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Prologue  
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The frost on the rink wall was the only thing colder than the stare Caleb Sterling leveled at the man across the face-off circle. The air in the arena was thick with the scent of frozen water, rubber, and the metallic tang of sweat—a smell Caleb had lived and breathed since he was four years old. But tonight, it felt suffocating.

Kieran MacDiarmid didn’t look away. He never did. He stood there in his pristine white-and-gold Saint City Knights jersey, the captain’s 'C' looking like a target on his chest. He was the league’s golden boy, the media’s darling, and the absolute bane of Caleb’s existence. Kieran’s jaw was set, a faint shadow of stubble tracing a line that Caleb had spent far too much time thinking about in the dark of night, usually with a clenched fist and a heart full of loathing.

The referee held the puck aloft. The roar of the Grand Lakes crowd was a physical weight, ten thousand people screaming for Caleb to put Kieran in the boards. The rivalry between the Rapids and the Knights wasn't just geographical; it was personal. It was decade-long grudges handed down from retired enforcers to rookies. And at the center of it were the two of them.

Caleb gripped his stick until his knuckles ached through his gloves. He leaned forward, his weight balanced on the balls of his skates. 

“You look tired, Cal,” Kieran said, his voice a low rasp that barely carried over the crowd. It wasn’t an insult; it was an observation, delivered with that smug, self-assured calm that made Caleb want to scream. “Maybe you should take a shift off. Let the big boys handle the heavy lifting.”

“I’ll show you heavy lifting when I’m dragging your ego off my ice,” Caleb snapped back. 

The puck dropped.

It was a blur of violence and grace. Caleb won the draw, a clean snap of the wrist that sent the puck sliding back to his defenseman, but he didn't follow the play. He followed the man. He crashed into Kieran’s shoulder, the impact jarring his teeth, and for a split second, they were locked together. 

In that moment of forced intimacy, Caleb felt the heat radiating off Kieran, the sheer physical power of the man. Kieran’s hand found the back of Caleb’s jersey, a subtle tug that kept them tangled just an extra second longer than necessary. 

“See you at the buzzer,” Kieran whispered as they broke apart.

Hours later, the game ended in a bloody, exhausted draw. The tradition dictated a handshake line for the season opener’s charity exhibition, a show of sportsmanship for the cameras. Caleb stood in line, his face bruised and his lungs burning. When he reached Kieran, he didn't offer his hand. He didn't even slow down. He locked eyes with the rival captain, a silent vow passing between them—one of obsession, competition, and a hunger that neither of them was ready to name.

Caleb walked past him, the empty space between their hands feeling like a live wire. The season had just begun, and the ice was already melting.
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Chapter 1: Damage Control
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The locker room of the Grand Lakes Rapids was a cathedral of bruised egos and expensive tape. Caleb Sterling sat on the bench, his head between his knees, listening to the rhythmic thud-thud-thud of a teammate bouncing a tennis ball against the wall. His lungs still felt like they were lined with glass, a souvenir from the sixty minutes of high-intensity hell he’d just put his body through.

"You skipped the handshake, Cal."

The voice belonged to Miller, the Rapids’ veteran goaltender. He was currently peeling off layers of sweat-soaked padding that smelled like a damp basement, but his eyes were sharp.

Caleb didn't look up. "I didn't feel like catching whatever ego-trip MacDiarmid is currently suffering from. It’s contagious."

"It's optics," Miller countered, tossing a roll of athletic tape into the bin. "The league is already breathing down the team's neck about the 'violent' nature of this rivalry. You walking past the Knights' captain like he was a ghost just gave the sports blogs enough fuel for a month."

"Good," Caleb grunted. He stood up, his joints popping. He reached for his jersey, pulling it over his head. The fabric was heavy with sweat, clinging to the defined muscles of his back. "Let them write about it. Maybe it'll distract them from the fact that we couldn't put more than two goals past their rookie netminder."

He walked toward the showers, the steam already beginning to billow out from the tiled room. He needed to wash off the scent of Kieran MacDiarmid. Even now, he could feel the ghost of Kieran’s hand on his back during that first-period scrum. It hadn't been a shove—it had been a grip. Purposeful. 

The hot water hit his sore muscles with a jolt of relief. He leaned his forehead against the cool tile, letting the spray drown out the noise of the locker room. But he couldn't drown out the thoughts. 

Caleb and Kieran had been drafted the same year—one and two. Since then, they had been the twin pillars of the league, constantly compared, constantly pitted against one another. Caleb was the grit; Kieran was the grace. Caleb was the blue-collar hero of Grand Lakes; Kieran was the refined prince of Saint City. 

And Caleb hated him. He hated the way Kieran’s hair stayed perfect even under a helmet. He hated the way Kieran could read a play three seconds before it happened. And most of all, he hated the way his own body reacted whenever they were close enough to trade insults. It wasn't just adrenaline. It was a dark, twisting pull that Caleb spent every waking hour trying to ignore.

"Sterling! My office. Now."

The shout came from the doorway. It was Coach Halloway, looking like he’d aged five years in the last three hours.

Caleb sighed, shut off the water, and grabbed a towel. He wrapped it around his waist and walked out, ignoring the sympathetic looks from his teammates. He didn't bother getting dressed; Halloway usually preferred his dressing-downs to be as uncomfortable as possible.

The coach’s office was small and smelled of stale coffee. On the television mounted to the wall, a sports news loop was playing the clip of Caleb walking past Kieran in the handshake line. Over and over.

"Sit," Halloway ordered.

Caleb sat.

"The GM is livid," Halloway started, leaning over his desk. "The Knights are the league favorites for the cup this year, Cal. We're the underdogs. We're supposed to be showing 'class' and 'resilience.' Instead, you look like a petulant child."

"He started it," Caleb said, the words feeling ridiculous as they left his mouth. "He was chirping the whole game. He tried to trip me after the second-period whistle."

"I don't care if he tried to set your skates on fire," Halloway snapped. "You are the captain. You represent this city. And right now, the city looks like it’s represented by a man who can't handle a little bit of pressure."

Caleb’s jaw tightened. "I can handle the pressure. I can't handle him."

Halloway went quiet for a moment, his eyes narrowing. "That’s the problem, isn't it? It's not about the game. It’s about MacDiarmid. You’ve let him get under your skin so deep he’s practically living there."

"He’s a nuisance," Caleb insisted.

"He’s a distraction," Halloway corrected. "And if you can't fix it, I’ll find someone who can. We have a league-mandated media event on Thursday. A 'Rivals Charity Dinner.' You and MacDiarmid are sharing a table. You will sit there, you will smile, and you will make the world believe that you don't want to rip his throat out."

Caleb felt a cold pit form in his stomach. "A dinner? With him?"

"Every course," Halloway said. "Now get out of here and get dressed. And for God’s sake, try to look like you’ve actually won a game before."

Caleb walked out of the office, the towel the only thing protecting him from the chill of the hallway. He headed back to his locker, but as he passed the equipment room, he saw a figure leaning against the doorframe.

It was Kieran. He was dressed in a tailored navy suit, looking like he’d never seen a day of physical labor in his life. He shouldn't have been in this part of the arena—the visitors' locker room was on the other side of the building.

"Lost, MacDiarmid?" Caleb asked, his voice low and dangerous.

Kieran looked him up and down, his eyes lingering on the water droplets still clinging to Caleb’s chest. A slow, infuriating smirk spread across his face. 

"Just wanted to see if you were still pouting," Kieran said. "Your coach sounded pretty loud from the hallway. Something about 'petulant children'?"

Caleb stepped into Kieran’s space, ignoring the fact that he was nearly naked and Kieran was fully dressed. The height difference was negligible, but the tension was astronomical. 

"Get out of my arena," Caleb hissed.

Kieran didn't flinch. He reached out, his fingers grazing the edge of the towel at Caleb’s hip. It was a brief, lightning-fast touch, but Caleb felt it like a brand.

"See you at dinner, Cal," Kieran whispered. "Try to dress up. I’d hate for you to feel out of place."

Kieran turned and walked away, the click of his expensive shoes echoing on the concrete floor. Caleb stood there, his heart hammering against his ribs, wondering if he was going to make it through the season without either killing Kieran MacDiarmid or doing something much, much worse.
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Chapter 2: The Art of the Table
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The Charity Dinner for the League’s Foundation was held at the Grand Lakes Plaza, a venue so gilded and cavernous that Caleb Sterling felt like a moth trapped in a chandelier. The ceiling was a fresco of clouds and cherubs—things Caleb was fairly certain had never set foot in a locker room—and the velvet curtains were the color of dried blood. 

Caleb adjusted his tie for the fiftieth time. The silk felt like a noose. He wasn’t built for tailored wool and cufflinks; he was built for Kevlar and sweat. He checked his reflection in a brass pillar. His jaw was still slightly discolored from a collision with a goalpost three days ago, a faint yellowing bruise that no amount of expensive lighting could hide.

“You look like you’re preparing for a colonoscopy,” a voice drawled from behind him.

Caleb closed his eyes for a brief, pained second before turning. Kieran MacDiarmid was standing there, looking every bit the Saint City prince. His suit was charcoal, his shirt a crisp white that made his tan skin look like polished mahogany. He was holding a glass of sparkling water, his fingers long and steady around the crystal.

“And you look like you’re auditioning for a role as a high-end realtor,” Caleb snapped. “Don’t you have a press line to charm? Why are you bothering me?”

Kieran took a slow, deliberate sip. “Charity, Cal. My foundation work includes spending time with the socially maladjusted. It’s a write-off.”

Caleb stepped closer, lowering his voice. “I’m warning you, MacDiarmid. Coach Halloway is ten feet away and he’s looking for a reason to bench me for the next game. If you pull anything—one comment, one smirk—I will forget there are cameras here.”

Kieran’s eyes darkened, but the smirk didn't leave his face. If anything, it sharpened. “You think I’m scared of a little publicity? I survived the Knights' training camp under Coach Graves. You’re just a loud-mouthed center with a chip on his shoulder the size of the Great Lakes.”

A chime echoed through the ballroom, signaling that dinner was being served. Caleb felt a surge of genuine dread. He had to sit through four courses of this.

Table 12 was dead center. It was the ‘Rivalry Table,’ designed specifically to capture the tension between the two stars for the league’s social media feeds. They were flanked by a few nervous-looking donors who clearly realized they were sitting on a powder keg.

Caleb pulled out his chair, the wood scraping harshly against the parquet floor. Kieran sat directly opposite him. For a few minutes, the sound of silverware and polite chatter filled the air, but the space between Caleb and Kieran was a pressurized vacuum.

The first course was an heirloom tomato tartare. Caleb stared at the small, meticulously arranged pile of vegetables as if it might explode.

“Eat it, Cal. It’s not poisoned,” Kieran said, his voice surprisingly quiet. He was leaning forward, his elbows on the table—a breach of etiquette that made him look suddenly more predatory.

“I’m not hungry,” Caleb said.

“You’re always hungry. I’ve seen you eat two pre-game steaks and a half-gallon of pasta.”

Caleb’s head snapped up. “How do you know what I eat pre-game?”

Kieran paused, his fork halfway to his mouth. A flicker of something passed over his expression—something that looked dangerously like a lapse in his armor. “Scouting reports. We study the opposition. I like to know what makes you sluggish in the third period.”

“I’m never sluggish in the third,” Caleb countered. “I’m the one skating circles around your defense while you’re gasping for air.”

“Is that what you call it? I thought you were just looking for your lost dignity after that turnover in the neutral zone.”

One of the donors at the table, a middle-aged woman in a sequined gown, cleared her throat. “So, Mr. Sterling, Mr. MacDiarmid... I understand you two have been competing since the juniors? It must be wonderful to have such a long-standing friendship.”

Caleb nearly choked on his water. Kieran, however, didn't miss a beat. He reached across the table, his hand hovering just inches from Caleb’s, his smile wide and blindingly fake.

“Friendship is one word for it, Mrs. Gable,” Kieran said, his voice dripping with honey. “Caleb and I have a very intimate understanding of each other’s... styles. We’ve spent a lot of time up close and personal on the ice.”

Caleb felt his face heat up. The way Kieran said ‘intimate’ felt like a physical touch. He grabbed his glass, drained the water, and stared Kieran down.

“We aren't friends,” Caleb said firmly. “We’re business rivals. And business is about to get very difficult for Saint City next Tuesday.”

The dinner narrowed down into a test of endurance. By the time the main course—a braised short rib—arrived, Caleb felt like his skin was too tight. The air in the room was warm, the smell of expensive perfume and roasted meat becoming cloying. But beneath it all, there was Kieran.

Kieran was watching him. Not the way a scout watches a player, but the way a man watches a flame. Every time Caleb looked up, Kieran’s eyes were there, focused and unblinking. It wasn't just the rivalry anymore. It was something heavier, something that made the hair on Caleb’s arms stand up.

“You’ve got a smudge,” Kieran said suddenly.

Caleb blinked. “What?”

Kieran reached out. Before Caleb could pull away, Kieran’s thumb swiped across the corner of Caleb’s mouth. The contact was brief—less than a second—but it was electric. Kieran’s skin was hot, his touch firm. He didn't just wipe away a phantom smudge; he let his thumb linger on Caleb’s lower lip, a deliberate, daring move.

Caleb froze. His heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs. He could feel the eyes of the table, the flash of a camera from a distant photographer, but all he could see was the ice-blue depth of Kieran’s gaze.

Kieran pulled his hand back, his expression unreadable. He picked up his napkin and slowly wiped his thumb, as if he were cleaning off something precious.

“Better,” Kieran whispered.

Caleb stood up so abruptly his chair nearly toppled. “I need some air.”

He didn't wait for a response. He pushed past the servers and the socialites, his legs feeling like lead. He burst through the French doors onto the balcony, the crisp autumn air hitting him like a cold soak. He gripped the stone railing, his knuckles white, and cursed.

He cursed the league, he cursed Halloway, and he cursed Kieran MacDiarmid most of all. 

The door behind him creaked open. Caleb didn't have to look to know who it was. The scent of Kieran’s cologne—something expensive and woodsy—drifted toward him.

“Run away again, Cal?” Kieran asked, leaning against the doorframe. There was no smirk now. He looked tired, the shadows under his eyes visible in the moonlight.

“I’m not running,” Caleb said, his voice raspy. “I’m trying to keep myself from punching you in front of the board of directors.”

“Is that what that was?” Kieran stepped onto the balcony, the heavy door clicking shut behind him. The noise of the party became a dull hum. “Because from where I was sitting, it looked like you were about to shatter.”

Caleb turned, his back to the railing. “What is your problem? You spent the whole night poking at me. You touched me. You don't get to do that.”

“I get to do whatever I want,” Kieran said, stepping into Caleb’s personal space. He was close now—close enough that Caleb could see the fine lines around his eyes. “You’ve been obsessed with me since we were eighteen, Sterling. You watch me in the warm-ups. You follow me into the hallways. You’re so busy hating me that you’ve forgotten why you’re even doing it.”

“I hate you because you’re an arrogant prick who thinks the world owes him a trophy,” Caleb spat.

Kieran laughed, a low, bitter sound. “I’m an arrogant prick? I worked for every inch of ice I have. My father didn't play in the league. I didn't have scouts calling my house when I was twelve. I had to be perfect because if I wasn't, I was nothing.”

“Poor little golden boy,” Caleb mocked, though his heart wasn't in it. “Is that why you’re so desperate for attention? Why you have to get under my skin?”

Kieran reached out, gripping Caleb’s tie and pulling him forward until their chests were touching. The heat between them was staggering. “I get under your skin because I’m the only one who knows what’s actually under there. You’re not just 'grit' and 'hard work,' Cal. You’re a riot waiting to happen. And I’ve always wanted to be the one who starts it.”

Caleb’s breath hitched. He should push him away. He should head back inside. But Kieran’s hand was fist-tight in his tie, and his presence was an anchor Caleb couldn't shake.

“You’re crazy,” Caleb whispered.

“Maybe,” Kieran said, his face inches from Caleb’s. “But you’re the one who hasn't pulled away.”

For a long moment, the only sound was the wind whistling through the balcony balusters. Caleb looked at Kieran’s mouth—the mouth that had been chirping at him for years—and felt a terrifying urge to seal it with his own. The rivalry was a fire, but this... this was the gasoline.

Kieran let go of the tie, his hand sliding down to Caleb’s chest, over his heart. He could feel the frantic beat. A slow, genuine smile crossed Kieran’s face—not the fake one for the cameras, but something darker and far more honest.

“See you on Tuesday, Cal,” Kieran said. “Try to keep your head in the game.”

He turned and disappeared back into the ballroom, leaving Caleb alone in the cold, his heart racing and his lips still tingling from a touch that shouldn't have happened. 
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