks. I'll be interviewing you, getting to know your teammates and coaches, and basically shadowing you for the feature."

"Ah, so you'll literally be a bug up my butt." He winks, causing me to roll my eyes.

"I'm sure it won't be that bad."

"Depends on how you define 'bad'."

"Well, you're the one that agreed to this interview, Gio. Just remember that." I finish looking through the files and close the folder, placing it on my desk. "One might be suspicious about how just two days ago, you couldn't wait to get rid of me, and now you're all in."

Gio leans back against my desk, crossing one leg over the other. "I have nothing to hide. Besides, maybe I just realized the benefits of having a top reporter in my corner," he says, his voice neutral.

I snort. "Yeah, right. And I'm the Duchess of Cambridge."

"Well, Your Grace," he says with a mock bow, "I guess you'll just have to trust me."

"Trust you? That's rich coming from the guy who once told me I couldn't be trusted to report on a high school bake sale."

"Okay, that was a low blow. But in my defense, you had just written that scathing article about my 'unnecessary roughness' on the ice."

"It was the truth," I say, crossing my arms.

"Your version of it, maybe."

We stand there for a moment, the tension between us palpable. But then Gio breaks into a grin, his dimples appearing. "Relax, doll. I'm just messing with you."

I sigh out loud. "Look, if we're going to do this, we need to at least try to get along. I'm willing to call a truce if you are."

Gio considers this for a moment, then nods. "Truce. But don't expect me to start sharing my deep, dark secrets or anything."

I roll my eyes. "Please. I've seen your rookie photos. There's nothing you could tell me that's more embarrassing than that haircut."

"Aww, now you're just upset that I likely won't consent to braiding each other's hair and talking about our crushes."

"Yeah. As if I'd let those caveman hands anywhere near my hair."

"You already have." He grins, and for a second, I'm reminded of why half the women in Chicago lose their minds over him.

I'm reminded of that night —the way his hands felt tangled in my hair, the heat of his body against mine.

The calculated roughness of his touch and the surprising softness of his lips...

It's easy to remember all those enticing qualities about Gio De Luca. Until the second he opens his mouth and ruins it all.

I shake my head, banishing the thought. "So, five a.m. next Monday?"

"Don't be late, Brookes. I won't wait for you" He shakes a few dark strands of hair out of his eyes and turns to leave.

"Wouldn't dream of it, De Luca," I call after him. "Someone's gotta make sure you don't trip over your own ego."

As I watch him leave, I wonder what I've gotten myself into.

Two weeks with Gio De Luca. Two weeks of pretending that night never happened.

Two weeks of trying to see past the bad boy image to the man underneath.

This is either going to be the best story of my career or it will kill me.

Guess I better stock up on coffee. And maybe a helmet.

Something tells me I'm gonna need both.


Chapter 7
Gio


It's four-fifty-five a.m., and I'm already on my third cup of espresso. Whoever said "the early bird gets the worm" clearly never had to deal with a nosy reporter first thing in the morning.

I hear a car pull up outside my house. Right on time. I gotta hand it to Brookes—she's punctual, I'll give her that.

The doorbell rings, and I pad over, still in my T-shirt and sweats from last night.

I take a deep breath before answering, mentally preparing myself for the onslaught of questions and cameras that are sure to follow.

But when I open the door, it's just Brookes standing there.

"Morning, sunshine," I drawl, leaning against the doorframe.

Lexi stands there, looking way too put together for this ungodly hour. "De Luca," she nods, her lips curving into a smirk.

"You sure you're ready for this?"

She holds up her recorder. "Ready as I'll ever be."

I step back to let her in, and she breezes past me into the house. I catch a whiff of her perfume as she brushes past me, and I have to remind myself not to let my guard down.

She may be beautiful, but she's also dangerous.

As she enters the foyer, Lexi's hazel gaze takes in the enormity of the space. "Nice place you've got here.

"Thanks."

"Do your trophies have their own room, or do they just sleep in the bed with you?"

"Cute," I mutter, closing the front door. "Coffee's in the kitchen if you want some. I’ll have my assistant pack up a breakfast sandwich for me, but if you want one, you can grab it now."

Lexi lets one blonde eyebrow arch. "Since when do you play the gracious host?"

"Just trying to start things off on the right foot. Make yourself at home. Try not to drool on my furniture while I get changed."

I head to my bedroom, grabbing my gym clothes. When I come back out, Lexi's perched on a barstool, sipping coffee and scribbling in her notebook.

"Already taking notes? What, did my coffee maker reveal all my deep, dark secrets?"

She doesn't even look up. "Just documenting your clear addiction to caffeine. Seriously, how many espresso machines does one person need?"

I shrug, grabbing my gym bag. "One for each day of the week. Keeps things interesting."

"Uh-huh," she says, finally meeting my eyes. "So, what's on the agenda for today, Mr. Early Bird?"

"Gym, practice, team meeting. Try to keep up, Brookes."

"So, this is your routine, huh? Wake up at the butt crack of dawn, work out like a maniac, and then go play hockey?"

"That's the gist of it." I eye her, taking in her demure blouse and business skirt. "Beats sitting in an office all day."

"So, I'm guessing you've never wanted a normal nine-to-five job? Something stable and predictable?"

"No way. I love the rush of playing hockey. It's what I was born to do."

"And, of course, your sister, who works as Head of PR for your team, has been supportive of your decision to pursue a less conventional career?"

"She understands it. She supports me. Just as I support her in her career choices."

"And your parents?"

I tense, my grip on the gym bag tightening. "They're...aware of what I do." I brush off thoughts of Mom and Pop, grabbing my keys from the counter. "Ready to go?"

As we head out to my car, I can feel Lexi's eyes on me as I toss my bag in the back.

"What?" I ask, turning to face her.

She smirks. "Nothing. Just wondering if your car is compensating for something."

I glance at my sleek, black sports car and then back to her. "Original. Did you stay up all night thinking of that one?"

"Nah, it just came to me. Must be all that caffeine kicking in."

"As you're well aware, I have no need to compensate for anything." I look down at my nether region and when I look back up I find her eyes are also focused there.

She quickly looks back up and realizes she's been caught. She rolls her eyes and turns on her heels, opening the passenger door and sliding in.

The drive to the gym is mercifully short. As we pull into the parking lot, I notice Lexi fidgeting with her notebook.

"Nervous, Brookes?" I tease. "Don't worry. I'll go easy on you."

"Don't you worry. Easy has never been my thing." She smirks, grabbing her bag from the trunk.

I shake my head and lead the way into the gym. Inside, I head straight for the locker room, grabbing a towel. Lexi follows close behind, pulling out her notebook and pen, and I turn to her, brows furrowing.

"Uh, I'm sorry, did you plan on joining me in the locker room?"

"Relax, I just need to take some notes for the article," she says, flipping open her notebook and scribbling something down.

"You do realize there are cameras everywhere in here, right?"

"Of course. And that's why I'm standing at a discreet distance." She flashes me a charming smile. But when I don't return it, she sighs and holds her place in the notebook with her pen. "This isn't my first rodeo, Giovanni. I've been in plenty of locker rooms before. This is just part of the job."

I smirk. "You mean a perk of the job, right?"

"Do you struggle getting out of doorways with that big head of yours?"

I laugh, heading over to a bench where I set my gym bag down.

I strip off my shirt, feeling the chill of the air against my skin, and put on a show as I reach for my gym clothes. Lexi’s eyes dart between her notebook and me, clearly trying to maintain her professional composure.

"So, Giovanni," she says in a formal tone, pen poised, “what do you think sets you apart from other athletes?”

I chuckle, my gaze steady on her. “Well, for starters, I’m not afraid to give the audience a good show.”

I can see her cheeks get slightly pink, as I reach inside the waistband of my sweatpants, lowering them. Lexi's eyes sweep over the bulge in my boxer shorts and she swallows hard.

I keep going. "But really, I think it's a combination of dedication and natural talent. And being able to perform under pressure."

Her pen scribbles quickly, as if the speed of her note taking will help her regain some of her lost composure. “How do you deal with pressure during competitions?”

I take my time pulling on my gym shorts, letting the silence stretch between us. "It helps to know when to turn the heat up," I smirk, watching her squirm just a bit more. “And when to put on a little show for my fans. But ultimately, it’s about staying focused and trusting in my training and abilities.”

I can't help but enjoy this.

Putting her on the spot seems almost too easy.

But then she surprises me with her next question. “What about outside of the gym? How do you handle the pressure of being in the public eye?”

I pause for a moment, considering my answer carefully. "Honestly, it can be tough at times. There's always someone watching and judging your every move. But I try to stay true to myself and remember that I'm human too. Taking time for myself and having a strong support system also helps keep me grounded."

She nods, scribbling down my words. I catch a glimpse of her notes as she shifts her notebook slightly – “humanizing” and “support system”.

"And, uh, does this support system happen to include anyone special?" she asks.

Her shoulders are held tightly underneath her blouse, her blonde hair falling in front of her face. She doesn't look back up at me, but I can see the blush creeping up her neck.

I grin. "I have a great group of friends and family who support me, but as for someone special...well, I'll keep that private."

I can tell she wants to press for more, but she simply nods.

I glance down at her notes. "Guess being single and eligible doesn't make for good headlines?"

Lexi clears her throat. “No, just…personal and up-close details are important for the article. You know, audiences love a good romance angle.”

I nod, putting on my shirt and grabbing my bag. “Sure. Whatever floats your boat.”

She closes her notebook with a snap, and this time, her hazel eyes lift to stare steadily back at me. "You know what would help me sleep at night, Mr. De Luca?"

"And what would that be, Miss Brookes?"

"If you would take my questions seriously, and stop trying to find an angle to make me uncomfortable."

I laugh, the sound echoing quietly off the white locker room walls. "Oh, I don't have to find angles to make you uncomfortable, Miss Brookes. You're capable of doing that all on your own."

"And why would you think that?"

"Because you know more up-and-close details about my, uh, ‘romance angle’ than most anyone else..."

I watch her reaction. The blush deepens, and my memories brush over that particular night.

How hard I made her come. The way she gasped my name, our breaths mingling in the heated haze of passion.

It was supposed to just be a fling, a distraction in the midst of chaos. But now those memories play in my mind like a favorite song stuck on repeat. Even if I keep pushing them out.

I lean against the cool metal of the locker, the swirling memories pulling me back to that reckless, intoxicating night.

That night, she was everything.

Responsive. Vocal. Utterly captivating as we spiraled into one another.

I remember the heat of her skin, slick and warm beneath my tongue. I remember how she couldn't muffle her cries that filled the room.

The moment she'd come alive beneath me, eyes wide and brilliant, every tremor and gasp echoing my own thrill of conquest.

Her taste...

Hell, I'll never forget it. Addictive as hell. Just like the woman who climaxed all over my tongue.

Then came the second act, when I slid the condom on and lifted her shapely legs over my shoulders.

Her pussy welcomed me, clenching fiercely as I thrust deep, losing myself to the blissful chaos.

The way her breasts quivered, mesmerizing in their movement, as she shattered around me—uninhibited, passionate—is a vision that refuses to fade from my mind.

It's a dangerous game, this dance with memory and desire.

The sensation of Lexi's warm walls tightening around me. The sight of her flushed skin. Those perfect breasts swaying with every thrust.

Each moment seems somehow embedded in my soul.

Even now, I can feel her warmth enveloping me, a haunting reminder of the connection we only shared for one night. It’s a song that I've been thinking about playing again. Even though I know I shouldn't.

Snapped from my musings, I glance up just as Lexi sighs heavily—her frustration evident on her pretty face, and I realize this interview isn’t just about capturing the essence of my life.

It’s a battleground where I can push her buttons and regain control. As a sports journalist, Lexi Brookes has almost always had the upper hand.

But this time, I’m not playing her game. She's playing mine.

“Tell me, Lexi,” I lean closer, lowering my voice slightly, “do those personal details include what happened that night, or is that just for your own personal archives?”

The corners of my mouth twitch upward as I see her defensiveness rise.

Closing her notebook, Lexi stands abruptly. “You know what, Mr. De Luca? I think that's enough for this segment of the interview. Why don't we take a break and come back to this later?”

I place my gym bag in my locker, closing the metal door shut with a clang. “Of course, Miss Brookes. I’ll be waiting.” I give her a sly wink as she storms out of the locker room, her heels clicking loudly against the tile floor.


Chapter 8
Lexi


"All right, Sophie, hit me with what you've got," I say, sliding into a booth at Brewed Awakenings just a few blocks from the Blades' practice rink. It's been a whole day since my first early morning with Gio, and I'm still reeling from day one of this godawful assignment.

The Chicago traffic outside is heavy, even on Sunday morning when most people should be sleeping in. I'm desperately wishing I was doing exactly that right now.

I take a sip of my latte as Sophie slides into the booth across from me, her laptop already open and ready for work. Her dark hair is pulled back into a neat bun, her makeup done just so.

For once, the new intern seems pulled together and professional, instead of her usual disheveled appearance.

"All right, so I did some digging on Gio De Luca," Sophie says, tapping away at her keyboard. "And let me tell you, he's definitely not one to share personal details, that's for sure."

I nod in agreement, remembering our tense exchange in the locker room yesterday. "Yeah, he's definitely not an open book. I mean, his sister Gabi is my best friend, and besides the fact that Gio and Gabs were raised by their Nonna, I don't know much else about him. I mean, yeah, I know his basic story. Where he went to school, how he came up through the hockey ranks. But I don't really know what makes him tick."

"Well, lucky for you, I've found some interesting things," Sophie says with a smirk. "For one, his bed never seems to be empty."

"Excuse me?"

"Yep." She pulls a few articles on her screen. "He's been linked to multiple women over the past few years, including models and actresses. Thing is, not a single one of them seems to have said a bad word about him. Seems like he's quite the gentleman."

"Gio? A gentleman? Come on. The guy has knocked out more teeth than the rest of his team...combined." I lean in, lowering my voice. "Remember, we're keeping this on the down-low. If Gabi finds out I'm digging into her brother's past like this..."

"My lips are sealed." Sophie mimes zipping her mouth shut. "And you're right. Gio's got a reputation for being a hothead on the ice, right? Well, apparently, it started way back in juniors..."

As Sophie rattles off a list of Gio's past indiscretions—most of which I already knew about—a ball of guilt builds in my gut. This isn't exactly ethical journalism.

But then again, when has Gio ever played fair? He's always been about winning at all costs. And if that means playing dirty on the ice, then so be it.

"Well," Sophie pushes through, "turns out just because he's tough on the ice, doesn't mean he can't be a sweetheart off of it. But that's not all. Apparently, he's also quite the philanthropist."

Now she has my attention. "Really? What kind of causes does he support?"

"He's been involved in various charity events and organizations, but his main focus seems to be on helping underprivileged youth get involved in sports. He even started his own hockey program for kids who couldn't afford to play otherwise."

I remember Gabi mentioning that. I'd assumed it was just a publicity stunt, but it seems like there's more to it.

"He also donates a portion of his salary to various children's hospitals and organizations," Sophie continues. "And he visits the kids regularly, bringing them gifts and spending time with them. In fact, there's this charity thing he does every year. Another kid thing, I think?"

"Kid thing? What kid thing?"

"I don't know the details, but he's supposed to meet with some Fulfill-A-Dream kid before today's game. It's not really publicized."

Huh. That's...unexpected. I can't imagine the Gio I know spending time with sick kids. But then again, maybe that's just another side to him that he keeps hidden from the public eye.

Sophie must catch my surprised expression because she adds, "See? Not such a bad guy after all."

"Looks can be deceiving," I say, remembering my initial impression of him.

"Well, if he's just pretending to be a good guy, then he deserves an Oscar. He's been doing this for years and never once made it public knowledge."

"That's...impressive," I admit begrudgingly.

"And that's not all. Rumor has it, he also volunteers at the local animal shelter on his days off."

I laugh in disbelief. "Okay, now you're just making stuff up."

"I swear it's true! Apparently, he goes in every week to help take care of the animals and even helps with adoptions. I, uh...heard Evan Daniels got him involved in it."

"Evan Daniels? You mean the grumpy goalie for the Blades?"

"The very one.”

"And you know this how?"

"Let's just say I have my sources," she says mysteriously.

"Uh-huh." I nod, watching Sophie's face. I know that look on her face when she says Evan's name. That “Holy-hell-this-man-makes-me-want-to-cream-my-panties' look”.

"And you don't believe me," she says with a frown.

"No, I do. I just..." I clutch my latte closer. "Word of advice, Sophie?"

"Sure."

"Being around these very built, very rich, very famous, and very handsome men can be a trap, okay? My dad is a famous guy in the sports world. I know how it goes. As someone who went through the wringer romantically all my twenties, and is finally getting her shit together at thirty, don't be fooled by the glamor." I take a sip of my coffee. "Find someone in the 'I-just-want-a-normal-fucking-life' department. Trust me on this."

Sophie leans her head on the back of the couch and sighs as she stares at the ceiling. "Believe me, I know." She sighs, glancing back at her laptop. "But hey, at least now you know Gio's not a complete asshole."

"Yeah. We'll see about that." I grab my purse, scooting out of the booth. "Thanks, by the way. You're a lifesaver."

"My pleasure," Sophie says with a wave as she goes back to her work.

I'm not five feet out of the door before I'm already making calls. Several hours later, I'm lurking near the Blades' locker room, camera crew in tow. I smooth my hair and adjust my blouse, ready to charm my way into getting some footage.

By the time Gio emerges, looking annoyingly good in his pre-game suit, I've already been shoved around by security and had a few choice words thrown my way. He sees me and raises an eyebrow, but doesn't stop moving my way.

"Brookes," he nods, eyeing the cameras warily. "What's all this?"

I plaster on my sweetest smile. "Just documenting the life of Chicago's favorite bad boy. Like we agreed, remember?"

Gio rolls his eyes and keeps walking, but I'm able to keep up with my long legs. "You agreed to a day in the life piece, Gio. Don't tell me you're having second thoughts now."

His jaw ticks as he continues to walk. "Don't you have better things to do? Like, I don't know, actually writing something?"

"Oh, I'm multitasking. Now, I hear you've got a special guest today?"

Gio's eyes narrow. "How did you—never mind. Look, this isn't some PR stunt, okay? I don't want everything on camera," he grumbles.

"Don't worry. I'll edit out the parts where you pick your nose or something."

He stops suddenly. His hands are on my arms before I can blink, the cameras and my crew be damned. His green eyes deepen in color as he glares.

My throat goes tight as I have to tilt my head to look up and into his piercing gaze.

"I'm serious, Lexi,” he rumbles. It’s the first time I can remember him using my first name. "This is not a joke to me."

I swallow hard, my heart thumping fast. "I know. And I promise, I won't make a mockery of it. It's just...it's my job to get the story."

He lets me go and continues walking, but his mood has shifted. "Fine. But if anyone gets in the way or makes these kids uncomfortable, you'll have hell to pay."

Before I can argue, a small voice pipes up. "Are you Gio De Luca?"

We both turn to see a young boy, maybe eight or nine, standing there with wide eyes. He's thin, pale, and wearing a Blades cap that's too big for his head. He's flanked by a man who I assume is his father, also wearing Blades gear.

Gio's whole demeanor changes as he crouches down to the boy's level. "That's me, buddy. You must be Tommy. Ready for some hockey?"

Tommy nods enthusiastically. "Can I see your stick? Is it true you broke three in one game?"

Gio chuckles, crouching down to Tommy's level. "It was actually four, but who's counting? And sure, I'll show you my stick. But only if you promise to be a Blades fan forever, okay?"

Tommy nods again, grinning from ear to ear.

"Come on." Gio gestures. "I'll show you around."

As I watch Gio lead Tommy toward the ice, pointing out different features of the building and cracking jokes, I feel something shift inside me.

This isn't the brash, arrogant player I've been writing about. This is...someone else entirely.

"You getting this?" I mutter to the camera guy, not taking my eyes off the scene.

For the next hour, I watch as Gio gives Tommy the VIP treatment. He introduces him to the team, lets him try on his helmet (which nearly swallows the kid's head), and even lets him take a few shots on goal.

Through it all, Gio is patient, kind, and genuinely engaged. It's like watching a completely different person.

As Tommy leaves, clutching a signed jersey and wearing a grin that could power the whole arena, I catch Gio watching me.

"What?" he asks, a hint of defensiveness in his tone.

I shake my head, still processing what I've seen. "Nothing, I just...I've never seen this side of you before."

He shrugs, but I don't miss the way his eyes soften. "Yeah, well, don't go spreading it around. I've got a reputation to maintain."

As he heads back to the locker room to prep for the game, I'm left standing there, my mind reeling. I came here today hoping to catch Gio being his usual difficult self on camera.

Instead, I've caught a glimpse of something...more. There's a whole other side to Gio De Luca that I've been missing.

And despite my better judgment, I start to wonder what else I might have missed.


Chapter 9
Gio


The roar of the crowd fades to a dull hum as I take my position on the ice. It's game time, and I've got more than just the opposing team to worry about.

Lexi goddamned Brookes is perched rinkside, camera crew in tow, looking like she's ready to document my every move. Great. Just great.

"Eyes on the prize, De Luca," I mutter to myself, trying to focus.

The whistle blows, and we're off. I weave through the opposition, my mind zeroing in on the puck and nothing else. For a blissful few minutes, I forget about nosy reporters and complicated feelings.

Then I catch a glimpse of Lexi out of the corner of my eye, and suddenly, I'm hyper-aware of every move I make. Am I skating weird? Do I look as off-balance as I feel?

"De Luca! Head in the game!" Coach bellows from the bench.

Right. Focus. I've got this.

I manage to intercept a pass, racing down the ice toward the goal. The defenseman coming at me is built like a brick wall, but I've faced worse. I duck around him, winding up for a shot…

And that's when I see it. Tommy, the kid from earlier, jumping up and down in the stands, wearing my jersey and cheering his heart out.

For a split second, I'm distracted. It's enough. The defenseman slams into me, sending me sprawling across the ice.

"Shit," I hiss, scrambling to my feet. Jacob recovers the puck, but he's in trouble. Three opposing players are converging on him quickly.

I don't think. I just move.

I barrel into the fray, throwing my weight around to clear a path for Jacob. He manages to get the shot off, but not before one of their guys catches me with an elbow to the ribs.

Pain explodes in my side, but I ignore it. The crowd's going wild.

Jacob scored. That's all that matters.

Or so I think, until I turn and see the other team's enforcer bearing down on me, fists raised.

"Oh, for fu…" I don't even get to finish the thought before his fist connects with my jaw.

And just like that, all hell breaks loose.

Gloves hit the ice. Fists fly. The refs blow their whistles, but it's too late. This is a full-blown brawl now.

I give as good as I get, my knuckles stinging as they connect with the first guy's face.

Soon, I'm taking on two guys at once, ducking and weaving as punches rain down on me. It's chaos, a mess of limbs and curses, and the distant sound of the ref's whistle.

When it's finally over, I'm nursing a split lip and what's sure to be one hell of a shiner. But the other guy looks worse, so I'll call it a win.

As I skate to the penalty box, I catch sight of Lexi. She's staring at me, hazel eyes wide and lips parted in shock.

For some reason, that stings more than my bruised ribs.

I give her a grin, trying to play it off like it's no big deal. But inside, I'm seething. This is my game, my passion. And some punk from another team just tried to ruin it for me.

It’s part of the game. Hockey is a rough sport, full of hard hits and brutal fights. It takes a special kind of person to thrive in this environment.

It's a better environment than the one I grew up in—one where my own parents didn't give a damn about me, let alone my dreams of playing professional hockey.

But here, on the ice, I have a brotherhood. A team that has my back no matter what. We may fight and bicker off the ice, but when we step onto that rink, we're united in one goal: to win.

Unless...the Blades organization trades me like they've apparently planned to do.

The rest of the game is a blur. We lose, no thanks to my little stunt in the first period. As I trudge off the ice, I can feel Coach's glare burning a hole in the back of my head.

"De Luca! My office, now!"

I nearly wince, following him to the locker room. This ought to be fun.

"What the hell was that out there?" Coach demands as soon as the door closes behind us. "I thought we talked about controlling your temper!"

I open my mouth to argue, but the words die on my lips. He's right. I screwed up. And now I'm facing the consequences.

"I'm sorry, Coach." I’ve gotten really good at staring a hole in the floor. "I'll make it right."

He sighs, rubbing his temples. "I'm trying hard here, De Luca. I really am. And you're making it fucking impossible."

I sigh, guilt crawling into my throat and camping there. Coach has been trying to keep me in line ever since I joined the Blades organization, and I just keep letting him down.

But then again, it's not like they're treating me like a valuable player. The trade rumors have been swirling around for weeks now, and with each game that passes without a solid performance from me, they only seem to grow louder.

"Look, I know I haven't been at my best lately," I start, finally lifting my gaze to meet Coach's. "But it's not like you guys have been treating me like a valuable player, either."

Coach's eyebrows arch. "What are you talking about?"

"The trade rumors," I say, unable to hold back the bitterness in my voice. "I hear them all the time. It's hard to focus on the game when I don't even know if I'll be with this team tomorrow."

Coach looks taken aback for a moment before his expression turns into one of understanding. "I see your point, De Luca," he sighs again and leans his palms against his desk, "but you have to understand that it's not personal. It's just business."

I know he's right. I've been in this game long enough to know that trades happen all the time and players are just commodities. But it still stings knowing that I could be shipped off at any moment.

"I'll do better," I say.

"You'd better. It's not just me you're letting down." He gestures in the air. "It's your teammates. Your fans. The whole org. I may give a shit, but those higher up, they'll drop you in an instant if you don't start producing."

For a second, Lexi's face flashes in my mind.

The disappointment. The disbelief.

I know she doesn't understand why I play this game. Why I put my body through so much pain and punishment for a silly puck and stick.

But to me, it's more than just a game. It's my escape. My way of proving myself to the world, to those who never believed in me. It's everything to me. My lifeline.

At last, I nod at Coach, feeling about two inches tall. My jaw clenches, my mouth bone dry. "I'm working on making things right as we speak.

"You better." Coach straightens and gives me a hard look. "Now, hit the showers. And ice that eye. You look like hell."

As I turn to leave, he calls out.

"Oh, and De Luca?"

"Yeah, Coach?"

"That reporter of yours is waiting outside. Try not to give her any more ammunition, all right?"

Shit. Just what I need.

I step out of the office to find Lexi leaning against the wall, notepad in hand. Ever the sports journalist, always on the hunt for a good story.

Her golden-green eyes widen slightly when she sees my face.

"Jesus, De Luca," she breathes.

"Nice to see you too, Brookes."

"You look like you went ten rounds with a meat grinder."

I force a smirk, ignoring the way it pulls at my split lip. "You should see the other guy."

She doesn't laugh. Instead, she just looks...tired. "What happened out there, Gio?"

I bristle at her tone. "What, are you my shrink now? I thought you were here to document the 'bad boy of hockey', not psychoanalyze me."

Lexi's eyes narrow. "I'm trying to understand, you jackass. One minute, you're Mr. Nice Guy with that kid, and the next you're starting brawls on the ice. Which is the real you?"

For a moment, I'm tempted to tell her the truth. To explain about the pressure, the expectations, the constant battle between who I am and who everyone wants me to be.

Instead, I just shrug. "Guess you'll have to keep digging to find out, Brookes."

As I brush past her toward the locker room, I can feel her eyes on me. But I don't look back.

I can't afford to let her see any more of the real me than she already has.


Chapter 10
Lexi


The press room is a zoo, and I'm caught somewhere between being the zookeeper and one of the animals. Cameras flash, recorders beep, and the air is thick with the scent of desperation and cheap cologne.

Gio slouches into the room, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else. His eye is already turning an impressive shade of purple, and his jaw is set in a way that screams, “approach at your own risk”.

"Mr. De Luca, can you comment on the fight in the first period?"

"Gio, how do you respond to accusations that your aggressive play style is hurting the team?"

The questions fly fast and furious, and I watch as Gio's knuckles turn white where he's gripping the podium. He gives short, clipped answers, clearly not interested in engaging with this particular crowd.

I can't blame him. These reporters are ruthless, always looking for a juicy headline or a scandal to boost their ratings. And Gio's recent behavior on the ice has certainly given them plenty of material to work with.

"Look," he starts, his voice tight, "it was a tough game. These things happen."

But the vultures aren't satisfied. They press harder, each question more pointed than the last.

Technically, I should be one of those vultures. As the co-lead correspondent for Sports News Now, it's my job to get the story and deliver it to our viewers. But right now, I can't bring myself to join in the feeding frenzy.

I can see the frustration building in Gio, and I know it's only a matter of time before he explodes.

"I simply wanted to defend my teammate," he tries to explain. But it's not enough. The reporters want blood, and they won't stop until they get it.

I can see the exact moment Gio snaps. Another probing question pushes him over the edge, and he grabs the microphone with a ferocity that startles everyone in the room.

"Listen here," he growls, "I'm not just some mindless goon out there. I play hard because that's what my team needs from me. And if anyone has a problem with that, they can come say it to my face. Hockey is an aggressive game. Every one of you knows that."

His emerald green irises are pools of fire, and I can practically feel the tension radiating off of him. But even in his anger, there's a glint of determination. Gio is a leader on this team, and he won't let anyone question his loyalty or commitment.

"You want to know what happened?" he rumbles, leaning into the mic. "I played hockey. It's a physical game. Sometimes people get hit. Sometimes tempers flare. You all sit here and judge every move we make, but you have no idea what it's like out there."

The room goes silent. Even I'm holding my breath.

"You think it's easy? The pressure, the expectations? Every game, every practice, we're putting our bodies on the line. And for what? So you can sit here and pick apart every mistake?"

He's on a roll now, years of pent-up frustration pouring out.

"You want a story? Here's your story. I'm tired. I'm sore. And I'm sick of pretending that every hit, every fight, doesn't take a piece of me. Is that what you wanted to hear?"

With that, he stands and, instead of storming out, he calmly walks out of the room, leaving a wake of stunned silence behind him.

I should be scribbling notes furiously, but my pen is frozen above the paper. This...this is the real Gio. Raw, unfiltered, human.

And I have no idea what to do with it.
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Two hours later, I'm standing outside Gio's favorite gym, shivering in the Chicago night air. It's March in our lovely Midwestern city, but it might as well be January with how cold it is. I'm beginning to think this was a bad idea.

That is, until Gio's black sports car pulls up as expected.

He spots me as he's getting out. Wearing shorts and a tank top like the weather doesn't bother him at all, he looks at me as if scanning me for threats.

"Brookes." My last name is a bark more than a word. "What, the press conference wasn't enough for you?"

I reach inside my bag, grabbing the thermos of espresso I picked up on the way here. "I come bearing gifts."

Gio's eyebrow raises as he takes the thermos from me. He sniffs the contents. "Espresso?"

"Of course. You're clearly addicted to the stuff. And a DVD copy of Goodfellas wouldn't fit in my bag."

He grunts in approval and takes a sip. "Not bad...for a journalist." He says the word as if it's a curse.

I ignore the jab. "I wanted to talk," I say, trying my best not to let my teeth chatter. Fuck, it's cold out here. "Maybe even to apologize."

Gio's expression softens, and he steps closer, reaching out to rub his hands up and down my arms in an attempt to warm me up. It works, but it also sends a shiver through me that has nothing to do with the cold.

"Apologize for what?" he asks quietly.

"For the press room tonight. I know everyone in there was trying to do his or her job, but...I didn't realize how much pressure you were under." I take a deep breath, hoping my words come out as sincere as I feel them. "I just wanted to say sorry for any part I played in that."

Gio's gaze softens even further. "It's not your fault," he says, his voice low and almost pained. "I'm used to it. So, what's this about?" he asks, leaning against his car.

"I want to know more about you," I reply honestly. "The real you. Not the Gio De Luca everyone sees on TV or at press conferences."

"Why would you care about that?"

"Because it's my job," I say with a smirk.

"You think you can handle the truth? The gritty details of my life?"

"I'm willing to try," I tell him. And I am. This is why I became a sports journalist. To tell the stories that others don't know or can't see. I straighten up, meeting his gaze. "Now this? This is the part of the job that matters to me, De Luca. You know, the one where I'm supposed to be getting to know the real you?"

He snorts, slamming his car door. "Right. Because a few sound bites and some locker room chats are really gonna show you who I am."

"Then show me." I step closer. "You don't like how I've been portraying you? Fine. Prove me wrong."

Gio stares at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then, suddenly, he grins. It's not entirely friendly.

"All right, Brookes. You want the real story? Come with me to Seattle next week."

I blink. "What?"

"You heard me. Seattle." He blinks, and in the night, his green eyes seem to glow. "No cameras, no recorders. Just you, me, and the truth. Think you can handle that?"

"Handle going it alone without my crew?"

He nods, a glint in his eye that's equal parts challenge and...something else. "What's the matter? Scared you might actually have to admit you're wrong about me?"

I should say no. Even me showing up here at the man's gym is crossing all sorts of professional boundaries.

But the reporter in me, the part that's always chasing the next big story, is screaming to take the chance.

"Fine," I hear myself say. "Seattle it is. But don't think this means I'm going easy on you, De Luca."

His grin widens, and for a second, I forget how to breathe. "Wouldn't dream of it, Brookes. Pack your big girl panties. You're gonna need 'em."

As he brushes past me into the gym, I'm left wondering what the hell I've just agreed to.

A week in Seattle with Gio De Luca.

No cameras. No filter. And no 'big girl panties'. I don't own any. Only silk and lace for me. I chuckle to myself before reality hits me straight on.

An alarm goes off in my head. That same one that’s been reminding me that this is either going to be the best story of my career or the biggest mistake of my life.

Knowing my luck? Probably both.


Chapter 11
Gio


The plane touches down in Seattle with a jolt that matches the unease in my stomach. I've faced down 250-pound defensemen without flinching, but somehow, the thought of a week with Lexi Brookes has me more on edge than any game ever has.

Doesn't help that my sister Gabs is on the trip as well. As the head of our Chicago Blades PR—and Jacob's wife—she's usually my first line of defense against the media. But this time, she's part of the problem.

"You okay there, Gi?" Gabi asks, eyeing me suspiciously as we deplane. "You look like you're about to face a firing squad."

I tighten my grip on my luggage. "Just pre-game jitters, sis. Nothing to worry about."

She doesn't look convinced. "Uh-huh. And it has nothing to do with Lexi joining us?"

"Gabi, come on. You know she's not my biggest fan."

Gabi rolls her eyes at me as we make our way through the airport. "Yeah, because you and your big ego didn't exactly make the best first impression on her. But hey, maybe this trip will change that."

I highly doubt it, but I keep my thoughts to myself. The last thing I need is Gabi getting any more ideas about me and Lexi. And with Jacob walking up and joining us, it's clear that the topic isn't going to go away anytime soon.

"What are you two whispering about?" Jacob asks, grinning at us.

"Nothing," I reply quickly, giving Gabi a warning look. But of course, she can't resist the urge to tease me.

"Just how nervous Gio is about spending a whole week with his arch-nemesis," she says with a smirk.

Jacob shakes his head, barking out a laugh. "Arch-nemesis? You guys sound like characters from a comic book."

Gabi laughs and swats him playfully on the arm. "You know what I mean, Jake."

"Yeah, yeah. We all could use a little 'kumbaya' time together," Jacob says, winking at Gabi.

"Trust me." I head over to the baggage claim area to retrieve my luggage. "I have no intention of 'kum'ing Lexi's 'baya'."

I hear Gabi groan behind me as Jacob doubles over in laughter. I'd smile, but then I remember that I've already dug myself into a hole with both of them over this whole Lexi situation.

I don't need to make it any worse by actually getting along with her.

As we grab our bags, I catch sight of Lexi across the terminal. She's rocking a wavy ponytail and wearing jeans and a Blades hoodie, looking more like a fan than the hard-hitting reporter I know her to be.

Beneath the casual outfit, I can make out her toned figure and long, lean legs. I quickly look away, willing my thoughts to stay focused on anything but those tight curves of her body.

"Look," I tell Gabi and Jake, "I gotta go. Best if I get this over with as soon as possible, right?"

"Right," Gabi says, patting me on the shoulder. "Good luck."

"Yeah, man." Jacob claps me on the back. "Hope Lexi doesn't chew you up and spit you out."

I roll my eyes at his unnecessary comment and head toward Lexi, who is already making her way over to me.

"Hey, Gio," Lexi says with a smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "Ready for a fun week together?"

"Ecstatic," I reply dryly, trying to keep my voice even. "You have a car picking you up?"

She shakes her head, gesturing to the exit. "Not yet. Just gonna grab a cab."

"By yourself? In a city you don't know?" I question, already reaching for my phone.

"I can handle myself, Gio." She swats my hand away. "I've been to Seattle plenty of times."

"And yet, you never bothered to get a car service," I retort.

Lexi narrows her eyes at me, and for a moment, I think she's going to snap back. But then her expression softens and she lets out a sigh. "Okay, fine. If it makes you feel better, I'll take your offer."

"Good. Hope the team bus isn't too cramped for you."

She rolls her eyes but doesn't say anything as we make our way out of the terminal and toward the bus that's waiting for us.

As soon as we step inside, I can feel the tension between us. It's thick and suffocating, and I hate it. I hate that we can't even be in the same room without arguing. But more than that, I hate that it's all my fault.

I take a deep breath and try to push away the negative thoughts. This is just for one week. We can handle it.

I take a seat toward the back of the bus, trying to distance myself from her as much as possible. But Lexi has different plans and plops down right next to me.

"Seriously?" I ask incredulously.

She just shrugs and pulls out her phone, completely ignoring me. I let out a frustrated sigh and decide to do the same, pulling out my own phone and scrolling through social media mindlessly.

It's not until we're almost at the hotel that I finally break the silence. "So, what's our plan for tonight?"

Lexi looks up from her phone and raises an eyebrow at the setting sun just outside the windows of the bus. "Pardon me?"

"I mean, did you have plans to rifle through my bags? Set up camp in my hotel room, in case you missed a scoop?"

"You really think I'm that desperate for a story?" She shakes her head. "No, no. Tonight's a no-pressure kind of night. You invited me here to get the full story, so I'll let you lead the way."

Before I can respond, our bus pulls up to the hotel, and we're both distracted by checking in and getting settled into our rooms.

The second the bag boy sets my luggage in my suite, I wind up fucking pacing my room like a caged animal. Even the fancy hotel shower isn't enough to take the edge off.

I can hear the pressroom voices in my head, mocking me for being such a mess over this. But she doesn't understand. This is more than just a story for me—it's my life, my reputation on the line.

I finally emerge from the bathroom, feeling slightly calmer and more composed in a collared shirt and jeans.

The game's not until tomorrow, which means I have a whole evening stretching out before me with nothing to do but think. Dangerous territory for a guy with as many regrets as I have.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I'm knocking on Lexi's door. She opens it with a bemused expression, no doubt wondering what the hell I'm doing.

"Let's go out," I blurt out before she can even say hello.

She blinks. "Seriously? I thought we were both clear about this. No scheduled meetings or interviewing between us tonight."

"This isn't about that. I just need to get out of this room and clear my head." I shove my hands in my pockets, suddenly feeling like an awkward teenager. "In fact, you hungry? I thought maybe we could grab dinner. You know, get this 'exclusive thing' started before I wind up changing my mind."

Lexi narrows her eyes, like she's trying to figure out my angle. "Sure," she says finally. "Give me five minutes to change." She shuts the door, and I'm left standing in the hallway, wondering if this is a good idea or not.

But when she comes back out, all fresh and put together in a sexy off-the-shoulder sweater and heels, I know it was the right decision.

Twenty minutes later, we're seated at a hole-in-the-wall Italian place I found on Yelp.

Looking almost approachable with her silky golden hair down and a glass of red wine in hand, Lexi leans forward. "So, what's the real reason you wanted to go out tonight?" She unfolds her napkin, placing it in her lap. "Is this where you try to butter me up with carbs and charm?"

I smirk. "Please. If I wanted to butter you up, I'd have taken you somewhere with an open bar."

"Ah, so you do have a strategy." She eyes the menu. "And here I thought you were just winging it."

"Me? Wing it? Never," I deadpan. "I've got spreadsheets for my spreadsheets, Brookes."

She snorts. "Right. And I'm secretly a champion figure skater."

"You know, that explains a lot about your footwork."

Lexi kicks me under the table. "Watch it, puck boy. I can still make your life miserable with my pen."

"More miserable than spending a week with you? I doubt it."

She clutches her chest in mock offense. "Ouch. And here I thought we were becoming besties."

"In your dreams, Brookes."

The waiter arrives, and we order. As he walks away, Lexi takes another sip of her wine. "So..."

"So?"

"You're really not going to tell me your angle here, De Luca?"

I lean back, spreading my arms. "No angle. Just thought you might want the real story instead of whatever gossip you've been digging up."

"The real story? What, are you secretly a rocket scientist by day, and a hockey player by night?"

"Nah, that's on Tuesdays. Mondays, I fight crime in a cape."

She rolls her eyes, but I catch the hint of a smile. "Seriously, Gio. Why the sudden openness?"

I shrug, trying to play it cool. "Maybe I'm tired of being the bad guy in my own highlight reel."

"Aw, you want me to paint you as a misunderstood hero? Should I bring a violin for the background music?"

"Hey, if the skate fits. But nah, just...the truth. No spin, no BS." I take a sip of my water, trying not to let the nerves show. "You've always been good at getting to the bottom of things. Figured it was about time someone told you the whole story. Think you can handle that, ace reporter?"

For the first time tonight, Lexi looks as if she believes me. Those stunning hazel eyes narrow in concentration, and for a second, I swear she's trying to see past the mask. "I suppose I can give it a shot," she says slowly.

"Good." I nod, raising a hand to signal the waiter for another round. "Then I say fuck it. Let's start from the beginning..."


Chapter 12
Lexi


I've interviewed CEOs, rock stars, and once, a guy who claimed he could communicate with houseplants. But nothing could have prepared me for dinner with Giovanni De Luca.

As we stroll through the misty Seattle night, I'm still trying to wrap my head around the man walking beside me. Where's the arrogant hothead I've been writing about for years? Where’s the player who's caused scandal after scandal?

This Gio is...different. Vulnerable, even.

"Earth to Brookes," Gio's voice cuts through my thoughts. "You still with me, or did I bore you into a coma back in the restaurant?"

I roll my eyes, but that flash of annoyance doesn't find me as usual. "Please. It'd take more than your life story to knock me out. Though I gotta say, I'm surprised you didn't charge me by the word."

He clutches his chest. "Damn. And here I thought we were bonding."

"Bonding? Is that what the kids are calling it these days?"

Gio chuckles, and the sound does something weird to my insides. Must be the creamy pasta.

"It's not every day I open up to a journalist," he admits, and there's a hint of vulnerability in his voice that makes me feel...something.

"Oh, so I should consider myself special?"

"Definitely." Gio flashes a grin that sets my heart racing for reasons unknown. It doesn't make sense. This man is the epitome of everything I shouldn't want. And yet...

"All right, ace reporter," he says, nudging my shoulder. "I've bared my soul. Your turn."

I snort. "What, you want my origin story now? Hate to break it to you, but there's not a whole lot to tell."

"Come on, Brookes. Quid pro quo. I showed you mine..."

"Fine." I gaze up at the Seattle evening sky as our footsteps take us down a surprisingly quiet street. "What do you want to know?"

"Let's start with the basics. What made Lexi Brookes the hard-hitting, De Luca-bashing journalist she is today?"

I hesitate, then figure, what the hell. In for a penny, in for a pound.

"My dad," I admit. "As you already know, he was...is...this big-shot sports journalist. The kind of guy who'd miss my birthday to cover the World Series."

Gio's quiet for a moment. "Sounds like a real prince."

"Oh, he's charming all right. Charmed his way right out of our lives when I was ten. As a result, Mom got a drinking problem. I got a postcard from the Olympics. And he got a Pulitzer."

"Jesus, Lex," Gio murmurs, and the nickname catches me off guard. "That's rough."

I shrug, aiming for nonchalance and probably missing by a mile. "It is what it is. Made me who I am, I guess. And in a way, my dad is probably the reason I've always been drawn to stories. As a kid, I devoured books like they were candy. And then, in college, I discovered the power of journalism."

Gio nods, his gaze intense as he listens.

"I wanted to be the one to tell people's stories," I continue. "To give them a voice and shed light on important issues."

"That's admirable." The words are genuine, and for some reason, they make me want to reveal even more.

"But it's not just about writing," I say, surprising myself with how easily this confession slips out. "It's about connecting with people. Getting beneath the surface and finding the heart of a story. It's about making a difference, no matter how small. I like to understand people." I shrug. "Probably because I didn't feel understood myself when I was young." I laugh, the sound humorless. "Wow. Nothing like daddy issues to fuel a career in sports journalism, right?"

Gio stops walking, turning to face me. "Is that why you're always gunning for me? Trying to prove something to dear old dad?"

"What? No!" I protest, but even to my own ears, it sounds weak. "I just...I call it like I see it, De Luca. You've given me plenty of material over the years."

He nods, a wry smile on his face. "Fair enough. Guess we've both got our demons, huh?"

"Yeah. Guess we do."

We start walking again, and Gio picks up where he left off at dinner, talking about his Nonna, and how important she's always been to him.

"She is something else," he says, a fond smile softening his features. "Tough as nails, but man, can she love. She always made me feel like I could take on the world, you know?"

I nod, understanding all too well. "But it wasn't enough, was it? To fill the hole your parents left?"

Gio's quiet for a long moment. "Nah," he finally admits. "Don't get me wrong, I love Nonna more than anything. But there was always this...I don't know, this need to prove myself. To be good enough that maybe they'd stop running around, traveling the world. Maybe they'd stop neglecting their kids. Maybe they'd stick around next time."

"Did they ever?"

He shakes his head. "Nah. But by then, I'd learned to stop hoping."

By the time we reach our hotel again, the sun has set and the lights of Seattle are twinkling in the distance.

Gio walks me to my room, and my heart thuds hard the entire way.

We reach my hotel room door, and I realize I don't want the night to end. Which is insane, because this is Gio De Luca we're talking about.

He’s been the bane of my professional existence. The guy I've been verbally eviscerating in print for years.

The guy who, somehow, in the span of one dinner, has managed to completely upend everything I thought I knew about him.

"Well," I say, fumbling for my key card. "This has been...enlightening."

Gio grins, and damn if it doesn't make my heart race. "Admit it, Brookes. I'm growing on you."

"Like a fungus, maybe."

He takes a step closer, and suddenly the air feels thick—as if it's suddenly hard to inhale or exhale. "You know," he says, his voice low, "for a pain-in-the-ass reporter, you're not half bad company."

"Gee, thanks," I drawl, but my pulse pounds. "You're not so terrible yourself. When you're not being a complete jackass on the ice."

"Only on the ice?" he murmurs. When did he get so close?

I should step back. I should say goodnight, go into my room, and forget this whole surreal evening ever happened.

Instead, I find myself leaning in. My heart beats so hard I can feel it in my throat. And then his lips are on mine, and the world explodes.

It's like every argument we've ever had, every time I've wanted to strangle him, every daydream I've ever had about what it would be like if he wasn't such a jerk—all of it comes together in this one electrifying moment.

His kiss is passionate and hungry, and I'm not sure who deepens it first. But suddenly, my arms are around his neck and his hands are on my waist, pulling me closer as our mouths move against each other in perfect sync.

It's not a gentle kiss. It's not even a romantic one. It's fierce and desperate and hungry, like two people who have been holding back for too long finally giving in to their desires.

Nothing like our tipsy, party-fueled fumbling at the All-Star party. This is real. This is raw.

And it's everything I've ever wanted.

As if reading my mind, Gio pulls back slightly and looks into my eyes, his own a deep green I could get lost in.

"I've wanted to do that for the past forty-eight hours," he says huskily.

"I thought you hated me," I manage to say, trying to catch my breath.

"I never hated you," he replies, running his fingers through my hair. "You just drove me crazy."

"Well, apparently crazy and hate are interchangeable for you," I tease, smiling up at him.

He grins back, his eyes sparkling. "Only when it comes to you."

The kiss continues. Right there in the amber-lit hotel hallway, as I lose all sense of professionalism in the intensity of Gio's gaze and the warmth of his body.

Especially when he moves to whisper in my ear.

"Let’s take this inside your room," he whispers, his breath hot against my skin.

A part of me stirs with excitement at the thought, but another part pulls back, hesitant. My mind races with all the reasons we shouldn’t, yet my lips move instinctively against his.

Deepening the kiss. Demanding more.

“Why should we move inside?” I finally manage to ask, trying to ground myself in this moment of chaos.

"Well, I wouldn't want to startle the room service staff. They've been through enough tonight, I'm sure."

"Right, because I'm sure this hallway has a strict 'no public displays of affection' policy," I reply drily, trying to match his humor as his fingers begin a slow descent.

"Exactly." He chuckles, leaning in closer. “I’m all about following the rules.”

"Good to know you're a stickler for decorum."

A sudden tremor runs through me as his fingers drift to the button of my jeans, undoing it with practiced ease.

“Only when it suits me,” he quips, slowly sliding the zipper down with a deliberate slowness that makes the apex of my thighs grow warm. Wet. And throbbing.

Especially when Gio cups my mound through the fabric of my underwear, and I gasp, caught between the urgency of desire and the lingering doubt that pulls at me.

“I bet the hotel guests are grateful for your sense of propriety,” I manage to say, breathless.

“Always here for public service,” he replies, his fingers teasing and testing my resolve. It’s overwhelming and intoxicating, and in that instant, I’m torn between the thrill of surrendering and the clarity of my racing thoughts.

I can feel every subtle movement of Gio’s fingers as they continue to tantalize me.

Each stroke ignites a desperate hunger within me, pulling me further into the blissful sensation.

“You’re so responsive,” he murmurs, his voice low—a seductive taunt. "So ready."

I want to reply. To banter back. But I’m caught in this whirlwind of sensation, barely able to catch my breath.

“Please,” I gasp, uncertainty mixed with a fierce need.

The way he expertly navigates my body, his fingers pressing just right, drives me closer to the edge. It’s like he knows exactly how to push my buttons, each caress a delicate reminder of the line I’m teetering on.

“Just a little more…” I whisper, my heart racing.

The chaotic thoughts fade, leaving only the intoxicating scent of my arousal swirling around us. I can sense the climax building, tightening within me like a coiled spring, and all I can focus on is the ride he’s taking me on.

An inexorable journey toward ecstasy.

A journey I've never been able to take with any man except for Gio.

And I hate it. I hate how he knows me so well.

He can push my physical and emotional buttons like no one else can.

My body is a sensual symphony that only Gio can play. Which makes it harder to be near him. Which makes him the most dangerous assignment I've ever had.

Despite my efforts to deny it, Gio is my weakness. His steady rhythm sends shockwaves through me, his thumb tracing patterns that ignite every nerve.

"You know you crave this, Lexi," he murmurs, his deep voice full of desire. His deep green eyes lock onto mine, heightening the tension. Each word pulls me closer to the edge, and as he increases the pressure, my body shudders.

"Let go for me," he softly commands, and the heat within me demands release. I whimper, the world turning to a haze as I feel my climax slam into me.

My back presses firmly against the cool surface of the hotel room door as he holds me upright, his hands anchoring me in place.

Each caress sends delightful tremors cascading through me. I can feel the weight of his gaze as it roams my face.

His lips brush against my neck, and suddenly, all rational thought dissolves into a swirl of need.

"You’re exactly where you belong, Lexi," he whispers, his warm breath making my skin prickle.

Gio's hands come up to cup my face, and I fist my fingers in his shirt, pulling him closer. It's like every snarky comment, every heated argument, has been leading to this moment.

When we finally break apart, we're both breathing hard. Gio rests his forehead against mine, his eyes closed.

"Well," he says, his voice rough. "That's one way to end an interview."

I laugh, the sound a little shaky. "God, we are so screwed."

He grins, and it's equal parts wicked and endearing. "Probably. But what a way to go, right?"

He kisses my lips softly, his tongue brushing against them in a gentle tease before pulling away. I can feel the heat emanating from his body, and it's intoxicating.

I lean in to steal another kiss, but Gio pulls back slightly. "As much as I want to keep going," he says with a smirk, "I think we should probably get back to work."

I groan playfully, knowing he's right. I have a deadline to meet. Notes to write. I smile, saying nothing more as he zips my jeans back up and buttons them.

He blinks. "Have a good night, Brookes."

I don't even get to tell him the same before he turns on his heel.

As I watch him walk away, whistling some off-key tune, I can't help but wonder what the hell I've gotten myself into. I've got more material on Giovanni De Luca than I know what to do with now.

And for once in my life, I have absolutely no idea what to write.


Chapter 13
Gio


Iwake up with a grin that could rival the Cheshire Cat's and a spring in my step that'd make Tigger jealous. It's game day in Seattle, but that's not why I'm floating on cloud nine.

Nope, I'm riding high because I managed to render Lexi Brookes speechless last night. Speechless. For a woman like Lexi who never seems to shut up, that's not an easy feat.

Take that, Pulitzer.

As I head down to the hotel restaurant for the team breakfast, I'm half-expecting to see Lexi there, notebook in hand, ready to grill me about last night. But the only familiar faces I see are my teammates, looking various shades of grumpy.

I notice Jacob first, his sandy-brown hair sticking up in all directions and a scowl etched on his face. I plop down next to him with a grin.

"Someone looks like they had a good night," he grumbles, stabbing at his eggs.

"I did indeed," I reply smugly.

"Did you finally figure out how to tie your own skates?"

"Hilarious." I reach for the coffee pot sitting on the table. "You write your own material, or does Gabi help you with the big words?"

"Whew. I take it back. It's too early for these kinds of jabs. My brain is far too slow to come up with witty retorts."

From across the table, Evan Daniels, our perpetually grumpy goalie, grunts something that might be agreement. Or indigestion. With Evan, it's hard to tell.

"What's the matter, Daniels?" I grab a plate, piling scrambled eggs onto it in a heap. "Did they run out of prune juice at the retirement home?"

Evan fixes me with a glare that could curdle milk. "You're awful chipper for a guy who's about to get his ass handed to him on the ice tonight."

I grin, undeterred. "Aw, come on, Gramps. Where's your team spirit?"

"I left it in my bathroom next to my dentures," Evan deadpans, returning to his oatmeal.

Jacob leans in, lowering his voice. "Seriously, though. What's got you so...bouncy? You hook up with a fan or something?"

I nearly choke on my coffee. "What? No! Jesus, Jake. I'm just...in a good mood. Is that a goddamned crime now?"

He shows his palms to the air. "All right, all right. Just checking. You've been a little...off ever since Lexi started following you around."

At the mention of Lexi, my stomach does a little flip. Real smooth, De Luca. Way to play it cool.

"Speaking of," Jacob continues, glancing around the restaurant. "Where is your shadow this morning? I half-expected her to be camped outside your door."

"No idea." I shrug, aiming for nonchalance and probably missing by a continent or two. "Maybe she finally realized how boring my life is and gave up."

Evan snorts. "Yeah, right. And I'm secretly a unicorn."

"You know, that explains a lot about you, Daniels." I point my fork at him. "The horn makes perfect sense."

The comment earns me another death glare from our resident grouch.

As we finish breakfast and head to the rink for morning skate, I can't help but scan the lobby for a familiar blonde head. But Lexi's nowhere to be seen.

It's fine, I tell myself. She's probably just sleeping in. Or working on her article. Or realizing what a colossal mistake last night was and booking the first flight back to Chicago.

Fuck. Nope, not going there.

Morning skate is a blur of drills and strategy sessions. Coach is in rare form, barking orders like a drill sergeant with a hangover.

"De Luca! Remove your head from your ass, and focus!"

I wince, realizing I've missed the last three passes. Get it together, man. You've got a game to win.

As we're wrapping up, Jacob skates over, concern etched on his face. "You okay, man? You seem...distracted."

I force a laugh. "Me? Nah. Just, you know, visualizing how I'm gonna demolish these Seattle dickheads tonight."

He doesn't look convinced, but mercifully drops it. "Right. Well, just remember: keep your head up and your stick down. As much as I appreciate you having my back, you and I don't need to get into any more brawls."

"Duly noted."

Back at the hotel, I try to nap, but my mind won't settle down.

Where the hell is Lexi anyway? Is she avoiding me? Did I do something wrong?

Did last night mean anything to her, or was it just another angle for her story?

By the time we head back to the arena for the game, I'm a ball of nervous energy. Not exactly an ideal pre-game mindset.

As we file off the bus, I'm still scanning the crowd for any sign of Lexi.

Nothing. Great. Just great.

In the locker room, I go through my usual pre-game routine on autopilot. Tape my stick. Adjust my pads. Try not to think about how soft Lexi's lips were or how perfectly she fit against me.

Dammit.

"All right, boys," Coach bellows, snapping me back to reality. "Let's show these West Coast wankers how real hockey is played!"

We file out onto the ice for warm-ups, and I consider the fact that she's probably just busy.

It's not like we're anything more than interviewer and interviewee....

Right?

It's a thought that's almost easy to believe. And then I see her.

She’s standing rink-side, looking annoyingly sexy-as-hell in jeans and a Blades hoodie. Her golden hair falls in waves over her shoulders, and I remember how it felt tangled in my fingers.

Our eyes meet, and for a second, I forget how to skate.

Then she does something that nearly knocks me on my ass. She holds up a jersey—my jersey—and gives me a little wink.

Holy shit. Lexi Brookes is actually rooting for me.

I must be grinning like an idiot because Jacob skates by, smirking. "You okay there, lover boy? Or do you need a minute alone?"

I shove him playfully. "Shut up and skate, Casanova."

The game itself is a blur of action and adrenaline. But for once, I'm not looking for fights or trying to prove anything. I'm just...playing. And it feels good.

We're up by two in the third period when one of Seattle's goons decides to get chippy. He slams me into the boards, hard enough that I see stars.

For a split second, I'm ready to drop gloves and show him exactly why they call me The Icebreaker. But then I catch sight of Lexi in the stands, my jersey stretched over her Blades hoodie, and something in me shifts.

Instead of retaliating, I shake it off and get back in the game.

We end up winning 4-1, and I manage to rack up two assists without a single penalty.

As the final buzzer sounds, my eyes search the crowd for Lexi. She's on her feet, cheering with the rest of the Blades fans who made the trip. When our eyes meet, she gives me a thumbs up and a smile that could melt the ice.

In the locker room, the guys are in high spirits, whooping and hollering like we've just won the Stanley Cup instead of a regular season game.

"Hey, De Luca," Evan calls out, a rare smile cracking his usually dour expression. "Not bad out there. For a hothead."

I grin, tossing a sweaty towel at him. "Thanks, Gramps. Not so bad yourself. For a fossil."

Jacob slings an arm around my shoulders. "Seriously, though. What got into you out there? I've never seen you play so...clean."

I shrug, trying to play it cool. "Just felt right, you know? Sometimes you gotta let the game speak for itself."

He eyes me suspiciously. "Uh-huh. And it has nothing to do with Miss Media Mouth who was wearing your jersey?"

Damn. Can't get anything past this guy.

"I have no idea what you're talking about," I say, but I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks.

Jacob just laughs. "Sure, sure. Just be careful, all right? Mixing business and pleasure never ends well. Especially not with the press."

I nod, suddenly sobering. He's right, of course. Whatever's happening between Lexi and me, it's complicated. Dangerous, even.

But as I shower and change, all I can think about is finding her. Talking to her. Maybe even kissing her again, if I'm feeling particularly brave. Or stupid.

I'm just about to head out when Coach stops me. "Good game out there, De Luca. Keep this up, and we might clinch a shot at the playoffs."

I grin. "Thanks, Coach. I'll do my best."

As I push through the arena doors, the cool Seattle night hits me like a wake-up call. What am I doing? Lexi's probably long gone by now, working on her article or whatever.

But then I see her, leaning against one of the building's walls in the shadows, a sly smile on her pretty face. And she's still wearing my jersey over her hoodie. "I was wondering when you'd come out."

I try to act nonchalant, but my heart is pounding in my chest. "Yeah, well. You know me. Always fashionably late."

"Nice game, by the way. I was starting to think you'd forgotten how to play without throwing a punch."

I lean against the wall next to her, close enough that our shoulders brush. "What can I say? I'm full of surprises."

She turns to face me, her expression softening. "Yeah, you are."

For a moment, we just stand there, the tension between us thick enough to skate on. Then Lexi clears her throat.

"Honestly, though," she says, hazel eyes unblinking. "You really did play well."

I grin. "Why, Lexi Brookes, was that actually a compliment? Should I check the sky for flying pigs?"

She exhales hard, shoulders slumping slightly. "Don't let it go to your head, De Luca. I'm still planning on writing about all your flaws in excruciating detail."

"I'd be sorely disappointed if you didn't."

She laughs, and my stomach flips as she stands in front of me, looking up at me with those big hazel eyes. I can't resist any longer.

I lean down and press my lips against hers, and it's like fireworks exploding behind my closed eyelids. She tastes like victory and adrenaline and everything I've ever fucking wanted.

It's softer than last night, less urgent. But it still sends electricity zinging through my veins. I cup her face in my hand, pulling her closer to me. Our bodies fit together like puzzle pieces.

We break away, both panting slightly. "Wow," Lexi says, her cheeks flushed.

"Yeah," I reply breathlessly.

"We seriously have a problem."

"I'm pretty sure kissing isn't an addiction, Lexi." I wrap an arm around her, inhaling her subtle, honeyed scent. "But I'm willing to find out."

She rolls her eyes but doesn't push me away as I lean in for another kiss, deeper this time. I can feel her smile against my lips, and it only makes me want her more.

God help me, the woman is like a drug. Addictive and irresistible.

The night at the All-Star after-party game, I'd known it then...and tried to ignore it.

Ignoring it was better than admitting it—admitting I wanted a woman I should hate.

A woman whose entire job was to hold me accountable.

All those segments, interviews, and articles about me disappointing my own fans.

She was right. As a hockey player, I'm an impulsive, aggressive man. I'm not good at self-control.

And when it comes to Lexi, I'm even worse at control.

That's the problem—has been the problem since the first night we slept together.

I want her in every way possible.

Not just as a one-night stand or fuck buddy.

I want all of her.

That sexy, perfectly proportioned, curvy body. That witty mind of hers. And her fiery spirit.

I know it's a dangerous game to play with someone like Lexi. She could easily break me and my reputation with one wrong move.

We both have our own demons, our own secrets and scars. Scars that run deep.

Scars that still sting when at last she pulls away, her pink lips swollen and hazel eyes shining under the parking lot lights. "We should stop before we can't," she says breathlessly.

I nod, reluctantly agreeing. As much as I want to take her back to my hotel room and never let her go, it's not fair to either of us.

I brush a strand of hair behind her ear, lingering for just a second longer before releasing her. "You're right." I wait a beat, finding myself smiling. "And you know how much I hate that."

She laughs, her hand resting lightly on my chest. "I know." Her gaze falls to the ground and then back to me. "I should probably get back to writing up notes from tonight's game," Lexi says reluctantly, pulling away from me.

I groan, not wanting this moment to end. "Fuck. Can't it wait? We can just stay here all night and kiss."

She chuckles but shakes her head. "As much as I would love to do that, deadlines are a real thing." She leans in for a quick kiss before heading towards her rental car. "I'll see you tomorrow."

I watch as she drives away, feeling both elated and frustrated, and wondering if I've finally found something worth fighting for off the ice.


Chapter 14
Lexi


Iwake up with a start, my heart racing and my cheeks flushed. The dream lingers, vivid images of Gio's hands, his lips, his...everything. I groan, burying my face in my pillow. Great. Now I'm having sex dreams about the guy I'm supposed to be objectively reporting on.

This is not good.

I take a deep breath, trying to shake off the lingering sensations before I can even think of making an attempt to get out of my bed. But my cell beats me to it.

It buzzes, mercifully yanking me out of my hormonal tailspin. It's a news alert: "CHICAGO BLADES SECURE PLAYOFF SPOT!"

Well, well, well.

Looks like Gio and the boys have something to celebrate. And me? I've got a whole new angle for my article. Assuming I can string two words together without thinking about last night's kiss. Or this morning's dream. Or…

Nope. Not going there.

I drag myself out of bed, stumbling toward the coffee maker like it's a lifeline. As I wait for the sweet, sweet caffeine to kick in, I scroll through my notifications. Texts from Sophie, emails from my editor, and...a missed call from my boss.

Crap.

I take a fortifying sip of coffee and hit the redial button, praying he's in a good mood.

"Brookes! About time you called back. I was starting to think you'd gone native out there in Seattle."

I force a laugh, trying to sound casual. "Just doing my job, Charlie. You know, embedded journalism and all that."

"Right, right. So, what've you got for me? Any juicy tidbits on our favorite bad boy?"

I freeze, my mind suddenly blank.

Juicy tidbits?

Oh, I've got those all right. Like how Gio's lips taste like mint and something uniquely him. Or how his hands feel when they're cupping my face. Or how hard his…

"Brookes? You still there?"

I clear my throat, snapping back to reality. "Yeah, sorry. Just, uh, organizing my thoughts. You know, there's a lot to process."

"I bet," he says, and I can practically hear his eyes roll through the phone. "Look, kid, I need something concrete. De Luca's temper tantrums on the ice aren't news anymore. I need the real dirt. What makes him tick? What's he hiding?"

My stomach churns, and it's not just the subpar hotel coffee. "I'm working on it. These things take time, you know? Can't rush the process."

He sighs, and I wince at the disappointment in his voice. "Time is money, Brookes. And right now, you're costing me both. I gave you this assignment because I thought you could handle it. Don't make me regret that decision."

"I won't," I promise, even as guilt gnaws at my insides. "I'll have something for you soon. Scout's honor."

As soon as I hang up, I flop back onto the bed, groaning. What the hell am I doing? I'm supposed to be writing a hard-hitting exposé, not playing tonsil hockey with my subject.

My phone buzzes again, this time with a text from Sophie:

"Hey, boss lady! Got some intel for you. Call me when you can. It's juicy 😉"

I hit dial before I can talk myself out of it.

"Lexi!" Sophie's chipper voice fills the line. "How's Seattle? Did you see the news about the playoffs? Isn't it exciting?"

I can't help but smile at her enthusiasm. "Yeah, Soph, it's great. But what's this intel you've got for me?"

"Oh, right!" I can practically hear her bouncing in her seat. "So, you know Parker Altman? That slimy reporter from the sports desk?"

My stomach drops. Parker's been gunning for my job since day one. "Yeah, what about him?"

"Well, I overheard him talking to his buddy in accounting. Apparently, he's been digging into Gio's past. Like, way back. Childhood stuff, family drama, the works."

I sit up straight, suddenly alert. "What kind of stuff?"

"I'm not sure exactly," Sophie admits. "But he seemed pretty excited about whatever he found. I thought you should know."

My blood runs cold. This is exactly what I've been trying to avoid. If Parker gets his hands on any damaging information about Gio, he'll run with it.

He won't give a damn if he exposes Gio in the process.

"Thanks, Sophie," I say, my mind racing. "Keep an ear out, will you? Let me know if you hear anything else."

"Will do, boss! Oh, and Lexi?"

"Yeah?"

"Be careful, okay? I know you and Gio have this whole antagonistic thing going on, but...he's not a bad guy. Not really."

I swallow hard, thinking of last night's kiss. Of the vulnerability in Gio's eyes when he talked about his family. "Yeah, Soph. I know."

As soon as I hang up, I'm pacing the room like a caged animal. This changes everything. I need to find out what Parker knows and shut him down before he can do any real damage.

The journalist in me says to follow the lead, to dig deeper and find out what Parker's been working on uncovering. It could be the story of a lifetime.

But the part of me that's gotten to know Gio—the real Gio, not just the bad boy of hockey—balks at the idea. He's trusted me with parts of himself he's never shown anyone else. Can I really betray that trust? And if I don't, will it end up costing me my job?

I grab my laptop, fingers hovering over the keys.

I should be writing up notes for the upcoming televised feature. Should be following up on Parker's leads. Should be doing anything other than thinking about Gio's smile or the way he looked at me after the game last night.

Instead, I find myself Googling "ethical journalism" and "conflict of interest in reporting".

Because nothing says professional like a crisis of conscience mid-assignment.

A knock at the door startles me out of my ethical spiral. I open it to find Gio, dark-haired and green-eyed, leaning against the doorframe, looking unfairly amazin in jeans and a Blades T-shirt. My traitorous heart skips a beat.

"Morning, sunshine," he grins. "Thought you might need this." He holds up a cup of coffee—the good stuff from the café down the street, not the swill from the hotel lobby.

I narrow my eyes, even as I accept the offering. "What's the catch, De Luca? You trying to bribe the press?"

"Me? Never. Can't a guy bring coffee to his favorite pain-in-the-ass reporter without ulterior motives?"

"Not in my experience," I mutter, but I can feel a smile tugging at my lips. "Come on in. But no funny business, got it? I'm working."

Gio raises an eyebrow as he follows me into the room. "At ten a.m. on a Monday? Someone's gunning for employee of the month."

I roll my eyes, trying to ignore the way my heart races when he sits next to me on the bed. "Some of us take our jobs seriously, you know. We can't all make a living chasing a rubber disc around."

"Well, shit. And here I thought we were making progress." He looks over at my open laptop. "Speaking of which...whatcha doing?"

"Just some research for work," I say, trying to keep my voice even as I close my laptop.

Gio quirks an eyebrow at me, clearly not buying it. "Sure, you are." He crosses his arms over his chest and studies me intently. "You okay?"

I let out a shaky breath, swallowing down this morning's guilt. "Yeah, just stressed about this assignment."

He reaches over to tuck a messy strand of hair behind my ear. "Well, don't worry. You're the best damn reporter I know. You'll nail it."

I can feel my cheeks heat up at his words, but I turn to face him, suddenly serious. "Gio, what are we doing?"

His smile falters. "What do you mean?"

"This." I gesture between us. "The coffee, the flirting, the...kissing. It's not exactly professional behavior."

Gio's quiet for a moment, studying me with those damn green eyes that see way too much. "No," he finally says. "I guess it's not."

I sigh, shaking out the messy waves in my hair. “I'm supposed to be working on a behind-the-scenes feature on you, you know. My boss is breathing down my neck for 'juicy tidbits' and 'real dirt'."

"And instead, you got...what? A hockey player with mommy and daddy issues?"

"No," I say softly. "I got you. The real you. And that's...that's the problem."

Gio takes a finger and tilts my chin. The gesture is so tender it makes my chest ache. "Why is that a problem, Lex?"

I lean into his touch, even as alarm bells are going off in my head. "Because I can't be objective anymore. Because..."

"Because what?"

"Because I'm not a robot. Because I don't make a habit out of kissing my subjects."

Gio laughs and leans back. "You don't make a habit out of kissing anyone, Lex." I raise an eyebrow at him, but he just grins. "Look, I get it. You're worried about your job. Your integrity as a reporter."

"Exactly."

"But what if I told you that I trust you? That I know you won't use anything against me or twist my words for some scandalous headline?"

I bite my lip, unsure of how to respond. It's true, Gio has always been open and honest with me during our interviews and conversations. But is that enough to justify this blurred line between journalist and subject?

"I promise I won't let our personal relationship affect your professional work," he finally says. "But I also won't pretend like you don't mean something to me."

My heart races at his words. Heat works its way up my neck, and I can feel myself blushing. This is not the kind of relationship I expected to have with a sports celebrity, especially one who has always been portrayed as a troublemaker.

"I appreciate your trust, Gio," I say finally. "But I also need to consider the consequences if this ever got out."

"That's a risk we both have to take. He stares me down. "But for now, can we just enjoy being in each other's company without worrying about what others might think?"

He leans in, and I know I can't resist him any longer. Our lips meet, and it's like a fire ignites within me. I lose myself in the moment, forgetting about everything else except for Gio and the way he makes me feel.

The way his hands wrap around my waist, pulling me closer. The way his lips move against mine, so gentle and yet so passionate.

I breathe in the scent of him—coffee and soap and something distinctly his own. Every inch of my body is begging for his. Ready to tell him to take me right here on my hotel bed.

My breasts feel tender, aching with want. My nipples harden against the fabric of my bra. I can feel his erection pressing against me, and it only fuels my desire.

But as much as I want him, there's a part of me that knows this is dangerous territory. We're both risking our careers and reputations for this moment.

I break away from the kiss, panting and trying to catch my breath. "We should stop," I say, halfheartedly.

Gio pulls back slightly, his eyes searching mine. "Do you want me to stop?"

I hesitate for a moment before shaking my head no. The truth is, I don't want him to stop. I want to feel him inside me. Want to experience everything I felt that night at the after-party.

And more.

God, this man is my kryptonite. If only I had Superwoman's strength.

I swallow. "No, I don't want you to stop, Gio. But I still think it's best that we should."

Gio's expression is pained, but he nods in understanding. He knows the risks and boundaries better than anyone else.

"Okay," he says softly, kissing my forehead before getting up from the bed. "We've got a flight back to Chicago that we both have to get ready for, anyway." He runs a thumb along my bottom lip. "Call you later?"

I nod, my chest squeezing as he walks to the door and opens it with a wink.

When it closes behind him, I fall onto the bed, wanting to scream.

For once in my life, I seem to be following my heart instead of headlines.

So, what the hell am I going to do now?


Chapter 15
Gio


There's nothing quite like the smell of home ice. As I step into the Blades' practice rink, I'm hit with that familiar mix of sweat, rubber, and pure adrenaline. We're back in Chicago, and the playoffs are so close I can taste them.

"De Luca!" Coach's voice booms across the ice. "My office. Now."

I exchange a look with Jacob, who just shrugs. "What'd you do this time, Icebreaker?"

"Exist, apparently," I mutter, making my way to Coach's office.

As I step inside, I'm greeted by Coach's patented “I'm-not-mad-I'm-just-disappointed” face.

Fucking fantastic. This ought to be fun.

"Have a seat, Gio," he says, gesturing to the chair across from his desk.

I plop down, trying for my most charming smile. "What's up, Coach? If this is about the rubber chickens in the locker room, I swear that was all Evan's idea."

Coach doesn't crack a smile. Double fantastic.

"This isn't about pranks, De Luca. This is about your future with the Blades."

My stomach tightens. "My future? What are you talking about?"

He sighs, leaning back in his chair. "I just got off the phone with George Corso. The owner's not happy with your...extracurricular activities on the ice."

"Extracurricular activities? Still? What, is checking illegal now?"

"Cut the crap, Gio," Coach snaps. "You know exactly what I'm talking about. The fights, the penalties, the bad press. He wants to make sure you're really putting a stop to this shit."

I lean forward, my jaw clenching. "Coach, come on. You saw the Seattle game. I didn't even retaliate after that cheap shot."

"I know that, Gio. But you can't deny that your reputation precedes you. And with the playoffs coming up, we can't afford to have any distractions or suspensions." He shakes his head. "Not anymore, it's not. Corso's made it clear: one more aggressive move on the ice, and you're benched. I don't have to tell you..."

"That there's a lingering threat of me being off the team entirely?"

"Precisely." He frowns, his gray eyes troubled. "Look, I know you're a talented player, Gio. One of the damn best. But...you're also one of the most liability-prone." Coach counters. "No one in management is actually convinced that your 'brawling hiatus' is genuine. They're keeping a close eye on you."

I swallow tightly, feeling like I've been punched in the gut. This can't be happening.

"So, what do I have to do?" I ask quietly, my mind already racing with possible solutions.

"You need to prove that you're not just all brawn and no brains," Coach says firmly. "You gotta show them that you can control your temper and play smart." He leans forward, his tone serious. "Otherwise, it's not just your future with the Blades at stake—it's your entire career."

I sit back, my mind going a million miles a minute.

Goddammit.

Hockey's my life, my everything. Without it, without the Blades, who the hell am I?

"There's something else," Coach says, his tone softening slightly. "This Sports News Now feature they're doing on you. I think it's time to call it off."

I blink, caught off guard by the sudden change of topic. "The feature? What does that have to do with anything?"

Coach leans forward, his expression serious. "Think about it, De Luca. You really want some reporter digging into your past, airing all your dirty laundry? Especially now, when your position on the team is already shaky?"

For a moment, I'm tempted. It would be so easy to call Lexi, tell her the deal's off. To go back to the way things were before when she was just another nosy reporter, and I was just the bad boy of hockey.

But then I remember the way she looked at me in Seattle.

The way she cheered for me during the game, wearing my jersey like a badge of honor. The softness in her eyes when we talked about Nonna, about my parents, about all of it.

"No," I say, surprising myself with the firmness in my voice. "I'm not calling it off."

Coach raises an eyebrow. "You sure about that? This Brookes woman's made a career out of tearing you apart in print. What makes you think this time will be any different?"

I stand up, suddenly feeling too confined in this tiny office. "Because I trust her," I say, the words feeling strange but right on my tongue. "She's...she's different, Coach. She's not just looking for dirt. She wants the real story."

"And you think you can give her that without it blowing up in your face?"

"Guess we'll find out. I've got an on-the-record interview with her tonight. I'm not backing out now."

Coach sighs, rubbing his temples. "You're playing with fire here, De Luca. I hope you know what you're doing."

"Yeah," I mutter as I head for the door. "Me too."

As I step back onto the ice, my mind's a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. Fear, anger, determination...and something else. Something that feels a lot like hope.

"Everything okay?" Jacob asks as I skate up to him. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

I force a grin. "Nah, just the ghost of my career past. Apparently, I'm one fight away from early retirement."

Jacob winces. "Ouch. Corso laying down the law?"

"Something like that," I nod. "Guess I'll have to start channeling my inner Gandhi on the ice."

He snorts. "Right. And I'll start figure skating. Seriously, though, you gonna be okay with this?"

I shrug, trying to ignore the knot of anxiety in my stomach. "Do I have a choice? It's either play nice or kiss my spot with the Blades goodbye."

"There are worse things than being nice, you know," Jacob says, nudging me with his elbow. "Who knows? Maybe this is your chance to show everyone the Gio that I know and love."

"Aw, you getting sentimental on me now?"

"I'm just saying...I've known you since we were in grade school. You've always been a good guy, Gio. Don't let what happens on the ice define you."

I give him a half-smile, grateful for his words of encouragement. "Thanks, dude. I'll try to remember that when I'm getting pummeled on the ice."

We both laugh and head back to join the rest of the team for practice.

I think of Lexi, of the way she sees right through my bullshit. Of how, for the first time in my life, I actually want someone to know the real me. Not the tough guy.

Not the big bad defenseman. Not the enforcer.

But just Gio.

Maybe this feature is a blessing in disguise. A chance to finally shed this persona that I've been clinging to for so long.

Practice flies by in a blur of drills and strategy sessions. By the time we're done, I'm dripping with sweat, and my muscles are screaming, but my head feels clearer than it has in days.

As I'm changing in the locker room, my phone buzzes with a text from Lexi.

"Still on for tonight? Promise I won't bite. Much. 😉"

I grin, feeling a warmth in my chest that has nothing to do with the hot shower I'm about to take.

"Wouldn't miss it. My place, 8 pm. Bring your A-game, Brookes."

Her reply is almost immediate.

"Always do, De Luca. Try to keep up."

As I head out of the rink, I can't shake the feeling that I'm standing on the edge of something big. Something that could change everything.

Part of me is terrified. What if I screw this up? What if Lexi's article does end up painting me as the villain? What if I can't change, can't be the player Corso wants me to be?

But another part—a part that's getting louder by the day—is excited. For the first time in years, I feel like I have a chance to write my own story. To show the world who I really am, not just who they think I am.

And with Lexi telling the story. Hell, maybe I can actually pull it off.

As I climb into my car, I catch sight of myself in the rearview mirror. The messy-haired guy looking back at me isn't the cocky hothead I've been for so long. He looks...hopeful. Determined. Maybe even a little scared.

But you know what? I kind of like him.

"All right, De Luca," I mutter to myself as I pull out of the parking lot. "Time to show 'em what you're really made of."


Chapter 16
Lexi


I'm definitely going to walk a hole right into my carpet at this rate.

In my overpriced downtown Chicago high-rise apartment, I've been pacing back and forth for the past hour.

Phone in hand, I've been trying to work up the courage to cancel tonight's interview with Gio. Even ordering my favorite takeout chicken wings and blasting my go-to '90s R&B playlist isn't calming me down.

It should be easy, right? Just a quick call. "Hey, Gio, can't make it tonight. My precious kitten Luna started a fire and my apartment flooded. Rain check?"

Except Luna's sitting sweetly on the couch watching me pace around like a lunatic, and the only thing flooded is my conscience.

I groan, flopping onto my couch. When did my life become a bad rom-com?

My phone buzzes, and I nearly jump out of my skin. It's a text from my editor.

"How's the De Luca piece coming? Remember, we want ALL the dirt. No holds barred."

Ugh. Wonderful. As if I needed more pressure.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I hit Gio's number.

It rings once. Then twice...

"Brookes! Miss me already?" His voice is warm, teasing. My belly does a flip, just like always.

"In your dreams, De Luca." I pause for a second. "Listen, about tonight..."

"Let me guess. You're calling to say you can't wait to see me and you're counting down the minutes?"

I roll my eyes, even though he can't see me. "You wish. Actually, I was thinking maybe we should reschedule. You know, give you more time to prepare your lies and evasions."

There's a pause on the other end, and for a moment, I think maybe he's bought it. Then he says, "Nice try, Brookes. But I know deflection when I hear it. What's really going on?"

I sigh, sinking deeper into my couch. "It's nothing. Just...work stuff. You wouldn't understand."

"Try me," he says, his voice softer now. "Contrary to popular belief, I do have a brain under all this hair gel."

Despite myself, I laugh. "That's debatable. Look, it's complicated, okay? Maybe it's better if we just..."

"If we just what? Pretend this isn't happening? Go back to being adversaries?"

The hurt in his voice is like a knife to my gut. "Gio, that's not what I meant..."

"I know," he says, and I can practically hear him running a hand through his hair. "Look, I've got an idea. Why don't you let me pick you up? I know a place where we can talk. No cameras. No team. No distractions. Just us."

I should say no. I should stick to my plan and cancel. But the thought of seeing Gio, of being alone with him...

"Okay," I hear myself say. "But this better not be some ploy to get me alone and charm your way out of tough questions."

He chuckles, the sound sending shivers down my spine. "That's my backup plan, Brookes. See you in twenty."

As I hang up, I can't shake the feeling that I'm making a huge mistake. But then again, when it comes to Gio De Luca, when have I ever made smart choices?

True to his word, Gio shows up twenty minutes later in that sleek black car of his that screams, “I have more money than sense”. But I can't deny that it looks good on him.

He steps out, dressed in a black collared shirt and slacks. It matches the black dress I hastily threw on before leaving my apartment. We must look like a couple, I think with a pang of guilt.

"See something you like?" he teases as I approach the car.

I try to suppress the flutter in my stomach at his proximity. "Don't flatter yourself."

"Your chariot awaits, m'lady," he grins, holding the door open for me.

"Laying it on a bit thick, aren't we, De Luca?"

He shrugs, sliding in next to me. "What can I say? You bring out the cheesy romantic in me."

As we drive through the city, I try to focus on the questions I've prepared. The hard-hitting, no-nonsense queries that will get me the story I need.

But all I can think about is how good Gio smells. I am such a sucker for a fresh men's cologne. I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts. This is not a date. This is strictly business.

"So, where exactly are we going?" I ask, desperate for a distraction.

Gio grins, that infuriatingly charming grin that makes my heart do backflips. "It's a surprise. Don't worry. I promise I'm not kidnapping you. Well, not unless you ask nicely."

"I'm not worried. I own pepper spray."

"Glad to know you're well-equipped for any situation," he chuckles.

We pull up to a private marina, the water glittering in the moonlight. The early April air is still chilly, but Gio offers me his jacket from the back seat. I try not to blush as I slip it on, enjoying the warmth and faint scent of his cologne.

Gio leads me down the dock to a beautiful yacht, lit up with soft lights, that I'm sure costs more than my entire life savings. He holds my hand as we step on board, the smoothness of his skin sending a shiver down my spine.

"Wow," I whisper, taking in the opulent interior of the yacht. "This is...unexpected."

"Impressed?" he asks, helping me aboard.

"It's all right." I shrug. "If you're into that whole 'obscenely wealthy' vibe."

"I wanted to impress you," he admits with a sheepish grin. "And maybe show off just a little bit."

I let a smile curl on my face. "Well, you've definitely succeeded."

He laughs, the sound echoing across the water. "Come on, let me give you a tour."

As Gio shows me around the yacht, I can't help but feel like I'm in some sort of dream. This is so far from my usual Friday night routine of binge-watching Netflix and eating takeout. And yet, here I am, dressed to the nines and being shown around a luxury yacht by a ridiculously attractive man.

I have to remind myself that this is not a date. Not even close. We are merely two colleagues working on a story together.

But as Gio pours us glasses of champagne and we sit on the deck under the stars, talking about everything and nothing at all, it's hard to ignore the fluttering in my chest.

We clink glasses and take sips, enjoying the bubbles and view of the Chicago skyline before I finally turn to face him, suddenly serious. "Look, I appreciate the 'Indecent Proposal' vibes and all, but I have to ask, why are we really here, Gio?"

His smile softens. "I told you. I wanted us to have a chance to talk. Really talk. No distractions, no personas. Just...us. Like it was in Seattle."

And just like that, all my carefully prepared questions fly out the window. Because the way Gio's looking at me right now? It's making it really hard to remember why I'm supposed to be grilling him about his on-ice behavior.

We settle on the deck, a bottle of wine between us. The city lights twinkle in the distance, and for a moment, it feels like we're the only two people in the world.

"So," Gio says, filling my glass. "What's really going on, Lex? And don't give me that 'it's complicated' BS. I'm a big boy. I can handle it."

This is it. My chance to come clean about the pressure from my boss.

But as I open my mouth, the words stick in my throat.

"I just...I'm worried about the article," I say instead. It's not a lie, not really. Just not the whole truth. "What if I can't do you justice? What if I screw this up?"

Gio's quiet for a moment, swirling the wine in his glass. Then he looks up at me, his green eyes intense in the moonlight.

"Lexi, do you know why I agreed to this feature?"

I shake my head, not trusting myself to speak.

"Because it was you," he says simply. "Because even when you were tearing me apart in your articles, I could see how passionate you were, and how much you cared about getting to the truth. And I thought, if anyone's going to tell my story, I want it to be you."

My heart feels like it's going to beat out of my chest. "Gio, I..."

He sets down his glass, moving closer. "I trust you, Lex. More than I've trusted anyone in a long time. And I...I think I'm falling for you."

And just like that, all my reservations, all my fears, they just...melt away. Because Gio De Luca is looking at me like I'm the only thing in the world that matters, and suddenly, nothing else seems important.

Not the pressure from my boss, not the threat of losing my job.

Because Gio is all that matters, and I want to do him justice. In every sense of the word.

I don't know who moves first, but suddenly we're kissing. It's not like our previous kisses, fueled by tension and uncertainty.

This is slow, deep, full of promise. I run my hands through his hair, pulling him closer, wanting to be as close to him as possible. And he responds with equal fervor, his hands roaming over my body like he's memorizing every inch.

We break apart for air, foreheads pressed together as we both try to catch our breath.

"I want you," Gio whispers, and it's all the permission I need.

All I care about is this man in front of me who has revealed himself to be so much more than just a charming hothead. He's passionate and driven, and he makes me feel alive.

I take his hand and lead him inside the yacht. My raised eyebrows ask for the location of the bedroom without saying a word.

Gio grins, understanding my silent message. He takes my hand and leads me down the narrow hallway, past a few closed doors until we reach the end.

He pushes open the door to reveal a spacious bedroom, complete with a large bed covered in luxurious white linens.

I barely have a chance to take in the darkened, moonlit room before Gio's lips are on mine again, his hands already settling on my hips, pulling me closer.

He pulls back, and then, without warning, sinks to his knees before me.

My breath hitches as he lifts the hem of my black dress, the fabric brushing my thighs in a tease.

“I must say,” he begins, his voice low and undoubtedly rough, “the view is much better down here.”

I can feel my cheeks heat up as he slowly removes my underwear, his fingers grazing my skin with an exquisite slowness.

“These little things really have to go,” he quips, that devilish smile never leaving his lips, “they're just in the way of all this…potential.”

My heart races, a mix of embarrassment and thrill washing over me as I blush from head to toe at his boldness.

My body hums with anticipation as Gio gently guides me to the edge of the bed, his touch igniting every nerve.

I sit on the cool sheets and he kneels before me, his gaze fierce and filled with a longing that makes my knees weak. And then his lips are on my thighs, kissing a path that makes me gasp.

“Seems like this is the only view worthy of my brilliant commentary,” he teases, his breath warm against my skin.

The way he looks up at me, that satisfied smile playing on his lips, sets my heart thumping.

“And just like a fine wine, I plan to take my time savoring every drop.”

I whimper, starting to writhe on the silky sheet as his mouth continues its delicious torment, brushing light kisses along the length of my pussy that stir a deep ache within me.

I can barely keep my composure as Gio’s tongue flicks teasingly against me, each movement tender and rough all at once.

“You have no idea how sexy you are,” he murmurs, his voice thick with desire, as he looks up at me with those entrancing green eyes. “Every part of you drives me wild, Lexi. I could stay here forever and still want more.”

The way he savors me, his lips wrapping around me with a feverish hunger, only sets gasoline to the blaze building inside me. I'm wet. Soaking.

My fingers weave through his hair as I pull him closer, wanting desperately to drown in the pleasure he offers.

Gio’s words, raw and filthy, send a rush of heat through me.

“You’re exquisite, truly. Just tasting you like this makes me so fucking hard.”

I moan, my head falling back against the sheets, overwhelmed by how entirely he consumes me.

My body trembles with anticipation as Gio's skilled mouth works its magic, sending surges of unadulterated ecstasy coursing through me.

Each flick and stroke of his tongue builds the tension higher, pushing me closer to the edge.

I grip the sheets, my breath coming in ragged gasps as he licks the sides of my clit, sucking gently.

Just when I think I can't take any more, his tongue pokes at my entrance, teasing there, and a rush of pleasure shoots through me like fucking lightning.

Unable to help myself, I scream. Literally scream.

The world around me explodes into a million shards as I ride the crest of my climax.

In that instant, as the waves of pleasure crash over me, Gio pauses only for a heartbeat before his hands find the hem of my dress.

With a swift pull, he lifts it over my head, leaving me completely bare and exposed beneath his intense gaze. The air feels cooler against my heated skin, and I shiver in anticipation, craving his touch even more now that nothing separates us.

I watch as Gio's eyes darken with raw desire the moment he takes in my naked body. “Fuck,” he curses, his voice thick with lust, and I can feel the heat radiating off him like an inferno. He steps back slightly, just enough to give himself room as he works on the buttons of his collared shirt, each one slipping free with agonizing slowness.

I can see the muscles in his arms tense, the tension in the air crackling like a current.

He rips off his belt with a swift motion, the metallic clank echoing in the room, and my breath hitches as he quickly peels off his slacks, the fabric sliding down his legs, pooling at his feet.

I’m captivated, unable to look away as anticipation builds within me. Finally, he reaches for his boxer briefs, a wicked grin stretching across his face, and I can’t help but bite my lip in anticipation as he reveals himself completely, the sight of his thick, perfect cock making my heart race.

With one hand wrapped around his cock, Gio smirks at me, his confidence radiating like a force field.

“You have no idea how long I've wanted to do this,” he growls, his voice a low, sultry temptation.

He reaches down, quickly retrieving a condom from his discarded slacks, the crinkle of the packaging sharp in the heated silence. “I hope you're ready for me because I won't be holding back.”

The heat in his gaze intensifies as he tears open the foil, his movements deliberate and teasing. I can barely contain my excitement, my body responding instinctively to every word he utters, craving the moment when he finally takes me completely.

I'm breathless, my heart pounding in my chest as Gio positions the condom over his throbbing cock, the sight sending shivers down my spine.

He lifts my ankles effortlessly onto his shoulders, and his solid, over-engorged dick hovers at my entrance, teasing me with the tip, just barely pressing against me.

I can't stop myself.

“Please,” I beg, my voice trembling, a throaty rasp. "Please."

His voice is a gravelly rumble. "Please what, Lexi?"

"Please. Don't make me wait any longer."

Every fiber of my being is desperate for him to plunge into me.

The green-eyed devil in front of me is relishing in this delicious torment, holding me on the precipice of pleasure.

His smirk, that evil grin, only fuels my desire, only makes me want him more.

I arch my back, trying to urge him forward, craving the sweet release of connection. “Please..." I groan again.

"Say it, darling. Say it. You know you want to."

I swallow. "Please...fuck me, Gio."

The moment I utter those words, it feels like the world falls away, and it's just him and me, tangled in this overwhelming need. Gio responds with an intensity that takes my breath away as he pushes into me, filling every inch with his heat.

A moan escapes my lips, loud and unabashed.

He begins to take long, deliberate strokes, each thrust driving me into heights I've never dared reach before.

I can feel myself tightening around him, my body practically pulsating in rhythm with his movements.

Each pull, each plunge, pushes me further into ecstasy.

I can hardly believe how perfect this feels, how wholly consumed I am by every moment we share.

The filthy words spill from his lips uncontrollably, each syllable dripping with desire, and I can feel my own body responding to the unabashed hunger in his gaze.

As Gio pumps into me relentlessly, his words pour out like molten lava, searing my senses. “You’re so damn wet for me, Lexi,” he growls, his voice low and rough.

“Look at you, taking me so well, so beautifully. You make it impossible to hold back.”

Each thrust accentuates his dirty proclamation.

“Do you have any idea how hard you make me? I can’t get enough of you.” My heartbeat races with his every word, and the undeniable proof of his desire fuels my own desperate need for him.

I can feel the tension building deep within me, swirling like a storm ready to break. "Gio, I’m so close," I gasp, my words barely making it past my lips as pleasure washes over me in waves.

Each thrust drives him deeper, intensifying the delicious pressure coiling in my core.

"Please don’t stop," I plead, my voice trembling with the weight of my need. "I’m going to come…I can feel it. Please, Gio, just like that."

The way he moves, so perfectly in sync with my body, pushes me further toward the edge. I can't hold back any longer, my body quaking as I teeter on the brink, ready to let go entirely.

As Gio's hand slips down between us, his fingers find my clit with an expert touch.

I gasp, the stimulation pushing me over the edge. My breath hitches, and in that moment, the world narrows to just us.

His relentless thrusts and the magical dance of his fingers igniting my senses like wildfire.

"Gio, oh God, I’m coming," I moan, my body spasming in the depths of pleasure as I lose myself completely.

He doesn’t relent, continuing to pump inside me, his desire matching the frantic rhythm of my heartbeat.

I can feel him getting closer, every thrust propelling him toward his own climax. And then, as I ride the last ripples of my orgasm, I feel him tense, his perfect muscular body jerking against mine as he finally reaches his release.

I watch Gio as he hits that peak of ecstasy, and it's completely mesmerizing. His dark hair is tousled wildly, the strands falling across his forehead in a way that only accentuates his chiseled features.

There's something primal about him in this moment.

His beautiful face contorted in pleasure. Raw. Unguarded.

I take in the way his body tenses, muscles rippling beneath his skin.

He's gorgeous. Every inch of chiseled skin. And already, I want him all over again.

As the last shudders of Gio's climax fade, he flashes me a grin that sends warmth pooling in my belly. His weight settles onto my satiated body, and I can’t help but chuckle at how he looks, that satisfied smile juxtaposed with the gleam of wickedness in his eyes.

"Well, that was quite the workout," he teases, his breath still ragged. “Should I start charging you for this?”

I smirk, running my fingers playfully down his back. "I think you owe me a discount. After all, you were the one who started this ‘exercise’ in the first place."

Gio raises an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth twitching upward. "Discount? I didn't realize I was doing community service. Maybe I deserve a medal for my efforts."

"You have enough of those already.”

He chuckles, dipping his head closer. "The kind of medal I'm looking for doesn't come in sterling silver or gold." His mouth lowers, latching onto one of my nipples, and I sigh. "Fuck," he says, his lips ghosting over my skin. "Is it possible that I'm getting hard all over again? I mean, Jesus.”

He hovers above me, his arousal strikingly evident despite the aftershocks of his recent climax. It’s nothing short of incredible, a testament to his insatiable desire.

"You really are something else, aren’t you?" I tease, my voice laced with playful disbelief.

He smirks, the color of his eyes deepening in the relative dark. "What can I say? I’ve always had a penchant for multitasking."

I laugh softly, feeling emboldened. "Well, maybe I should keep this 'community service' thing going then. Might as well earn my keep."

With a swift motion, Gio flips me over effortlessly, and the air rushes from my lungs as I find myself face down against the sheets.

I feel the warmth of his body close behind me. The teasing brush of his lips trails over my lower back, igniting sparks of anticipation.

He kisses his way downwards, just above my ass, his breath hot and tantalizing.

I'm still trying to catch my breath when I feel Gio's hands grip my waist, spreading my cheeks apart. "You know," he says, "some might call this an extreme form of community service. But I like to think of it as a form of quality control."

His tongue flicks against my skin, and a desperate moan escapes me, echoing off the sheets.

"Oh God," I gasp as Gio lifts my hips, and suddenly, I feel him between my legs, his tongue exploring me from behind.

A wave of heaven-sent pleasure crashes over me, pushing aside any thoughts of restraint.

Every flick of his tongue sends shockwaves that spread from the tips of my fingers to the very core of my being.

Holy fuck. I can't believe it.

It's official. My body—and soul—are losing themselves in Giovanni De Luca. And I'm not sure if I'll ever be able to find my way back.


Chapter 17
Gio


Iwake up feeling like I've just won the Stanley Cup, scored a hat trick, and been named MVP all at once. The gentle rocking of the yacht and the soft morning light filtering through the porthole create a dreamlike atmosphere.

For a moment, I wonder if last night was just that—a dream.

But then I feel Lexi stir beside me, her blonde hair splayed across the pillow, and reality hits me like a perfect shot.

It wasn't a dream. It was better.

I prop myself up on one elbow, taking in the sight of her.

She looks softer in sleep, the sharp edges of her reporter persona smoothed away. I resist the urge to trace the curve of her cheek, not wanting to wake her up just yet.

Instead, I carefully extract myself from the bed, pulling on my slacks and shirt. Lexi mumbles something in her sleep, reaching for where I was, and I can't help but smile.

"I'll be right back," I whisper, even though she can't hear me. "Don't go anywhere, Brookes."

The marina is quiet this early in the morning, with just a few early risers going about their business.

I nod to the security guard as I head toward the street, inhaling deeply.

The air smells like salt and possibility.

As I walk, I have to fight to keep the shit-eating grin off my face.

It's like every single thing is in technicolor this morning.

The sky seems bluer, the grass greener. Even the honking of impatient drivers sounds like a symphony.

Adding to the symphony is the buzzing of my phone inside my pants pocket.

I pull it out to notice a barrage of notifications from this morning...and last night.

Texts from teammates. Tweets from fans.

Shit. I look closer, noticing the news alerts about the Blades making the playoffs.

Another top contender lost and now we've got even a better shot of winning. It's only another reminder of the world waiting for me outside the bubble I've created with Lexi.

But as much as I dread it, I know I can't stay in this blissful bubble forever. Eventually, the season will end and she'll back to doing her job elsewhere. The thought alone is enough to make my chest tighten.

I push those thoughts aside and focus on the present, namely the little cafe where I plan on picking up breakfast for us.

Ordering as much food as I can carry, I make my way back to the yacht. I use the walk to scroll through my social media, smiling at the congratulatory messages and memes from my team.

"Way to go, De Luca! We fucking did it. Playoffs are ours, baby!" – Jacob

"Don't let it go to your heads, boys. We've still got work to do." – Coach (always the buzzkill)

"Proud of you, big bro. Maybe try not to punch anyone in the playoffs?" – Gabi

I'm about to reply when an unknown number flashes across my screen. I almost ignore it, not wanting to talk to a random person right now.

But something inside me nudges me to answer.

"Hello?" I say as I step onto the yacht, balancing the food bags in my other hand. "De Luca speaking."

"Gio De Luca! Parker Altman here, from Sports News Now. Got a minute to chat?"

My frown deepens. Another reporter from Lexi's network? I don't have time for their drama.

"I'm a little busy at the moment, Mr. Altman. Can this wait?"

"Sorry to bother you during your celebrations, but I wanted to get your thoughts on making the playoffs. This is a big achievement for the Blades and our viewers are dying to know how you feel."

I pause, considering his request. It wouldn't hurt to give a quick statement, right?

"Sure, I can give a quote."

"Well...I was hoping for a little more than that, Mr. De Luca. You see, I'm just following up on some leads for a story we're working on. Nothing major." His tone is casual, but there's an undercurrent of something that sets my teeth on edge.

"What kind of story?"

"So, we're doing a piece on the personal lives of NHL stars. You know, the stuff fans don't usually get to see. I was hoping you could confirm a few details for me."

Alarm bells start ringing in my head. I don’t even know this guy. What details could he possibly even want to confirm?

Unless...

"What kind of details?" I ask.

"Oh, you know. Childhood stuff, family dynamics. I heard your parents weren't really in the picture growing up. That must have been tough."

I feel like I've been sucker-punched. How the hell does he know about that? The only person I've talked to about my parents recently is...

Lexi.

My steps slow, the light morning air suddenly feeling suffocating.

My grip on my phone tightens and I swallow hard. "Sorry, I don't discuss my personal life with the press," I say, my voice tight. "If you have questions about hockey, feel free to send them over to my agent." I start to hang up, but he interrupts me.

"Oh, come on, Mr. De Luca We both know there's more to you than just hockey. What about your grandmother? I heard she practically raised you and your sister. Must have been a real saint, taking on two kids like that."

I swear. My cell phone almost disintegrates in my hand. "I said, I don't discuss my personal life. If you have any other questions, you can direct them to the Blades' PR team. Now, kindly get the fuck off my phone.”

I hang up, my good mood evaporating like ice under a heat lamp.

How did the fuck did this Altman guy know about Nonna? About my parents? The only person I've opened up to about all that is Lexi. I told her things I've never told anyone…like how it really felt to be abandoned by your own parents. And how it's made me someone that always has to prove himself at all costs.

Lexi, who works for the same network as this Altman guy.

Lexi, who's supposed to be writing a feature on me.

Lexi, who I thought I could trust.

My steps quicken as I make my way back to the marina. My mind is racing, trying to piece together what the hell just happened.

Talking to Lex about my family, my parents, is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. The thought that she could be engaging in “work pillow-talk” about me is more than I can bear.

What, was my family history juicy gossip to share with her colleagues? A topic of water-cooler conversation about poor, angry, misguided Gio De Luca?

I want to believe that's not true. That the Lexi I've gotten to know—the one who cheered for me at the game, who made me laugh, who I've shared my hopes and fears with—wouldn't do something like that.

But the journalist in her, the one who's made a career out of exposing the fuck-ups of athletes like me...can I really trust that she's put that aside?

As I approach the yacht, I take a deep breath, trying to school my features into something resembling normalcy.

I'm not going to confront her. Not yet.

Not until I have more information.

Doesn't help that I find her still asleep, curled up in the same spot.

For a moment, looking at her peaceful face, all my doubts seem ridiculous. How could I think she'd betray me like that?

But then I remember Altman's questions, the intimate details he somehow knew, and the doubt creeps back in.

I set the coffee and pastries on the bedside table, resisting the urge to wake her, to demand answers. Instead, I scribble a quick note:

"Had to run. Early practice. There's a list of numbers on the nightstand when you wake up. The captain and crew will help you with whatever you need, including a ride home when you're ready. Enjoy breakfast. - G"

It's a lie. Practice isn't for hours yet.

But I need time to think. To figure out what the hell is going on and what I'm going to do about it.

Last night, I thought we were on the verge of something real, something lasting. Now, I'm not sure what to think.

I head back to my apartment, my mind a battlefield of conflicting emotions.

Part of me wants to trust Lexi, to believe that what we have is real.

But another part, the part that's been burned before, that's spent years building walls to keep people out, is screaming at me to run. To protect myself before it's too late.

I don't know what to do. I don't know if I can trust her.

I start my usual pre-game routine on autopilot.

Stretch. Hydrate. Visualize. But my mind keeps drifting back to Lexi, to Altman's call, to the sinking feeling in my gut that says this is all too good to be true.

I should confront her. Ask her about Altman, about the lies and secrets.

But what if she denies it? What if she has a perfectly reasonable explanation?

Do I want to risk losing her over suspicions and doubts?

But can I continue being with someone I don't fully trust?

My head hurts from the internal debate.

I grab my phone and dial Lexi's number, but then quickly hang up before it rings.

I can't do this right now.

And it's just my luck that as I get ready to actually make the trip down to practice, my phone buzzes with a text from the one and only...

"Thanks for breakfast. Last night was...wow. Can we talk later?"

I stare at the message, my thumb hovering over the reply button.

What am I supposed to say? “Hey, did you happen to share all my deepest secrets with your coworkers? Just curious.”

In the end, I settle for a noncommittal "Sure. After the game."

As I finish getting ready, strapping on my gear like armor, I try to focus on the game ahead. The playoffs. The chance to prove myself, to show that I'm more than just a hothead with a good slapshot.

And as much as it pains me, I have to be prepared for the worst-case scenario. For the possibility that Lexi Brookes may not be who she claims to be, after all.


Chapter 18
Lexi


The arena buzzes with pre-game excitement, but I might as well be underwater for all I'm registering it. I'm here, notepad in hand, ready to do my job. At least, that's what I keep telling myself.

But my mind? My mind is still on that yacht, waking up to cold sheets and a breakfast that felt more like a consolation prize than a romantic gesture.

I shake my head, trying to clear it. I have a job to do, and I can't let personal issues get in the way.

But as I settle into my seat in the press box, surrounded by other reporters and hockey fans, I can't help but feel like a fraud. How am I supposed to critique these players on their performance when my own performance as a journalist is falling apart at the seams?

The game starts and I try to force myself to focus on the action on the ice. But I can barely get my pen to move across the page, my mind still stuck on last night.

Mentally, I'm still on that yacht with Gio. Kissing him, touching him, feeling like I was flying.

That is, until Gabi plops down in the seat beside me, effectively dragging me back to reality.

"Hey there, chica. You planning on writing that article telepathically?" she says, giving me a playful nudge. "You do realize there's a game going on."

I blink, forcing a smile. "Sorry, just...focused."

"Focused on what exactly?" She blinks, green eyes widening. "Oh, don't tell me. You're still seeing that Maxwell guy, aren't you? I knew it!"

I can feel my cheeks flushing. Gabi has always been the one person who could read me like a book, and usually she's right on the money. But this time, she couldn't be further from the truth.

"I stopped dating Maxwell months ago," I say, trying to keep my tone light. "Just been busy with work."

"Seriously? That's it? I could have sworn I saw that 'look'?”

"And what look would that be?"

"The one you get when a man is knocking the Sonic coins out of your you-know-what."

"Sonic coins? Really?"

"Hey, I'm trying to keep this PG for any surrounding kiddos. Thank God my own are with Nonna, or they'd start asking what Sonic coins are and why I'm talking about man parts." She shakes her head, laughing. "But seriously, what's going on with you? Something seems...off."

My laughter fades as I look away from her piercing gaze, my mind drifting back to Gio and our forbidden rendezvous.

For a split second, I consider telling her everything. About the yacht, about Gio, about the mess of feelings I'm drowning in. But then I remember.

This is Gio's sister. My best friend.

The last person who needs to know I'm falling for her one and only brother. A man she warned me to stay away from years ago.

So, I plaster on a smile and shake my head. "Just nervous about the playoffs," I lie smoothly. "Big story, you know?"

Gabi nods, but I can tell she's not entirely convinced. "Right. Well, try to look a little more alive out there. You're making the interns nervous. Including the one you stole me from me."

"Ah, come on. I didn't steal Sophie. The Blades barely needed her anyway. Besides, she's the perfect PR liaison for the team."

"Sure. When she's not gawking at players or sneaking into the locker room to take selfies with them."

"She's just enthusiastic. Besides, I've already warned her about getting too close to the players." I swallow hard, glancing back at the ice. "It's a recipe for disaster."

Gabi follows my gaze, her eyes landing on her husband Jacob as he glides effortlessly across the ice. "Yeah, I've always said it's a dangerous game when you mix business with pleasure. But sometimes, it's hard to resist."

I feel like she's talking directly to me, but I force another smile as she changes the subject. "Welp, my stomach is telling me it's snack time. You coming?"

I shake my head, not hungry in the slightest. "I'll catch up with you later. I just need a minute to clear my head."

As she walks away, I turn my attention to the ice. The players are filing out for warm-ups, a sea of red and white jerseys gliding across the pristine surface.

And then I see him.

Gio.

Even from this distance, I can tell something's off. His usual pre-game swagger is muted, his movements almost robotic as he goes through his warm-up routine.

I lean forward, willing him to look up, to give me some sign that last night meant something. That this morning's disappearing act was just a blip, not a retreat.

But as the players circle the ice, Gio's gaze never once lifts to the stands. Never once seeks me out.

The knot in my stomach tightens. This isn't right. This isn't us.

Is it?

Before I can spiral further, I make a beeline for the bathroom. I need a minute. Just one minute to pull myself together.

As I splash cold water on my wrists, I can't help but wonder if this is all worth it. The constant uncertainty, the never-ending game of push and pull with Gio.

But then I remember his smile after the Blades won the last game. The way he wrapped me in his arms and spun me around like we were the only two people in the world.

That's why I'm here. That's why I put up with the long hours, the travel, the gossip and drama.

For moments like that. When everything falls into place and it's just him and me.

Not the famous hockey player and the journalist chasing a story.

Just Gio and Lex.

I sigh, and start inspecting my makeup when my phone rings.

I glance down at the name on the screen. Speak of the devil...

I take a deep breath, preparing myself for the chipper mood on the other line. "Hi there, Sophie."

"Hey, boss lady! How's the game? Any juicy details for the next broadcast?"

I stare at my reflection in the mirror. The woman looking back at me seems like a stranger.

Eyes too wide, cheeks too flushed.

When did I become this person?

"Um, Miss Brookes?" A long pause, followed by a clearing of her throat. "Lexi? You there?"

I take a deep breath. "Yeah, Soph. I'm here. Listen, can I ask you something? Off the record?"

There's a pause on the other end. "Of course. Is everything okay?"

"I..." I start, then falter. How do I even begin to explain this? "Have you ever found yourself falling for someone you absolutely shouldn't?"

Sophie's quiet for a moment, and I'm about to backtrack when she speaks. "Is this about Gio De Luca?"

My heart stops. "How did you...?"

"I had a hunch. And then I saw the way you two looked at each other during his last office visit."

I groan, leaning against the sink. "That obvious, huh?"

"Only to someone who's paying attention. But, um, I can pretend I didn't notice, if you want."

"No, it's fine. I guess my emotions were pretty obvious."

Sophie pauses for a moment before speaking again. "So, what are you going to do about it?"

"Honestly? I have no idea."

"Maybe you should talk to him. Clear the air, figure out where he stands. Do you...know where he stands?"

"No, not really. He's so closed off about his personal life."

"Maybe that's why you're drawn to him. You like a challenge. It's why I was so excited to work beside you at Sports News Now."

"You were excited because you thought I was going to be a challenge? And here I thought 'challenge' was a code word for 'big bitch'."

Sophie laughs. "No way, Lexi. You're driven and ambitious, but you also know when to let loose and have fun. That's a rare balance in this industry."

I smile, feeling a little better about the situation. I might have been too hasty in assuming my intern saw me as a cold, unapproachable boss.

Haven't I been, though? Cold and unapproachable, I mean.

Especially when it comes to work. I've always been laser-focused on my career, letting it consume me and push aside any personal relationships. But now that Gio has entered the picture, I'm realizing how much I've been missing out on.

Sophie's voice brings me back to the present. "So, are you going to talk to him?"

"That's personal, Sophie."

"Of course, Miss Brookes. I didn't mean to…"

"I'm kidding, Sophie. You've given me a lot to think about."

"Would some of that thinking involve a raise?"

"You're learning far too much from me. We'll see." I pause. "And thanks again."

As I hang up, I catch sight of myself in the mirror again. This time, the woman looking back at me seems...stronger. More determined.

I straighten my shoulders, fix my hair, and head back out to the rink. The game's about to start, and I've got a job to do.

The first period is a blur of action and missed opportunities. The Blades are playing like a team possessed, but something's off with Gio. He's not taking his usual risks, not playing with that edge that makes him so electric on the ice.

This time, I don't join Gabi in the press box. Instead, I sit near the tunnel, watching.

As the second period starts, I try to focus on the game, on the story I'm supposed to be writing.

But my eyes stayed glued to Gio.

And it's during a particularly tense power play that I see it. Gio's got the puck, he's lining up for one of his signature slapshots. But at the last second, he hesitates. Passes instead of taking the shot.

The crowd groans, and I can see the frustration on Gio's face even from here.

As the final buzzer sounds, signaling a narrow victory for the Blades, I'm on my feet before I even realize it. My heart's pounding, and not just from the excitement of the win.

I watch as Gio disappears down the tunnel toward the locker room, not even glancing in my direction. The distance between us feels like a chasm, growing wider with each passing moment.

Something's changed between us in the last fourteen hours or so, and I have no fucking idea what it is. And I'm not going to let another hour go by without finding out.


Chapter 19
Gio


The locker room is a blur of celebration and sweat, but I'm not feeling it. As the last game of the regular season before playoffs, this should be a moment of triumph for the Blades. And yet, all I can think about is her.

This win against Seattle should have been enough to make me forget about everything else. But it's not.

I can't shake the image of her sitting in the press box, watching me with those warm hazel eyes. Eyes that looked up at me last night as I made her come and come and...

"Hey, superstar!" Jacob's voice cuts through my haze. "Nice assist out there. And you didn't knock anyone's teeth out all game."

I give him a half-hearted smile and shrug. "Guess I'm losing my edge."

Jacob eyes me carefully. "You okay, man? You seem a little off tonight."

I know I should brush him off and focus on celebrating with the team. But part of me wants to spill everything to Jacob, my best friend since we were kids playing street hockey.

I force a grin, aiming for nonchalance and probably missing by a mile. "Just playoff jitters, man. You know how it is."

"Right." Jacob nods, not entirely convinced. But he lets it go and joins the rest of the team in spraying champagne and cheering.

For a game as intense as tonight's, I should enjoy the shower of alcohol and the laughter of my teammates.

But instead, I head straight for the non-alcoholic showers, feeling a different kind of heat spread through my veins at the thought that I fucked up by letting Lexi in.

Half an hour later, the drive back to my apartment is a blur of streetlights and brooding silence.

I keep replaying Altman's call in my head, the intimate details he knew about my life. Details I'd only shared with Lexi.

Lexi, who I thought I could trust. Lexi, who made me feel shit I've never felt before.

Lexi, who might have just been using me for a all along.

As I unlock my door and head toward my bedroom, I'm so lost in thought that I almost miss her. Almost.

But there she is.

Alexandra Brookes, perched on the edge of my bed like she belongs there. Like she didn't break my trust.

"Hey." Her voice is soft, hesitant. "Can we talk?"

I should tell her to leave. I should be furious, demand an explanation for her betrayal.

But when I look into those big hazel eyes, all I can think about is how much I want to forgive her and kiss away the pain she's caused me.

Damn it.

Without a word, I close the door behind me, heading for the closet to drop my bag. "You know, you're really getting good at this breaking and entering thing. The day you decide not to be a bloodsucking journalist, you might have a future as a cat burglar."

She flinches at my words, but I don't stop. "Or maybe you're just naturally drawn to invading my personal space. Is that it? Did you think sleeping with me would be another way for you to get closer to the story?"

I pop open a beer I had grabbed on the way in and take a long swig, trying to calm myself down.

She takes a step towards me, her golden-green eyes flashing. In a simple white blouse and jeans, she looks so innocent and fragile. But I know better now.

She scoffs, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Yes, because sleeping with someone is a surefire way to get information. That's exactly what I was thinking."

I can't help but laugh at the absurdity of it all. "You know, for a reporter, you're not very good at lying. Or maybe you just didn't think I'd see through it."

She blinks. "Are you drunk? What...what the hell are you talking about?"

I set my beer down and take a step towards her, feeling the anger bubbling inside of me. "Don't play dumb with me, Lex. You're too damn smart for that. You used me, just like you use everyone else to get what you want."

Her face falls, and I can see the hurt in her eyes. But I push on, not wanting to lose my momentum.

"You were so convincing," I continue, my voice rising. "All those sweet words and promises of love. Until you got what you needed."

"Okay," Lexi finally says, taking a deep breath. "Clearly, we've got some wires crossed here. Can we just...talk? Please?"

I want to say no. Want to tell her to leave, to stop messing with my head and my heart. But the look in her eyes—a mixture of determination and vulnerability—stops me.

"Fine," I sigh, running a hand through my hair. "Talk. Talk about who the hell Parker Altman is and why the hell he seems to know so much about me."

Lexi's eyes widen. "How do you know about Parker?"

"Only the call I got from him this morning." I take another swig from my beer. "Was interesting hearing all about myself from a total stranger....and your colleague and friend, apparently."

She takes a deep breath before finally meeting my gaze again. "Parker Altman is a colleague. But not one I'd called a friend. And when he heard about my feature with you, he..."

"He what?"

"He did some digging."

"Did he, now?" I raise an eyebrow, intrigued despite my anger. "And what exactly did he find?"

"Your story," Lexi replies simply. "The one you've been avoiding sharing with the press. You. Your parents. Nonna taking care of you and Gabi while your parents were out working long shifts."

I feel my heart constricting in my chest, the old wounds torn open by Lexi's words. I take another swig from my beer, needing the liquid courage to keep listening.

"Parker must have talked himself into getting a glimpse at the early cuts of the feature…or my notes,” Lexi says quietly. “I'm betting he thought it could be a great angle for, I guess, his own story. A story of overcoming adversity and achieving success against all odds."

I scoff, bitterness seeping into my voice. “Great. See, this is the goddamned reason I didn’t want to do this feature in the first place.” I swipe my hands through my hair, my voice coming out a ragged sigh. “Because of fuckers like this. Because it’s so easy for the story of your own life to get away from you when people get too close. They can shape that story to be whatever the hell they want to be, instead of what it really is. Lex…I wanted to tell my story my way. Not have some snake-skinned dickhead with a microphone and a notepad do it for me.”

Lexi reaches out to touch my arm, but I jerk away from her grasp.

"Why don't you head out yourself and leave while you still can? Hell, you can make it zero-for-three. Gio De Luca," I spread out my hands, "unable to keep his parents, his team, or his friends."

Lexi's eyes soften with sympathy as she watches me drink. "You know that's not true, Gio."

I shake my head, refusing to meet her gaze. "It doesn't matter. None of it matters." I take another gulp from my beer and slam the bottle down on the counter.

"I wanted to tell you myself," Lexi says quietly. "Because I didn't want you to hear it from someone else first."

I let out a bitter laugh, feeling numb and angry all at once. "Like it even matters anymore."

But deep down, I know it does matter. It matters because Lexi's behind-the-scenes article and feature were all about controlling my narrative. Now, my narrative is going to control me.

A dirt-digging jack-off like Parker can take my story and twist into whatever salacious bite-sized story will make the most money—the last thing I was looking to happen.

And yet again, I will be what I was before: a man standing by helpless while spectators make their assumptions, their half-cocked judgments about me. The same sorts of judgments that made me vulnerable to trade talks.

And just as my thoughts go to the possibility of a Blades trade yet again, Lexi’s voice breaks through my thoughts. "I know it's not easy, but you have to face this head on."

"I don't want to," I mutter, feeling both stubborn and defeated.

"I know." Lexi sighs and reaches out to take my hand. "But you can't keep running from your past forever."

"Easy for you to say," I snap, pulling my hand away. "You don't have your entire world at stake."

Lexi's expression hardens, those hazel eyes now sharp with determination. "Easy? Are you fucking kidding me? After everything I told you in Seattle—about my dad leaving us, about my mom's drinking—do you really think saying any of this is easy for me?"

Her words are like a slap to the face. And still, she keeps coming at me, refusing to let me hide in my own self-pity. "I'm not saying it's easy. But you? You using this as an excuse to push me away? That's just fucking cowardly." Her blonde hair falls in her face as she shakes her head. "I know Gio De Luca is lots of goddamned things, but I never thought a coward was one of them."

I flinch, feeling the sting of her words. But I can't deny that there's truth in them. I've been using my past as a shield, pushing everyone away so they can't get close enough to hurt me. And now, with Parker and this story looming over me, it's all unraveling.

"What do you want from me?" I ask.

"I want you to fight," Lexi says, marching towards me. "Fight for your career, for your relationships, for your identity." She reaches out, grabbing my chin and forcing me to look at her. "Giovanni De Luca, the one I know and love, doesn't give up. He fights back."

My jaw practically unhinges. My stare narrows.

"Love?" I repeat, incredulous. "You love me?"

Lexi's cheeks flush, but she doesn't back down. "Yes. I do."

I'm speechless, my heart racing in my chest at her confession. I've never allowed myself to fully believe that anyone could ever love me, especially after everything that's happened in my life.

But looking into Lexi's eyes now, I see the truth and sincerity behind her words. And for the first time in a long time, that wall of ice in my chest that I've grown so fucking fond of starts to melt.

I reach up, brushing a lock of hair away from her face. "Don't fucking say that to me, Lexi Brookes."

She raises her chin. "Why not?"

"Because then I'll have to admit that I love you too."

Lexi's bottom lip quivers and I know that she's holding back tears. She reaches up, cupping my face in her hands. "It's about time you admitted it," she says, right before she throws her arms around me.

I barely notice that she does. Because the second the words are out of my mouth, I've already thrown my arms around her too.

Our lips don't come together so much as they collide. But it's perfect, it's fucking perfect.

Lexi tastes like salt from her tears, but she's sweet too. It's like she's made of all my favorite things, and I can't get enough of her.

I pull back, resting my forehead against hers, our breaths mingling. "I'll fight," I whisper, knowing that I have to now. For myself, for Lexi, for us.

Lexi's fingers are at my shirt, buttons flying open and the fabric slipping down my shoulders. I tug at her clothes with urgency, feeling the beat of desire thrumming through my veins. It's a frenzied, desperate dance as we shed the barriers between us, skin meeting skin.

She backs toward the bed, and her hips barely graze the edge before my body presses against hers, hard and wanting. I catch the glint of amusement in her eyes as our bare chests collide, my erection demanding attention as it nudges against her stomach.

"Clean bill of health, I hope," she quips, a teasing smile playing on her lips despite the flush of heat across her cheeks.

I grin back, matching her playful tone. "Tested and cleared, sweetheart. Wouldn't be here otherwise."

"Me too," she confirms, her voice dipping a notch as her fingers trace patterns across my skin.

With a shared look, a silent agreement, I enter her, and we're no longer two separate beings but one entwined. The world narrows to just us—our movements, our breaths, the intensity of this connection—and for the first time, I feel like I'm found my place in the fucking world.

And my place is inside of my beautiful, strong, fucking fierce Lexi Brookes.

Our bodies move in an urgent rhythm, the bed creaking in time with the beat we set. The amber light casts a warm glow over us, highlighting every curve and shadow against the sheets.

Each thrust is long and deep, filling me with a sense of rightness, of belonging.

My fingers find her clit, circling and strumming with precision, drawing out her moans and cries, each sound driving me mad with desire.

At the peak of her climax, when her body shudders in my arms, I move on instinct. I flip her over, gripping her hips to lift them, guiding her onto all fours.

Her breath comes in ragged gasps, but there's a readiness, an anticipation in her posture that matches my own urgency. I lean over her, lips brushing her ear.

"You ready for more, Lexi?" A soft gasp from her, then a frantic nod, and I don't hold back. I enter her from behind with a force that has us both crying out, and we start a new rhythm, hard and fast, the world outside our amber-lit bubble forgotten.

Gripping her hips firmly, I thrust into Lexi from behind, each movement sending jolts of electricity through both of us. Our breaths synchronize, mingling with the sound of skin against skin.

I'm caught in this moment, everything else fading into the background as my focus sharpens on Lexi. Her skin is warm under my touch, her body responding to every thrust.

"Fuck, Gio," she moans, her voice breathy, dripping with raw, unfiltered need. I can't help but grin at her words, a thrill racing through me.

"You like that?" I ask, my voice a low growl, each syllable punctuated by a powerful thrust.

Her response is a mix of moans and words that set my blood on fire, "Yes, don't stop. I want more, harder."

Her demands fuel me, driving me to meet them with everything I have. "You're so tight, Lexi."

I'm completely lost in her, every thrust an expression of the wild energy coursing through me.

My fingertips sink into her silky skin, and I pull her back against me, pounding into her with increasing fervor.

Her voice is raw, giving back as good as she gets, fueling my desperation to bury myself in her completely.

"Fuck, you feel incredible, Lexi," I rasp, my words almost drowned out by the rhythm of our bodies colliding.

She meets me with equal ferocity, her words dirty, filled with hunger, urging me on.

"Gio, don't stop. Harder. I want it all."

"Oh my God, I'm so filled up with you."

"Your cock feels so damn good."

Every syllable out of her mouth lights me up, a match to kindling, and I don't hold back, giving her everything she's asking for and more.

Lexi's voice climbs higher with each thrust, and I feel her tighten around me as she reaches her peak. Her body shudders uncontrollably, and I let go, pulling out just in time to release onto one perfect ass cheek.

And just the knowledge that I'm marking her like this makes me come even harder.

I’m imprinting myself on her skin like she's mine. Like she belongs to me.

Because she does.

And I am every fucking bit owned by Lexi Brookes.

She collapses onto the mattress, completely spent, and I take a lingering moment to admire her gorgeous body before heading to the bathroom to get a washcloth.

I return to her side to gently wipe her down, each stroke tender, calming. Once she’s clean, I slide into bed, pulling her into my arms.

The curve of her ass fits perfectly against my groin, and I almost groan, my fingertips brushing across her nipples as I brush my lips against the nape of her now damp neck.

She moans lightly as I nuzzle closer, my lips grazing her neck. My cock twitches, and I nestle it even closer into her private nook.

"You know, sweetheart, it's going to be hard to let you sleep when you keep making those irresistible sounds," I tease, my voice a low, playful growl.

She lets out a soft laugh, rolling slightly in my embrace to face me, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "Gio, if you keep whispering like that, you'll only prolong the inevitable."

My fingers lazily trace patterns along her side, as I mock-sigh. "You're trouble, you know that?"

She bites her lip, clearly enjoying this as much as I am. "Good thing I know how to handle trouble," she retorts, dragging her fingertips lightly across my chest.

I pull her even slower. "You might be the only one who can," I admit, feeling a warmth that's unmatched. Her presence is intoxicating, a bliss that I never want to end. "But I better quit while my ass is ahead. I'm not sure I have the energy for another round."

"Is that a challenge, Gio?" Her hand reaches between us to squeeze my thigh, dangerously close to reigniting the fire.

"Well, you did ask for all of it," I smirk against her skin, trailing my lips along her shoulder, savoring every inch.

"Mm, maybe I underestimated how much you had to give," she purrs, twisting slightly to meet my gaze.

"There's plenty more where that came from, trust me." I catch her earlobe between my teeth, drawing a soft moan from her.

"Guess I'll have to, won't I?" she breathes.

"Tomorrow," I promise, sincerity and exhaustion mingling in my voice. "You're not getting rid of me that easily."

"Good," she murmurs contentedly.

We settle deeper under the covers, her body warm and pliant against mine. For a moment, there's a disbelief in my body—and the overwhelming knowledge that this wonderful woman in my arms is all mine.

With all my fucked-upness, I can only pray that I can keep her there.

As sleep starts to pull me under, the last thing I hear is her soft whisper, "Goodnight, Gio," just before my eyes flutter shut.


Chapter 20
Lexi


Iwake up to the soft light of dawn filtering through the hotel curtains and the even softer sound of Gio's breathing beside me. For a moment, I just lie there, drinking in the sight of him.

His dark hair is tousled from sleep—and, let's be honest, from our activities from last night—and there's a hint of stubble along his jaw that I find insanely fuckable.

God, when did I become such a horny animal?

This man and his emerald green eyes are my kryptonite, and as if sensing my gaze, Gio's eyes flutter open. He blinks a few times, confused, before his eyes land on me and a slow, lazy grin spreads across his face.

"Morning, Brookes," he mumbles, voice still rough with sleep. "You planning on staring at me all day, or do I get a good morning kiss?"

I roll my eyes, but I can feel a smile tugging at my lips. "Cocky much, De Luca?"

"You weren't complaining about my cockiness last night," he smirks, pulling me closer.

And just like that, we're kissing. It starts soft, almost tentative, like we're both still not quite sure this is real. But then Gio's hand slides down my back, and I arch into him, and suddenly there's nothing tentative about it at all.

As our kiss deepens, I let my hands wander, fingers tracing the contours of his chest.

I pull away slightly and start trailing kisses down his neck, savoring every inch of skin between us. My lips move lower, brushing over the hard planes of his abdomen, feeling him tense beneath me. I hear his breath catch, and a low chuckle escapes him.

"Gio De Luca, struck silent for once?" I tease, glancing up to see his hooded gaze fixed on me.

"Made speechless by you, Brookes. I'll happily complain later."

With another grin, I continue my descent, my lips skimming down the V-line next to his hips.

He's gloriously naked. And hard already.

Meeting his eyes once more, I kiss the tip of his erection, grinning at his sharp intake of breath. Then, without another word, I wrap my mouth around him, and his response is immediate, a strangled noise that makes my pulse quicken.

I hollow my cheeks and swirl my tongue, keeping my eyes locked on his as I take him deeper. Gio's hands tangle in my hair, and his hips jerk, a broken curse slipping past his lips.

"God, Lex, you're fucking incredible," he groans, the words rough and breathy.

The praise sends a thrill through me, urging me onward. My fingers dig into his thighs, steadying myself as I build a rhythm, each glide earning me more of his sinful murmurings.

"Just like that. So perfect."

His hand tightens, guiding me, encouraging me to take him as far as I can. The way he watches me, eyes dark and hungry, pushes me close to the edge.

"You're doing so fucking good, baby." His voice is a low growl, each word a stroke against my skin. The room is filled with the sound of his ragged breathing and my own heartbeat thundering in my ears.

With each filthy affirmation, I give more, desperate to drive him over the edge, to hear the way he unravels for me. Only for me.

My heart races as Gio's grip tightens, and the heat in his gaze sears into me. Every word he utters is like a match, striking against tinder, setting me alight.

I savor the push and pull.

The way his body responds to every flick of my tongue and hollow of my cheeks. The way his hips buck with a wild desperation.

I brace myself, eager to give him everything he's been pushing for.

"More, Lex. Fuck, just like that," he growls, each syllable a command that sends a shiver through me.

His hands tighten, almost desperately, in my hair as I feel him drawing ever-nearer to the edge. I keep my eyes on his, observing the tumult of emotions flickering there, knowing I've caused every single one of them.

The intensity builds, a crescendo of ecstasy, until Gio's entire body shudders and he spills into my mouth.

I swallow instinctively, my hum vibrating against him as I do, drawing out his release and savoring the taste of his surrender.

Gio's moans crackle through the room, their sound twined with my satisfaction as I continue my gentle ministrations, ensuring every moment of his climax is savored until he finally relaxes, spent and utterly mine.

When we finally come down from our shared high, I'm sprawled across Gio's chest, both of us breathing hard and grinning like idiots.

"Well," I say, propping my chin on his chest to look at him. "That's one way to start the morning."

He chuckles, the sound rumbling through his chest. "Beats coffee any day. And you know that's saying a lot for me."

We lay there for a while, trading lazy kisses and even lazier conversation.

It's nice. Peaceful. So of course, my brain has to go and ruin it.

"Gio," I say, sitting up slightly. "What are we going to do?"

He frowns, his hand stilling where it had been tracing patterns on my back. "About what?"

I gesture vaguely between us. "This. Us. I mean, you're still my story. I'm still your...whatever I am. We can't exactly go public with this."

Gio's frown deepens, and he sits up, forcing me to readjust my position. "Why not?"

I blink, caught off guard by his directness. "What do you mean, why not? Gio," I scoff. "There are rules. My network has strict policies about fraternizing with subjects. Not to mention the potential conflict of interest..."

"So what?" he cuts me off, a hint of frustration in his voice. "Lexi, what we have here—it's real. At least, it is for me. Are we really going to let some corporate rulebook dictate our lives?"

I sigh, running a hand through my tangled hair. "It's not that simple, Gio. This is my career we're talking about. Everything I've worked for."

"And what about everything we've worked for? Doesn't that count for anything?"

The hurt in his voice is like a knife to my gut. "Of course it does. You have to know how much you mean to me by now. But we need to be smart about this. If we go public now, it could ruin both our careers. We need time to figure things out, to finish this story and then...then we can see where we stand."

Gio's quiet for a long moment, and I can practically see the gears turning in his head. Finally, he sighs. "Fine. We'll keep it under wraps for now. But Lex? I'm not fucking ashamed of us. And I'm not going to hide forever."

I lean in, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. "I know. And we won't. Just...give me some time, okay?"

He nods, but I can see the lingering doubt in his eyes. Before I can say anything else, he stands, stretching in a way that momentarily short-circuits my brain. "I'm gonna grab a shower. Want to join me?"

The offer is tempting. So, so tempting. But I shake my head. "Raincheck? I should probably check in with work, make sure the world hasn't ended while we've been in our little bubble."

Gio shrugs, but I don't miss the flash of disappointment in his eyes. "Your loss, Brookes. Don't work too hard."

As the bathroom door closes behind him, I flop back onto the bed, groaning. When did my life become so complicated?

I reach for my phone, wincing at the number of notifications.

Emails from my editor, texts from Gabi (oops, forgot about that dinner), and...a message from Sophie.

Curious, I open it. It's a link, followed by a string of panicked emojis. Frowning, I click.

And feel my heart drop to my stomach.

It's an article. More specifically, it's a grainy photo of Gio and me, walking together in Seattle.

We're not doing anything explicitly romantic, but the body language is...well, let's just say it's not how a journalist typically looks at her subject.

The headline screams: "LOVE ON ICE? BLADES STAR AND SPORTS REPORTER CAUGHT CANOODLING"

"Shit," I mutter, scrolling frantically through the article. It's mostly speculation, but there are enough grains of truth to make my palms sweat.

This is fucked. Very, very fucked.

And as if my phone can hear my thoughts, it buzzes again.

Another text from Sophie.

"Sooo...Charlie is on the warpath. Wants to talk to you ASAP. What do you want me to tell him?"

I close my eyes, feeling the beginnings of a panic attack creeping in.

Fuck. He must know.

This can't be happening. All my hard work. All my dreams.

Potentially gone in the flash of a camera.

The sound of the shower continues in the background, a soothing contrast to the chaos erupting in my mind.

I have maybe ten minutes before Gio comes out, ten minutes to decide what the hell I'm going to do.

Do I come clean? Tell Gio everything and face the music together? Or do I try to handle this on my own, protect him from the fallout?

My fingers hover over the phone, torn between calling my boss and coming clean to Gio.

The weight of my career, my reputation, and this newfound relationship all hang in the balance.

As steam seeps out from under the bathroom door, I'm frozen in indecision. The steady rhythm of the shower feels like a countdown, each droplet bringing me closer to a moment of truth I'm not sure I'm ready for.


Chapter 21
Gio


The hot water cascades over my shoulders, easing the tension I didn't even realize I was carrying. As steam fills the bathroom, my mind drifts to the events of the past twenty-four hours.

Lexi Brookes, the bane of my existence turned...what? Girlfriend? Lover? The woman who's turned my world upside down in the best possible way?

A grin spreads across my face as I remember the way she looked last night. And this morning.

All flushed cheeks and mussed hair.

The way she gasped my name, the feel of her skin against mine.

It's enough to make the strongest man forget about everything else.

Playoffs. Press. The whole damn world.

The bathroom door creaks open, pulling me from my reverie.

"Gio?" Lexi's voice is tight, strained in a way that immediately puts me on edge.

"Yeah, baby," I call back. "Come to join me after all?"

There's a pause, and I can practically hear the thoughts run. When she speaks again, her voice is closer. "I...we need to talk. There's something…"

But whatever she was about to say is lost as I pull back the shower curtain, reaching for her. "Talk later," I murmur, drawing her into the shower, sheet and all.

She yelps, dropping the thin white sheet she'd been clutching, a mix of surprise and laughter bubbling from her throat. "Gio! What are you…the sheet is going to get all wet!"

I grin, pressing her against the cool tile as I fling the fabric out of the glass-enclosed space with a wet slap. "Well, that's easily fixed, isn't it?"

For a moment, I see the worry in her eyes, the tension in her shoulders. But then something shifts, like she's made a decision, and suddenly she's kissing me with a fervor that takes my breath away.

As the water beats down on us, turning her blonde hair dark gold, I marvel at her. At this wild, passionate woman who has captured my icy heart and soul. Who has somehow managed to make me feel something beyond the ice and the game.

I hold her close, my hands sliding down her back, committing every curve, every dip of her delectable body to memory.

I kiss her harder before reaching down and hooking my hands under her thighs. I lift her and she sighs against my lips, wrapping her legs around my waist.

I press her up against the wall and she gasps, arching into me. I can feel her heat, even through the steam and water.

I'm lost in the sensation of Lexi's warmth surrounding me as I enter her, a perfect blend of heat and moisture that draws me deeper.

Her breathy sighs. The way she grips my shoulders.

It all feels incredible.

But nothing feels as incredible as her pussy.

I feel her—feel it—pulsating in time with the rhythm we create. With every stroke of my hard cock. With every swivel of my ready hips.

And just like that, we're lost in each other.

The worries of the outside world fade away, replaced by the slide of wet skin, the taste of water and desire, the sound of breathless moans echoing off tile walls.

It's different from last night.

Faster. More urgent.

It's like we're both trying to prove something. To each other, to ourselves, I'm not sure.

But as Lexi arches against me, her nails digging into my shoulders, I decide I don't really care about the why.

I'm too focused on the here and now. Too focused on thrusting into Lexi with everything I've got. Too focused on how the water splashing around us is drowned out by the symphony of her moans and my hushed whispers.

"You feel that, Lex? How perfectly you take me?" I murmur against her ear, feeling her shudder in response. With each movement, her gasps grow louder, urging me to go deeper, harder.

"I love how you wrap around me," I continue, my voice rough and low, "like you were made for this, made for me."

Her nails dig into my shoulders, and that delightful bite of pain pushes me to go harder. Lexi's breathing turns ragged, and I know she's close—her moans cresting into a sweet crescendo of pleasure.

"Come for me, beautiful," I coax, pounding into her with an unyielding rhythm.

And then she breaks, her climax washing over her like a tidal wave, her body clenching and trembling against mine. I hold her tight, soaking in every second, every sensation of that exquisite moment as she screams my name.

She moans against my lips as I come inside her, her fingers tangling in my wet hair. And I know that this is where I belong. In this moment with this woman who has become everything to me.

The water eventually runs cold, but we don't care. We stay wrapped up in each other until our skin shrivels and the bathroom is filled with steam.

As I drop her to her feet, Lexi shivers in my arms, and I reach behind her to shut off the shower.

"Well," I say, unable to keep the smugness out of my voice, "that was the best shower I've ever taken."

She smacks my chest lightly, but I don't miss the way her lips twitch, fighting a smile. "Oh yeah? I'm sure a famous pro hockey player like you has taken plenty of...steamy showers."

I gaze down at her, the mirth gone from my grin. Suddenly, everything feels serious as I reach for a towel, wrapping it around her. "None like that, sweetheart. Only with you."

She looks up at me, hazel eyes glazing, and I kiss her wet forehead.

"C'mere," I beckon. I gently dry her off, making sure to pay extra attention to her soft curves, eliciting a contented sigh from her. As I finish up, I hand her a fluffy robe and help her put it on.

"Thank you," she whispers, wrapping her arms around me.

I hold her close, feeling the warmth of our bodies radiating through the plush fabric. "Always."

We stand there for a moment, just holding each other, before reality comes diving back in. We have to get dressed.

I have a game. She has a job. Both we need to save.

By the time we're back in the bedroom, I'm already reaching for my game-day suit. Lexi pulls on her clothes, and I can't help but watch as the fabric hugs her curves in all the right places.

"You know," I say, smiling as my gaze glues to her ass. "After the game tonight, we can make a night of it."

"Make a night of what?" Lexi asks, turning to face me with a raised eyebrow.

I shrug. "Celebrating our win."

"You haven't even played the game yet."

I pull on my suit jacket. "A minor detail."

Lexi laughs and shakes her head. "And what would this night consist of?"

"Me. You. Pineapple pizza and a showing of Goodfellas."

"Pineapple pizza? Really?"

I nod, giving her my best puppy-dog eyes. "Please?"

She rolls her eyes but smiles. "Fine, but only because you're cute when you beg."

I grin triumphantly. "I can beg all night if that means I get to spend it with you." I close the distance between us, pulling her into a kiss, and my thoughts wander. "So, what was it you wanted to talk about earlier? Before I so rudely interrupted you."

Lexi freezes, as my fingers play in her hair. "I...it's nothing. Don't worry about it."

"Doesn't seem like nothing. Come on, Brookes. You can tell me anything."

I press my lips to hers one more time.

She takes a deep breath, and I can see her steeling herself for something. "Gio, there's...there's an article. About us."

I frown. "What kind of article?"

"The kind with pictures," she says, her voice barely above a whisper. "From Seattle. We're not...I mean, it's not explicit or anything, but..."

"But it's enough," I finish for her, my mind racing. "Shit. Lexi, I'm so sorry. I know you wanted to keep this under wraps, and now..."

She shakes her head, cutting me off. "It's not your fault. If anything, it's mine. I should have been more careful, more professional. God, Gio, my boss is going to kill me. The network has strict rules about fraternizing with subjects, and I've just broken every single one of them."

I watch as she paces the room, her earlier calm evaporating with every step.

Part of me wants to pull her close, to tell her we'll figure it out together.

But another part—the part that's been burned before, that's always waiting for the other shoe to drop—understands why she's freaking out. We're both risking a lot by being together.

And I sure as shit haven't even told my own sister that I'm sleeping with her best friend. She'd kill me. And then resurrect me just so she can kill me again.

The trade talks, our careers, even our relationships...they're all on the line.

"Your boss," I say slowly, a thought occurring to me. "He doesn't know about the article yet?"

Lexi stops pacing, looking at me warily. "I'm not sure. Why?"

"Hey," I say, reaching for her hand. "We'll figure this out. We'll talk to your boss, explain everything. Maybe we can spin it in a positive light."

She looks at me skeptically. "You really think that's possible? That the news station won't just see me as another fawning jersey-chaser who can’t keep her hands out of the cookie jar?”

I take a deep breath and cup her face in my hands. “I’d make a joke about my pants being the cookie jar, but I’m seeing that it’s not the time or place.” I smile, wiping my thumbs across the unshed tears beneath her lower lashes. “As far as what that station or anyone else says, who gives a shit, Lex? You know what this is. This is real. You. Me. Us. And if that means we have to face some consequences together, then so be it."

"Says the millionaire whose bosses don’t care if he’s boinking the woman reporter," she mutters, but I see the fear and uncertainty in her eyes.

“Hey, hey, hey. Don’t do that. Don’t act like you’re just some hookup that’ll be treated like fodder. You matter. More than the money. More than the Blades’ bullshit right now. You matter more than anything, Lexi. Know that.” And it's true. For the first time in my life, someone else's happiness means more to me than my own.

Except...

Lex has a look on her face—the kind of look she gets when she's about to say something that will make me want to punch a wall.

"What is it, Brookes?" I question, bracing myself for whatever is coming.

She takes a deep breath. "I don't know. It's just...this is all happening so fast. Yesterday we were barely speaking, and now we're what? A couple? Star-crossed lovers? I just...I need some time to think." She nods, but I can see the walls going up behind her eyes.

I swallow. "Right. Of course. We both need time to...process." I glance at the clock, suddenly desperate for an escape. "I should go. Need to make a good impression before the game. Coach will have my ass if I'm late."

"Sure," Lexi says, and the distance in her voice kills me. "Go. We'll...we'll talk later."

I grab my gear bag, hesitating at the door. I should say something. Tell her how I feel, that we'll figure this out together. But the words stick in my throat.

"Later," I manage to choke out, and I'm gone before she can say anything else.


Chapter 22
Lexi


Ican feel my phone vibrating in my pocket—again.

Gabi's name lights up the screen, pleading for my attention.

My hand hovers over it, drawn by the gravitational pull of guilt and friendship, but I can't bring myself to answer.

Not yet.

Not when I know why she's calling.

The photo, that damn photo of Gio and me, has clearly made its grand entrance into the world, throwing gasoline onto a fire I thought we'd kept safely contained.

It's not like Gabi to give up easily, but right now, the thought of discussing this very public mess is as appealing as jumping into ice water.

I let the call ring out, ignoring how my stomach twists with each buzz.

The stakes aren't just high. They're personal, intimate, affecting both of us.

And yet all I can do is stand here in front of my office building, paralyzed, watching the world play out my life as if it's some kind of reality show cliffhanger.

The elevator ride up to the Sports News Now offices feels like a journey to the gallows. As if explaining to my best friend that I've been secretly sleeping with her brother isn't hard enough, I also have to face the inevitable fallout from my boss and coworkers.

I know they'll all be discussing it. Judging me. Wondering how a "smart girl" like me could do something so reckless and hurtful.

As expected, as soon as the doors slide open, I'm hit with a wall of noise and barely concealed stares.

Great.

Looks like I'm the hottest topic since the Blades made the playoffs.

"Well, well, well," Parker Altman's smarmy voice cuts through the chatter. "If it isn't our resident ice queen. Tell me, Brookes, is De Luca as hot in the sheets as he is on the ice?"

I force a smile, all teeth and venom. "Wouldn't you like to know, Parker? Unfortunately, some of us prefer to keep our personal lives personal. Novel concept, I know."

Before he can retort, I spot Sophie waving frantically from the break room. I send a thank you to the universe for overeager interns, grateful for the distraction.

"Duty calls," I say, brushing past Parker. "Try not to miss me too much."

As I make my escape, I can practically feel the heat of Parker's glare on my back. But I refuse to let it get to me. Not when Sophie is waiting with a sympathetic smile and a cup of coffee in hand.

"Rough morning?" she asks, handing me the steaming mug.

"You have no idea," I mutter, taking a grateful sip.

Sophie leans against the counter, her brows furrowed in concern. "Do you want to talk about it?"

I take a deep breath, feeling the weight of guilt and shame crushing down on me once again. How did I let things get so complicated?

I shake my head. "No. What I want to do is get to my office and start damage control. I can't afford for this to affect my job."

Sophie nods understandingly. "Well, just so you know, the office is buzzing with rumors about you and De Luca. But don't worry, I've been shutting them down as best I can."

I smile gratefully at her. Sophie may be young and inexperienced, but she's proving to be a valuable ally in this mess.

"Thanks, Soph," I say sincerely. "I owe you one."

She waves it off with a grin. "Just remember that when I need another internship recommendation."

"I will." I take another sip of my coffee. "Want to update me on the what's going on?"

I motion in the direction of my office, walking toward it with Sophie at my side.

"Sure," she says, her dark bob bouncing as she follows. "Well, the good news is, not everyone believes it. There's a lot of speculation, but without concrete proof..."

"And the bad news?"

She bites her lip. "Charlie's on the warpath. He's been asking for you all morning. And...well, there's been some talk about reassigning the De Luca piece."

My heart drops. "Reassigning? To who?"

"No one specific yet," Sophie says quickly. "But I did overhear some of the higher-ups talking about maybe switching gears entirely. Focus on a different player possibly."

I lean forward, a mix of dread and desperate hope churning in my stomach. "Like who?"

Sophie's eyes light up, oblivious to my internal turmoil. "Well, there's been some buzz about Evan Daniels. Like I told you before, he's got a pretty interesting backstory. Single dad, came back from a career-threatening injury...could be a good angle."

The awe in her voice is almost comical. I can't help but smile at her enthusiasm.

"That does sound interesting," I say slowly, trying to keep my voice steady. "But what about De Luca?"

Sophie shrugs. "I don't know. Maybe they'll give it to someone else, or maybe they'll just scrap the whole story." She pauses and looks at me with concern in her eyes. "I'm sorry, Lexi. I know how much this piece meant to you."

Finally reaching my office, I sink into a chair, suddenly feeling every one of my thirty-one years. "Tell me about it. I don't suppose there's any chance this will all blow over by lunch?"

Sophie winces, and I have all the answer I need.

For a moment, I let myself imagine it. A fresh start, a new subject.

No complicated feelings. No ethical dilemmas.

Just a straightforward story about a player overcoming adversity. It sounds...simple. Safe.

But then Gio's face flashes in my mind.

His smile. His laugh. The way he looked at me this morning.

And my chest aches with a longing I can't afford to feel.

"It's a good idea, Soph," I say, forcing a smile. "I'll...I'll think about it."

Before she can respond, my phone buzzes. It's a text from Charlie's assistant. "Charlie wants to see you. Now."

"Showtime," I mutter, standing up. "Wish me luck?"

Sophie nods. "You got this. You're the best damn reporter we've got. Charlie knows that."

I wish I shared her confidence.

The walk to Charlie's office feels like the longest of my life. Each step is a reminder of every line I've crossed, every rule I've broken.

By the time I reach his door, my palms are sweating and my heart is racing like I've just run a marathon. I take a deep breath and knock.

"Come in," Charlie's gruff voice says from inside.

I push the door open, my hand shaking slightly.

He looks up from his desk, his expression unreadable as always. Charlie Holcomb is a man who looks like he was born in a three-piece suit, perpetually disgruntled and always two seconds away from a heart attack. Today, his face is an alarming shade of red that clashes horribly with his thinning grey hair.

"Sit down, Brookes," he barks, gesturing to the chair in front of his desk.

I comply, trying to project an air of calm I definitely don't feel.

"So," Charlie says, leaning back in his chair. "Want to tell me what the hell is going on?"

I take a deep breath. "Charlie, I can explain…”

"Explain? Explain what, exactly? How my top reporter is suddenly the subject of every gossip rag in the city? How you've potentially compromised one of our biggest stories of the year? Please, Brookes. Enlighten me."

For a moment, I consider denying everything.

Claiming it's all a misunderstanding. A trick of the camera angle. But looking at Charlie's face, I know he won't buy it. And more importantly, I'm tired of lying.

"The photos are real," I admit, my voice barely above a whisper. "Gio and I...there is something between us. But Charlie, I swear, it hasn't affected my ability to report objectively."

"Objectively? Sounds to me like you're boning your subject, Brookes! There's nothing objective about that!"

"It's not like that," I argue, even as I know it's a losing battle. "We've only...it's new. And I've been nothing but professional in my coverage."

"Professional?" Charlie scoffs. "Do you have any idea the position you've put me in? The network has rules about this sort of thing for a reason. We can't afford even the appearance of impropriety."

I nod, swallowing hard. "I know. And I'm sorry. It won't happen again."

Charlie eyes me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Finally, he sighs. "You're damn right it won't. Because if it does, you're off the story. Hell, you might be out of a job entirely. Do I make myself clear?"

"Crystal," I say, relief warring with a growing sense of dread in my chest.

"Good. Now, here's what's going to happen. You're going to finish this feature on De Luca. But from now on, all your interactions with him are to be strictly professional. No more private meetings. No more late-night rendezvous. If you so much as look at him the wrong way, I'll have Parker Altman take over the piece. Understood?"

The thought of Parker getting his hands on Gio's story—on my story—makes my blood boil. But I nod, knowing I'm in no position to argue.

"Yes, sir," I say. "It won't be a problem."

As I leave Charlie's office, the full weight of the situation crashes down on me.

This isn't just about my career anymore.

It's about Gio's reputation, his future in the league. It's about the story I set out to tell, the truth I wanted to uncover.

And as much as it kills me to admit it, I'm starting to realize that I can't have it all.

I can't be the hard-hitting journalist and the woman falling for her subject. I can't protect my career and pursue a relationship with Gio.

Something has to give.

I make my way back to my desk, ignoring the curious stares and whispered comments. My mind is a whirlwind of conflicting emotions, but one thought keeps pushing its way to the forefront...

I have to end things with Gio.

The very idea makes my chest ache, but what choice do I have?

If I don't, I'll lose my job, my credibility, everything I've worked so hard for.

The best thing, as screwed up as it is, is to end it now, before we're in too deep. Before we hurt each other even more.

I try to convince myself that this is the right decision. That I'm being professional. Ethical. Responsible. But it's no use.

In my heart, I know that ending things with Gio will be one of the hardest things I've ever done.

But as a journalist, it's my job to tell the truth. And sometimes, that means making sacrifices and tough decisions.

Like I've always promised on my Sports News Now cast, I'm making the tough call.

But I've never felt less like a winner in my life.


Chapter 23
Gio


The arena is quiet when I arrive, the calm before the storm of tonight's game. I'm early.

Earlier than I've been in years. The ice might be the only thing that can temper the heat coursing through my veins.

I navigate through the tunnel toward the locker room, staring out at the crowded stands. I should be mentally preparing for the game—to figuring out how to be a player that the Blades will want to keep, but all I can think about is Lexi.

Her smile. Her laugh. The way she looks at me like no one ever has.

But that's just it...no one ever has. Not in this way.

I've had plenty of flings and one-night stands, but never someone who makes me feel seen and understood like she does.

"Giovanni De Luca, don't you dare take another step."

I wince, turning to face the voice I know better than my own.

Gabi's standing there, arms crossed, looking every inch the formidable PR head she is. You'd never know my baby sis has two kids and a husband by how she runs this team.

In a designer wrap dress and heels, no less.

She steps forward, green gaze narrowed. But there's something else in her eyes.

Worry. Maybe even a hint of hurt.

"Uh hey, Gabs. What's up?"

She arches one dark eyebrow. "What's up? Really? That's what you're going with?"

"Look, if this is about the article…"

"Of course it's about the article!" Gabi explodes, her composure finally cracking. "Gio, what the hell were you thinking? Lexi? Really?"

And just like that, I'm done pretending. "Yeah, Lexi. Really."

Gabi's eyes widen, and I can see the moment it really hits her. "Oh my God. It's true, isn't it? You and Lexi..."

I nod, bracing myself for the explosion. But instead, Gabi just deflates, looking more tired than angry.

"How long?" she asks quietly.

"Not long," I admit. "It's new. We're still figuring it out."

Gabi shakes her head, a mix of disbelief and something that might be amusement on her face. "Unbelievable. My best friend and my brother. But you guys hate each other."

"Define 'hate’."

"You don't do relationships, Gio. And she's...well, she's Lexi. I don't believe this."

"Trust me, neither did we."

Gabi sighs, running a hand through her hair before looking back up at me. "You know this is going to cause a lot of drama, right? Lexi could very possibly lose her job."

"That won't happen. I won't let it happen."

Gabi looks at me incredulously. "Are you serious? You're willing to ruin Lexi's career for a fling?"

"It's not a fling," I reply firmly. "And it's not just about her. It's about finally finding someone who gets me."

Gabi gives me a sad smile. "I get that, Gio. I really do. But you need to do the right thing."

"I know," I say quietly, looking down at my hands. "But I can't keep living a lie just to please everyone else."

For a moment, we just stand there, the weight of the revelation hanging between us. Then Gabi sighs, her expression softening.

"Are you happy, Gio?"

The question catches me off guard. Am I happy? With Lexi, yeah. Happier than I've been in a long time.

But with everything else? The secrecy, the complications, the potential fallout?

"I am," I finally say. "And Lexi...she's worth it. Worth figuring it out."

Gabi studies me for a long moment, then nods. "Okay. Then I guess I'm happy for you. But Gio? Be careful. This could blow up in both your faces if you're not smart about it."

"I know. We're working on it."

"You'd better be working on not hurting my friend," Gabi warns, but there's a small smile playing on her lips.

"I would never hurt her," I promise sincerely.

"Good. And make sure she doesn't hurt you either. She may be tiny, but Lexi has a mean right hook."

"So, you're not mad?" I ask tentatively.

"Do you want me to be mad?"

"No, of course not. I just...I value your opinion."

Gabi's expression softens even more and she gives me a hug. "I may not agree with everything you do, but I'll always support you." She releases me with a laugh. "But if you hurt my girl, it's my right hook you'll need to worry about. Now go figure out how to make this work without getting traded or kicked off the team."

As Gabi walks away, I feel like a weight has been lifted.

No more lying. No more hiding.

At least not from the people who matter most.

In the locker room, I suit up with a newfound sense of purpose.

Tonight, I'm not just playing for the team or for the playoffs. I'm playing for Lex.

To show her—to show everyone—that I can be more than just the hothead jackass that everyone thinks I am.

I'll prove to her that I'm capable of being a good teammate, a loyal boyfriend, and maybe even...a better man.

As the game begins, my focus is solely on the ice.

Problem is, this game is intense from the first drop of the puck. The Buffalo team is out for blood, clearly seeing us as the team to beat.

But for once, I'm not taking the bait.

When their star defenseman, a mountain of a man named Kruger, slams me into the boards, I don't retaliate. When their enforcer slashes at my hand with his stick, I keep my cool.

I can see the confusion on Kruger's face, the frustration when I don't take the bait.

He tries again in the second period, a dirty slash to my ankles that the ref somehow misses. But instead of dropping gloves and showing this motherfucker what I'm made of, I skate away and keep my composure.

And it pays off. With less than a minute left in the second period, we're down by one goal. But then Kruger taunts as we line up for a face-off. "What's the matter, De Luca? Lost your edge? Or just scared?"

I meet his eyes, letting a slow smile spread across my face. "Nah, man. Just got better things to do than dance with you all night."

The look on his face is priceless.

We win the game 3-2, and I manage to rack up two assists without a single penalty. As the final buzzer sounds, I can't help but scan the crowd, looking for a familiar blonde head. But Lexi's nowhere to be seen.

Probably for the best, I tell myself. We need to be careful, after all.

And speaking of careful...

Avoiding the locker room reporters is harder than I thought.

The Lexi rumors. My restraint with Kruger. My sudden improvement on the ice.

They all want answers, but I give them nothing.

After a quick shower and change, I head out of the arena and immediately pull out my phone.

I shoot Lexi a quick text. "Game's over. Where are you?"

She replies almost instantly. "At your place. Waiting for you."

A smile pulls at my lips as I hop into my car and start driving.

By the time I make it home, I'm exhausted but wired. The adrenaline from the game is still pumping through my veins, mixed with a heady cocktail of hope and anxiety about Lexi.

I'm so lost in thought that I almost miss it. The faint trace of Lexi's perfume.

A grin spreads across my face as I push open the door. "You know, Brookes, breaking and entering is still illegal, even for star reporters."

But the smile dies on my lips when I see her face. Lexi's standing in the middle of the room, looking like she's facing a firing squad rather than her...whatever I am to her.

Dressed in a sleek black dress, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, she looks stunning.

But there's something in her eyes. A sadness that wasn't there before.

I close the door behind me and take a few steps towards her. "What's wrong?" I ask softly, reaching out to brush a stray strand of hair away from her face.

She sighs and leans into my touch. "Nothing," she says with a shrug, but I can tell she's lying.

"Come on, Lex. You know you can't hide anything from me."

She looks up at me and for a moment, it feels like we're the only two people in the world. Then her gaze flickers away and she takes a deep breath. "I, uh, wanted to tell you that you had a great game tonight. You were...you were amazing out there."

I take a step toward her, frowning at the way she tenses. "Thanks. I was hoping you'd be there. I wanted to show you..."

"Gio," she cuts me off, and something in her tone makes my blood run cold. "We need to talk."

And just like that, I know. I know before she says another word that this isn't going to be the reunion I was hoping for.

"Lex," I start, reaching for her, but she takes a step back.

"Please," she says, and I can see the tears shining in her eyes. "Please don't make this harder than it already is."

"Make what harder?"

She takes a deep breath, squaring her shoulders like she's preparing for battle. "This. Us." She chews on her bottom lip, her gaze flickering up to meet mine. "It can't happen, Gio. It was a mistake. A beautiful, wonderful mistake, but a mistake nonetheless."

I feel like the air has been knocked out of me. My mind is reeling, trying to make sense of what she's saying. "What are you talking about?"

"I can't do this anymore," she says firmly, her voice steady now as if she's made up her mind.

"Do what? Be with me?"

She nods, tears finally spilling down her cheeks. "It's not fair to either of us. We both know why we never started anything in the first place."

"But that was years ago, Lex. We've both grown and changed."

"I know," she whispers, looking away again. "But some things never change. This could ruin both of us. Your career, my career...it's not worth the risk."

"Not worth the risk?" I repeat, anger starting to bubble up beneath the hurt. "So that's all I am to you? A risk?"

"Of course not," she says, and I can see the pain in her eyes. "You're...you're everything to me, Gio. And that's the problem. That's why this has to end now before it goes any further. I can't be objective about you anymore. I can't do my job. Can't be the journalist I need to be, if I'm with you."

I want to argue. Want to tell her that we can make it work, that what the hell we began is worth fighting for. But the words stick in my throat.

Because deep down, I know she's right.

I'm a problem for her. A thorn in the side of her burgeoning career.

Thing is...

I assumed I was a thorn worth having.

A risk worth taking.

But she doesn't see it that way. And I fucking knew it.

I knew this would happen.

But knowing that doesn't make it hurt any less.

"So that's it?" I ask, hating the way my voice sounds weak and broken. "We just...pretend none of this ever happened?"

Lexi swallows hard, and I can see she's fighting back tears. "We finish the story. Professionally. And then...then we go our separate ways."

I clench my jaw, trying to hold back the anger and hurt that's threatening to consume me. "Fine. Let's just finish this damn story."

"Okay." She nods. "I'll be back in two days to get the rest of the notes and interviews. We can meet at the cafe down the street from your office."

I nod, not trusting myself to speak without yelling or breaking something.

Lexi walks to the door, her hand hovering over the handle before she turns back to me. "I'm sorry," she says softly, tears spilling down her cheeks. "I never wanted it to end this way."

"Me neither," I say, my voice barely audible as she closes the door behind her.

I sink onto the couch, feeling numb and empty inside. This wasn't how things were supposed to go.

But I guess life doesn't always go according to plan.

I thought I had found my happily ever after with Lexi, but now I'm left alone to pick up the pieces of a shattered future.

The truth is, I'm already in too deep. I'm already fallen for Lexi Brookes.

Hard and fast and completely.

And I have no idea how I'm supposed to let her go.


Chapter 24
Lexi


The editing room feels more like a prison cell than a workplace. I've been staring at the same footage of Gio for hours, trying to cobble together a feature that doesn't scream, "I'm hopelessly in love with my subject".

So far, I'm failing miserably.

My eyes burn from lack of sleep, and the coffee in my mug has long gone cold. I can't remember the last time I ate something that wasn't from a vending machine.

This is what rock bottom feels like, I think. This is what happens when you rip your own heart out and try to pretend like it never existed.

Every time Gio's face appears on the screen, grinning or staring or just being his infuriatingly charming self, it's like a knife twisting in my gut.

I did this. I pushed him away.

I broke us before we even had a chance to begin.

My phone buzzes for the umpteenth time today. Another missed call from Gabi. I wince, guilt gnawing at my insides. I should talk to her, explain everything. But it feels kinda fucked telling your best friend that you broke her brother's heart...and your own in the process.

The thought of Gabi sends a fresh wave of ache to my chest.

I've lost not just Gio, but potentially my best friend too.

All in the name of what? Professional integrity? A career that suddenly feels hollow and meaningless?

I catch a glimpse of myself in the dark computer screen.

Pale, red-eyed, a shadow of the bold-ass reporter I used to be.

Is this really what success looks like? Loneliness wrapped in a veneer of journalistic ethics?

"Alexandra?" The editor, Mike, breaks through my brooding. "You okay? You've been staring at that same clip for ten minutes."

I force a smile, but it feels more like a grimace. "Yeah, sorry. Just...trying to find the right angle."

Mike nods, but I can see the concern in his eyes. "Look, I know this isn't easy…but we've got enough here for a solid piece. Maybe not the exposé Charlie was hoping for, but…"

"It'll be fine," I cut him off, probably more sharply than necessary. "I just need a little more time."

"All right. If that's what you want." He pauses. "I'm gonna grab some coffee. Want anything?"

I shake my head, already turning back to the screen. Back to Gio's face, his smile, his eyes that seem to look right through me even in pixelated form.

I can still remember the first time I met him, at Gabi's birthday party. He was charming and witty, with a glint in his eyes that hinted at something more beneath the surface.

Over the years, we'd circled each other like vultures. Pecking at each other. Sniping.

But there was always a unspoken mutual respect.

Until now.

I'm so lost in my own misery that I almost miss the tentative knock at the door. "Come in," I call out, not bothering to look up.

"Um, Miss Brookes—Lexi? Do you have a minute?"

I freeze, recognizing Sophie's voice. Slowly, I swivel my chair to face her. "Sophie? What are you doing here?"

She steps into the room, closing the door behind her. There's an excitement in her blue eyes that makes me instantly wary.

"I've got news," she says, practically bouncing on her toes. "Big news. About Parker Altman."

I sit up straighter. Parker Altman, the slimy excuse for a journalist who's been gunning for my job... and who nearly ruined everything with his "scoop" about Gio and me.

"What about him?"

Her dark hair bounces against her shoulders as she grins, looking far too pleased with herself. "Let's just say our friend Parker hasn't been very...professional lately."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning...the man was caught with his pants down. Literally. All that talk of professionalism. Turns out he's been having an affair with one of the Blades' interns. And I've got proof." Sophie pulls out her phone and taps at the screen before turning it towards me.

On the screen is a grainy photo of Parker, in flagrante delicto with a young woman who looks barely out of college.

I can't help but laugh. "Sophie, this is amazing. You're amazing. But...how did you…"

"Don't ask." She winks. "The point is, this is huge, Lexi. We can use this to discredit Altman completely. Make all those rumors about you and Gio disappear like they never happened."

For a moment, hope blooms in my chest. A way out.

A chance to salvage my career, my reputation. Maybe even...

But no. I shut that thought down before it can fully form. There's no going back with Gio. I made sure of that.

"I don't know, Soph," I say slowly. "Using someone else's personal life to cover up our own mistakes...it feels wrong."

Sophie's excitement dims a little. "But Lexi, think about it. This could fix everything. You could keep your job, finish the feature with Gio…"

"We'll finish it but it won't be what I'd hoped it would."

She studies me for a long moment, her expression softening. "It can be though. Right?"

I look away, unable to meet her eyes. I don't want this to be over.

Not in my heart, at least. But it has to be. For both our sakes.

"Look," Sophie says gently, "I know it's not my place. But...I've never seen you like this. You're always so strong, so in control. But with Gio...you're different. Softer. Happier."

I close my eyes, fighting back tears. "It doesn't matter how I feel, Sophie. This can't happen. It's too complicated, too risky."

"Says who? Some stuffy network rules? The court of public opinion? Since when does Lexi Brookes let anyone else dictate her life?"

Her words hit me like a bucket of cold water. When did I become this person? This scared, rule-following shell of myself?

"You have a choice here," Sophie continues. "You can use this info on Altman, squash the rumors, and move on with your life. Pretend none of this ever happened. Or..."

"Or?" I prompt, even though I'm not sure I want to hear the answer.

"Or you can fight for what you want. For who you want. Consequences be damned."

I stare at her, this intern who suddenly seems wiser than her years. "When did you get so smart, Bennett?"

She grins. "I learned from the best."

As Sophie leaves, her words echoing in my head, I turn back to the screen. To Gio's face, frozen mid-laugh during an interview.

I have a choice to make. The biggest of my life, probably.

I could take Sophie's information, bury the story about Gio and me. Save my career, my reputation. Go back to being Lexi Brookes, hard-hitting sports journalist.

It would be the smart thing to do. The safe thing.

But as I look at Gio's face, remembering the feel of his arms around me, the sound of his laugh, the way he makes me feel more alive than I have in years...I realize something.

I don't want to be safe anymore.

But how? After everything that's happened, after what I said to him...would he even want me back?

There's only one way to find out.

I need to talk to someone who understands the weight of my choices, of putting career before everything else. Someone who's been where I am, who's made the hard decisions and lived with the consequences.

I need...him.

My hand hovers over my phone, heart pounding. This could blow up in my face spectacularly. I haven't spoken to him in years, not since he missed my college graduation for a big story. He might not even pick up.

But if there's even a chance...a chance that he could help me see clearly, help me figure out if what I'm feeling for Gio is worth risking everything for...

Before I can talk myself out of it, I hit call.

The phone rings once, twice, three times. I'm about to hang up when suddenly…

"Hello?" His voice, so familiar yet so strange, fills the line.

I take a deep breath. "Dad? It's me. Lexi. We need to talk."


Chapter 25
Gio


The ice has always been my sanctuary. A place where everything else fades away, where the only thing that matters is the puck, the stick, and the goal.

But today? Today it feels more like a prison.

I skate harder, pushing myself until my lungs burn and my legs scream in protest. But no matter how fast I go, I can't outrun the memory of Lexi's face as she walked out of my life.

I thought I had it all figured out. I thought I could balance a relationship and my career, but when it came down to it, the choice was made for me.

I can't even blame her. She warned me from the beginning that this was how things would end up. But I was too selfish, too focused on my own desires to listen.

And now here I am, alone on the ice with nothing but my fucking thoughts and regrets.

"De Luca!" Coach's voice cuts through my haze. "Take five. You're gonna wear yourself out."

I nod, skating to the bench and grabbing my water bottle. As I catch my breath, I can't help but scan the stands. Empty, of course. But part of me still hopes to see a familiar blonde head, notebook in hand.

Fuck, I'm pathetic.

"Yo, Gio!" Plopping down beside me, Jacob's voice breaks through my brooding. "You planning on rejoining us mere mortals anytime soon?"

I force a grin. "Just focused on the game, man. Buffalo's not gonna be an easy win."

Jacob eyes me, taking his helmet off his sandy-brown hair. "Motherfucking BS. Seriously, dude, what's going on with you? You've been off ever since..."

He trails off, but I know what he's not saying. Ever since Lexi.

"I'm fine," I snap, harsher than I intended. "Just...leave it, okay?"

"Sure, shithead." He nudges me with his padded shoulder, blue eyes smiling before turning serious. "But you know you can talk to me, right? I'm not just the dude that saves your ass from on-the-ice rumbles. We've been down since second grade, man."

I grip my water bottle tighter, heart aching at his words. Jacob's right. We've been through everything together. He knows me better than anyone.

Except maybe Lexi now.

But that's not an option anymore.

"Yeah," I finally say, clearing my throat. "Thanks, Jake."

"Anytime." He claps me on the back before standing up and skating back to the ice.

I follow shortly after, knowing that talking is the last thing I want to do right now.

Practice drags on, each drill feeling more pointless than the last. I go through the motions, but my heart's not in it.

My fire, the passion that's driven me since I first laced up a pair of skates, feels...extinguished.

As we file into the locker room after practice, the guys are buzzing with excitement about the upcoming playoff game. But their chatter washes over me like white noise. I peel off my sweaty gear, barely registering the jokes and laughter around me.

"Hey man," Jacob says, pulling me aside as we head to the showers. "I know you're not feeling it today, but we need you out there on the ice tomorrow."

"I'll be ready," I say automatically, but we both know it's a lie.

He gives me a knowing look before clapping me on the shoulder. "I believe in you, dude."

"All right, listen up!" Coach's voice cuts through the chaos. "I want everyone rested and ready for tomorrow. No late nights, no partying. Got it?"

There's a chorus of agreement, and then everyone's dispersing, heading home to their families, their lives.

I linger, taking my time changing. The thought of going back to my empty apartment, surrounded by memories of Lexi, makes teeth grind in my mouth.

"Hey," Jacob says, appearing at my side. "A bunch of us are grabbing dinner. You in?"

"Nah, I'm good," I say, forcing a smile. "Think I'll just head home, get some rest."

Jacob sets his bag down on the bench beside me. "All right, that's enough." He points. "Outside. Now. We're talking."

Jacob—the asshole that he is—doesn't give me a choice, just waits for me to grab my bag and follows me out of the locker room.

The chilly evening air hits us as we step outside.

But Jacob just stands there, hands in his pockets, staring up at the stars.

"You gonna tell me what's going on? Or do I have to drag it out of you?" he finally asks.

I chew on my bottom lip, trying to come up with something that won't sound pathetic. "Just...having a tough time lately," I admit.

"About Lexi?"

"Yeah."

"What the hell happened?"

I laugh, but there's no humor in it. "What didn't happen? Career conflicts, ethical dilemmas, fear...take your pick."

"And you're just...accepting that?" Jacob asks, incredulity coloring his tone.

"What choice do I have? She made her decision."

"Bullshit," Jacob says, surprising me with his vehemence. "The Gio I know doesn't just roll over and accept defeat. The Gio I know fights for what he wants."

"Yeah, well, maybe that Gio's gone," I mutter, turning away.

But Jacob grabs my arm, forcing me to face him. "No, he's not. He's just scared. And you know what? That's okay. Love is scary, man. It's terrifying. But it's also worth fighting for."

I stare at him, his words hitting me like a body check. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying that I've seen the way you look at Lexi. The way she looks at you. That kind of connection? It doesn't come around often. And when it does, you don't let it go without one hell of a fight. Remember what happened when me and Gabi first got together?"

I snort. "I sure as shit do."

"And you remember wanting to kill me for it?"

"Yep."

"Well, I knew all that. I knew the consequences. Knew it could ruin our friendship. But I fought for her anyway, because I knew she was worth it. And guess what? We're still together, happier than ever."

I shake my head, feeling a twinge of jealousy mixed with admiration for my best friend and his relationship.

"You deserve that too," he continues. He seems to wait for me to respond and when I don't, he keeps going. "What? You think you're too jaded, too much of a hard-ass to deserve love?"

"Nah. I just...have a hard time trusting that the people you want to count on won't eventually leave you," I admit, my voice barely above a whisper.

"Hey, if anyone understands that, it's me. Remember my dad?" Jacob says, his own voice softening.

I nod, remembering how his father had abandoned him as a kid when his mom died. He was just eight years old. He never liked to talk about it much, but I knew the pain was still there.

"But Gabi showed me that not everyone will leave. That some people will stay and fight for you no matter what. And that's what Lexi wants to do for you."

I look at him, seeing the sincerity in his eyes. "You really think she'd try again after everything?"

"I know she would. And honestly, man, I think you should give her that chance," he says firmly. "You two have a connection that most people only dream of. Don't let it go to waste because you're too damn stubborn."

Sometimes we need a little push from our friends to see things clearly. They can offer a different perspective and help us realize what truly matters in life.

Lately, Jacob has been that voice of reason—a man willing to call me out on my BS and encourage me to take a chance.

But it won't be easy. Trust takes time to rebuild, and forgiveness is not something that comes easily for me.

However, if there's one thing I've learned from Jacob and his relationship with Gabi, it's that there's no big reward without big risk.

"For what it's worth," his voice cuts in, "you've spent your entire life fighting. Fighting on the ice, fighting for your place on the team, fighting against everyone's expectations. Why is this any different?"

Fuck yeah.

I've never backed down from a challenge in my life. Why should I start now? Especially when the stakes have never been higher?

"You're right," I say. "You're absolutely right."

Jacob grins, clapping me on the shoulder. "Of course I am. Now, what are you going to do about it?"

I pause, considering.

I could go to Lexi, try to talk to her directly. But she's already made up her mind. And she's stubborn as a toddler in the candy aisle.

No, if I'm going to do this, I need to go big. I need to show her—and everyone else—that I'm all in. That I'm willing to risk everything for her.

And suddenly, I know exactly what I need to do.

"I need to make a call," I say, reaching for my phone.

Jacob raises an eyebrow. "To Lexi?"

I shake my head, a plan quickly forming in my mind. "Nah. To someone else."

Understanding dawns on Jacob's face, followed quickly by concern. "Whoa. That's...a big move, man."

"I know," I say with determination. "But it's the only way. I need to make sure she knows how serious I am about this."

As I dial the number for Sports News Now, my heart is racing.

This could make shit worse for Lexi’s position right now, but it could also be the push she needs to see that I'm not just playing games.

The phone rings once, twice, three times. I'm about to hang up when suddenly...

"Charlie Holcomb speaking."

I take a deep breath. This is it. No turning back now.

"Mr. Holcomb? This is Giovanni De Luca." I swallow. Hard. "I'd like to you to talk about your employee, Alexandra Brookes."


Chapter 26
Lexi


Iwalk up, staring at the imposing office building before me.

It's early. Really early. The sun barely peeks over the horizon and the streets of Chicago are still relatively quiet. But I know he'll be in. He always is.

My father works harder than anyone I know, and it's always been a point of pride for him. He's built his company from the ground up, starting as a small sports news blog that he ran out of our basement.

The directory in the lobby lists "James Brookes, Senior Sports Correspondent" in bold letters. I grip the straps of my purse tightly and head for the receptionist desk.

What am I doing here?

But I know the answer, even if I don't want to admit it. I'm here because I'm lost. Because for the first time in my life, I don't know what the right move is.

And as much as it kills me to admit it, I need my father's advice...if only to know exactly what I shouldn't do.

Each step feels like I'm walking through quicksand, memories of missed birthdays and broken promises trying to pull me under.

The receptionist eyes me warily as I approach. "Can I help you?"

"I'm here to see James Brookes," I say, surprised by how steady my voice sounds. "I'm his daughter, Lexi."

Her eyes widen in recognition, and for a moment I think she might turn me away. But then she nods, picking up the phone to alert my father's assistant that I'm here.

I take a seat in one of the plush chairs by the window and try to calm my racing heart. It's been years since I've seen my father in person, and even longer since we've had a real conversation.

But this is important. I need his help, whether I like it or not.

After what feels like hours but is probably only minutes, a tall woman with short blonde hair appears at the reception desk. "Ms. Brookes? Mr. Brookes will see you now."

I stand, willing myself to keep breathing as I follow her down a long hallway, up to the elevators, and into a spacious corner office.

My father stands as I enter, his face inscrutable.

James Brookes looks exactly like I remember, yet somehow older. More lines around his eyes, more grey in his hair. But still that same confident stance, that air of someone who knows exactly who he is and what he wants.

"Alexandra," he says, and I wince at the formal use of my full name. "This is...unexpected."

He extends a hand, and I take it hesitantly, feeling the familiar callouses on his palm. "Hi, Dad." My voice cracks on the last word, and I clear my throat.

My father raises an eyebrow, his expression giving nothing away as he motions for me to sit.

As I do, I can't help but notice the array of awards lining the walls. Pulitzers, Emmys, accolades I've only dreamed of. Is this what success looks like? Is this what I've been chasing all these years?

"So," my father says, settling behind his desk. "To what do I owe this surprise visit? Last I heard, you were making quite a name for yourself at Sports News Now."

There's a hint of pride in his voice, and it hits me like a sucker punch.

All these years, and he's been keeping tabs on me?

"I...I need some advice," I admit, hating how small my voice sounds. "About work. And...life."

He leans back, studying me. "I see. And what seems to be the problem?"

Where do I even start? How do I explain Gio, the feature, the mess I've made of everything?

"I met someone," I begin, the words tumbling out. "A hockey player. I was supposed to be writing a feature on him, but...things got complicated."

My father's graying eyebrows furrow. "Complicated how?"

"We...got involved," I say, feeling heat rise to my cheeks. "Romantically. And now everything's a mess. My boss is furious, the story's in jeopardy, and I...I don't know what to do."

I expect judgment. Disappointment. A lecture on journalistic integrity and professional boundaries.

What I don't expect is the knowing look that crosses my father's face.

"Ah," he says, leaning back in his chair. "I see. And now you're wondering if you should choose love or your career."

I nod, suddenly feeling like a little girl again, seeking her father's approval.

He sighs, folding his hands on the desk. "Alexandra, let me tell you something. In this business, there's no room for sentimentality. Your career, your reputation. That's what matters. Everything else is just...noise."

I feel my heart sink. Even as I'd hoped for different advice, I'd known deep down this is exactly what he'd say.

"But what about happiness?" I ask, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice. "What about having a life outside of work?"

He waves a hand dismissively. "Happiness is fleeting. But success? That lasts. Look at me," he gestures to the awards surrounding us. "I've achieved everything I set out to do. And yes, there were...sacrifices along the way. But in the end, it was worth it."

I stare at him, really seeing him for the first time.

The empty office, devoid of family photos. The lines of loneliness etched into his face.

Is this really what I want for myself?

"So, you're saying I should choose my career over love?" I ask, already knowing the answer.

He nods, a sad smile playing on his lips. "It's the smart move, Alexandra. The safe move. Love...love is unpredictable. Messy. But your career? That you can control."

I stand abruptly, a strange calm settling over me. "Thank you, Dad. You've been...very helpful."

He blinks, clearly surprised by my sudden movement. "I have?"

"Yes. I love my career. And I plan on keeping it." I nod, already heading for the door. "But you've shown me exactly what I don't want to become."

"Alexandra, wait…"

But I'm already gone, racing down the stairs because the elevator feels too slow. My mind is clear, my heart pounding with certainty.

I won't sacrifice my happiness for success. I'll find a way to have both.

As I step outside, the warm sunlight hitting my face, I feel free. Free from the expectations and pressures of others. It's time to live life on my own terms.

I burst out of the building, gulping in the fresh air like a drowning woman. My phone is in my hand before I even realize I've pulled it out.

Charlie's office picks up on the second ring. "Sports News Now, how may I direct your call?"

"This is Lexi Brookes," I say, my voice steady and sure. "I need to speak with Charlie Holcomb immediately. It's urgent."

There's a pause, then: "I'm sorry, Ms. Brookes, but Mr. Holcomb is out of the office at the moment. Can I take a message?"

"No, you can't take a message. This is time-sensitive. Where is he?"

Another pause. "I'm not at liberty to…"

"Listen," I cut her off, channeling every ounce of determination I have. "You can either tell me where Charlie is, or you can explain to him why you obstructed a senior correspondent on a critical deadline. Your choice."

I can practically hear her weighing her options. Finally, she sighs. "He's at Chez Pierre for a breakfast meeting. But Ms. Brookes, he specifically said not to be disturbed…"

"Thank you," I say, already hanging up.

As I race toward my car, I feel a surge of adrenaline.

This is it.

For the first time in my life, I'm not following the path laid out for me. I'm not chasing accolades or bylines or my father's approval. I'm chasing my own happiness.

I'm chasing my own happiness. And if that means risking everything, so be it.

I jump in the car, putting Chez Pierre on my GPS and heading in that direction.


Chapter 27
Gio


I've faced down walls of defensemen without flinching. I've played through injuries that would make most men cry.

I've stood tall in front of screaming crowds, both cheering and booing.

But nothing, absolutely nothing, has ever terrified me as much as watching Lexi walk through those restaurant doors.

My heart is pounding so hard I'm surprised it hasn't burst out of my chest.

My palms are sweating like I'm a rookie at his first pro game. And my mind? It's a whirlwind of every moment I've shared with Lexi, every laugh, every argument, every late-night conversation.

I have no idea how she'll react to seeing me here, or if she even wants to see me at all.

But when our eyes meet and her face goes from shock to anger to something that looks almost like relief, I know I need to try.

"Hey, Brookes," I manage, shoving my hands into the pockets. "Fancy meeting you here."

She takes a step forward, then another, her eyes wide with disbelief. "What...what is all this? Where's Charlie?"

I can't help but smile, drinking in the sight of her. God, she's beautiful.

Even with her hair messy from the wind, even with that confused furrow between her brows that I've come to love so much.

"He just left," I say. "I figured after giving him a piece of my mind about doing what it takes to keep the best damn sports news correspondent in the game, he could use a break."

Lexi's blonde brows lift towards the ceiling. "You did what?"

"I basically told him that if he isn't willing to fight for you, then he doesn't deserve to have you on his team. And if he doesn't want you, there are plenty of other networks who would kill to have you. After that, I could see reason setting in for him. Think he left to lick his wounds in private." I shrug. "And besides, it would be best to have this conversation without him here."

"Conversation? What conversation?"

"The one where I tell you the truth."

"About what?" Her voice is low, but I can hear the tremor in it. She knows exactly what I'm talking about.

"About us. About how I feel."

And suddenly, all the carefully prepared speeches I had planned fly out the window.

All the flowery words. All the cliché lines. All the reasons why she's perfect for me and how I can't imagine my life without her.

They all seem so...inadequate. Because when it comes down to it, there's no words that could fully capture how much I love this woman standing in front of me.

Because the truth is simple, and it's been staring me in the face for longer than I care to admit.

"Because the truth is, Alexandra Brookes, I'm in love with you. Because the thought of going another day—hell, another minute—without you by my side is more painful than any hit I've ever taken on the ice. Because you make me a better man, and I can't imagine my life without you in it."

I take a deep breath, hoping that she'll say something, anything. But she just stares at me with wide eyes, her mouth slightly open.

"I've actually been in love with you since the day we met. And I can't keep pretending like I don't feel this way anymore. You mean everything to me."

Lexi's eyes widen, and I see tears starting to form. But I'm not done. Now that I've started, it's like a dam has broken, and everything I've been holding back comes pouring out.

"I know we've had our issues," I continue, taking a step closer to her. "I know I'm not an easy man to love. I'm stubborn, I'm hot-headed, and I've got more baggage than a hockey team on a road trip. But Lex, you make me want to be better. You challenge me, you call me on my bullshit, and somehow, miraculously, you still look at me like I'm worth something."

I take a deep breath, steeling myself for what comes next. "I've been afraid of this for so long. Afraid of letting someone in. Afraid of risking everything. But you know what scares me fucking more? The thought of losing you. Of watching you walk away and knowing I didn't fight for us with everything I have."

Lexi's crying now, silent tears streaming down her cheeks. But she's smiling too, and it's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

"Gio," she starts, but I hold up a hand.

"Wait," I say, my voice rough with emotion. "There's something I need to ask you. Something I should have done a long time ago."

And then, ignoring the protest of my battered knees, I lower myself to one knee. Lexi gasps, her hands flying to her mouth.

"Alexandra Brookes," I say, pulling out a small notebook and pen from my pocket. "You are the most infuriating, brilliant, beautiful woman I have ever met. You drive me crazy in all the best ways. You make me want to be a better man, a better player, a better everything. And I want to give you the story you deserve...the real story."

I take a deep breath, my heart pounding so hard I'm sure she must hear it. "So, what do you say, Brookes? Will you do me the honor of a re-do? A behind-the-scenes feature, no holds barred. No secrets. Just you, me, and the truth. I promise to give you full access, answer every question honestly, and maybe even throw in a few exclusive scoops for good measure."

Lexi laughs through her tears, and the sound is like music to my ears. "Is that supposed to be a proposal, De Luca? Because I've got to say, your game needs some work."

I grin, relief and joy bubbling up inside me. "What can I say? I'm better with a hockey stick than I am with words. But I mean every one of them, Lex. I love you. Will you write our story? The real one this time?"

For a moment that feels like an eternity, she just stares at me. And then, just as I'm starting to wonder if I've made a colossal mistake, she nods.

"Yes," she says, her voice barely above a whisper. Then louder, "Yes, you big idiot. Of course I'll write our story."

I'm on my feet in an instant. I grab her off her feet, sweeping her into my arms and spinning her around.

She laughs, bright and joyous, and I think my heart might fucking burst at the sound.

When I finally set her down, I press the notebook and pen into her hands. "So, star reporter, where do you want to start?"

"How about at the beginning?" She clears her throat and holds the pen near my mouth. "Tell me, Mr. De Luca, when did you first realize you were falling for the nosy journalist who was making your life hell?"

I grin and lean in, my lips just inches from hers. "Oh, that's easy. It was the moment she walked into my life and rocked it to its core. And I haven't been able to get her out of my mind since."

She rolls her eyes but there's a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. "Cheesy, but I'll take it."

And so, we start our story, the real one this time.

No more lies or hiding behind fake personas. Just two imperfect people who fell in love despite all odds.

As we settle into a nearby booth, Lexi poised with pen in hand and me ready to bare my soul, I can't help but marvel at how we got here. From adversaries to lovers, from distrust to something that feels an awful lot like forever.


Chapter 28
Lexi


One month later

“Babe, for the last time, we are not getting a life-size cardboard cutout of you for the living room," I say, rolling my eyes as I push our overloaded shopping cart down the aisle.

My oversized hockey player of a boyfriend grins at me, that infuriatingly charming grin that makes my heart do backflips even after four weeks of being inseparable.

He groans. “Come on, Brookes. Think of how impressed our house guests will be."

"Impressed? More like terrified. I don't need your cardboard eyes following me around the house."

We're spending Gio's rare day off during the playoffs shopping for our new place.

Truth be told, it's been a whirlwind month since we officially started dating and spending every non-work waking hour together.

When people ask about us, I admit we've known each for years. I leave out the part where we hated each other's guts for the majority of that time. No one needs to know the details of our tumultuous past.

And we've finally found a place we both love—a cozy house on the outskirts of Chicago with enough space for us and both of our raging egos.

We're slowly but surely settling into domestic bliss, even if it does involve arguments about home decor.

"Fine," Gio gives in, draping a well-developed arm over my shoulders. "Then how about a life-size cutout of you in your sexiest lingerie?" He waggles his eyebrows, and I can't help but laugh.

"Absolutely not. I am not objectifying myself for your amusement, Mr. De Luca."

"Who said anything about being amused?" he murmurs, his voice low and seductive.

I swat him with the back of my head, trying not to smile. “Stop it. We have a million things to buy for the house."

"I still say we should get that bronze hockey sculpture."

I lean into him, unable to keep the smile off my face. "We'll put it in your man cave. Along with all the other hockey paraphernalia you insist on keeping."

"Deal," he says, pressing a kiss to my temple. "See? Compromising already. We're nailing this whole moving in together thing."

As we continue our shopping adventure, my phone buzzes.

It's a text from Sophie. "OMG LEXI! The article is out and it's AMAZING! 🎉🏒💖"

I grin, showing the message to Gio. "Looks like your redemption arc is officially complete, De Luca."

He reads the text, a dark lock of hair falling forward. "Yeah? No more 'Gio the Goon' headlines?"

"Nope," I say, pulling up the article on my phone. "Listen to this: 'Giovanni De Luca: The Heart Behind the Hits. In an exclusive feature, we delve into the life of the NHL's most misunderstood player, revealing a man of depth, passion, and unwavering loyalty both on and off the ice’."

Gio's quiet for a moment, and when I look up, I'm surprised to see emotion in his eyes. "Well," he exhales, "you did it. You managed to make me look human."

I smile, leaning in to kiss him softly. "You were always human to me."

He kisses me back, and for a moment, we forget about the bustling store and all the items on our shopping list.

"In fact, you're more than human. You're my hero," I whisper, pulling him down for a kiss that probably isn't appropriate for the housewares section of Target.

When we break apart, both a little out of breath, Gio's grinning again. "So, does this mean I get to keep the cardboard cutout?"

"Not a chance, hotshot. Now come on, we still need to pick out curtains."

As we debate the merits of various window treatments—apparently, hockey defensemen like Gio have strong opinions on valances—my mind drifts to my next project.

Evan Daniels, the Blades' notoriously grumpy goalie and single dad, has agreed to an interview series.

It's a great opportunity, but there's something else brewing there that's caught my interest.

Hey babe," Gio's voice breaks through my thoughts. "You zoning out on me already? I know curtain shopping isn't exactly thrilling, but…"

"Sorry. Just thinking about the Daniels piece."

"Our Daniels? Goalie Daniels? You're doing a piece on him?"

I nod. "Yep. I thought I told you?"

"Hell no. Babe, if the man were paid to frown, he could retire and buy a damn island. I can't believe you got him to agree."

I shrug, trying to play it cool even though my heart is racing with excitement. "He owes me a favor."

"Must be a huge one. What's got you so distracted about that?"

I hesitate for a moment, then decide to just give up the deets.

After all, no more secrets between us. "It's not just about Evan. It's...well, it's Sophie."

"Sophie? Your intern Sophie?"

I nod. "Yeah. When I told her about the interview series, she got this look in her eyes. And then she said something about how Evan's not really as gruff as he seems, how he's actually really sweet with his kid...I don't know, there was just something in her voice."

Gio's eyes widen as he catches on. "Wait, you think Sophie has a thing for Daniels? Isn't he like, way fucking older than her?"

"Fifteen years. And yes, I think she might have a big crush on the guy. And I'm pretty sure he's not as oblivious to her as he pretends to be."

A slow grin spreads across Gio's face. "Oh no. I know that look. Lexi, no. You are not playing matchmaker."

"I'm not playing anything. I'm just...observing. And if my observations happen to bring two people together..."

"Brookes, I love you, but you need to stay out of this. It's complicated enough with the age difference and the whole intern-player dynamic. Don't make it worse."

I bite my lip, considering. He's right, of course. It is complicated. But then again, so were we. And look how that turned out.

"Fine," I concede. "I won't interfere. Much."

Gio laughs, pulling me close. "That's my girl. Always stirring up trouble."

As we make our way to the checkout, our cart laden with the beginnings of our new life together, I can't help but marvel at how much has changed in just a month. The article's out, painting Gio in the light he deserves.

His career is soaring, the trade rumors long forgotten.

And me? I'm happier than I've ever been, both personally and professionally.

"Hey," Gio says softly as we load our purchases into the car. "You okay? You've got that look again."

I smile, leaning into him. "More than okay. Just...happy. Really, really happy."

He wraps his arms around me, and I feel that now-familiar surge of warmth and safety. "Yeah? Even with all the chaos and the media circus and the fact that we still can't agree on a color scheme for the bedroom?"

I laugh, tilting my face up to his. "Especially with all of that. Because at the end of the day, I have you."

"And I have you," he replies, brushing his lips against mine.

As we drive home, hand in hand, I can't help but think about how easily things could have gone wrong. How easily Gio and I could have missed our chance at happiness because of fear or pride or stubbornness.

But we didn't. We took a leap of faith and it paid off in ways we never could have imagined.

By the time we park in front of the new house, I'm still debating whether to tackle the kitchen first or start figuring out what we need for our home office.

As we unload the car, our bickering reaches new heights of ridiculousness.

"Gio, for the last time, we are not putting a hockey stick coat rack in the entryway," I say, exasperated.

He grins, that infuriating smile that still makes my heart skip a beat. "Come on, Brookes. It's practical and on-brand."

"On-brand for what? The Hockey Hall of Fame gift shop?"

"You're killing me, Brookes. Fine, no coat rack. But I get to keep the signed jersey display in the den."

"Deal. As long as it's not front and center."

As we carry boxes into the house, our conversation shifts to his teammates' love lives again.

"I'm just saying," I insist, "Who knows? Sophie and Evan might be perfect for each other. Maybe they just need a little...nudge."

Gio shakes his head, but he's grinning. "All right, Cupid. That's enough. What's next? Setting up Coach with the team nutritionist?"

"Ooh, that's not a bad idea actually..."

"No! Absolutely not. You are banned from matchmaking. Stick to sports reporting, Brookes."

I stick my tongue out at him, feeling ridiculously happy despite our bickering. Or maybe because of it.

This is us after all.

Teasing and challenging each other. Making each other laugh and grow.

We may not always agree, but we have each other's backs on and off the ice.

And as I watch Gio wrestle with an oversized box labeled "kitchen appliances", I know that no matter what life throws our way, we'll face it together.

Because that's what family does. And whether by blood or by choice, Gio is my family. He places the oversized box inside the foyer, heading back out to the car for another load.

I pause for a moment, taking in our new home. I can already picture the memories we'll make here, the laughter and the love.

I open my eyes just as Gio's voice reaches my ears.

"All right, last box," Gio calls out, coming in from the car. "And then we can finally relax and order some takeout."

I grin, opening the front door wide, waiting for hm to pass through.

But instead of the heavy lifting I'm expecting, he's holding a small, velvet box in his hands.

My heart stops.

"Gio?" I breathe, hardly daring to believe what's happening.

He smiles, softer now, his emerald eyes filled with love. "I lied earlier. There is one more thing I want to add to our new home."

He looks nervous, but determined.

"Brookes, I know we've been through a lot together," he begins, "but I can't imagine my life without you in it."

He gets down on one knee, and suddenly I'm crying and laughing all at once.

"Alexandra Brookes," he says, opening the box to reveal a stunning diamond ring, "you drive me crazy in all the best ways. You're the best teammate in this thing called life that I could ever ask for. You're my best friend, my partner in crime, and the love of my life. Will you do me the honor of being my wife?"

For a moment, I'm speechless. And then I nod, tears streaming down my face. "Like I could say no to that," I manage to say through my laughter.

Gio slips the ring onto my finger and stands up, pulling me into a tight hug. "I love you," he whispers.

I laugh, wiping the tears from my cheeks. "You really couldn't wait until we unpacked more?"

His smile widens, that charming mix of boyish mischief and deep sincerity. "You know me by now. I'm not exactly known for my patience."

"Oh, so that's why we rushed through unpacking that last box. You had ulterior motives!"

He chuckles, shrugging his muscular shoulders. "Caught me red-handed. But, in my defense, I couldn't keep such a 'heavy' secret any longer."

My fingers thread around his neck. "You know, this doesn't mean you get to keep that hideous hockey stick lamp I didn't agree to."

"Hey now, that lamp is a work of art," he protests with a laugh. "But I'll make you a deal. We can keep it in the man cave…if you let me have that lingerie cardboard cut-out of you in the bedroom."

I roll my eyes, but there's no denying the joy bubbling up inside me. "Maybe. We've got a lifetime to negotiate."

"That we do, future Mrs. De Luca," he says, pressing a kiss to my forehead. "And I can't wait for every moment of it."


Chapter 29






Epilogue
Gio


Playing in the Stanley Cup finals? A breeze. Facing down the toughest enforcers in the league? Not a damn problem.

I'm even capable of surviving Lexi's attempts at cooking (barely).

But nothing—absolutely nothing—has ever made my heart race quite like this moment.

It's our wedding day. And I am marrying the most beautiful, stubborn, amazing woman in the world.

Our venue—the Chicago Botanic Garden—is in full bloom, just like the love that's filled my heart since the moment I met Lexi.

Cameras flash everywhere I look, capturing every detail of the event that's been dubbed the "hockey wedding of the century". Lexi rolled her eyes when she heard that, but I saw the secret smile she tried to hide.

The suit I’m wearing is custom-made, the tie perfectly straight. But not even the finest Italian fabric can cover up my nerves.

I adjust my bowtie for the hundredth time, catching my reflection in a nearby mirror.

For a former bad boy of the NHL, I've come a long way.

Not bad, De Luca. Not bad at all.

"Nervous, kid?"

I turn to see Sal Carmine, hockey legend and my personal hero, grinning at me. Even after a year of knowing him, it's still surreal to have him here, at my wedding.

"Me? Nervous?" I scoff, aiming for nonchalance. "Please. I eat pressure for breakfast."

Sal chuckles, clapping me on the shoulder. "Sure, sure. That's why you're sweating through your tux, right?"

I glance down, horrified, but my suit is perfectly dry. Sal's laughter echoes through the room.

"Got you," he winks. "Relax, Gio. You've already won the hardest game of your life—getting that talented beautiful woman of yours to agree to marry you. The rest is just a victory lap."

I grin, releasing a short breath.

He's right, of course. I've already got the girl.

Everything else is just icing on the cake.

But as another camera flashes in my face, I feel a familiar restlessness creep in. Don't get me wrong, I'm thrilled to be marrying Lexi.

But all this pomp and circumstance? The constant scrutiny? It's not really our style.

What I wouldn't give for just five minutes alone with my soon-to-be wife...

And then, like she's read my mind—which, let's be honest, she probably has—my phone buzzes with a text from Lexi.

"Meet me in the east wing, third door on the left. Bring that cute butt of yours. ;)"

I grin, already heading for the door. "Sorry, Sal," I call over my shoulder. "Groom duties. See you in a bit.”

I hear him chuckle as I slip out, dodging well-wishers and cameras alike.

The east wing is quieter, the sounds of the wedding preparations fading as I make my way down the corridor.

And there it is.

Third door on the left.

I take a deep breath, straighten my jacket, and knock.

"Password?" Lexi's voice calls out, laughter evident in her tone.

"Seriously, Brookes? We're doing this now?"

"Hey, security is important. There could be paparazzi everywhere. Now come on. Password or no entry."

I rack my brain, trying to think of what she might have chosen. "Uh...slapshot?"

"Weak, De Luca. Try again."

"Pulitzer?"

"Now you're just guessing."

I lean my forehead against the door, chuckling. "All right, I give up. What's the password?"

There's a pause, and then: "I love you, you big idiot."

My heart swells. God, I love this woman. "I love you too, you flesh-eating journalist."

The door swings open, revealing a small room, with only a single chaise lounge and two chairs. A small table sits in between them, adorned with champagne flutes and strawberries.

And, in the middle of it, there she is.

Lexi. My Lexi.

Looking more beautiful than I've ever seen her.

Her wedding dress is covered with delicate lace accents, hugging her curves in all the right places. Her golden hair is swept up in some complicated updo that I'm sure took hours, but all I can focus on is the sparkle in her hazel eyes and the smile that lights up her entire face.

"Hi," she says softly.

"Hi yourself," I manage, suddenly feeling like that awestruck rookie who first saw her at my sister Gabi's birthday party all those years ago. "You look...wow."

Lexi laughs, pulling me into the room and shutting the door behind us. "Very articulate, Mr. De Luca. I can see why they pay you the big bucks to give post-game interviews."

I pull her close, breathing in the scent of her perfume. "Cut me some slack, Brookes. You've literally taken my breath away."

"Smooth talker. You clean up pretty nice yourself, you know."

"Yeah? Nice enough to maybe convince my almost-wife to engage in some pre-wedding shenanigans?"

Lexi smacks my chest lightly, but she's grinning. "Gio! We can't. The ceremony starts in less than an hour, and if we mess up our clothes or my hair, my stylist will actually murder us both."

"Not even a quickie? For good luck?"

She laughs, the sound music to my ears. "We're already risking our luck by having you see me in my wedding gown before the ceremony. And besides, I thought athletes were supposed to abstain before big events. You know, save your energy and all that."

I pull her closer, nuzzling her neck. "Pretty sure that's a myth. In fact, I've heard that pre-game activities can actually improve performance."

"Oh really? And where exactly did you hear that? The De Luca School of Made-Up Facts?"

I grin against her skin. "Hey, I'll have you know that's a very prestigious institution."

She tilts her head, giving me better access to that spot just below her ear that drives her crazy. "Gio," she breathes, her resolve clearly weakening. "We really shouldn't..."

"Probably not," I agree, trailing kisses along her jaw. "But when have we ever done what we should?"

Lexi laughs, then moans softly as I find that sweet spot.

I'm all smiles as I lift Lexi effortlessly, her squeal of surprise echoing in the room. "Gio! You're going to ruin me before I even get to the altar," she chides, but the sparkle in her eyes says she's anything but upset.

"You say it like it's a bad thing,” I tease, setting her down gently on the chaise lounge, her dress spilling around her like a white waterfall. "Consider it my wedding gift—a preview of your future."

She scoffs, but her laughter is infectious. "I don't remember this being on the registry."

"Special delivery, just for you," I reply, lifting her gown and exposing her smooth legs to the cool air. Her cheeks flush, and I drink in the sight as I drag her hips to the edge of the chaise.

"You're a dangerous man, Mr. De Luca," she murmurs, her voice low with anticipation.

"Just committed, Mrs. De Luca." My grin widens as I fall to my knees, eager to savor every moment, every taste.

I lean forward, my lips making contact with her glistening folds. And God, she smells so good.

I'm lost in the moment as I taste her, the sweet heat of her drawing me in deeper. Lexi’s body responds instantly, hips arching toward me, a needy whimper escaping her lips that drives me wild. My hands roam upward, finding her soft, perfect breasts, and I knead them gently, feeling the weight of them, the silk of her skin beneath her beaded cleavage.

"God, Gio," she moans, her hands gripping my hair, urging me closer. "You're so good."

I chuckle against her, the vibration making her gasp. "I'm just getting started, love." My lips wrap around her most sensitive parts, and I hear her sharp intake of breath.

The sound makes me harder than I thought possible.

"Hmm, I love how responsive you are," I murmur between licks, my tongue drawing soft, teasing circles. Her reflexive shivers are the only encouragement I need.

"Don't stop," she pleads, her voice breathy and seductive, and I have no intention of doing so. With every flick and caress of my tongue, I drive her higher, her body dancing beneath my hands like a live wire.

I revel in her taste, her sounds.

Fuck, the way this woman is utterly vulnerable and fierce all at once needs to be studied by science.

I feel the tremor in her thighs, the way her breath hitches, and I know she’s right on the brink. Reluctantly, I draw back, savoring her whimper of protest.

Rising to my feet, I quickly unbuckle my pants, my urgency spilling over as I shove down my boxer briefs to free my aching cock.

Her eyes follow my every move, filled with need and intensity.

Leaning over, I lift Lexi's legs effortlessly, draping them over my shoulders. Her skin is warm against me. I position myself at her entrance, feeling the heat radiate from her pussy.

"You ready for me, love?" I murmur, my voice rough, filled with grit. "I'm gonna make you feel so good, you'll forget your own name." I align myself with her, teasingly sliding the tip against her slick folds, watching as her eyes flutter shut, anticipation clearly etched on her beautiful features.

I thrust into Lexi, feeling the tight, wet heat of her enveloping me completely. It’s intoxicating, the way she clutches at me, like she can't get enough. My hands grip her thighs, keeping her steady as I plunge deeper, harder, seeking the point where her pleasure and mine merge into something raw and unstoppable.

"You’re so fucking perfect, Lexi," I grunt, each word punctuated by the rhythm of our bodies joining. Her soft moans transform into cries of pleasure, filling the room, resonating with the thud of my heartbeat.

"Tell me how good it feels," I demand, my voice a husky growl, pushing her with every thrust to the edge she's teetering on.

She gasps, responding with a fervor that spurs me on. We both lose ourselves completely, the world narrowing to just us, and the frantic, delicious friction between us.

I'm so hard inside Lexi, it's almost unbearable.

Each thrust is a battle against the urge to let go too soon, but the way she wraps around me, pulling me in deeper, is driving me to the brink.

“Baby, I'm not sure I can hold on much longer," I confess, my voice strained as I keep pounding her, the intensity building with every movement.

She meets my gaze, her eyes blazing with desire, and whispers, "Don't hold back, Gio. I want it all."

Her words are my undoing.

I surrender to the sensation, my climax crashing through me with raw, consuming power. Her body responds in kind, her wet walls clenching around me tightly as she cries out, her release following mine in perfect, breathless harmony.

I gently lower Lexi's legs back onto the edge of the chaise lounge, my touch tender.

Her peachy skin is flushed and glowing, a perfect contrast against the white of her wedding gown.

Carefully, I adjust the delicate fabric, smoothing over the wrinkles we’ve left behind in our heated moments.

Leaning down, I capture her lips in a soft, lingering kiss, savoring the sweetness that carries a hint of daring aftertaste.

I pull back slightly, my breath mingles with hers as I murmur with a sly grin. "I'm so tempted to take you again right now, to taste every last drop of us inside you."

My words are met with a sparkle in her eyes, reflecting the thrill of secret, intimacies that belong to us alone.

Maybe it's the wedding jitters, or the knowledge that in less than an hour, she'll officially be my wife.

Whatever it is, I never want this moment to end.

But of course, because the universe has a twisted sense of humor, that's exactly when there's a knock at the door.

"Lexi? Are you in there? We need to start getting you ready to walk down the aisle!”

We spring apart, both breathing heavily. Lexi's lipstick is smudged, and I'm pretty sure my hair is a mess, but I can't bring myself to care.

"Just a minute!" Lexi calls out, her voice only slightly shaky. She turns back to me, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "Raincheck?"

I grin, pulling her in for one last quick kiss. "Absolutely. We've got a lifetime of rainchecks to cash in, Mrs. De Luca."

She beams at the name, and my heart does that funny little back flip it always does when I realize that this amazing woman is actually going to be my wife.

"I love you," I say softly, resting my forehead against hers. "You know that, right?"

Lexi's smile softens. "I love you too, you big sap. Now get out of here before they send a search party."

I steal one last kiss before slipping out of the room, narrowly avoiding Lexi's stylist who gives me a suspicious look. I just grin, straighten my tie, and head back to where Sal and the groomsmen are waiting.

As I rejoin the pre-wedding chaos, fielding questions from reporters and accepting congratulations from teammates and friends alike, I can't wipe the smile off my face.

In less than an hour, I'm going to marry the love of my life. The woman who challenges me, supports me, and loves me, flaws and all. The one person in this world who sees past the tough guy exterior to the man underneath.

And I can't wait to spend the rest of my life making her happy.
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Did you enjoy this story? Subscribe to my newsletter and the first thing you'll get is a bonus scene from Power Pucking Play. Sign up HERE.
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If you'd like to read another Alix Vaughn book, I highly recommend starting with The Billionaire's Invitation. It's my best-selling book to date and has some super fun and spicy tropes such as brother's best friend, opposites attract and surprise pregnancy. You can grab it HERE.


About Alix


Alix adores everything about billionaires: yachts, polo ponies, art collections, international travel and the immense power. Her characters usually come to her during a long soak in a hot lavender-scented bath, while sipping expensive tequila.
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