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      He’s fire, and she’s ice. He’s affable, and she’s prickly. He’s at the pinnacle of his career, and she’s struggling to get there. The one thing they have in common—a mutual hatred for each other.

      Drakos Lenkov, one of the premier forwards in the league, parties hard and plays harder. But his wings are about to be clipped, and he’s met his match. The Icehawks are vying for a playoff spot, and he can’t afford distractions, yet a certain reporter’s constant criticism is getting under his skin and affecting his game.

      Aria Reed is an ambitious sports reporter known for her ruthlessness. Her attacks on Drakos are relentless and appear unprovoked, but Aria has her reasons and an explosive secret that she can never reveal without betraying her dead sister’s final request.

    

  


  
    
      To anyone who’s ever faced adversity and risen above it to realize they’re stronger than they ever thought they were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            UNWELCOME

          

        

      

    

    
      The Icehawks are on the verge of earning their first playoff spot. The city is behind them with sellout crowds every game. This is a team that’s found their identity. With their four equally competent lines, they are hard to play against because their opponents never know which line might have a good night. I’m confident this team is going places. Kudos to Brian Werkle, Inez Lewis, and Duke Jefferson for putting together a team without superstars that epitomizes the true meaning of teamwork. My only criticism is their decision to keep Drakos Lenkov, but nobody’s perfect. —Aria at All Hockey News

      
        
        ~~Drakos~~

      

      

      What the fuck is Aria Reed doing here of all places?

      Talk about pouring frigid ice water on what could’ve been a good time.

      And my teammate Koko, is he that dense? Or is he that devious? I vote for both.

      The asshole takes a seat at my table with his date, who’s also my archenemy.

      The entire team knows how I feel about Aria Reed, yet Koko chooses this table? I glance around and verify his options are endless. He doesn’t need to torture me with her presence.

      I scowl at them and mutter an appropriate curse in my native Ukrainian to amplify my displeasure. I haven’t been to my homeland in years and have pretty much lost my accent. I’ve worked hard to move on from that chapter in my life. All I have left are painful memories I prefer not to dredge up.

      They may not understand the words, but they can guess the intent. Koko grins, an indicator that he in fact did this on purpose just to needle me because he’s an asshole. Aria’s condescending smirk gets under my skin, too. Her appearance ruins my evening. She knows it, and she’s enjoying this moment way too fucking much.

      I’ve been looking forward to this brief respite from the grind of playing the eighty-two regular season games. We’re tied for a playoff spot with six games left in the regular season, and it’s been an intense month of April.

      Since the Icehawks have a rare three days off before the next game, the team rented a dinner boat for a cruise on the Columbia, complete with dancing, enough food to satisfy the appetites of twenty-plus hockey players, and tons of booze. It’s my kind of party—except for the absence of available women. I chose to come stag. I’m not sure why I made such a stupid decision, yet here I am.

      “Where’s your latest catch of the day?” Aria sneers and shoots me a pointed look. The All Hockey News staff writer has made it a habit of lobbing insults in my direction as often as I shoot pucks at the net.

      “I’m taking the night off.” I force a smile to show her that she’s not getting under my skin, even though she is.

      “I didn’t know you ever took a night off when it came to women.”

      “Even someone with my stamina needs a day to recover.” I don’t bother to disguise my disdain for her, and she expects nothing less from me. We snipe at each other every chance we get.

      “Or maybe you’ve gone through all the available woman in Portland.” Aria beams with evil joy. I can’t stand this woman. We’re enemies, and everyone knows it. I’m not putting up with her shit, not tonight. This is supposed to be a fun, relaxing evening but not with her sitting across from me.

      “Not you,” I point out.

      “Dream on.”

      “Look, babe, I know you want me, but I have standards.” I smirk with satisfaction as her eyes narrow to slits. She’s not liking what I’m saying one little bit, which gives me immense joy.

      Grabbing my beer, I stalk off to another table and take a seat with several of the older veterans on the team. Within thirty seconds, I realize I’ve made a grave error. I’m not sure which is worse, dealing with Koko and Aria or sitting at a table with a bunch of married or attached guys talking about their kids and wives or girlfriends.

      Boring.

      I cover my mouth to suppress a yawn and wish once again I’d brought a date. I’m a guy who needs constant stimulation, and this isn’t doing it. I could return to my previous table, but my pride won’t allow me. I’m still stinging from my leaving that table in the first place and giving Aria a win. She’s gloating right now. Her triumph is written all over her face, and it’s all my doing. I’ve allowed her to ruin my good time, and that gives her too much power and satisfaction.

      I rack my brain for an appropriate game plan to extract revenge and glance at Aria for inspiration. She looks as bored as I feel but attempts to look interested, while Koko jabbers away. He’s a self-centered jerk and oblivious as usual. Aria looks as if she’d rather be anywhere but sitting at that table.

      A crazy, devious idea pops into my head.

      If you can’t beat ‘em, force ‘em to join you.

      Before I lose my nerve, I stand, take a deep breath, and walk purposefully to Aria’s table. I ignore the curious and surprised stares of my teammates. They’re expecting an altercation, but I’m not giving them one. After all, I’m an alternate captain and need to set a good example. Not that my leadership role has been a deterrent to my bad behavior in the past, but a guy can change. Or pretend to when it suits my purposes.

      Aria glances up as I approach. She’s wary and already on the defensive. I can almost see the hackles rise on her back. This is going to be fun.

      “Let’s dance.” I hold out my hand so there’ll be no question as to who I’m asking. I study her in the dim light. Fake candles flicker on the tables and give her pale face an otherworldly glow. I’m struck by how blue her eyes are and how striking she is in that short black dress that hugs her curves, accentuates her toned legs, and shows a daring amount of cleavage. Funny, I’ve never noticed her body before, but then I’ve never seen her in anything but khakis and polos. Regardless, what’s on the inside is rotten to the core.

      “Dance? With me?” She’s incredulous, and I grin with glee.

      “Yeah, you. We can put our differences aside for one night, can’t we, for the good of the team?” I attempt an innocent, sincere expression. She narrows her gaze and eyes me with suspicion, sensing a trap.

      I glance over at Koko, who’s debating the merits of certain types of sticks with a couple of the rookies. He meets my gaze and shrugs, as if he couldn’t care less.

      “Let’s go. You can dance, can’t you?” I challenge her, knowing she won’t back down.

      “Of course I can dance. Prepare to get your ass handed to you.”

      “Like you try to do every day?” I’m intrigued. It’s no surprise to me that she’s got spunk and is a badass in her own right. In another place and time, I might ask her out, but we despise each other as much as much my babusya despised her son-in-law, my dad. My heart squeezes at the thought of my family, but I recover quickly.

      “I don’t try. I do hand you your ass.”

      I cock a brow at her in a silent protest. Aria raises her chin, not the least bit impressed. She takes the hand I offer. Together we walk to the crowded dance floor. It’s a fast dance, but it ends the second we step out there. I frown when I hear the beginnings of a slow ballad.

      Shit.

      Aria’s eyes light up with mischief. She relishes my discomfort. Well, fuck that. I take her in my arms and whirl her into the middle of the crowd, ignoring the glares from my buddies as I push past them and step on a few toes. I dip her, spin her, try every move I know in order to avoid pulling her close. Aria keeps up without a problem. She really is a good dancer.

      The dance ends, and suddenly we’re both awkward around each other. I don’t know whether to thank her or tell her good riddance. I do neither. Instead, I dig deep and do the gentlemanly thing by offering her my arm. She hesitates before slipping her arm through mine. I lead her back to the table. Koko is nowhere to be seen.

      She senses my confusion. “I’m fine. We’re not really on a date.”

      I narrow my gaze and study her. “Are you here to dig up dirt?”

      “No, I’m off the clock.”

      “You’re never off the clock.”

      Her Mona Lisa smile tells me all I want to know.

      I nod and walk away, but her eyes leave imaginary stab wounds on my back. I resist the urge to turn around for one last look. Why bother? She’s not my type.

      What exactly is my type?

      When it comes to women, I have eclectic tastes. They’re all my type if they’re available females between twenty and forty. Hell, even fifty. Older women have a lot of experience, and I’m more than happy to avail myself of their expertise when it comes to pleasing a man.

      I’ll bet one month’s paycheck that Aria is a dynamo in bed. All that snarky energy and pushy intensity make for an epic evening for two.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      Why am I thinking of my enemy in these terms?

      I need to stop and stop now.

      Fantasizing about her is courting trouble, and I don’t need her kind of trouble. She’ll use me to take me down, and only a fool allows himself to be put in that situation.

      I’m not a fool.

      Or am I?

      I make a beeline to the bar because I obviously need a stiff drink. A second later I catch a scent of someone behind me and turn. It’s Aria back for round two.

      “Why’d you really ask me to dance?” Her eyes bore into mine. I search for a reasonable lie, but my brain has ceased to function.

      “Because you looked so miserable.” I blurt out the truth.

      “I would think you’d enjoy that.”

      “Oh, I do, but I’m not cruel, just vindictive.”

      She snorts and takes the drink from my hand, throwing it back and gulping it down. I watch with grudging admiration. She hands the empty glass to the bartender. “We’ll have another.” Then she turns back to me. “Come on. There’s more to it than that.”

      “What topic of conversation made you so bored you asked me to dance?” Her smile is positively evil, and I laugh in spite of myself. We stand in an oddly comfortable silence while waiting for our drinks. I’m enjoying matching wits with her, but I don’t like my physical reaction at all. I’m a horndog, and she’s an attractive woman. No matter how much I despise her, my body is a traitor. I start to ask her why she has it in for me but decide I’d rather not allow her to damage my ego any further with her likely insulting answer.

      Regardless, I’m suspicious. I don’t understand why she’s talking to me. It can only mean one thing—it’s a trap—but damned if I can figure out her endgame. Or maybe I don’t want to.

      “So what was so boring?” She’s not dropping her question.

      “Kids. All they talk about is their kids. Dull as hell.”

      She stiffens, backs up, and a switch flips just like that. One moment she’s smiling and making small talk, and the next she appears ready to whip out a knife and castrate me.

      “You fucking asshole,” she snarls like a cornered lioness.

      “What?” I’m confused, but I shouldn’t be. I’ve long believed Aria is unstable.

      “I suppose you’d rather talk about sexual conquests than have family time.”

      “Well, fuck yeah.” I snort but sober quickly. She’s not amused.

      Aria crosses her arms over her chest and glowers with menace. “You are everything I’ve said you were and more.”

      “Calm down. I don’t know why you have such a vendetta against me. It’s unprofessional, don’t you think?”

      “You don’t know why? You. Fucking. Don’t. Know. Why?” Her voice raises to the point that multiple teammates and their guests turn to stare at us.

      I shake my head and glance nervously around the room. I might be a party boy, but I take my position as an alternate captain seriously, and she’s jeopardizing my clout with the team, especially the young guys.

      “What’s the matter? Can’t take it?” She pushes past me, grabs her purse off the table, and stomps from the room. I’m not sure where she’s planning on going since we’re on a boat. If I’m lucky, maybe she’ll try to swim to shore and drown.

      I’ll never be that lucky. I order another vodka on the rocks and proceed to get shit-faced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            PLAYING WITH THE BOYS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Aria~~

      

      

      Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine myself as guardian to my six-year-old nephew, but here I am. As hard as it’s been, I don’t regret my decision.

      I take a seat in the bleachers and wait for the kids to skate onto the ice. My nephew is participating in a youth hockey clinic, and I’m nothing if not a dedicated aunt. I need to be. He’s all I have, and I’m all he has in this world. Sure, I have parents, his grandparents, but they’re not really involved in our lives other than a few token gifts and occasional phone calls. My parents could never be accused of being helicopter parents. They’re married to their careers as college professors and researchers. Everyone and everything else take a back seat to their dedication to their work. I’ve come to terms with their disinterest in my life, knowing full well that I’m an embarrassment because of my career choices. I could never measure up to my perfect sister, and now I’m battling a ghost, which makes it even more difficult.

      My nephew is the best thing I’ve ever gotten out of this family. I wish he didn’t play hockey, but he’s insistent, and I’m the doting aunt who denies him nothing. How can I with all he’s been through? My mission is to make his life as rich and joyful as possible no matter the cost.

      I watch as he bursts onto the ice. Pacing him are two boys, obviously twins, and the three of them race around the rink at a speed impressive for their ages. Noah edges ahead and glances over his shoulder. In that instance he loses his balance and crashes into the boards. I stand to get a better view. My heart’s in my throat, and I nervously bite my knuckles. The coach immediately runs over to him, but Noah’s already shot to his feet and retrieved his stick. He’s a tough kid, but the sudden, tragic loss of his mother months ago has caused him to retreat. The only time he seems happy is when he’s playing hockey.

      “Hi,” says an unfamiliar voice.

      I jump in surprise, not realizing anyone is nearby. Standing next to me is a cute, curvy woman with purple hair and multiple tats visible past the short sleeves of her T-shirt.

      “He’ll be fine. Kids bounce right back.” Her smile is kind, and I develop an immediate affinity for this woman. She looks nothing like the other hockey moms.

      “I know, but I still worry.”

      “You’re Noah’s mom?”

      “Aunt, but I have custody. He lost his mom three months ago.” I don’t know why I’m telling a perfect stranger unsolicited details about my family.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Your sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      People say this all the time and really don’t mean it, but I have the impression this woman sincerely does.

      She holds out her hand. “I’m Gardenia.”

      “I’m Aria, and that’s Noah. Which boy is yours?”

      “Boys. The twins, Ryder and Rowen. They aren’t my bio children, but I feel as if they’re my children. Their mom is out of the country and not really part of their lives.”

      “That must be hard on them.” I glance at the three boys now passing the puck to one another. They’re laughing, and it’s heartwarming to see Noah enjoying himself. It gives me hope he’ll be okay. I worry constantly about his mental and emotional health.

      “Yes, it’s been a struggle, but they’re adjusting and doing pretty well now. I’m happy to see they’ve made a new friend. I don’t recall seeing you around here before.”

      “I had Noah enrolled in a different program at another rink up until last week. We recently moved, and this rink is closer.” Not to mention my assignment is to cover the Portland Icehawks, who also practice in this facility. It makes it easier all the way around.

      She nods and continues a one-sided conversation. She’s chatty, and I’m not. Finally, she notices she’s the only one talking and stops. She studies me in a way that makes me squirm.

      “Do I know you?” Gardenia asks.

      “I don’t think so.” I have to admit she looks somewhat familiar too.

      “I feel as if I’ve seen you somewhere. Do you work for the Icehawks?”

      “Not exactly. I’m a sports reporter.”

      “Oh, you’re that Aria.” Gardenia’s face changes, and I get the impression she’s not a fan of my work.

      “Yeah, I’m that Aria.”

      “I’m Jakob Bang’s fiancée.” Gardenia focuses her attention on the ice as if she’s debating what to do next. She probably wishes she hadn’t sat down by me. I was extra hard on Jakob Bang when he was first traded to the team. I glance down at the huge rock on her hand. It’s almost blinding, it’s so large.

      “I’m probably not someone you care to hang out with.” I say the quiet part out loud.

      Gardenia shrugs. “Hey, you’re just doing your job.” Her eyes stray to the ice. “Your nephew is talented.”

      I don’t dare tell her that he probably got his talent from his father. “So are your boys. They take after Jakob, I see.”

      “They do.” She gives me another disarming perusal. “I get the impression Noah’s father isn’t in the picture?”

      “He’s not, and he never has been. He didn’t want to be saddled with a kid and signed away his rights.” Bitterness creeps into my tone.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It is what it is.” I attempt to lighten my tone.

      “Does Noah know?”

      “Not really. He’s only six. I’m trying to protect him from the brutal reality of a dad who’s a selfish asshole.”

      “I think I’d do the same.”

      We turn our attention to the boys’ practice, which has just started. The coach calls them into the center of the rink to give instructions on the set of drills they’ll be running. Most of the kids in this group have been on skates since they could walk, including Noah. As much as his mom and I tried to discourage him from playing hockey because of fear of him being injured, he has an innate feel for the game and loves to skate.

      After his mother died in a car accident three months ago, hockey seems to be the only thing he still cares about. I’ll mortgage my soul to keep him in the sport. It’s expensive, even for kids his age. At least he isn’t a goalie. Their gear is prohibitively spendy. I don’t know how the average parent affords it, though the Icehawks do offer scholarships and assistance for those in need. If I hang in there long enough, my sister’s estate will be settled, and there’ll be plenty of money for Noah.

      I’d love to write a story about the youth hockey program, but my boss hates the idea. It wasn’t salacious enough, and he does love exposing any dirt he can on players and teams. As a result, he constantly pressures me to uncover team secrets and scandals, which doesn’t make me popular with the Icehawks.

      When I graduated from college in journalism, I pictured myself doing real sports reporting, not this shit, but it pays the bills. With newspapers and magazines dying a quick death and social media filling the void, I’m lucky to have a paying job with some benefits, even if my assignments aren’t what I consider real journalism.

      All Hockey News is a successful subscription-based service dealing in sensationalism and gossip. Their motto is Hockey News with an Opinion. We’re the train wreck our readers can’t look away from, and digging up dirt on professional hockey players is our main function.

      As the reporter assigned to the Icehawks, and I’ve been here since day one, moving from a previous assignment in sunny California.

      My trip down memory lane is interrupted by a celebration on the ice. Gardenia leaps to her feet clapping, while I’m clueless. I’m the only parent sitting so I stand and join in, still not knowing what happened.

      “That was a good goal,” Gardenia says. I nod and smile. I have no fucking clue who scored or how, but I’ll play along.

      “Great goal.”

      “Ryder is a challenge, but he’s dialed in when it comes to hockey. Great assist by your boy.”

      “Yeah, it was.” I’m a horrible aunt. I missed the whole damn thing. I sit up straighter and pay attention for the remainder of practice. As the coach addresses the kids, their attention is drawn elsewhere. I follow their gazes to see what all the excitement is about.

      My heart stops.

      Drakos Lenkov struts onto the ice as if he owns it.

      What is he doing here?

      I grudgingly admit that he’s hotter than hot, a perfect male specimen of athleticism and power. Tall, built, and handsome with talent to match that big head of his. He’s one of the premier forwards in the league, and I’ve made it my personal mission to bring him down.

      I bite a fingernail as he saunters up to the adoring group of kids. Disgusting. I want to puke at how they worship such an unworthy man. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but the entire group listens with rapt attention. No easy feat with six- and seven-year-old boys.

      He takes questions, and the members of the group are all shouting at once until Coach reins them in. I watch him closely, and my nephew’s reaction to my archenemy makes me nauseous. His adoration of Drakos flashes like a neon sign.

      Drakos, on the other hand, pays no particular attention to Noah, for which I’m grateful. He’s oblivious. I have no doubt he’s never made the connection between his one-night stand with Noah’s mother and her being my sister. Nor does he realize Noah is his son. I intend on keeping him indefinitely in the dark.

      Tension tightens my muscles with a vise grip of equal parts of fear and anger. Gardenia casts a sideways glance my way, and I realize I’m telegraphing my hatred for this man. I force myself to relax somewhat.

      “Hey, baby, you ready to go? The boys are almost done.”

      I look over my shoulder to see Jakob Bang behind us. His eyes are on Gardenia, but he glances at me, then does a double take. His friendly smile disappears to be replaced by wary dislike. He definitely recognizes me. My brief friendship with Gardenia is most likely over. I can only hope his dislike doesn’t affect Noah. He needs friends, and Rowan and Ryder are the first kids he’s bonded with since his mom died.

      “We should go,” he says tersely.

      “Nice talking to you, Aria.” Gardenia smiles as she takes Jakob’s hand, and together they leave. Jakob glances over his shoulder and glares a warning in my direction. I read it loud and clear. Don’t mess with my family like you messed with me. And I did. When he first came to Portland, I was pretty hard on him, but then, I’ve been pretty hard on almost every member of this team, especially Drakos.

      I’m only doing my job, even if I’m not exactly wild about some of the crap my boss wants to publish. I don’t have a choice. I have a kid to feed and clothe, and the money is too good to pass up.

      Even if I’m selling my soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            STARE-DOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      With four games left in the regular season, the Icehawks are battling for the final playoff spot. If they succeed, it’ll be in spite of Drakos Lenkov rather than with his assistance. Drakos’s performance has been subpar this past month. His scoring and assists are virtually nonexistent. At this point, he’s a liability not an asset to the team, but it’s too late for the Icehawks to rectify the mistake they made by not trading him when they had the opportunity. —Aria at All Hockey News

      
      
        
        ~~Drakos~~

      

      

      I swear Aria is everywhere. I can’t seem to avoid her.

      Yesterday, the youth coach asked me to say a few words to his team, and I agreed. Normally, I’m not in the public part of the facility, but I’m more than happy to help the community and especially kids. The last person I expected to see there was Aria. After all, anyone knows witches eat little kids for dinner after cooking them in their cauldron.

      In all seriousness, why was she in the Rink Three bleachers watching a kids’ team? Did someone clue her in that I’d be there, and she’s hoping to unearth or fabricate a new scandal to use against me?

      To say I don’t trust her is an understatement. After our brief truce on the boat, we’ve gone back to sniping at each other, much to my team captain’s dismay. Dash has warned me over and over not to let her get to me. I’m trying. I really am. Unfortunately, ignoring Aria is like ignoring my house being infested with rats—or one big, nosy, obnoxious rat.

      Hours before the game, I head to the players’ lounge in the bowels of the arena. I have a question for my teammate Jakob Bang, or Banger as most of us call him. I find him snacking on the pregame spread laid out for us.

      “Did Gardenia realize she was consorting with Icehawks public enemy number one yesterday?”

      Jakob gives me a puzzled side-eye as if he doesn’t understand why I’m talking about Aria when we’re battling for a playoff spot with four games left. Fuck, I wonder why I’m doing it too. He sits back in his chair and sighs. “Yeah. I’m not thrilled about it either.”

      “Aria’s probably looking for another way to infiltrate the team now that Shelby’s gone.” Shelby was the assistant for Mr. Barlowe, the team owner. She fed information to Aria about the team in exchange for cash and was fired for doing so. Shortly after, she went missing. I fear her abusive husband got pissed that the gravy train had ended. I don’t like what Shelby did, but I also feel sorry for her. Aria, not so much. In fact, not at all.

      Banger shakes his head. “I guess Aria has a nephew on that team.”

      “Aria with a kid? I would’ve thought the only kids around her would be cooking in her bubbling cauldron.” I give voice to my earlier opinion.

      Jakob laughs in spite of himself. “I guess her sister died in an accident a few months ago, and she has custody.”

      I sit back as if slapped. This piece of information shocks me. Aria comes across as a selfish, driven loner whose only interest is destroying lives and stepping on others in her mission to get to the top.

      “Surprising, right?” Jakob grins and stands.

      “Yeah. I feel sorry for the kid.”

      My teammate shrugs. He’s clearly not interested in dishing out the dirt on Aria. Instead, he strolls toward the array of food and snacks set out on the long counter and adds more to his plate.

      “You should put your energy into what you can control, rather than what you can’t.”

      I jump, unaware we’d been overheard. Turning in my chair, I encounter Kirby standing behind me. He’s wearing his usual Kirby expression, which is a combination of contradictions, including a serious vibe, a wickedly dry sense of humor, and an uncanny ability to guess what others are thinking. He’s got his mysterious woo-woo going on, and I’m never sure how to take him. Kirby sees things the average person doesn’t. He claims his Salish heritage gives him insights the rest of us don’t have. I believe him. I’ve seen his abilities in action multiple times.

      “In other words
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