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      I’ve always wanted to write a holiday novella, and the idea for this hit me two weeks before Christmas! This is for all of my dedicated Sinners family who can never get enough of the characters I love so deeply. Thank you for all your support!
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      Saturday, December 23

      Dylan Cole skated figure eights around the playoff circles, forward then backward, his version of pacing, as he waited on his fiancé. The surface was blurred with snow from a rehearsal for Sin City on Ice, the show his bride-to-be starred in, but it didn’t bother him. Las Vegas Sinners’ practices typically left the rink a slushy mess. He was used to it.

      “Ahem. Are you ready for me?”

      He stopped short and glanced up. Lori stood at one of the openings. She still wore her costume but had added one of his jerseys, marked by the C on the chest. It was about three sizes too big, exaggerated more so because she wore no pads underneath. The sleeves slid down and covered her hands completely every time she put her arms to her sides. It was the cutest thing he’d ever seen, but he kept that to himself. His fierce girl didn’t tolerate patronizing, even the playful kind, and he wasn’t about to risk his life two days before they got married. Instead, he tilted his chin up. “I’ve been ready for you for a long time.”

      Her serious expression broke, and she smiled, one of the unguarded, genuine kinds she saved just for him. “You always have the best answers.”

      “I’m saving the best one for Christmas day. The question starts, ‘Do you take this woman…’”

      She glided over to meet him at center ice and executed a hockey stop that would make his coach proud. “Just because you’re the sweetest man in the world doesn’t mean I’m going to go easy on you.”

      He grinned. “I’d expect nothing less.”

      “Then let’s do this.” Her soft voice went low and throaty, and a seductive glint sparked in her light green eyes.

      For a second, all reason left his brain. All memory, too, following the exodus of blood headed south because he couldn’t for the life of him remember what they were going to do.

      “Do you have the sticks?”

      Sticks. Right. Hockey. His tongue was still tied up, but he managed to nod and skate over to the players’ bench, where he’d stowed two sticks, a puck, and two of their pink laundry baskets. When she’d moved in, he’d negotiated her down to pink. Her original wish had involved glitter, tulle, and sequins. When he turned back, he caught her in profile. Fought a laugh. Half-succeeded. Part of her show costume were gold tail feathers, the exaggerated, peacock type. She pinned him with a stare that dared him to comment. All he said was, “Sure you can play with that?”

      “I think it’ll work to my advantage. You’ll be so distracted by my awesome plumage you won’t be able to hang onto the puck.”

      Lady had a point. Because the actual goals had been removed for her show practice, he skated to each end and set the laundry baskets in their places before meeting her back in the main faceoff circle and handing her a stick. “Okay, first one to five points wins.”

      She twirled her stick like a giant baton. “How many couples do you think unwind by playing one-on-one hockey two days before they get married?”

      “In this arena, it’s more common than you’d think. And with all the stress of getting our families here and juggling all the little details while we’re both on crazy schedules, we deserve to unwind however we want. But I did go the extra mile to make it a little more romantic.” He pointed directly over their heads at the big bundle of mistletoe hanging from the Jumbotron screen and then at the band of advertisement screen that circled the arena’s upper level. Digital Christmas bulbs twinkled in the otherwise low light of the rink.

      Lori’s beautiful features melted into a sentimental, grateful pout, and she glided in to kiss him. Just the reaction he’d been hoping for. In that moment, holding her on the ice they shared like a second home, he wasn’t Dylan Cole, the phenom face of the NHL. He was just Dylan Cole, the man who had everything he ever needed right there in his arms. He pulled back just enough to touch his forehead to hers. “I don’t know what my life would be without you. I never want to find out.”

      She pressed her lips together, and her eyes glossed over. “Don’t you make me cry. I’m wearing fifteen pounds of makeup.”

      He grinned and pushed back until there was space enough between them to drop the puck. “Ready?”

      A quick sniffle and shake of her head, and she dropped into a game-ready crouch. “Let’s go.”

      “Okay, go!” He let the puck fall and didn’t have quite enough time to get both hands on his stick because his fiancé was lightning fast. His teammates might joke about figure skaters not being the same level of athlete as hockey players, but they’d never witnessed the grueling training Lori endured for her sport, and her determination outweighed his entire team combined.

      She snagged the puck as soon as it hit the ice and darted around him. He gave chase and almost caught up, but at the last second, she did a fancy, spinning jump and managed to take the puck with her.

      He barked a laugh. “That’s not fair. My competition doesn’t usually escape me with a toe loop.”

      “How sad for them!” She called over her shoulder right before she took a slap shot so powerful it hit the back of the laundry basket and sent it spinning. She whooped, rounded the rink, and did a few axels in celebration.

      All he could do was watch with a big, dumb, permanent smile. I get to keep her. The thought had rolled through his mind randomly ever since he’d proposed. At first, they’d wanted to wait until after the Olympics to get married and had started to plan a very extravagant, Vegas-style wedding. But when his season’s schedule had come out with a few days’ break on either side of Christmas, he’d sprung the idea of scaling down and doing it then. I don’t want to wait anymore. Those had been the words that sealed the deal, and they couldn’t be truer. Especially at this moment, when his future wife skated at him backward, shaking the hypnotic tail feathers and the backside that’d made him lose focus on more than one occasion in the past.

      “You know one of the things I love most about you? You’re such a gracious winner.”

      She pivoted to stick her tongue out at him. “I haven’t won. Yet.”

      “Ohh, I think I can make a comeback.” He picked up the puck, reset the basket then met her at center ice. This time, he anticipated her eagerness and cut in a second before she could, sprinting around her. He was fast, but she was a rocket and managed to get in front of him, guarding her goal with tenacity that’d make Reese, the Sinners goalie, proud. She herded Dylan into the boards without actually checking him since that was their rule. No pads, no contact. Didn’t mean she was any less effective. For a split second, seeing his name on her back and knowing that it would be her name in two days distracted him enough for her to steal the puck and race toward the other end.

      She had the habit of holding her stick in one hand, especially during breakaways. Her free arm swung at her side for momentum, which wasn’t abnormal for a hockey player. What made it unique was what she did with her hand. Her thumb was curled in to touch her middle finger, and her pinky, pointer, and ring fingers lifted up—something that happened without her even realizing it when she’d be stretching or walking or even standing still.

      “Shadow puppet!” He teased, hoping to slow her down.

      It didn’t work, but she did put both hands on the stick to take another impressive shot that knocked the basket over with a thwap! Breathing hard, she circled behind it and curtsied, her stick-free arm extended, hand position exaggerated. “I told you. They’re dancer hands. I can’t help it. If you knew how many hours I spent in ballet class as a kid, having instructors practically staple my fingers like this, you’d understand.”

      “Your hands are beautiful. Just like the rest of you.”

      She skated over to him and poked him in the chest with the butt end of her stick. “Sucking up might get you points with me, but it won’t get you any on the scoreboard.”

      He grabbed the stick and used it to pull her flush against him, glanced up at the mistletoe overhead, then kissed her softly. “I already won.”

      She grinned and went up on her toe picks to kiss him again for a long moment before easing back and arching a brow. “What happened to playing no contact?”

      “All’s fair in love and hockey.”

      “Remember that when I score my fifth goal.”

      “Ahh..” He winced. “You mind not telling the guys about this?”

      “Oh, it’s going in the vows.” Mischief sparked in her eyes as she skated around him for the faceoff circle, tail feathers bouncing.

      How did I get this lucky?
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