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      He’s a demon on the ice. She’s hell-bent on resisting him. But Christmas in Hope’s Turn has other plans.

      All-star goalie Damon “Demon” Sinclair planned to spend his Christmas recovering from a knee injury and babysitting his parents after their car accident—not falling for the hottest, crankiest woman he’s ever met.

      Marlie Reynolds just dumped her loser ex in public. The last thing she needs is a hockey god with a killer stare and muscles for days. She’s a dedicated teacher and sister to three hockey fanatic brothers. She’s been around her share of charmers in skates before.

      But Damon’s not just good at playing games on the ice. Between stray kittens, mistletoe mishaps, and too many “accidental” body checks, he’s determined to win Marlie over—dirty tricks, wicked charm, and happily ever after. For keeps.
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      There’s so much joy still to be found in the world, and with life sometimes getting so hard, I wanted to share an uplifting love story. You won’t find a lot of angst or tears in this book. Just laughter, fun, and a romantic adventure between two quirky people falling in love.

      What could be more fun than love at first sight…when it hits the hero squarely between the eyes? Merry Christmas and happy holidays!

      
        
        XOXO

        Marie
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        Early November

        Portland, Oregon

      

      

      

      “There’s no easy way for me to say this, Demon.”

      Damon held back a growl. Not Demon. Damon, Mark. His agent had a bad habit of wasting his time. Still, Damon’s parents had taught him to be respectful, so he just waited.

      Mark shook his head. “You’re missing out on so many opportunities.”

      “I’m fine with what I have.” Some major branding from sports drinks and athletic wear. Damon had no complaints.

      “You won’t be once you hear the whiskey deal is falling through.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because you’re boring.”

      The words seemed suspended in the quiet conference room outside the ice rink. Cold rain spattered against the large windows that turned to hail, highlighting Portland’s creep toward winter.

      “I’m what?”

      “Boring,” Mark blurted, even louder this time. “Everyone loves Demon Sinclair on the ice. You crush anyone who even tries to come near your cage. Your fists are legendary.”

      Damon fought not to flush. “Thanks.”

      “But off the ice, you’re approaching sainthood. No fights, no drama, no women hanging off your arm.” Mark paused then brightened. “Or men, maybe? Any jealous lovers?”

      Damon sighed. “I’m into women, Mark. I’m just not a flashy kind of guy.”

      “Yeah, well, those ‘flashy kinds of guys’ are making millions since the fans want to see a real personality after the skates come off.”

      “I find this ironic. Last week, Mickey was getting his ass handed to him for getting caught with two women in his hotel room by his now ex-girlfriend.” It had been all over the tabloids.

      “Yeah, and now he’s got a new deal with Axial Brewing worth several million.”

      “I’m not going to turn into a dickhead to make money.”

      “Not off the ice, you mean,” Mark muttered. He ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Look, Demon⁠—”

      “Damon.” How many times had he asked his agent to call him by his real name and not his nickname?

      “Demon sounds sexier.”

      Damon rolled his eyes.

      “Look, with your recovery sidelining you for the first part of the season, take the time to think about what I’m telling you. Maybe find a model to date. Take her around town. Show off. Hang out with McClusky and Ford. They’re a magnet for great publicity.”

      “They’re morons who drink too much and think with their dicks.”

      “Exactly.”

      Damon groaned. He knew Mark only wanted to capitalize on his success. With the injury taking him out of play for a few months, the possibility he’d lose his position was always a worry.

      He let that sink in for a moment.

      Nah. Even at thirty-one, Demon Sinclair ruled the league as the best goalie on or off the ice. A small meniscus tear wouldn’t change that. Though he was starting to get tired of having to prove something to people he didn’t know and didn’t care about.

      “Look, Mark, I⁠—”

      His phone interrupted him. He’d had it on silent for the meeting, only certain numbers allowed through for emergencies.

      He held up a finger for Mark to pause while he answered. “Yo, Mom. What’s up?”

      “Honey, your father and I have been in a car accident. We’re okay, but we need your help.”

      Damon rocketed to his feet, only feeling a slight twinge in his left knee. “I’m on my way.” His mother hung up—message sent and received. Damon said to Mark, “Look, I’ll think about what you’ve said. But I need to get back to Hope’s Turn. My parents were in a car accident.”

      “I hope they’re okay.”

      “Sounds like it, but they need me.” Because no way would his mother ask for help if his father hadn’t okayed it, and that bastard rarely asked for anything.

      Not from him anyway.

      Mark nodded. “Go, go. I’ll let the staff know you had an emergency. Kowalski loves the ground you walk on. He won’t care that you left, as long as you come back.”

      Damon nodded and hurried away. He’d call his coach later, though Mark hadn’t been wrong. Coach Kowalski counted on his dedication to the team, so Damon would rally and return as soon as he could.

      Kowalski had a close family. He’d respect Damon’s need to see to his folks.

      Being bad could wait. Being a good son took priority, but so did some heavy-duty meditation and calming exercises.

      Because being around his parents always brought out the demon in Damon—the real reason he enjoyed living hours from home. Had he stayed, he had no doubt he’d be doing jail time.

      Likely for brawling with his parents. His father had a way of getting on his last nerve, but his mother had a heck of a right hook.
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        Three weeks later, late November

        Hope’s Turn

      

      

      

      The laughter caught Damon and refused to let go.

      “Are you kidding me?” the woman asked, her voice not light and fluffy but smoky and filled with the promise of violence.

      Color him intrigued.

      “You wasted nine months of my life, you idiot.”

      “Really, Marlie, that’s uncalled for.”

      Damon searched behind him for the rising voices. The high-end restaurant didn’t seem one to lend itself to drama, so he wasn’t the only one rubbernecking to look for the source of noise.

      Unfortunately, some older woman with big hair blocked his view of the table in the corner, where more insults went back and forth over the pleasant hum of some kind of jazzy holiday tune.

      Man, the woman was grinding the guy with her, calling him all sorts of names. She could give lessons to his teammates in how to insult with a creativity they sorely lacked.

      Damon smothered a laugh and tuned back in to her scornful tone. “After all we’ve been through, and you still don’t have the nerve to introduce me to your parents. Scared, Ben?”

      “I’ve told you about my mother. She can be…difficult.”

      “Cut the cord already.” The woman gave a harsh laugh.

      Damon cringed, feeling a little for the poor guy. She was eating him alive.

      She continued, “You’re nothing but a momma’s boy. I should have seen it. Hell. I did see it. But I thought you had a lot more going for you.”

      “Oh, like my money?” Ben shot back.

      Ouch.

      “Please. The only reason you have more than two nickels to rub together is because your grandpa left your family a fortune. One you’re close to killing. Does Daddy know how much you spent on your recent boy’s trip? You know, the one where no girls were allowed?”

      “Marlie, enough.” Ben stood, and Damon noticed a mid-thirties guy dressed in expensive casual. And loafers.

      She should totally ditch this jackhole for the shoes alone.

      “You’re just jealous because I have more money than you’ll make in a lifetime,” Ben snapped.

      Marlie gave an ugly laugh that still managed to sound sexy. And threatening. “At least I earn mine. I work hard, and I make a difference in the community. You do nothing but talk about how rich you are while snubbing everyone outside your little boy’s club.”

      “It’s not a boy’s club.” Ben’s jaw tightened. “The Hope’s Turn Social Club is important to this town.”

      “You mean to your snobby friends.” She paused then added, “Oh, and speaking of your obnoxious buddies, the hotel called to let you know they found a driver’s license in the room you stayed in. Apparently, your girlfriend left it behind. You know, on that boy’s-only trip.”

      Ben coughed. “Um, what⁠—”

      “Only problem is, I’m not Darlene McBoob.”

      “It’s McBride,” Ben growled, his face red. “And she’s just a friend. I don’t like what you’re implying.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Ben suddenly realized he and Marlie had become the center of attention. He lowered his voice, but Damon still heard him say, “Can we please take this discussion somewhere else?”

      Marlie finally stood. She tossed her napkin on the table and took a step forward.

      Seeing her, Damon froze.

      She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Not the best dressed, though she wore a pair of jeans and a cropped green sweater nicely enough.

      Her hair looked natural, a brown so dark it appeared black that spilled down her back. He couldn’t tell the color of her eyes, but she had height. Maybe half a foot shorter than his own six-six frame.

      But there was something about her that captivated him, refusing to let him look away.

      She flipped Ben off and sneered. “Take this discussion wherever you want. I’m done. Done trying to make you happy while you walk all over me. Done staying out of the way and volunteering all my time to support you while you’re too busy to help me with anything.”

      “I’m sure that’s how you see it.” Somehow Ben looked down his nose at her, though he and the woman stood at the same height.

      “Yeah, because I like the truth. I live in the real world.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and added, “I’ll dump your crap off at your office.”

      “Bring it to my parents’—”

      She cut him off. “And don’t even try leaving without paying and tipping well. You owe all the people here for dealing with your bullshit at least.”

      Marlie stormed out of the restaurant.

      Out of his life.

      Damon rushed to his feet and followed, calling out to a nearby server that he’d be right back, and to please let his friend, who had yet to return from the restroom, know.

      But in his haste to find the angry Marlie, he nearly tripped as he exited the restaurant. Just what he didn’t need for his healing knee.

      He let loose a few expletives that had the older couple waiting to enter blanch.

      “Sorry,” Damon muttered and rushed after the woman, who had turned the corner of the main street downtown.

      He followed and yelled out, “Hey, Marlie, wait up.”

      At her name, the woman turned and blinked at him. Though the evening had turned dark, the sprinkle of white fairy lights in the trees up and down the main drag, in addition to a few lampposts, added to the illumination from an overhead half moon.

      “Do I know you?” she asked, looking leery as she gazed up at him.

      He knew he didn’t give off the best first or even second impression. Hell, most people knew Damon as “Demon.” An aptly given nickname since the first time he’d stepped on the ice and punched Danny Benson in the face for stealing his puck.

      “You don’t know me,” he told her. “But I couldn’t help overhearing you in the restaurant.”

      “And?” She planted a hand on her hip, not seeming to feel the cold.

      “Don’t you have a jacket?”

      “Don’t you have anything better to do than bother strange women?”

      “You’re not that strange.” He grinned.

      She didn’t grin back.

      “Okay, bad joke.” He cleared his throat. “Seems like you’re single.”

      “I guess I am.” She looked more angry than sad about the fact.

      “Well, how about going out a date with me? I don’t have a trust fund to ruin or mommy issues.”

      Her lips quirked but just as quickly flattened. “Look, buddy⁠—”

      “Damon.” Probably better he let her know the real him. The nice him.

      “Damon. I appreciate it, but your timing sucks. To be honest, I’m pretty much done with men and dating.” She glanced up as the first snowflake of the evening fell and shivered. “Shoot. I left my jacket in the restaurant.”

      “Wait here and I’ll grab it for you.”

      “I—”

      Before she could reject him again, he hustled back to the restaurant and fetched her coat from her table, nearly running Ben down while he squared up with his bill.

      “Hey, watch it.”

      Damon ignored him and his missing friend, now seated at their table.

      “Damon, what the hell? Where are you going?”

      “Be right back, Cade.” He left his buddy and hurried back to an irritated Marlie, not sure what he hoped to gain from the interaction.

      The woman clearly had issues with her dickhead of an ex. And she’d already told him no to any future dates. She’d been pretty aggressive, not to mention mean, back in the restaurant.

      His kryptonite.

      “Here you go.” He gave her his best smile.

      Not reassured, she eyed him warily as she put on her jacket. “Thanks, ah…”

      “Damon.” Not good that he had to tell her his name. Again.

      Most women saw him and committed his face and name to memory. Not that he was that handsome, exactly. But he had size and muscle that attracted attention.

      From most people.

      Marlie just nodded. “Right. Damon.” She frowned. “See ya.”

      Then she turned and left him staring after her like a besotted moron.

      Just then his knee gave out, and he landed hard on his hip while the snow fell harder.

      He swore, long and loud.

      “Well, that’s got to be embarrassing. Denied by a woman and by your own body. So sad how far Demon Sinclair has fallen.”

      Of course his buddy had followed him out and watched him crash and burn.

      Damon ignored his heated cheeks. “Shut it, Cade. Help me up.” Once again on his feet, he accompanied Cade back to the restaurant, careful not to put too much weight on his bad leg.

      But instead of being able to eat in peace, he found himself mobbed by people demanding autographs while others told him exactly what they thought of him ditching the team when they needed him most.

      As if he’d ripped his meniscus on purpose.

      Cade was no help, the popular general contractor a staple of the town and apparently beloved by everyone. Because while they complained about Damon, they gave Cade nothing but sweet smiles and compliments.

      He sighed. Some things never changed.

      He just wished he could have gotten Marlie’s number. Or even a smile.

      Because for some reason, she was stuck in his brain. And he had a feeling it would take more time than it should to get her out of it again.
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      Marlie didn’t know what had come over her. She didn’t normally make a scene in public, but she was so over Ben’s nonsense.

      After doing his best to win her over after that first date, he’d been a dream boyfriend. For all of a month.

      Then, over time, the red flags had not only appeared but had flown and grown.

      Though he accused her of only wanting him for his money, she’d been enamored of the good-looking, gentlemanly guy who didn’t live with his parents and actually had a job.

      Turned out he might as well have lived with his parents for all the attention he gave them and not her. And his job seemed to be nothing more than a title where he got accolades for those who did the actual work. Some financial genius he turned out to be.

      She knew she should have dropped him after hearing his constant bragging. Or his gaslighting when she’d call him on his attitude with people. The way he never wanted her to meet his wealthy friends or do more than say hello if they did run into them.

      Friends like Darlene McBoob.

      She snorted as she let herself into her small cottage a few blocks from central downtown. A dream she’d earned by being the favorite teacher of a few star pupils whose parents dominated the rental market.

      She hadn’t been too proud to take the offer of a reduced rental rate. Teachers didn’t make squat, and she had to supplement her meager income by coaching and on some occasions, tutoring. The coaching she loved. The tutoring? Not so much.

      Sighing, Marlie tossed her jacket on a hook and finally let herself grin at the memory of that giant lumbering after her.

      Had she not already seen him in the restaurant—because who didn’t notice a near giant with dark eyes and a scruff that looked, well, not sexy, but not not-sexy either—she might have been worried. He had interesting features. A high forehead, a nose that had been broken before, and a square jaw.

      The guy put the man in manly. Those muscles and that height had been no joke.

      But coming on to her after she’d just torn into Ben? Who did that?

      She had no intention of following up one bad boyfriend with another, especially not one who clearly looked like a serial killer. The deep, gravelly voice and big fists didn’t help his image.

      For a short moment, she let herself wonder about him. Then her anger and disappointment over Ben returned.

      Marlie had been on so many dates in her lifetime. Closing in on thirty, she’d expected to be married by now. Having a kid or two. Or at least dating someone seriously.

      Instead, she’d spent years trying to find a real man with character and decency. They were few and far between. The dating apps sucked. Friends of friends hadn’t panned out. And her father would be more than content to never have his little girl find a man of her own.

      Her brothers hadn’t helped her dating life either, come to think of it.

      She refused to think about what those boneheads might do to Ben if they found out what a tool he’d been.

      Should I…? No. I can’t tell them. Then one of them will get arrested for assault. And the sheriff is less than forgiving with my brothers already.

      The sheriff being her mother, of course.

      Marlie plunked down on her sofa, grabbed a throw pillow, and screamed into it.

      Then she made herself a cup of cocoa and put on a Hallmark mystery.

      A little fictional death never hurt anyone. And if the bad guy happened to resemble Ben, all the better.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, she received a call from one of the veterinary assistants and took herself to the office, where she often spent her free time.

      Dr. Jeff Morrison, her best friend, motioned for her to assist him with a purring older cat, one of their regulars who needed help with his medicine while his elderly owner chatted outside with the receptionist. He shook his head. “In public? Really?”

      “I know.” She stroked Killer’s fluffy tail and let him rub all over her hands. “I didn’t mean to share my business with the world, but can you believe Ben was, heck, probably still is, sleeping with Darlene McBride?”

      Jeff arched a brow.

      She sighed. “Yes, yes. You called it two months ago. You were right. Happy now?”

      He held out a hand.

      Marlie glared. “Hey, I’m holding onto Killer for you. That should be all I owe you.”

      Jeff didn’t budge until she placed a dollar in his hand. Then he quickly gave the cat a shot followed by two pills Killer hated having to swallow. The treats following helped smooth things over before he walked Killer out to his owner.

      Marlie wiped down the table and waited.

      She’d known Jeff since elementary school. They’d been best friends since they’d fought over a lone school swing, giving each other bloody noses before bonding in time-out.

      They’d been with each other through boyfriend after boyfriend. He was no better than her at finding someone to commit to. Though lately, he’d been pretty secretive about someone new in his life.

      The moment he returned, she told him about the giant. Andre? No, he was a wrestler. Derrick? Doug? Something like that.

      “You’re horrible with names.” Jeff shook his head. “But you were smart not going out with him. He followed you after witnessing you tear into Ben.”

      “I know.” But he was kind of cute. In a stalkerish way.

      “Guy’s gotta be a masochist. Who goes after someone after witnessing them break up?”

      “Someone with bad social awareness?”

      Jeff grinned. “You’ve still got it, Marlie. A man-magnet, as my sister likes to say.”

      Like Carla was someone to judge. “Isn’t she married to husband number four?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean she’s not right.”

      Marlie shrugged. “I can’t help that I’m awesome.” For some odd reason, guys had always liked her. Enough to date her for a while, but not enough to stick around for the long haul.

      Before she could get back into her funk, she poked Jeff in the shoulder.

      “Ow.”

      “Oh please. You’re nearly as big as the socially awkward giant.”

      Jeff preened.

      “Now quit avoiding answering me. Why are you being so weird about who you’re dating?”

      “It’s not that big of a secret.” He flushed.

      “Ah-ha! It is. Who is it? Do I know him?” Hope’s Turn wasn’t that big, though he could be dating someone who lived nearby.

      Before Jeff could answer, his assistant popped her head in the door. “Hey, Dr. Morrison? We got a call about an abandoned colony of feral cats. I’d go, but we’re swamped today.”

      They both looked at Marlie.

      I’m such a sucker. “I’ll go. Just give me the address.”

      Jeff smile widened.

      “But you’re not off the hook.” She poked him in the arm again.

      His assistant, Maddie, grinned, handed Marlie a sticky note with the address, and left.

      Jeff held up his hands in surrender. “Whatever you say, Mad Marlie. I truly appreciate the help.”

      “I know.” Jeff and she loved helping animals. Yet another thing they had in common. “One more thing. Don’t even think of telling my brothers about Ben. You know how they get.”

      He mimed zipping his lips then ruined it by saying, “I won’t tell them. But Marlie, it’s probably all over town by now. Maddie told me about it first thing this morning, and she heard it from her cousin who works at the restaurant.”

      Marlie groaned. “Great. Well, hopefully I can get past Thanksgiving without them harping about what a douche Ben is.”

      “They’re not wrong.”

      “I know.” She groaned again. “I’ll go pick up the cats. Movie tonight?” She had a few more days until the school break ended. And since the tournament her team had been supposed to play in had gotten canceled, she finally had some free time to indulge in being lazy.

      “Deal. My place though.”

      “Sounds good.” She left after grabbing a few cages she stuffed in the back of the veterinary van.

      With any luck, she’d be able to rescue the felines before the bad weather really hit.

      She hadn’t counted on finding them behind a seedy bar on the outskirts of town.

      Or that she’d come face-to-face with the giant who’d propositioned her last night strangling a calico.
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      Damon didn’t know what it was about this woman, but she kept looking at him as if he’d done something criminal.

      “Put the cat down!” She glared at him but didn’t come any closer when he straightened up.

      He held the pregnant cat in his arms, pleased she’d finally calmed down. “I’m not hurting her, Marlie.” He smiled, expecting a return grin since he’d remembered her name.

      Not like he’d thought about much else since meeting her.

      Except she didn’t smile. She snarled. “Bullshit. I saw you choking her.”

      His heart raced at her tone. What was it about this woman that made him want so much?

      Up close, she looked more cute than sexy. Adorable with that scowl, and he noticed a pale hint of freckles over the bridge of her nose.

      Freckles.

      She had her dark hair up in a ponytail. A second look at her body showed a slender, athletic frame with a nice set of breasts he noticed when her jacket parted.

      How was it that everything about her was just his type?

      She eyed his groin. And not in a good way. He took a step back, seeing the threat there. “Now hold on. Notice the cat has calmed down. I was holding her by the scruff of her neck to relax her and also had a hand under her legs for support. She’s fine. And she’s pregnant. There are a few other cats hiding by those pallets against the building.” He nodded behind him.

      Marlie frowned but seemed to ease up. She took a few animal crates out of the back of her vehicle, and he gently deposited the now purring cat into one of them.

      Without speaking, they worked together to rescue several others. Mostly younger kittens, but they found a few mature cats as well.

      “What are you doing here?” he had to know.

      “I could ask you the same,” she said as she shut the back doors of the van. Then she glanced down at his knuckles and saw the blood there.

      He flushed, feeling awkward again around pretty Marlie. “Ah, it’s not my fault. I came down here for a drink after dealing with my parents…” Hmm. That sounded anti-family. “I mean, I’m helping my parents recover from an accident, and I just wanted a break.”

      She blinked. “At ten a.m. at the bar half the town calls Stabby’s?”

      He nodded, knowing it had been aptly named. “I used to work here a long time ago, back when I was in high school. Figured I’d sit on the other side of the bar this time.”

      “How’d you work at a bar in high school?”

      “Cleaning up. The law didn’t pay much attention to this side of town back then. Anyway, I got into a little dustup with a customer inside. After I tossed his ass out, I noticed the cats by the dumpster.”

      Her features smoothed, and she looked him over. “What’s your name again?”

      Why did her not remembering him endear her to him even more? Maybe Cade was right. I am a moron.

      “Damon,” they said at the same time.

      Her slow smile showed off a dimple on her cheek. “I just remembered.”

      “I’m flattered.”

      “You should be. I’m horrible with names.”

      They stared at each other until she turned to leave.

      “Wait.” He walked to her, conscious of taking it easy on his knee. His physical therapy had been helping, but unfortunately, rest was key to his recovery. The downtime about killed him. “So, ah, you don’t want to date. I got that loud and clear last night.”

      “Yeah.” She frowned up at him.

      “But could I just get to know you? Share a coffee or something? I’ve got some time to kill before I head home. And honestly, I need the break from my parents.”

      Not a lie. They drove him batty.

      She shrugged. “I guess. I need to take these guys back to the vet’s office first.”

      “Cool. I’ll follow you. Um, I did call Hope’s Turn Veterinary, didn’t I?” There had been another clinic with Hope’s Turn in the title as well.

      “Oh. You called this in?”

      He nodded, and she rattled off the address.

      He followed her, not surprised she had a heavy foot on the accelerator. The woman had energy to spare. He liked that about her. Hell, he liked everything about her. Her sass, her looks, her strength.

      The fact she couldn’t remember his name.

      He chuckled. Women had been coming onto him forever. They liked his size or his money or his fame. Perhaps that’s what attracted him to Marlie. She didn’t seem to like him much.

      His sister was right. He had a contrary sense of self.

      At the vet’s office, he pulled in next to her and helped her carry the cats to the back office.

      “Jeff, we found a bunch. One of them is pregnant.”

      He followed her voice to a tall, good-looking guy in a white lab coat. His name tag read, “Dr. Jeff Morrison.” He noticed Damon and blinked. Then his jaw dropped.

      “Dr. Morrison.” Damon held out a hand.

      The vet just stared.

      “Don’t be rude, Jeff.” Marlie scowled at him.

      Damon grinned. Talk about a woman with a temper.

      Jeff turned to Marlie and smacked her on the back of the head. Not hard, but like the kind of smacks his sister used to give him before she’d left home.

      “Ow.” Marlie glared at the vet.

      “How do you not know who this is?”

      She blushed despite the scowl. “I remembered his name. Damon.”

      “This is Demon Sinclair, Marlie.”

      She just stared at her friend. “O-kay.”

      Jeff shook his head. “Your brothers are hockey players. I’m a hockey fan. But this guy is the real deal.”

      Shoot. Damon had hoped to get to know Marlie without her realizing who he was.

      She shrugged. “Great. He’s real. I just⁠—”

      “He’s a professional hockey player, doofus,” Jeff growled. “Hell, he’s Will’s favorite player.”

      “He is?” She looked from Jeff to Damon. “And I should care because…?”

      At that, Damon laughed.

      Jeff pushed Marlie back by the forehead and held out a hand to Damon. “So glad to meet you, Demon. Or Damon? Mr. Sinclair?”

      Damon shook his hand. “Damon is fine. Dr.—”

      “Oh, call me Jeff.” Jeff gave him a big grin before pulling away. “Man, Will is going to be so stoked to know you’re in town.”

      Marlie looked confused. “What is going on here?”

      “Meet the best goalie in the league, a two-time Vezina Trophy winner, and the Portland Ice Raptors’ MVP two years running.”

      Damon muttered, “Three, but who’s counting?”

      “Not just Most Valuable Player, but Most Favorite Player too.” Jeff nodded.

      “Actually, more like most favorite player to hate.” Damon didn’t like to lie if he could help it.

      “Well, yeah. But only to people who aren’t fans of the Raptors. You crush everyone who tries to score on your ice.”

      “Thanks.” Damon watched Marlie, who didn’t seem impressed. To Jeff, he said, “Ah, we’re going to head out for coffee. Would you like to come?” He figured Marlie might like him better if he was nice to her friend. Plus, the guy seemed like a fan.

      “I wish.” Jeff sighed. “Marlie, go have fun. I’ll look over the cats in a bit. Full day today.” His eyes sparkled. “Just promise you’ll let me break the news to Will.”

      “Have at it.” She waved him away then turned back to Damon. After eyeing him up and down, she shrugged. “Okay, Demon. Let’s go caffeinate.”

      “Sure, but coffee’s on you. Last night, my friend watched you reject me before I fell on my ass. Technically, I got injured twice while returning your jacket to you. Physically and then emotionally. It was horrible.”

      Her eyes grew wider. But instead of expressing sympathy, she laughed. “Bet you felt pretty stupid.”

      “Marlie!” Jeff chastised.

      Damon snorted. “You know, that evil streak of yours is really appealing.”

      “So I hear. I’ve been on Santa’s naughty list since I turned eight. Apparently, coal in your stocking is a real thing.”

      “Yeah, I found that out the hard way too.”

      Grinning at each other, they left Jeff muttering to himself and settled on a nearby tea shop within walking distance.

      Damon did his best to appear light-hearted and not too intimidating. Because he had to get this woman to go out with him on a real date.

      He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had rejected him.

      That perverse part of him that loved a fight needed to charm the pants off Marlie.

      And yeah, literally. He had to see her without clothes.

      He must have made his intentions clear, because she shook her head at him.

      “What?” he asked gruffly, cleared his throat, then added in a lighter voice, “Ah, did you have a question?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Is there something wrong with my sweater, Demon?”

      “You can call me Damon.” He sipped the best hot cocoa he’d had in a while. Bragg’s Tea Shop made a mean gingerbread as well.

      “I heard you the first time.”

      More determined than ever to show her how charming the beast of the ice could be, he flashed his teeth at her, proud to still have a full set. “Nah, nothing wrong with your sweater. It’s pretty.”

      “Uh-huh.” She drank her cocoa and locked gazes with him.

      He’d swear he’d seen weaker challenges from the Kraken’s new power forward.

      “So, ah…” He struggled to find something to say when an angry guy with dark hair and huge fists stalked toward their table.

      “You.” The guy pointed at Marlie.

      She sighed.

      Damon had to laugh. “Man, you really do piss off everyone with a penis, don’t you?”

      She blinked at him. The guy with the anger paused and stared, as did a few patrons sitting within earshot.

      Then Marlie’s lips curled into a smile larger than the Cheshire cat’s. “Well, thank you, Demon. That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

      The man looming over them gaped at Damon.

      Then he did the oddest thing. He stole a chair from a nearby table and pulled it up to join them.
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      Marlie didn’t know what she’d done to deserve this particular day off, in which her best friend held secrets from her then tricked her into rescuing feral cats. In which she found herself enjoying cocoa with a potential serial killer named Demon. In which her brother appeared out of nowhere when she’d gone out of her way to avoid him for the past few days.

      “Him. You’re him.” Steve blathered like an idiot while he stared at her companion.

      “I am a him. Yes.” Demon looked her brother over with a flat stare that should have concerned her.

      Something about the guy screamed danger, so at odds with the polite, contained man sitting across the table drinking cocoa and eating gingerbread cookies.

      Oddly, she found him kind of…hot.

      So strange. Marlie went for nice guys. Men who treated salespeople well and smiled at pets and children. Guys who had no problem acting like gentlemen, treating her to meals or movies while enjoying her company and sense of humor. Men who weren’t threatened when she returned the favor of paying for a meal.

      Maybe that’s why she’d had such a tough time dating. She wanted what her parents had. For the man to respect his significant other, and for the woman to not be scared to be herself around him.

      “How did this happen?” Steve asked, looking from Demon to her.

      “This?” Demon growled, his voice deep and gravelly. A lot like the
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