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        blād/

        noun: a thin, flat metal runner on an ice skate.

        a dashing or energetic young man.

      

      

      
        “Mishaps are like knives, that either serve us or cut us, as we grasp them by the blade or the handle.”

        - James Russell Lowell
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      Flynn

      On The Ice, Right After Game Seven

      It weighed thirty-four point five pounds.

      It stood thirty-five and a quarter inches high.

      It was made with a silver-nickel alloy and engraved with the names of Flynn Kazakov's heroes, hockey's villains, and—soon—his name.

      The Cajun Rage's fans cheered so loud in the arena and pounded so hard against the glass surrounding the rink that it almost drowned out the blood pounding in his ears when the team captain, Aleks Lazar, handed him the Cup. He dropped his gloves and lifted hockey's holy grail high as he began his victory skate around the rink.

      Well-earned sweat soaked through his goalie pads. People bitched that he wore too many. They said it gave him an advantage. Fuck 'em. He didn't exceed regulations. He didn't add in a little something extra here and there like his bastard of a father had. Let that asshole keep his spot in the hockey hall of fame as the last generation's premiere goalie. Flynn had something Kasper Kazakov would never have: Flynn's team had won the big one and his name was going on the Cup.

      It had been the only thing he'd dreamed about since the first moment he stood between the pipes and stared down a frozen biscuit headed straight for him. The puck had hit him right in the middle of the chest, a hard shot to the breadbasket, and had left a gnarly green and purple bruise square over his heart but he'd denied the goal. Flynn might have his old man's last name and some hockey writers claimed the old man's fast reflexes, but he wasn't Kasper Kazakov. He was better than the man who'd knocked up a small town girl and left her alone to figure out what to do next. Now Flynn had the Cup to prove it.

      This was the high point.

      This was his win.

      This was everything he'd ever wanted.

      Success made his heart race and his throat tighten up. He skated back to where the rest of the Rage were huddled up at center ice. One glance confirmed he wasn't the only one feeling it. The reasons why they'd pushed themselves to this point may be different, but they'd done it together. Tonight they'd guzzle champagne in the locker room and party with the puck bunnies until the sun came up, but in the morning they'd go their separate ways to their families, their dogs and whatever else they had waiting for them. But tonight was fucking magic, it was the realization of a dream—everything else was just what came after.

      So when he woke up tomorrow his head pounding and his mouth fuzzy from a hangover, what would he do then?

      He handed the cup off to right-winger Archer Durham for his victory lap. Flynn's empty hands fell to his sides as he watched Durham skate away with it. Flynn should be thinking about the bunnies he'd bang tonight, but he wasn't. The answer to the only question in his head right now wouldn't be found in between a pair of long legs.

      Because he had no fucking clue what came next for him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gillie

      Six Weeks Later, Fort Worth

      Billie Holiday crooned in the background that the world will always welcome lovers as time goes by, but a steady boyfriend—let alone a hot, naked side of beefcake on standby fuck-buddy status—was the last thing Gillie Pike was looking for. No, she was too busy trying to squeeze dollar bills out of a red ledger for that.

      Of course, she'd have better luck getting the long-dead singer to appear live on stage at The Back Beat than finding the thousands she needed to keep her jazz club going past this fiscal quarter. Her brother, Marko, had warned her about the difficulty of establishing an old school nightclub with its speakeasy vibe, high-end cocktails and jazz bands in Fort Worth. If she'd located it on the other side of Arlington in Dallas, revenue would be stronger. He was probably right about that. However, Dallas held too many memories of the bloody-mess-of-a-shredded-heart variety, so here she was nursing a gin and tonic and wishing for cold hard cash to appear out of thin air. At this point, she'd do just about anything for enough to float the club until it found its footing.

      The buzz of her phone cut through Billie's promises about kisses still being kisses. Gillie glanced down. No caller ID. Probably Marko. He was out on a job for B-Squad Security and Investigations in the middle of nowhere Idaho and he loved to check up on her as if she was still twelve instead of twenty-six. If he only knew what kind of trouble she'd gotten into back in college, he would have sat on her—literally—until their mom found a nunnery that still took in wayward daughters. She picked it up and swiped her thumb across the green phone icon. She loved her big brother, but damn Marko was a pain in her ass.

      "You have got to stop being such a Mother Hen," she said not bothering with a hello.

      The answering silence lasted just long enough for an embarrassed heat to beat against her cheeks.

      "I've been called a lot of things in my life, but never that," said the man who was most definitely not her brother. "How ya doing, Torch?"

      Her gut dropped down past her toes and sank right through the floor. Fuck. It had been years since she'd heard Orlando Perry's voice. In fact, the last time she had she'd been looking at some unwanted silver jewelry secured around her wrists while an overweight cop read her the Miranda warning.

      "No one calls me that anymore." The only ones who ever had were the handful of people in their little merry band of jazz-playing thieves.

      "You're not a torch singer these days?" Orlando asked, all honey sweet.

      Unable to stop herself, her hand went up to the small scar at the base of her throat—a lasting reminder of the non-cancerous throat nodules that had ended her career before it ever really got started. "You know I'm not."

      "So if you know this isn't about a singing gig, then why am I calling?"

      She forced her hand back in her lap and tightened her grip on the phone. What did they say about being careful what you wish for? "I'm retired."

      Orlando snorted. "Unless you hit the lottery and I didn't hear about it, you need the scratch and I have just the job for a barn burner like you."

      Some of the tension melted from her tight shoulders. In jazz a barn burner was a hot chick. For a few years, it translated to a type of job where she posed as a femme fatale to gain access to the mark so the others could rob him blind. After the last time, she wasn't even a little bit tempted to try that again. "I told you I'm out of the game."

      "You'll love the target." She must have paused for too long because he went on. "It's Flynn Kazakov."

      Gillie almost dropped the phone. "What does he have worth stealing?"

      Sure he was a professional hockey player with a fat contract, but he didn't spend like he had cash. After he'd turned down Dallas's contract extension in exchange for a sweet deal with the New Orleans Ragin' Cajuns, he'd driven out of town in the same dusty truck he'd driven for more years than Gillie had known him.

      "It's not what you'll take from him," Orlando said. "But what you're going to give to him right in time for the cops to find it."

      She pinched the bridge of her nose hard enough that she'd leave crescent-shaped nail imprints. Of all the people in the world, it had to be Flynn Kazakov—the man who'd saved her ass right before he'd broken her heart. If it was anyone else she'd tell Orlando to kiss off, but she owed Flynn. He may not deserve to get paid back, but a debt was a debt. She'd get what information she could about the frame job and pass it along to Flynn so he could protect himself like he'd protected her all those years ago.

      And you'd get to see him again, a little voice whispered before she could shove it back into the oblivion.

      "Stop talking in riddles and give me the details, Orlando."

      "I knew you'd want to get your pound of flesh off the knuckle dragger." He laughed. "You know the Ragin' Cajun's won the Cup."

      "I heard."

      "Well your ex's day to spend with it is coming up."

      She did not like where this was going. "So?"

      "My client wants you to steal the cup and frame Kazakov for the theft."

      Damn. No one pissed people off quite like Flynn, but that was still a pretty harsh revenge. If it worked, Flynn would lose his career, his reputation and his freedom. It was a toss up as to which one would bother him more.

      "How much?"

      "Enough that if you don't take the job, you're an idiot. Especially when, from what I hear, your little club is leaking greenbacks like a sieve—you know how musicians love to gossip."

      Shit. If the money was that good it meant that if she didn't take the job, someone else would. "You already have someone else in mind."

      "Yeah. I gotta new girl on the line, but no one has the same smooth skills you do. You don't have to sleep with him. All you have to do is break out your cat woman skills, swipe the cup, get Kazakov hard and wanting enough to let you into his home and then you leave the cup where the cops will find it."

      Oh yeah. She bit back a disgusted huff. It was a real walk in the park—if that park is in the seediest neighborhood in Fort Worth, at midnight and with all the streetlights burned out and a roving band of feral dogs on the loose.

      "So are you in or out, Torch?"

      Out. She was so out she wasn't even in the same time zone. "I'm in."

      It took everything she had not to bang her head on the table and knock some sense into herself, but it was too late. Really, it had been too late the moment he mentioned Flynn. She might hate him, but she definitely owed him. And if someone else took the job, it would just make saving his ass that much harder.

      "Perfect," Orlando said. "Plane tickets are waiting for you at the Cardinal Airlines desk. You leave at seven tomorrow morning."

      "You sure were confident I'd take the job." That conviction on Orlando's part chapped her hide. She was very good at being bad, but that didn't mean she gave into it that easily anymore. Hell, she'd been on the straight and narrow for three years.

      "How many jobs did we do together?" Orlando asked.

      She shrugged as if he could see her. "Two maybe three dozen."

      "And if it hadn't been for that last one, you'd still be one of the most sought-after cat burglars in the U.S. I knew you couldn't stay out forever. No one walks away from something they were born to do."

      No. She'd been born to be a jazz singer. The next Billie Holiday they'd called her. Instead, she was a retired thief running a beautiful bar into the ground. She was a failure. But maybe if she did this, she could win some of her old self back. Putting one in the W column for once would feel good. Real good.

      Gillie sighed. "One last job."

      "Of course, Torch." Orlando let out a patronizing chuckle. "One last job.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Flynn

      Snow Bay, The Upper Peninsula Of Michigan

      It was Thursday Night, Ladies’ Night and Ten Pints was rocking.

      Half bowling alley and half bar, the place had been an institution in his small hometown of Snow Bay, Michigan for more years than Flynn could remember. All of the families who'd brought the kiddies to the bowling alley had gone home for the night and everyone still here was looking to get drunk and get laid in whatever order they could make that happen. It was the U.P. way.

      The crack of balls crashing against the pin barely sounded over the mix of Top 40 blaring out of the speakers above the bar in the back corner. Michigan Upper Peninsula Yooper Pride signs and autographed photos of Green Bay Packers players hung above the shelves of liquor. Ten Pints' owner and Snow Bay's resident grouch, Marcy, was behind the bar still looking like she'd spent so much time ice fishing she'd been permanently frozen at eighty-six.

      "If it isn't Mr. Big Time Hockey Puck." She flung a bar towel over one boney shoulder and gave him a snarly grin, but her eyes were smiling. "What can I get for ya?"

      "Hey ya, Marcy." He scanned the logos on the taps behind her before he locked onto something he only got at home. "I'll have a pint of blueberry wheat."

      "You betcha." She grabbed a glass with gnarled fingers and put it under the tap spout. Her gaze wandered over his shoulder to something behind him and her eyes narrowed. "Watch out, they're starting to circle. Looks like even some of the troll girlies have come on up for your homecoming."

      Unlike in the rest of the continental U.S., a troll wasn't a mythical creature up here. It was anyone who lived south of the Mackinaw Bridge. There were only two reasons why the trolls would be up in early August. Their yearly unwind at a cottage or because of him. It wasn't ego. Just plain fact. Puck bunnies had been trying to get their hooks into him since he started juniors. Some men with his messy parental background would have bypassed the bunnies and been all honorable and good. He wasn't that guy. What could he say? He was an asshole.

      Marcy handed him the pint and he took a long, deep swallow, keeping his gaze on the bottles of clear liquor lined up behind the bar rather than looking over his shoulder to take stock of the night's possibilities. Then, a cold breath of awareness blew down his neck, the same one that let him know when a puck was coming before the forward's stick even connected. Not turning around wasn't an option.

      "Thanks, Marcy." He nodded at the older woman and made a slow one-eighty.

      His gaze went past the preening bunnies trying to catch his eye, the couples making a dance floor out of the square feet of nothing space in front of the bowling shoe rental counter and a trio of sunburned FIPs (fucking Illinois' people) playing pool in the back corner until he spotted her. The world stuttered to a stop. The bunnies disappeared. The beer in his hand ceased to exist.

      Gillie Fucking Pike.

      He stared. She smirked.

      He downed his nearly full beer in one gulp. She strutted across Ten Pints, drawing the attention of every man in the bar and most of the women too.

      When he'd left her standing in the driveway of his empty Fort Worth house three years ago, looking too pissed off to cry, he'd never expected to see her again. He couldn't. She was a thief. She was his best friend's little sister. Worst of all, she was the only woman to ever make him rethink his priorities to the point that he nearly got him thrown in jail. There wasn't a bigger danger in the world for a man with one goal—and one goal only—than to fall for a woman like Gillie Pike. She was five-feet-nine-inches of sexy distraction.

      By the time Gillie stopped in front of him, close enough she wouldn't have to shout over the din of Ten Pints, he'd almost got his brain back in gear. He'd have been a helluva lot more successful at that if most of his blood hadn't headed straight south at the sight of her. If Eve had looked even half as good as Gillie, there was no doubt as to why Adam had taken a big ole bite of that juicy apple. She was all curves and bad girl sex appeal topped off with long black hair that he knew from experience she loved to have pulled tight while getting fucked from behind.

      She arched an eyebrow as if she knew exactly what he'd been thinking. "Buy a girl a beer?"

      "I don't think that's a good idea." Hell, it wasn't even in the same hemisphere as a good idea.

      Gillie stepped closer and raised herself up to her tiptoes, brushing her tits across his chest and bringing her full lips within kissing distance of his earlobe. "From what I remember you liked bad ideas."

      Memories crashed through his brain. The quickie in the locker room. The flatbed of his truck in the parking garage. The showers at Devil's Dip Gym. Nothing like the adrenaline rush of maybe getting caught to add to the thrill of having Gillie naked and pressed up against the closest flat surface. They'd indulged in just about every bad idea either of them had. Intoxicating. Addicting. Absolutely fucking amazing. Right up until he'd learned the truth about her.

      Now that memory should have knocked his brain clear like a puck to the helmet and deflated his fast-hardening cock. It didn't. When it came to dealing with Gillie, things so rarely did.

      "What are you doing here?" he asked, hoping the gravel in his tone came off as badass instead of turned on.

      She didn't back off or snuggle closer. Instead, she took the empty beer glass from his hand and set it down on the bar. "Paying back the debt I owe you."

      "You don't owe me anything."

      "We both know I do." She smiled sweetly, but the innocent act didn't reach her gold-rimmed hazel eyes. "Now, why don't we give these people a show they can talk about during the long, cold winter and then you can take me to your house so I can explain everything."

      Fuck. He'd forgotten the rest of the bar. He was the hometown boy made good, there was no way everyone wasn't watching. That thought had half a second to register before the rest of her words shoved it aside. "What kind of show?"

      She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth. "Kiss me."

      "I'm not kissing you." No matter how much he wanted—and God did he want.

      "Okay." She shrugged. "If you insist."

      He had a heartbeat to try to unwind that verbal knot before she shifted so she stood in front of him and then she kissed him. His brain short circuited and all he could do was give in and feel. His hands dropped automatically to her full hips and he hooked his fingers into the belt loops of her jeans and yanked her hard against him. The feel of her mouth, her tongue twisting around his, and the rest of her pressed close from hips to chest, was almost too much. No. It wasn't enough. There were too many clothes. Too many people watching. Too much time had passed without tasting her. Her hands were tangled in his hair then sliding down his chest, leaving a trail of fire before she pressed her palms firm against him and broke the kiss.

      Her chest heaved and her eyes were dilated. She let out a shaky breath, the kind that just made him harder because he didn't want to hear her sigh, he needed to hear her scream.

      Gillie blinked away the hunger in her eyes, replacing it with something more vacant and less real. She snuggled in close and let her hands glide down his shirt and dangerously close to his waistband. For anyone watching—and no doubt the whole fucking bar was—it was a show all right. They didn't know it was all fake, but he sure did. Lies were the only truth to Gillie Pike. What he didn't comprehend yet was why she was doing this.

      She looked up at him with those lying eyes of hers, then leaned in close and dropped her voice to as much of a whisper as the noisy bar allowed. "Now, let's get out of here before you fuck this up, lose your career and end up behind bars."

      He froze. "What the fuck are you—"

      She grabbed his chin and jerked his face around so he faced her. "Not here." She nipped his bottom lip. "Your place."

      The need to know what in the hell Gillie was talking about warred with the bone-deep need to get the fuck away from her. She was dangerous to his sanity and his ability to keep his dick in his pants—no doubt about it—but she wouldn't lie about this. Most everything else? Sure. But not this. He couldn't explain it, not even to himself, but he believed her. So he curled his arm around her waist and walked with her past the gawking boys and the glaring girls out of Ten Pints and into the night.
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      Flynn

      The drive from Ten Pints to his driveway didn't take long. Snow Bay was too small of a town for it to take longer than fifteen minutes to get anywhere. Two stoplights and a right turn and he pulled into his driveway. Well, not his. It was his mom's when she came back in the summer for a few weeks. Most of the time she was living her dream life, traveling the globe with Frank, who recently retired after selling all twenty-five of his car dealerships. She'd offered to come back for the parade when the Cup arrived, but he'd told her not to worry. She'd been there to see him win it and that was enough for him.

      "You grew up here?" Gillie asked.

      He shook his head, keeping his face forward just as he had the entire drive. It would be too easy to give in to temptation otherwise. "A two-bedroom mobile home on the edge of town. I bought this place with my first contract money." He nodded his chin toward the single-story house with a drive-under garage. "I've never lived here, only visited."

      "So Snow Bay isn't home anymore?"

      Out of the corner of his eye he watched her fiddle with the seatbelt as her gaze quickly bounced from the house to the ATV parked off to the side to the trees to the huge boulder and the flowers planted around it and back again.

      "That's New Orleans now." He had two years left to go in his Ragin' Cajuns' contract. They could trade him, but he'd have to have a real shit year for that to happen after being a pivotal part of winning the Cup.

      "That must have been a little bit of culture shock." More fidgeting with the seatbelt.

      He turned in his seat, realization breaking through his own walls. "What's with the small talk? Nervous all of the sudden?"

      She started and folded her hands in her lap. "More like I don't want to get into the details while I'm freezing my ass off. Can we just go inside already?"

      He glanced down at the dashboard temperature readout. "It's sixty-two degrees."

      "Exactly."

      He just stared.

      "I'm from Texas and it's August," she huffed. "The only thing that should be this cold is my Coke."

      Despite himself, he laughed. Cold at sixty-two degrees? She'd never make it come fall let alone when winter hit and everyone's backyard turned into their own personal mini ski-resort.

      He opened his door. "Let's go."

      With only the slightest hesitation, Gillie got out of his truck and followed him into the house. From her perspective it had to seem a little kitschy with all the black bear stuff everywhere. His mom had a thing for decorating with black bears, which put her in good company with a lot of people in the U.P. Bears were stitched onto couch pillows. Wooden bears stood on the counters holding bottles of wine. In the large landscape painting above the stone fireplace there were at least three more bears hiding in the foliage. The master bedroom and guest room had quilts featuring bears. There was even a bear in the main bathroom next to the toilet holding extra rolls of Charmin. Okay, maybe his mom was more into bears than a lot of folks.

      Gillie did a three-sixty, taking in the place and he lost the battle to keep his attention off of her. Strands of blue peeked out from the ebony layers of her hair, but that wasn't what made his mouth dry and his cock wake up and say hello again. Just as the dark had hidden the new additions of blue hair, it had put everything else in shadow too. The exact reasons why he'd ignored his own better judgment when it came to his friend Marko's little sister were in plain sight. It wasn't just her body, although that was a pretty good argument on its own, it was the way she held herself—the way she seemed to say hello and fuck off just by standing still that had sucked him in way past the point of some good time sex. Okay, fucking amazing sex.

      A half formed idea to finish what they'd started in the bar had him halfway across the living room to her before he pulled up short. She swung around to face him, something dark and hungry in her eyes and her fire engine-red lips parted. The temptation to follow through with what they both obviously wanted had him by the balls, but he refused to give in.

      She'd almost taken down his career once, now she said she was here to save it. Yeah, right. And he had the Mackinaw Bridge to sell her.

      "We're inside." He glanced at the thermostat. "It's a balmy sixty-nine degrees in here. Talk or get out."

      She picked up one of the grizzly bear figurines from a bookshelf and fiddled with it. Nervous? Gillie? No fucking way. Her hand shook the slightest bit as she set it back down and then turned to face him, her casual nonchalant posture a little too forced. Yep. She was nervous. Before he could process that information, she started talking.

      "I got a call from my old contact about a job."

      "Old contact?"

      Her chin went up a few degrees. "Someone I used to run with before."

      Run with? That was a helluva way to phrase probable scumbag. "Oh, before you got arrested and I gave you a fake alibi that could have landed me in jail?"

      The one thing in the world that mattered most to him—his career—had flashed before his eyes when he'd opened his door and found a Dallas police detective on his doorstep.

      She had the decency to look ashamed—or at least do a credible fake of it. "Yeah, that."

      For the tiniest fraction of a second, he almost fell for it. Damn, she was good—almost as good at the deke fake as Rage left winger Rod Fraser. The bastard almost got him every practice. But she'd burned him before—so much so that if he concentrated hard enough, he could still smell the singed hair. There was no way he was falling for her act again.

      "All of this means nothing to me," he said, keeping his voice low and even. "I don't give a shit about you and I sure as hell am not going to be your alibi again. So, what does this job have to do with me?"

      There it was. The twitch in her right eye—an involuntary dead giveaway that she knew she'd been caught. "The job is to steal the Cup while it's here in Snow Bay and hide it in your house where the police will find it."

      He laughed, loud and relieved. This was her play? Her big move for reasons unknown? Hell, his old man had told better lies about why he finally wanted to spend time with his all-but-ignored son, who'd just happened to have hit the big time and scored his first multi-million-dollar deal. Flynn's belly hurt by the time he wiped at his laughter-watery eyes. Gillie hadn't cracked a smile. She'd looked more cheerful that night he'd seen her handcuffed in the back of the police cruiser.

      "You're not serious," he said.

      She met his gaze without a flinch or a twitch. "Afraid so, stud."

      Not good. It was very fucking not good. He paced the length of the living room, shoving his hand through his hair as his mind went faster than a slap shot. A stunt like this would get him drummed out of the league. He'd be lucky to play on the Jamaican national hockey team, if they had one. There'd be jail too, but shit, who cared when there was no hockey? The only silver lining to this shit cloud was that Gillie'd turned 'em down. That was a pretty razor thin lining.

      "So what did they do when you said no?" he asked, wandering into the kitchen for a much-needed beer.

      Gillie followed him in, standing just inside the archway between the rooms while he grabbed two brews from the fridge. He made sure not to touch her as he handed her the long neck, but that was almost as bad. It let his memory fill in all the blanks for how it felt to touch her. It was like that moment between being almost sure he blocked a hard shot and the buzzer not going off, when the whole world was made up of anticipation and hope.

      She took a long sip then set the bottle down on the counter and took on that too-casual stance again. "I said yes."

      "What the fuck?" The question exploded from his mouth as he slammed his beer down hard enough on the counter for foam to erupt over the top of the bottle.

      She didn't flinch. "If I didn't they already had another barn burner lined up for the job."

      "Barn burner?" In his world that meant a high scoring game, but he wasn't dumb enough to think that's what she meant here. He'd been dinged by the puck a million times but his helmet hadn't cracked yet.

      "Hot chick." She took a long, unhurried drink.

      He was that easy to set up was he? Yeah, when it came to rocket hot chicks and his dick, yeah, he probably was. What could he say, he came to it honestly. Just look who his father was. Of course, that didn't make him any less pissed off—especially not when the woman sent to screw him over had already done a very thorough job of that three years ago.

      "So what, they figured I just get fucked before really getting fucked?" He stalked across to where she stood, invading her space. "Is that what you're here to do?" He ran a fingertip down the long column of her throat, over her pulse that was speeding like a Ferrari, across the line of her collarbone to the other side and then dipping an inch lower on the return trip. "Are you going to spread those perfect thighs of yours and take my cock?" Her eyes were dilated. His cock was iron. Perfect time to sink in the blade. "Is that what you are now, Gillie, a whore for hire?"

      "No, you asshole." She planted her hands on his chest and shoved—hard—sending him back a few steps. "I said yes so I could help you. I can at least delay the process."

      There was that twitch in her eyes again.

      "If that's the case why are you so nervous?" he asked.

      "Because I haven't done anything like this for years. My contact knows that. There's no way they'd let me go in without a shadow."

      "Someone to pick up the slack if you fail?"

      She nodded and took another drink before dropping her empty bottle into the recycling bin to her right.

      And so all the pieces came together. "That's why you needed to put on a show at the bar, make your shadow think you were playing ball."

      "Exactly." She nodded.

      He didn't trust her, but he didn't think she was lying. That didn't mean he was partnering up with her on some crazy ass scheme though.

      "I'm calling the cops." He pulled his phone out of his pocket and started searching for the Snow Bay Police Department's non-emergency number.

      "And tell them what?" She yanked the phone from his grasp and shoved it in the back pocket of her tight jeans—as if he was too gentlemanly to touch her ass to get it back. "That your thieving sorta ex-girlfriend is here to steal a Cup so legendary that it has its own keeper who travels everywhere with it and that I'm doing it as part of a conspiracy to set you up to take the fall because some rich guy has a hard-on for your failure?"

      That last bit set off the cool breeze up the back of his neck. "What makes you say rich guy?"

      "No one else can afford me," she said, all fact and no opinion. "Look, I already have a call out to Marko. If we can make my contact think the job's taken care of, he'll call off the shadow. If we can't, Marko will help us nail the bastard behind it all."

      "He can do that?"

      Marko had always been a crazy dude ever since Flynn had met him years ago at a charity hockey game for the military and they'd formed a friendship—one that had only grown stronger after Marko left the military and settled back in Fort Worth while Flynn had been playing for Dallas. Which is why Flynn never would have messed around with Gillie if it had just been a quick fuck. Not that any of it mattered now, not when it came to her.

      "You've known my big brother for how long?" Gillie scoffed. "Hell yes he can. And add to it that he has the B-Squad Security and Investigations team behind him now and he is officially a very scary mother fucker to have running against you."

      One who usually stayed on the right side of the straight and narrow—unlike his sister. "Does he know about you?"

      The eye twitch. "A little."

      "Does he know about us?"

      "Not at all."

      The answer both relieved and annoyed him for reasons he wasn't about to dig into. "So why help me?"

      She looked him straight in the eyes. No twitch. No casual body language. No bullshit. "I owe you."

      Yeah, she did. Lying might come easy to her, but selling a story to the cops and telling them that Gillie had been with him the night a rich superman of the Dallas team walked into her home safe and found all her diamond necklaces, emerald earrings and more missing had been worse than letting in a soft shot from a player who usually rode the pine. So why had he done it? Because like an asshole, he'd thought it had been a one-time mistake for her. He hadn't known until it was too late that she'd been part of a crew for years and had suckered him in just like the marks she'd helped to set up. What a fucking waste.

      "You should have gotten out of this kind of life while you still could."

      Her sly smile turned brittle at the edges. "And then where would you be?"

      "Right here." He swiped his beer off the counter and took a swig. "But probably with one of the babes from the bar who drove all the way to the U.P. for a chance to ride my cock."

      He almost felt bad when she flinched just the tiniest bit, but he slammed the brakes down on that. Give her an inch and she'd take the whole ice rink. It's what she did. She manipulated people. The only way to deal with that was to dial up the dickery because whatever she was selling, he wasn't buying. However, he couldn't help but wonder what was in this scheme for her. Revenge? Money? Something else he was too dense to think up? There had to be something because there was no way in hell, Gillie Pike was in his kitchen promising to save him from career implosion. She didn't operate by the goodness of her heart any more than he did. They were both bastards like that.

      Hips swaying in time with his heart pumping all the blood in his body straight to his dick, Gillie strutted over and snagged his beer. "You're a real piece of work."

      "What?" he asked, telling himself to hurry up and kick her out before the bad ideas in his head turned into reality—but those weren't the words that came out of his mouth. "You're saying my big dick isn't worth the drive? You know better than that."

      "Must have slipped my mind." She rolled her eyes and took a drink.

      That he didn't believe. She might lie about a lot of shit, but she didn't fake orgasms and he'd given her more than enough toe curlers to have a permanent place in her memory banks. Again, it wasn't ego just fact. They were combustible together. He couldn't deny it since it was the reason why he'd crossed that line the first time and fucked his best friend's little sister.

      As if she could read his mind, she got the pink flush to her cheeks that always happened when she got turned on. Her gaze dropped from his face to the outline of his cock pressing against the thick denim of his jeans and she licked her lips.

      "Why don't I refresh your memory?" He hooked his fingers into the loops of her jeans and tugged her closer so her hip pressed against his aching dick.

      She looked up at him, her hazel eyes dark with lust. "I don't think that's a good idea."

      "That's the best thing about a good fuck…" He skimmed his fingertips across the ribbon of bare flesh above her waistband. "You can't think."

      She set the bottle down on the counter, the move brushing her tits across his arm. "So you're offering to take my mind off things?"

      "I'm a real sweetheart that way."

      "Liar," she said as she rose up on her tiptoes, leaving a trail of fire everywhere her body touched his.

      "Pot," he said, his mouth inches from hers. "Kettle."

      This was an idiotic play, but the only one he wanted to make. He'd deal with reality tomorrow. Tonight he was taking his own advice and giving his logical side the night off. It didn't matter. The moment he kissed her, his brain was fucking useless anyway.
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      Gillie

      Gillie had only caught a quick flash of a familiar shade of fire engine-red hair outside the kitchen window, but it was enough. Orlando had come to Snow Bay himself to shadow her. So, she'd maneuvered Flynn into kissing her and killed two birds with one stone: Orlando would believe she was doing her job and Flynn wouldn't notice the six-foot-five-inch redheaded hulk loitering outside.

      It had been the perfect, simple solution except for one thing—kissing Flynn again was like being an alcoholic bellying up to the bar after aliens had invaded the planet. There was no way she was going to be able to stop after just one.

      His lips were hard and demanding as he deepened the kiss and molded her to his hard body. God, he was magnificent. Touching him like this was a rush, a desperate ride that her body prayed would never end. Each inhale and exhale changed the angle of the kiss, the firmness of his touch, and the fragile hold on her self control. His hands spanned across her waist, his long fingers curled around the loops of her jeans and his thumbs pressing against the initial swell of her hips. And her hands? They were everywhere on a seek and ignite mission of their own. Up the hard, muscular planes of his chest, across his broad shoulders, down his powerful back to the high, rounded curve of his athletic ass. If she was going to burn to ash in his embrace, he was sure as hell going to go with her.

      Breaking the kiss, she trailed her lips across the hard stubbled line of his jaw and down the corded line of his throat. At the same time she brought her hands back around to the front and found the button of his jeans, fumbling against the metal in her attempt to free it so she could delve underneath. She didn't get the chance though. Flynn whipped her around and lifted her up and set her ass down on the counter with an unceremonious drop. One small step and he stood between her legs, the layers of clothing and inches of space between them enough to make her mewl in protest.

      "Stop touching me." But as he issued the order in his panty-melting bass, he was licking and nipping along the exposed line of her collarbone and one hand was cupping one of her breasts, heavy with desire.

      "I can't." She was impressed she remembered to breathe because touching him was so much more important right now.

      He grabbed her wrists, encircling them with one hand, and raised them over her head. "You will."

      The move brought his stiff dick in line with her core and she wrapped her legs around his lean hips, locking them at the ankles and yanking him close. It wasn't enough, this hard press of him against her, but it was close enough to make her vision blink out for a moment. The second of frozen stillness in his body meant he had to feel it too, that connection, that something that threatened to drown them whenever they touched. They'd fought it for so long before giving in. Even with all that had happened, she didn't regret it. She couldn't. And he didn't want her to touch him? He must be blocking hockey pucks with his head.

      "Why should I stop touching you?" she asked, tightening her legs around him and rocking her hips for some glorious friction as she slipped one hand free from his grasp.

      He took a step back, barely having to use the muscles in his thick thighs built in the gym and honed on the ice to break her leg hold. "Because it's too much."

      She stilled her fingers just as she slipped the button free on his jeans. This fast rush, the near-blinding, frenzied need, it had always been a part of their interactions—almost as if they were two magnets helpless to the pull. But that was before. This was after. And that was different, a fact that squeezed her lungs tight.

      Unable to meet his gaze, she kept her attention locked on the dark stubble on his jawline. "Am I doing it wrong? A way you don't like?"

      "No." A single word and nothing more.

      "But no touching?"

      She watched his jaw square, the muscles at the hinge of it bulged before he released a harsh breath, and she braced for an answer that she knew would leave a mark.

      "Not by you," he said.

      An ache blossomed outward from her chest, the foreknowledge that it would happen doing nothing to blunt its impact. "I never meant to hurt you."

      A beat of charged silence and then, "Who said you hurt me?"

      Ignoring every instinct for emotional self-preservation, she forced her gaze upward. "You just did."

      His fingers wrapped around her wrist tightened, grinding the small bones together, as he stared into her soul, his dark eyes were endless pools of bittersweet yearning. It was enough to make her breath catch and her throat tighten. She'd done that, put that there—or at least added to it. One more sin to add to the very long list that shadowed her everywhere. Then, he changed before her eyes. The hunger replaced with something hotter as he let his gaze travel down her body so turned on despite the angry undercurrent sizzling between them. By the time he'd gotten back up to her face, he'd lowered her hand and had slid both of them in-between their bodies so her palms cupped his hard cock still trapped in his pants.

      "You want to touch, Sparkles?" he asked, putting mocking spin on the nickname he'd given her. "There you go."

      His cock twitched against her palm, thick and ready. Call it muscle memory for his body. Call it one for the road. Call it insanity. Whatever the reason, her body responded with an ache in her core that made her thighs clench.

      "You're a real bastard," she said, but didn't pull her hand away.

      "Legally and personally, I know," he said without even a hint of regret. "So do you accept my conditions? I want the words."

      She should tell him to fuck off. The words were on the tip of her tongue but that's not what came out. "I accept."

      It was almost worth listening to the shit he was shoveling for the look of surprise that flashed in his eyes before he sidestepped away from her, reached behind his head, and pulled his shirt off.

      "Then be naked by the time you get to the bedroom."

      Without another word, he turned and strutted down the dimly lit hallway off the kitchen, never looking back as he dropped his clothes in his wake until he didn't have a stitch on. Not watching the show wasn't an option. It wasn't just that the view was an unparalleled example of an athlete in prime form, but the fact that he was a cocky enough asshole to pull such a stunt. It was the kind of bordering-on-crazy behavior that had been a part of him as long as he'd been playing. For all she knew, it had been there for longer. Maybe he was born with that fuck-you chip on his shoulder. Damn her contrarian spirit, she liked it there.

      She hopped down from the counter and hesitated with her fingers on the hem of her shirt. If Orlando was still out there, she didn't want him to see this. The bedroom blinds were definitely staying shut. Neither he nor Flynn might believe her, but she wasn't fucking him for the job or out of guilt or because of a perceived insecurity. She took off her shirt and let it fall to the floor then reached behind her for the hook and eye closure of her bra. The air was cool on her bare skin, making her nipples pucker even more than they were before. The lace joined her shirt and she brought her hands down to the button on her jeans. She slipped the denim and lace of her panties down in one smooth motion. Leaving her clothes in a pile, she started down the hall, anticipation and desire growing with every step.

      So why was she doing this? Because she was selfish and probably—no, definitely—a fool. She'd take one last night with Flynn whatever way she could. Love was a real bitch that way.
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* * *

      Flynn

      Flynn stood in the middle of the bedroom, his back to the door. He wouldn't look. He could hear her coming, her footsteps were muffled by the carpet but he could pick it out anyway. She shouldn't be coming. She should have smacked him across the face, told him to fuck off and stormed out—probably to hotwire his truck and drive it to wherever she was staying for the night. He'd done everything he could think of to make that happen but—an awareness blew across the back of his neck.

      "Close the drapes," she said, a hard edge to the words.

      He tensed, the simmering frustration at his inability to force her to do the right thing or do it himself boiling upward. "You're not the one giving orders."

      "Fine." She strutted past him, the moonlight highlighting every curve, every ebb and flow of her body as she crossed to the window and shut out the rest of the world.

      The light from the hallway still gave enough illumination to let his memory fill in the blanks. Dusky pink nipples so sensitive to his touch. Tits just big enough to fill his hands and call to his mouth. The pinch of her waist before her full hips rolled outward in an exaggerated figure eight. And her legs—he gulped—they went on forever and she'd always wrapped them around him with a deceptive strength. He refused to fill in her face. No, more like he didn't have to. That was imprinted on him forever. After what she'd done, it should be so easy to bleach her from his brain. However, no matter how hard he tried to forget, he couldn't—and that just pissed him off more.

      His fingers twitched, the desperate need to feel the silk of her skin tormenting him. "Don't expect this to be nice."

      She jutted her chin up, proud and as stubborn as ever. It fucking gutted him, but he couldn't give in. He couldn't afford to get lost in her again.

      "Who said I was looking for roses and candlelight?" she asked.

      "That never was your speed." He didn't mean to, but he moved toward her. Closing the distance wasn't a choice. It just happened.

      She shook her head, the tips of her long hair dancing across her tits. "No."

      "You like it hard." Unable to stop himself he reached out and rolled her peaked nipple between his thumb and finger as she bit down on her bottom lip. "You like it intense." He pinched his thumb and finger together, watching as her eyelids lowered and listening to her shaky intake of breath. "You like it a little rough." He tugged her nipple, pulling it taut until a needy moan slipped from between her slightly parted lips.

      None of that should matter. Tonight shouldn't be about what Gillie liked. He'd fuck her, get his rocks off, and kick her out. That was it. That was all.

      And it could have been, if he hadn't made the fatal mistake of touching her. Now he couldn't stop. He released her nipple and slid his fingers over the swell of her tits, then down her sides.

      "I don't trust you." To put it mildly—especially not when the woman who yanked his still-beating heart from his chest and almost cost him his career was here promising to save one and leave the other alone.

      She didn't flinch. "I know."

      "I don't love you." He glided his hands over the dip of her waist to the small of her back before cupping her ass and picking her up.

      She wrapped her legs around him, bringing her wet core into alignment with his cock and her face eye-to-eye level with his. "I know."

      "You should leave." As if either of them had a choice at this point—and damn it there was a large part of him that was glad of that, and he wasn't even talking about his dick.

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, she undulated against him. "I know."

      He lost vision for a second, the whole world turning into a freshly Zambonied ice rink. "But you won't."

      "No." The single word was a soft breath against his lips.

      In that instant the ice cracked beneath him. He'd lasted as long as he could—longer than any man could be expected to. Bad idea didn't begin to cover it but he didn't care. It wasn't about good or bad at this moment. It was only about the woman in his arms, the one who'd lied to him, set him up, nearly ruined his life, and was still the one whose memory he couldn't shake.

      Gillie fucking Pike.

      Flynn gripped her ass tight as the first drops of pre-come pooled on the tip of his stiff cock already slick with her desire.

      He reached up and grabbed a fistful of her hair and held it tight, his mouth an inch from hers. "Sparkles, we're both fucked."

      One side of her mouth curled up. "Yes."

      There was nothing left to say and so he didn't. He just brought his mouth down to hers and gave in completely to the madness.
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* * *

      Gillie

      God Flynn felt good against her. Solid. Constant. Hard as steel. And he kissed like a man who'd spent his whole life holding back and was finally letting loose. Good. She could take it. Hell, she wanted it.

      Giving as good as she got, she dipped her tongue inside his mouth—teasing him by twisting her hips against him at the same time to elicit a rumbly groan from deep in his chest. The sound started a shiver inside her that traveled up her spine. She wanted—needed—more of him. Now. She'd waited three years. She was done waiting.

      Lifting her hips and adjusting the angle, she slid her slick folds up his hard length until the tip of his cock pressed against her entrance. Pleasure rippled through her at even that limited contact and expanded as she lowered herself down onto him. His hands on her ass tightened, his fingers digging into her flesh as he filled her.

      "Fuck, Gillie," he said, his voice a raspy whisper.

      She would have answered if she could, but words didn't have a place in her head. There were only sensations—the electric blast of oh-my-God and yes-now sizzling through her as their bodies moved together in a heady rush toward the edge of the world. It wasn't fair. It shouldn't be like this with him. It would be so much easier if it weren't. But her life had never worked like that before so why should it when it came to love?

      Locking her fingers together behind his neck, she twisted to change the angle and take him deeper, harder, more. He followed her lead, using his powerful arms to drive her down hard on his cock and then lifting her back up again until there was only the tip inside her. It was blissful torture to feel him come and go as he rubbed against the bundle of nerves forming her G-spot and thrust deep inside, sparking an electric vibration that made her thighs quake as she squeezed her legs tighter around him.

      "Damn, you're tight." He surged inside her, his hands holding her in place tight against him and not letting her rock against him or rise up on him. "I'm gonna come if we don't slow down."

      Her core clenched around him. "Don't you fucking dare."

      "I already told you." He lifted her up off his cock and tossed her down onto the bed. "You aren't the one giving the orders."

      "Flynn." Damn, she sounded just as desperate as her body felt.

      "Don't worry, Sparkles," he said, standing at the edge of the bed, his hand curled around his wet cock. "I'm not done with you yet."

      He'd deliver on the promise—at least when it came to tonight. She didn't doubt it for an instant. Even if she hadn't fallen for Flynn the man, it would have been hard to resist Flynn the lover.

      He grabbed ahold of her legs and jerked her to the edge of the bed before sinking down to the floor on his knees and resting one of her legs on each of his strong shoulders. Tilting her head up she caught a flash of divine wickedness in his eyes before he dipped his head and blew a cool breath against her overheated core. Sensation slammed into her and she bucked against him.

      "Poor Gillie." He brushed a soft kiss against her inner thigh. "You're so close already, aren't you?"

      The cocky bastard knew she was.

      She raised her hips higher, unable to move any closer to his teasing mouth with his hands holding her legs in place with an iron grip  "So what are you going to do about it?"

      He released one of her legs and slid a single finger inside her, enough to tease but not enough to bring the satisfaction she needed. "I could draw it out. Make you crazy with want."

      And he'd do it. He'd done it before, taking her higher and letting her simmer there until she was a sweaty pool of need, too desperate to care that she was begging for release.

      "Next time." It came out too breathy to be taken seriously but it was the best she could do.

      "Already planning ahead, Sparkles?" he asked, rewarding her by adding another finger and scissoring them inside her.

      Her spine bowed. "I can't be held responsible for what I say when you're doing that."

      "How about this?" He lowered his mouth to her wet, straining clit and sucked it hard before swirling his tongue around it.

      Over and over he alternated between sucking, licking, thrusting with his fingers, lapping, rubbing, and doing things she didn't even think there were words for. She fisted the bed and whatever smart ass answer she may have had was lost in the lusty moan his actions tore from her. For once, he didn't have anything to say either. The man known throughout the league for his ability to trash talk through any game no matter how intense the play must have lost himself between her thighs and Gillie wasn't about to pull him back from the magic he was doing with his fingers, tongue, lips, and a soft graze of teeth. All she could do was hold on to the comforter, dig her heels into his back and ride the wave rushing toward her.

      "Don't stop," she managed to get out as the tingling in her thighs climbed the Richter scale.

      Maybe he heard and heeded her words. Maybe he was too into eating her out to stop. It didn't matter. She was too high now to do anything but fly. He curled the fingers inside her at the same time he sucked her clit and she shattered, her orgasm breaking against her and washing away the rest of the world as she cried out her release.
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* * *

      Flynn

      Fuck. Flynn drew his hand across his mouth wet with her as he watched Gillie come down from her climax. Watching her do that never got old.

      The only thing better was watching her come while he was buried inside her. His heavy balls tightened as he remembered the way she'd milk his cock and scrape her nails down his back or chest or wherever she could reach depending on their position when she came.

      She gave him a considering look from beneath hooded eyelids, a satisfied, lazy smile curling one side of her lush mouth. "More please."

      "You always were demanding." And he'd always been ready to meet and exceed every one of them.

      "I know." Her hand dropped to her tit and she toyed with one stiff nipple. "It's a real hardship."

      "Speaking of hard," he curled his hand around his cock and squeezed the base tight to clear his brain a little, "I don't have a condom."

      The realization had hit him while he was buried balls deep in her earlier. That wasn't something he'd ever forgot before. Following in his shithead of a father's steps and becoming an accidental daddy wasn't something he'd ever do. And yet with Gillie, he'd forgotten. Just one more example of how dangerous she was to his sanity.

      "Have you given up the bunnies?" She smiled when she asked, but it was tight around the corners.

      Still raw from how quickly he'd slipped with her, he kept his gaze level. "For the moment."

      In truth, the bunny blow jobs and sloppy fucks had lost their appeal—right about the time he'd pulled himself out of the self-destructive hole he'd been in when he'd left Dallas with Gillie in the rearview mirror.

      "I'm on the pill."

      Did he believe her or did he just want to believe her? A better man would stop to consider. Flynn had stopped lying to himself about being that kind of guy years ago.

      "You're sure you're okay with that?" he asked, pre-come pooling on the tip of his cock in anticipation.

      She grazed her teeth across her bottom lip as she peered up at him from beneath her eyelashes. "Only if you hurry up and fuck me."

      His cock twitched in answer. Only an idiot would deny a beautiful woman and his own aching dick. Flynn might be almost as crazy as the sports reporters like to call him, but he sure as hell wasn't dumb. His hands cupping Gillie's ass, he lifted her as he stood so her shoulders were still on the bed while her wet entrance lined up with his cock. Unable to look away, he held his breath and watched as his dick slowly disappeared inside her. He nearly nutted just from that one slide home but there was no way he was going off this soon, not when there was nothing between them but dangerous attraction that electrified every nerve ending in his body.

      It took conscious effort, but he managed to take in a deep breath, steady himself and finger-by-finger relax his bruising hold on her ass. It was a sin to mark such perfect skin even if part of him wanted to do it just to claim her as his own. That wasn't how this was going to work. He refused to get played by her again. This time, he knew better.

      That cold reminder was enough to help him make a few more leisurely strokes in and out of her grasping pussy without coming. But it wouldn't last. It couldn't. Not when he touched her. All it took was the sound of her soft moan, the way her hips lifted to meet his thrust, and the feel of her slick desire that pulled him to the sharp ice skate blade's edge between heaven and hell. The next move forward was harder, faster, deeper than the others. Ecstasy rippled across his skin.

      "Oh my God, yes Flynn," she cried out.

      Five words and he was lost. There was no more denying for either of them. Holding her tight, he drove his hips forward as he yanked her to him until her clit ground against him. The white heat of pleasure stole his vision, but he didn't need it anymore. All he needed—wanted—was to feel her as she met him stroke for stroke. Sweat beaded at the nape of his neck. The nerves at the base of his spine buzzed and vibrated. His balls tightened. His lungs seized. There was no going back. He sank deep, angling his hips so the tip of his dick rubbed against her G-spot with each thrust. Over and over again he buried himself inside her, clenching his teeth together so he wouldn't come before her, until that sweet moment when she screamed out his name and squeezed his cock like she'd never let him go. He had half a heartbeat to relish the sensation before it became too much and he sank deep inside her and let go, his orgasm pulling his body taut before draining him and leaving him draped over Gillie's equally sated self.

      Keeping himself propped up on his forearms so he didn't crush her, Flynn took in a deep breath, inhaling the scent of sex and Gillie and possibility. That last one was what made her so dangerous. Back in Dallas, that possibility tore part of his focus away from winning the Cup, blinded him to her lies, and had him considering outcomes involving a happily ever after that he knew damn well wasn't in the cards for him. He rolled to the side, pulling her with him, tucked her tight against his chest, and buried his nose in her ebony hair to take another deep whiff of what-could-be. Tomorrow he'd deal with the reality of what was. His eyelids dropped closed. Tonight, he'd pretend.
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      Flynn

      Tomorrow came like a fast break. Late morning sunshine poured into Flynn's bedroom windows before he was close to being ready for a new day. Not that it mattered. Gillie was gone.

      A bar of illumination glowed under the bathroom door. The sound of water bouncing off the shower walls filtered out. Well, not totally gone after all. Cursing the way his chest loosened and his cock hardened at the realization, he threw back the covers and dropped his feet to the plush carpet. Light on his feet, he crossed the room ready to surprise her in the shower for the next round. He had his hand on the knob when he heard her voice.

      "I don't need you micromanaging this job, Orlando."

      Flynn froze.

      "I have everything under control as you saw when you peeked through the window like a total perv last night."

      They'd had an audience? Something sour coated the back of his tongue. He'd dealt with paparazzi shit before. Some guys loved the limelight. He'd almost gotten charged for punching out a sleazeball photographer hiding in his hotel room closet—and he'd been totally clothed for that.

      "You want faster results? Then give me the information I need to really push Flynn's buttons and get him trusting me completely. I need to know who hired you."

      Trust.

      That little voice in the back of his head was singing out "I told you so" while doing the victory dance and shooting him the bird. Motherfucker.

      He knew and she still managed to grab him by the balls and yank the world from under his feet. Again.

      "I said yes so I could help you. I can at least delay the process," she'd said.

      More likely she had just been fucking with his head since the first time she'd opened her mouth. Fessing up to him about the job was just a way to get him to lower his guard. Otherwise why all the subterfuge now? If she didn't have anything to conceal why was she hiding in his bathroom pretending to take a shower?

      "I know the Cup is arriving tomorrow," she said, her voice low and harsh. "Kind of hard to forget that when you all but tattooed it on my ass, Orlando, but if you won't share the relevant facts then I can't guarantee results."

      Oh, Flynn could guarantee a result—just not the one Sparkles here was expecting.

      "How's that information relevant?" she asked, her voice tipping over into being just a little too loud for someone playing double agent. "Do you have to mind-fuck Flynn Kazakov for a share of hundred grand?" She paused. "No? Then stop asking questions and tell me what I want to know, Orlando."

      The fire started in the pit of his stomach. The same one that had fried his insides every time his dad had come to visit, photographers in tow to show off what a great fucking father he was to his boy only to disappear as soon as the cameras did. There were checks, skates, sticks, camp fees but no Kasper Kazakov unless there was a PR benefit for the old man. He'd used Flynn for his own benefit, just like Gillie had back in Fort Worth when she'd begged him to lie about her whereabouts to the cops and just like she was using him now—probably for a decent cut of the one hundred K payout.

      "Fine, don't tell me, but when this job goes south and you're trying to explain to the guy with the cash why that happened, you be sure to share how you fucked it all up. You better own it because I'm not going down for your clam."

      Everything inside him froze, too furious anymore to burn.

      A second of silence followed by a half swallowed curse. After a couple of beats the shower went off. Flynn had three seconds to set his defenses before the bathroom door swung open. Gillie took a single step out and stopped. Her dry hair was tied in a knot on top of her head and she was naked save for a fluffy white towel and the pink stain of anger coloring her cheeks.

      Her big hazel eyes widened in shock that showed off the glimmer of fear lurking in them to perfection. "Flynn," she gasped.

      He forced the tension out of his body and focused on Gillie as if she was a forward flying toward him with the puck without a defender in sight. Loose. Easy. Dead set on ruining whatever she had planned.

      "What the fuck is a clam," he asked, unable to completely block out the fury from his tone, "and who's Orlando?”
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* * *

      Gillie

      Gillie's stomach dropped to the floor, bounced back up and then dropped again to land with a flattening thud. She was in trouble.

      Flynn stood in front of her—his thick cock stiff, his body a vision of fine cut muscle, and his face the ideal example of rough and ready hotness—so pissed off that even his bitable ass was tensed to hard perfection. The fact that she noticed all that even while her mind was spinning to come up with an answer told her just how far gone she was for this man. She had been since the first time she spotted him shooting back beers and talking shit with her brother Marko at a backyard barbecue in Fort Worth. It took a lot to stand out when all of Marko's B-Squad buddies were gathered in one space—the men were smokin' hot and the women incredible—but Flynn had. She'd worked her skills and caught his attention, after that it all snowballed into what was supposed to be good, old-fashioned secret fucking with her brother's best friend into something so much more. Then, she'd messed it all up. Just like now.

      "A clam is a mistake in jazz," she said in the careful tone reserved for growling dogs or sugared-up toddlers late for naptime. "Orlando is a part-time jazz musician and the guy who is my connection to the asshole framing you for stealing the Cup."

      He didn't believe her—or more correctly, he didn't trust her motives and mission. It was as obvious on his face as the scar on his cheekbone from taking a puck to the face in juniors. He'd told her the story years ago while they were naked, spent and still high off of each other.

      "Wow," he said, sarcasm thicker than cold maple syrup in his voice. "That almost sounded like the truth."

      She gritted her teeth. She didn't deserve his trust. She knew that, but it still grated. "It is."

      "And your goal of mind-fucking me to trust you?"

      Her lungs clenched. Great. Of course he heard all of the really shitty bits. "Just talk for Orlando so he'll give up the name."

      "Trust." He snorted. "You say it like anyone in their right mind would trust you."

      Frustration sparked and sizzled along her skin as her pulse ratcheted up and she grasped for the patience she needed because he wasn't one hundred percent wrong—he just wasn't one hundred percent right either. She'd been desperate when she'd reached out in Fort Worth. If it hadn't been for her connection to him, she never would have had access to the rich old lady with the jewels. If he hadn't vouched for her whereabouts to the cops, the circumstantial evidence leading them to her would have led to a search warrant. That would have resulted in detectives uncovering all sorts of things about how she'd managed to pay her own way through college after her music scholarship got yanked. The nodules guaranteed she couldn't sing and that meant no scholarship. No scholarship meant no college. No college meant a series of dead end jobs—just the kind her mom had worked to keep Gillie and Marko clothed and fed after their father went to jail. Her mom had worked her fingers to the bone to make sure Gillie had a better life, there was no way she could tell her or Gillie's overbearing brother that she'd failed them. That it wasn't her fault didn't matter, the result was the same. So she'd taken up Orlando on his offer for quick cash and that was that—right up until she fell in love with a hockey player who made her realize that she was risking more than jail time, she was risking her life with him. And in the end, she'd paid the price—they both had. It was time for her to set that right.

      "Look, I didn't have to come here," she said, her body shaky from the trip down memory lane. "I didn't have to put my ass on the line for you, but I'm here."

      "Uh huh." He gave her a slow once over before reaching out and toying with the edge of the towel wrapped around her. "Should I get down on my knees to say thank you?"

      The fact that her body was instantly saying "oh yes" ticked her off almost as much as Flynn's stubborn refusal to see what was right in front of his eyes.

      She smacked his hand away. "How about you stop acting like a spoiled hockey god who has an emotional boo boo and daddy issues so you can use that quick mind I know you try to hide to realize I'm telling the truth."

      His look turned thunderous and the vein in his temple went into overdrive. "If I was really that smart I wouldn't have given you a false alibi when the cops came sniffing around."

      "You probably shouldn't have, but you did and I owe you." She jabbed a finger into his unyielding chest, too pissed off to remember that one, she was here to help and two, poking a bear wasn't the smartest move. "Otherwise I wouldn't be here."

      "That's the only reason you're here?" he asked, his voice strained. "A personal debt?"

      "Yes." Okay, that was a total lie, but saying she needed to see him, touch him, have him one last time was too pathetic to admit to herself let alone out loud.

      "Then consider it paid," he snarled and grabbed a pair of boxers off the pile of their clothes on the floor that he'd made after gathering them from the hall last night. He jerked them on without another look at her. "I can watch out for myself. I've done pretty well on my own up to now."

      He had no fucking clue. Someone who was willing to go this far to ruin Flynn's career and put him behind bars wasn't going to give up. The only way to win was to take the other guy out first. Flynn couldn't do that on his own.

      She grabbed her jeans and panties from last night and slipped them on, not willing to lose on the clothed power dynamic. "Sometimes it's smarter to be a team player."

      "I'm the one who does that for a living, remember?"

      She pulled on her shirt, bypassing her bra because doing the hook, twist, lean, and fluff to fasten it and get her boobs in place in front of Flynn didn't go with winning this argument—and she needed to win it. "Not if Orlando's guy is successful in framing you for stealing the Cup."

      "He won't be and I sure as hell don't need someone like you helping me to keep my name clear." He put on his jeans and only then did he make eye contact with her, narrowing his eyes in a cold glare. "I don't trust you. I don't like you. I don't want you here."

      In fifth grade, Emily Hassock had punched her square in the nose hard enough to make blood spurt from it like a geyser. That hadn't hurt as much as this. Gillie had known his rejection was practically assured, but she'd held out hope—especially after last night.

      "You need me." It came out in a sad, quiet whisper that she wished she could take back as soon as it cleared her lips.

      "No. I don't." He placed his hand on the small of her back and propelled her out the bedroom door and down the hall to the kitchen/living room space. "Get out."

      All she'd wanted was one last night with the man she loved despite it all and the opportunity to get a win in her column to fix some of the red in her ledger. She should have known it wouldn't have turned out like the fantasies she refused to let herself fully form but she'd been stupid enough to hope, to think their connection wasn't completely severed. She was an idiot. A loser. A pathetic wimp who'd let her heart rule her brain and better judgment. That wasn't who she was—not anymore.

      "Fine." She grabbed her purse from the kitchen counter and stuffed her feet into her shoes. "I'm out of here."

      "Don't let the door hit you on the fine ass on the way out," Flynn called out to her retreating form. "Don't worry, it's only a few blocks’ walk to Ten Pints. If your rental car isn't there, the only hotel in town is another two blocks farther on."

      Fury—at herself, at him, at the whole world—eating up her stomach lining, she tugged open the door with more force than necessary and whirled around to face him. "You are such a dick."

      He had the audacity to smirk. "Abso-fucking-lutely."

      "I hate you." He wanted the truth? There it was.

      "Don't doubt that for a second." He lowered his hands so his thumbs were hooked in the waistband of his jeans and his large hands framed his junk. "But you sure do love my cock."

      "Yeah, but if only it came as a separate accessory," she retorted. "Good luck with the Cup, hockey boy. Don't bother to call me from jail, I won't accept the collect charges."

      Wrapping her rage around her like a coat against the Michigan cold—even in early August—she stormed out the door, down the porch and out to the street. There weren't any sidewalks but she didn't care. Righteous indignation echoed with every stomp as she stuck close to the shoulder of the road.

      If she hadn't been so pissed off and imagining all the ways she could torture Flynn Kazakov, she would have noticed the black SUV with tinted windows when it passed her. She definitely would have realized it had slowed down, made a U-turn, and pulled up beside her. And she would have been ready to fight with every dirty trick in her bag before the back door opened and a hand reached out, encircled her arm, and yanked her off balance.
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      Gillie

      The world tumbled sideways as fear squeezed Gillie's throat shut. None of her limbs worked. Her brain shorted out. Then, she heard her brother Marko's voice and her brain latched on to the memory of being in the Devil's Dip Gym with him one Sunday afternoon.

      "Never get in the car, Gillie," he told her during a big-brother-insisted self-defense session with herself and the Camacho sisters, who'd been dragged to the class by their brother Isaac. "If they're trying to snatch you off the street, it's only so they can kill you more slowly at a second location. Fight like hell to stay out of the vehicle."

      Oh, fuck no. She wasn't going down like that.

      The white-hot panic cleared just enough for her to function and she let herself go limp so she dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. The move surprised the towering slab of muscle in a dark suit holding on to her arm enough that she slid her arm free. She fell to the pavement, her cheek banging against the cold asphalt. Before she could scramble back to her feet, she was yanked upward by her arm until her toes barely touched the ground and she was eye to thick black mustache with her would-be kidnapper. He held her forearm in such a tight grip that it felt like it would snap. Still, she clawed at him with her free hand and kicked out with her legs even though her inability to get a firm stance limited the impact. The giant grinned at her and terror roared back to the forefront. This time, though, it powered a scream loud enough to rattle the black SUV's windows before a ginormous hand slapped over her mouth and silenced her.

      A second man peeked out from the SUV's back seat. "Miss Pike, please excuse my man's enthusiasm for his job but I'd like to have a word with you—in private."

      Since her mouth was still covered, she answered in the only way she could…with a hard elbow to the big man's ribs that made her fingers go numb.

      "You're coming with me one way or another," the man in the SUV said. "Wouldn't it be preferable to do so without being knocked unconscious?"

      Figuring a dislocated shoulder was better than dead or worse, she stopped balancing on her tip toes and let all of her weight hang from the arm the asshole was holding her up by. He was a big man but the move still forced him to adjust his stance. That's when she kicked back one foot with all the force she had, connecting right below his kneecap. The big man let out a wheezy groan, released her arm and crumbled to the ground behind her. That shouldn't have happened, but she wasn't about to question it.

      Both feet finally on the ground Gillie wobbled, her balance fucked up by adrenaline and fear. The ground rushed forward. Her vision went fuzzy. An arm wrapped around her waist, jerking her back against something—no someone—solid. Instinct took over. She struggled against his grip, digging her nails into his forearm and twisting. But it didn't do a damn bit of good.

      "I've got you," Flynn said against her ear. "Come on, we've gotta get you out of here."

      That calm voice—the one that always cut through the bullshit—was enough to push back the hysteria again so she could run. Steadier, she put her weight back on her own feet and looked over at him. Fury blazed in his eyes as he clutched a wood baseball bat in one hand. Then, hand-in-hand, they sprinted the half block to his house and to safety. Sirens were wailing close by as they climbed the steps to his front porch.

      Gillie looked back in time to see the SUV peel away with a rubber-burning screech. "Who in the hell was that?"

      "I was hoping you could tell me," Flynn said before dropping her hand as if she was radioactive and then going to greet the cops squealing to a stop in front of his house.

      She may not know exactly who but it was too convenient not to be the money man. Orlando liked to do his own dirty work. That left the mystery money man—and if he was willing to snatch her off the street for a chat that meant more trouble than she wanted to handle on her own.

      Two cops got out of the cruiser.

      Curling her hand around Flynn's bicep and clinging to him like a woman scared out of her mind—it wasn't a huge stretch—Gillie kept her voice low enough so only Flynn would hear her words, "You can't tell them anything about the Cup.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Flynn

      She wanted him to lie to the cops. Again. Flynn wanted to shake Gillie off his arm and wrap both of them around her at the same time. It wasn't fucking fair. Too bad that didn't matter. Even as the cops hustled up to his porch, the half-truths were already on the tip of his tongue.

      No officer, I don't know who the men were.

      No officer, I have no idea why they would grab Gillie.

      No officer, I am not a complete moron.

      And that's just about how it worked out with Officer Snyder who'd said everyone on the Snow Bay Police Department was on the look out for the SUV and that they'd sent out a statewide BOLO. Then, the rookie cop ended their interview with an autograph request. Flynn signed every scrap the guy put in front of him without his usual growl, even when the guy handed him a hot pink Gatorade water bottle.

      "Where'd you find this?" Flynn asked. He always kept one just like it on top of his net. Whenever the biscuit slid past him and the goal siren went off, he slipped his helmet back on his head, took a drink, and then had a profanity-laced conversation with it that would teach a sailor a few new words. The bottle had become a favorite joke for the hockey commentators—paid and unpaid. "I didn't think they made them anymore."

      "Ebay," Snyder said, his cheeks burning bright enough to only be a few shades off the bottle's color. "Don't suppose you'd share the story behind it?"

      "Nope." Flynn shook his head but signed the damn thing anyway.

      No one knew the story behind that bottle. They'd asked and he'd kept his big trap shut tight, which had only made the fans and the press more curious because he was fucking cursed.

      The cop shrugged. "Worth a try."

      "Understood." He handed back the bottle, tension creeping up his spine as Gillie slipped her hand into his, playing her part of damsel in distress to perfection.

      But he didn't shake off her touch. Not when Officer Snyder left. Not when they walked inside together. Not when he shut the door and locked it. Not when she tried to pull away. Instead, he whirled her around so her back was against the closet door and he blocked her in with his body, his free hand palm flat against the oak on one side of her face, his other hand still holding hers. It was the only place they touched, but it was almost too much. Anticipation, anxiety and anger sizzled between them and he forced himself to loosen his hold on her hand, but she didn't pull free. She could have dipped underneath his arm and he wouldn't have stopped her. But she didn't. Not his Gillie. She'd tell the world to go fuck itself before she gave an inch. He fucking loved that about her.

      He fought the urge to step closer, to lower his mouth to hers and physically reassure himself she was okay. The men in the SUV. The Cup he'd spent his life trying to win that might just be the end of his career. The woman he'd never been able to forget. All of it gut punched him, leaving his lungs screaming for air.

      "What in the fuck is going on Gillie?" he asked, the words coming out rough and hard.

      Her gaze remained straight. "I told you last night."

      "And the guy in the SUV?" The one he should have kept hitting with the bat until he wouldn't have been able to get up again, but all Flynn had been able to think about at the time was getting Gillie to safety.

      "It must be whoever hired Orlando," she said. "I pushed Orlando for answers on who he was. My guess is the money man decided to push back."

      "Exactly why we should have told the cops."

      "No." She shook her head. "Exactly why we need to call Marko, so let me go so I can call in the big brother guns."

      And without waiting to see what he'd say next, she ducked under his arm, strolled farther into the living room, and pulled out her phone from her purse. While she dialed, Flynn glowered from his spot by the closet. The fact that she needed to call for outside help burned. Yeah, he knew he was out of his depth with these guys—hell, he was a hockey player not a security expert like Marko or a professional like the cops—but that fact didn't lessen the inborn, testosterone-driven instinct that he needed to protect what was his at all cost. That Gillie wasn't his didn't seem to factor into that primitive part of his brain's analysis of the situation.

      "About time you answered, Mar—" Gillie's voice cut off and she rolled her eyes before jumping back into the conversation. "I'm in trouble and I need your help." She paused, listening. "I'm in Michigan with Flynn—"

      The muffled sound of Marko's voice grew louder. Flynn couldn't pick out all of what the other man was saying but "last asshole you should be with" came out pretty damn clear. Flynn couldn't disagree with the assessment. There was a reason why he and Gillie hadn't ever told Marko that they'd been doing what they'd been doing back in Dallas. Flynn's reputation for indiscriminately banging the hockey bunnies he'd never set eyes on again was well earned.

      "That's a great way to talk about one of your best friends," Gillie snapped back. "Shit, I can't imagine what you say about me. Are you coming up to Snow Bay or do I have to light a fuse to this situation myself?"

      Marko's voice dropped in volume and Flynn couldn't pick out anything, but Gillie's thousand-watt smile and wink was more than a small hint about the direction the conversation had taken.

      "Great, I'll see you tomorrow morning." She hung up and slipped her phone into her purse. "He's coming."

      "I picked that up," he said, a little harsher than he meant but the annoyance tightening his shoulders wouldn't abate. "I'm quick that way."

      Her smile dimmed, but she froze it before it went out completely. "No reason to get all snarly."

      "This isn't snarly." He was an asshole on the ice, this was just normal. "Go search the Internet, you can find plenty of better examples than that."

      "Jesus." She let out a big huff and glared at him. "I'm trying to do you a solid and all you can do is be an asshole."

      As much as he hated to admit it, even to himself, she was right. And what had she gotten for her trouble? Treated like shit by him and almost kidnapped off the street by some douche with a hard-on to fuck up Flynn's life. No matter what had happened between them three years ago, she deserved better than that. He was being a total fucking dick but he had no idea how else to deal with how seeing her had churned up things he'd thought were buried six feet deep and covered by concrete.

      "You could have gotten hurt." It came out before he could stop it and as if saying it out loud made it more real, he fisted his hands to distract from the pain.

      "Yeah." She shrugged, the move a little too practiced to be sincere. "It wouldn't be the first time."

      She didn't mention him by name. She didn't have to. It took weeks after he left Dallas not to picture her rigid and beautiful standing in the driveway as he drove away to start a new life in New Orleans without her. He coped with booze, bunnies and hockey. It had been the only way he'd known how to deal with the fact that the woman he'd fallen in love with was a thief who lied about almost everything and had used him for a job.

      "I never hurt you." At least not like she'd wrecked him.

      "Oh, honey," she said, raising her chin and turning her head away almost fast enough to make him miss the wet glimmer in her eyes. "You just about broke me into a million pieces, but don't worry, I'm all better now."

      Had it all been lies between them? For the past three years he'd believed so, he'd had to. Now, he wasn't so sure.

      "Look," she said. "I need to get back to my hotel, how about you forget about that giant chip on your shoulder and drive me back so I can shower and change."

      "You can't stay at your hotel." No fucking way was she getting out of his sight.

      She snorted dismissively. "Why not?"

      "Because the HideAway isn't exactly the most secure of places and we don't know when this guy will show up again."

      "When he does, we'll be able to figure out who he is and be that much closer to making sure he doesn't set you up for the fall. I owe you and I always pay my debts. Anyway, I can take care of myself until Marko gets here."

      "Is that why you were about half a minute from getting pulled into the SUV when I knocked that guy out?"

      Her chin went up again. "I'm not staying here."

      "Fine." He turned and yanked open the closet door and grabbed the duffel already packed with a few changes of clothes—a habit from a life spent going from hotel to hotel on road trips across the country. "I'm coming with you."

      "Why would you do that?"

      "To keep you safe." He spouted a lot of bullshit in his life, those words didn't make that list.

      He said them for the same reason why he'd lied to the detective in Dallas and why he'd sprinted from his house the moment he'd heard her scream. There was something about the two of them together, with all their jagged little pieces fitting together, that had taken away any choice he had in the matter. She may not be his, may never be his, but she still was. No matter what she'd done or would do, like a pathetic sap he still loved her.

      After a survey of the street confirmed no one was lingering outside, he opened the door. "Come on, let's go."

      She looked like she was about to argue, but didn't. Instead, she followed him outside to his truck and they took off toward her hotel.
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      Gillie

      After a few hours stuck in her tiny motel room with Mr. Personality, Gillie was ready to agree to just about anything to get out of there. Lucky for her she didn't have to go to extreme measures thanks to Flynn's growling stomach. A quick glance out the window—from which she could see the entire four-block downtown—confirmed that the choice for dinner came down to fast food or Bear's Diner.

      She peeked out the peephole in the motel door and confirmed neither the black SUV nor the asshole in a suit were in sight and then opened it. "Come on, we need food."

      "No, we don't," Flynn said, his gaze never wavering from the sliver of window he was looking out of.

      "Fine." She shrugged. "You sit here and starve."

      Like that was going to happen. His stomach was louder than Texans at a Friday night high school football game. Confident he'd follow, Gillie took a right turn out of the hotel room and started the one-block trek to the diner. Today called for comfort food more substantial than frozen hamburger patties and mystery sauce.

      "We won't have any privacy," Flynn said, his long legs making catching up with her easy.

      "Is there anything we need privacy for?" she asked, unbidden, an image of his naked body from last night flashed across her mind’s eye.

      His jaw squared. "No."

      Bear's Diner lived up to its name with a nearly seven foot brown bear stuffed and mounted on a pedestal right inside the front door. Gillie wasn't sure if she wanted to pet it or scream or both. She and Flynn wound their way through the crowded tables to a booth in the back that faced the doors and the windows. Keeping her attention on the windows that gave a perfect view of Main Street, she reached for the laminated menu propped up behind the napkin dispenser.

      "You don't need that," he said, his tone gruff.

      Her stomach picked that moment to rumble. "I'm starving too."

      "Trust me." He plucked the menu from her grasp and put it back. "This is my town. I've been eating at The Brown Bear since I could chew solid food. I won't steer you wrong."

      She settled back against the booth, scanning his face for any hint of assholery and came up with zilch. Now that was a change from how he'd been acting since she'd showed up in town—well, except for when they were naked together. "That's almost nice of you."

      He shrugged. "Consider it a truce."

      "So you finally believe that I'm not here as a whore to set you up?" she asked, still hating how much those words had hurt.

      His gaze dropped and a rush of pink colored his cheeks. "I shouldn't have said that."

      Finally, something they could agree on that didn't involve orgasms. "Nope, you shouldn't have."

      Before Flynn could say anything else, a man with shaggy salt and pepper hair wearing jeans, a green Bear's Diner T-shirt and holding an order pad stopped at the end of their booth.

      His craggy face broke into a wide grin. "Hey ya, Kazakov."

      Flynn smiled back. "Bear."

      Gillie glanced from the stuffed grizzly by the entrance and the bear of a man in front of her. "You're Bear?"

      He nodded, sending a curtain of chin-length hair in front of his eyes before he tucked it behind his ear. "Yep."

      "So is the place named after you or the bear?" she asked.

      "We share custody." He winked at her. "So what can I get you two?"

      Flynn didn't even glance at the laminated menu stuck between the ketchup and mustard bottles. "Garlic fries, meatloaf and dessert pretzels."

      Bear scribbled on the pad. "You want a pastie to start off?"

      All the tension evaporated from Flynn's shoulders and he looked about ten years younger. "God yes."

      As soon as Bear left to deliver their order to the kitchen, Gillie leaned forward and propped her chin on her hand. She wasn't a fan of having anyone order for her, but she also wasn't a dumb enough girl to turn down meatloaf and garlic fries that sounded downright delicious.

      "What's a pastie?" she asked.

      Flynn turned his full attention to her and she almost melted on the spot.

      "Heaven," he said.

      Turns out it wasn't, but it was damn close. The two-bite sized pastries looked like her favorite empanadas from the hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant down the block from The Back Beat. Except instead of ground meat and seasoning inside, the pasties were filled with kielbasa, potatoes, carrots, rutabaga and onions. Pinching her final bite of crust between her thumb and first finger, Gillie soaked up the last drops of mushroom gravy before popping the whole thing in her mouth.

      "Is Bear married," she asked after she'd devoured the last bite of yumminess. "Because if not I might be willing to change that if it meant I'd get to eat as many of those as I wanted."

      Flynn laughed. "He is and you've got the wrong equipment to be his husband."

      "Damn." She sighed dramatically. "A girl can dream."

      "I never pictured you as someone who wanted to get married."

      "That makes two of us." At least not until about three years ago when she met this hockey player who made her rethink a lot about her life. "Of course, it's not like I have time to date much as it is."

      "A life of crime keeps you running, eh?" he asked, the teasing grin on his face softening his words.

      "More like my jazz club, The Back Beat, does that. The rest, I retired from."

      "You have a club?"

      Her gut twisted as visions of her accounts ledger danced in her head. "Probably not for much longer, but as of this moment, yes. I was happily sinking in debt and listening to Billie Holiday when Orlando called."

      "One last job to pay the bills?" Flynn raised his hand and spoke before she could tell him just how right he almost was. "That was out of line."

      It wasn't because he was right. She'd put it out in the universe that she'd needed something—anything—that could keep the club afloat and the universe, that bitch, had answered with a ghost from the past she'd hoped to never hear from again.

      "I haven't worked with Orlando since the night you saved me from the cops." She talked fast over the hurt that always surfaced when she thought of that night. "Instead, I left a lucrative, if illegal, life to start a jazz bar in the heart of country and western fandom because I'm obviously a business genius."

      A V of concern appeared between his eyes. "It's not going well?"

      He reached across the table and took her hand in his, that all too familiar frisson of connection burning across her skin. Damn this man. It was easier to keep an emotional distance when he was being an asshole.

      "Not in the least." She went for light, but her words landed heavy. "I should have listened to Marko and located it in Dallas instead of Fort Worth."

      "Why didn't you?"

      The image of his face so angry and hurt right before he got in his truck and drove away rushed to the forefront and she took a deep breath. "I don't do Dallas anymore."

      Flynn cocked his head. "You used to love it there."

      No. She'd loved being with him in Dallas. Cheering him on during the games. Laughing over dinner when they'd find a hole-in-the-wall restaurant where he could go to without him being recognized. Sneaking around together to avoid the ever-watchful eye of her older brother. The ache that never seemed to completely disappear thrummed to life inside her.

      "That was a long time ago," she said and pulled her hand away from his, unable to stand being so close and so far away from him.

      Bear broke the awkward silence that fell by delivering the rest of their food. The meatloaf and side of thick, potato wedge-sized garlic fries were just what she needed at the moment. Now this was comfort food. And, thankfully, it tasted just as good as it looked. She was halfway through her plate before she slowed long enough to ask a question that had been lingering in her mind since the cops pulled away from Flynn's house.

      "So what was the deal with the Gatorade bottle?"

      Flynn's big hand stilled with the fork heavy with ketchup-soaked meatloaf halfway between his plate and his mouth.

      "It's a thing," he muttered before shoving the bite into his mouth.

      She knew she shouldn't dig—it wasn't like it was any of her business—but… "Like a superstitious thing?"

      "No." He washed the bite down with half a glass of water. "More like motivation."

      That was almost an answer. At least it was close enough to make her forget her food for the moment. "Spill."

      Flynn gave her a hard look. It probably worked with other people, but she'd butted heads with Marko since the day she was born and he was closer to a pissed off cyborg than a human being so she wasn't impressed. So she winked at Flynn and then gave him an exaggerated besotted look complete with batting her eyelashes. It worked. He laughed and relaxed against the booth.

      "When I was growing up, I didn't see my dad very often." His attention zeroed in on the napkin he was twisting until it started to shred in surrender and land in little wisps of white paper on the table. "Basically only when he needed some good publicity."

      "What a great guy." Yeah, that was a total understatement.

      "Oh yeah, the best." Twist. Shred. Twist. Repeat. "I was an idiot though and still held out hope that if I got to be a good enough hockey player that he'd start paying attention and be around more."

      The casual coolness with which he said the words made her insides bunch up and turn in on themselves. Without thinking or planning, she reached out to him this time and hooked her fingers loosely around his, wanting to give him that touch of understanding—empathy—since finding him a new less-asshole father wasn't an option. "I'm guessing that didn't happen."

      He snorted and brushed his thumb across the side of her finger. "Not in the least. It wasn't until my juniors team made it to the championship and I had scouts from all over the league sniffing around me—not to mention hockey media trying to burrow its way up my ass—that he started to reach out. He promised he'd be at the final game. He never showed. I played like shit. That night I got home and there was a delivery waiting for me. It was a sorry-I-couldn't-make-it card with a present."

      Knowing Flynn and the way he played every game like it was his last, she didn't have to be a genius to realize what was under the gift wrapping. "The Gatorade bottle?"

      "Yeah, he had some extras from a breast cancer promotion he was doing with the company and it must have seemed like the easiest solution to getting rid of unwanted junk and finding a birthday gift for his kid."

      Fuck. That was…awful. "Our dads should never get together."

      He looked up at her and that wicked smile of his flashed across his face. "Another dickhead?"

      Her mom and Marko had tried to protect her from most of the worst stuff, but there was no way to completely block out the frustrated, angry drunk of a father who'd entertained himself during stints outside of jail by tormenting his family.

      "Yeah, you could definitely say that."

      The arrival of the dessert pretzels—one a warm puffy bit of deliciousness sprinkled with cinnamon sugar and the other with cherries and nuts baked into the dough—kept them from continuing the shitty fathers parade. Instead, they laughed about her stories of jazz musicians with diva attitudes and his stories about road trip pranks the Cajun Rage played on each other. By the time the pretzels were gone, she felt better than she had in a long time. Bear stopped by for some quick hockey talk and to drop off the bill, but neither of them touched it. She wasn't ready to end their little truce. And Flynn? Well, he just stared at her as if she was something he couldn't quite figure out but he couldn't strop trying to figure out what made her tick.

      "I should have said it earlier, Sparkles, but…thanks for coming to my rescue."

      Her brain shorted out for a second. In the years she'd known him, she'd never heard him admit to weakness of any sort—on the ice or off of it. The urge to tease that serious look off his face was too much to deny.

      "Be still my heart," she said with a dramatic sigh. "Are you admitting you can't kick the world's ass?"

      "Never," he said, smirking in that cocky way that got her every damn time. “But if you hadn't shown up I wouldn't have known I was in the middle of a fight."

      Which is exactly why she'd said yes when Orlando called. "Any idea who hates you this much?"

      "Enough to cold cock me on the street? Hell yeah. Lots," he said, sounding about as sorry about that as he'd been for stealing the last bite of cinnamon sugar pretzel. "Enough to ruin my career? Not in the least."

      "I'll reach out to Orlando again." She'd been waiting all afternoon for him to return the million messages she'd left for him. "After what happened today, he'll give me a name. He's a total dick but he has a sense of honor—a twisted one, yeah, but it's still there. He won't like that this guy tried to grab me off the street."

      Flynn's sly smirk transformed into a flat line. "That makes two of us."

      Three, really. And if Flynn hadn't come when she'd screamed, her breath caught—well, she wasn't even going to go there. "Thanks for coming after me."

      That's all she'd wanted back in Dallas—to have him turn that truck around and come back for her. She'd stood in that driveway for half an hour unable to move, unable to go forward or back. And, really, she hadn't been able to do so since that day three years ago. She'd occupied that same emotional space stuck between hope and despair, still in love with the one man who'd made her want to be the kind of woman she knew deep inside that she could be. Changing her heart may not be in the cards, but it was past time she moved on emotionally—and she would. Once the Cup was safely traveling to its next destination, she'd be the one to get in her rental and drive out of town for good. It was the right thing to do, but it didn't make her want to curl up into the fetal position any less.

      With all the fun of their dinner sucked out of her, she reached for the check. "We better head on back to the hotel."

      He extended his hand at the same time and their fingers brushed, sending a shockwave of want through her. It wasn't fair. It wasn't right. But there it was. She loved him. She'd probably always love him, but she'd fucked it up too much for it to be anything more than what it was.

      "I got this," Flynn said, his voice low and hungry as he ignored the check and curled his fingers around hers.

      For a second neither of them moved as the air sizzled around them. Then, he released her, reached for his wallet and pulled out a stack of bills that more than covered their tab. He dropped them on the table, stood and held out his hand to her.

      "I don't know why you got that sad look on your face all of the sudden, Sparkles, but I plan on changing it as soon as we get back to the motel."

      Gillie Pike knew she was many things, but a woman who could turn down Flynn Kazakov didn't seem to be one of them. Pushing all her doubts and better judgment into a dark pit, she took his hand and they set a land speed record back to the motel.
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      Flynn

      Shutting the door between them and the rest of the world—including Snow Bay's finest stationed north and south of the motel thanks to a bullshit story about a low-level stalker threat to him he'd given to an old buddy on the force earlier in the afternoon—Flynn released the breath he'd been holding since they'd rushed out of Bear's Diner with one shared destination in mind.

      He turned her around, pressed her soft body against the door and fisted his hands around her hair and tugged her head to the side exposing the long, white column of her throat. Grinding his cock against the swell of her ass, he kissed his way down her neck punctuating it with a hard nip to that sensitive spot at the base. Her answering shiver caused just enough friction against him that he had to take a half step back—not enough to break contact completely but letting a sliver of daylight between their lower halves.

      "That dinner was hell," he said, releasing the silk of her hair and letting it flow between his fingers.

      "What are you talking about?" She turned just enough that the curve of her hip brushed against his hardness. "It was delicious."

      Was it? Probably. But he'd hardly tasted it, he was too transfixed by her.

      "Watching you eat—the little sighs you made, the way you licked the gravy off your fingertips, the way you savored every fucking bite—had me harder than I've ever been in public."

      "That's a lie." She twisted around completely so his arms bracketed her as she stood with her back against the door. "I remember one movie date when your dick almost bore a hole through the popcorn box."

      They'd been in the back row of one of the food-and-a-movie places, the kind with the big lounge chairs that really let a big guy like him stretch out. Someone could put a gun to his head and he wouldn't be able to remember the name of the movie, but other details were imprinted for life.

      "What did you expect when you fed me a piece of popcorn and I could still taste the sweetness of your pussy on your fingers?"

      She tugged her full bottom lip between her teeth and looked up at him from beneath her thick eyelashes. "If it hadn't been so crowded, I could have helped you out with that."

      His cock thickened against his thigh. "Instead we made it as far as a dark corner of the parking garage."

      With his truck as a shield between them and anyone who may have wandered up to the garage's nearly empty fourth floor, he'd shoved down his jeans just enough to free his dick and fucked her hard against the concrete column until she'd screamed his name twice then he'd come in her so hard he'd lost his vision for a moment.

      "Good thing I hadn't been wearing any underwear." She popped the top button of her jeans and slowly lowered the zipper. "It made things so much easier."

      Heat blasted through him and he pressed his palms against the door to stop himself from hurrying the agonizingly hot process along. "Do you really think a scrap of lace would have slowed me down when you were begging me in that husky little voice of yours to fuck you?"

      Her fingers stilled and she looked him straight in the eye, all playful teasing replaced by a lava-hot desire. "So what's stopping you now?"

      A million good reasons and a million bad ones. "Not a damn thing."

      His hands went to his jeans and he slipped the button through the hole ready and willing to rip the denim to shreds if he needed to. He'd fucked plenty of women, both puck bunnies and those who wouldn't know a crosscheck from a mugging, but only Gillie drove him to the edge of sanity like this. Maybe the hockey commenters were right and he was a little bit crazy, but being here with her made more sense to him than almost anything else in the world. She may not be his, but he loved her anyway. Probably always would. And if wanting to show her that tonight when he knew the words—let alone the reality—were beyond him, he was okay with that. And he knew just the way she wanted it, how they both did.

      "On your knees."

      The nothing-but-trouble sparkle in her eyes that had led to her nickname flashed as she lowered herself down, letting her palms skim over his hips and thighs as she did so. For his part, he kept his hands planted on the door. Not touching her at this moment was just about the only thing keeping him from yanking her up and tossing her on the bed so he could lick and taste and torment her until she was writhing and out-of-her mind with want.

      "Unzip me."

      She did, and then shoved his jeans and underwear down to mid-thigh. Her hands were cool against his overheated dick. Her mouth opened and she extended her pink tongue, no doubt to lap up the pre-come already pooling on his engorged head, but she stopped herself just in time. This was the game they'd always played for as long as they could. Each of them trying to take small steps toward the final blinding release, drawing out each sigh, each moan until going slow wasn't a possibility. Once that happened, anything not bolted down was likely to be lost. He'd broken a bed with her that way.

      "What do you want?" she asked, her words a tormenting breeze against him.

      He couldn't help the way his balls tightened in response. "You know."

      Her lips curled up at the ends, showing just how much she was enjoying this. "Say it."

      Oh, that teasing little grin of hers was going to kill him one of these days, if the rest of her didn't do it first. "Suck me."

      She did, wrapping her plump lips around him and taking him in as far as she could. It was like a lightning bolt straight through him. He dropped one hand from the door and cupped the back of her head, his fingers weaving through the long ebony strands of her hair. Her moan of approval as his fingers twisted around the silky mane, allowing him to better control the angle of her mouth as he plunged inside, vibrated up his spine. Rocking his hips in time with the bob of her head, they established a rhythm with her punctuating the pleasure by taking it away a few seconds at a time, replacing the tight warmth of her mouth with the slow strokes of her tongue from base to tip where she lapped at the pre-come pooling there. Then, with a sweet kiss on the head—well as sweet as it could be considering she was giving him the blow job of a century—she swallowed him deep.

      "Fuck, that's good," he groaned, pleasure making his balls tight.

      She moaned her agreement over his cock and hooked her finger in the top of her blue tank top, yanking it down below her black bra. Then, while sucking him deep enough that her nose brushed against his trimmed pubic hair, she shoved her bra cup aside and released one of her tits and tugged on the already hard nipple. The combination of the sexy woman on her knees before him, hot mouth around his dick, smooth hair between his fingers and cool breath when she released his cock for half a second before taking him deep again had him running hockey plays in his mind to stop from coming.

      Gillie, though, must have had other plans. She glided her palms up the outside of his thighs, reached around back to grab his ass and sank her fingernails in just enough to get her message across.

      "You want me to fuck that pretty face of yours until I come," he asked, barely able to get the words out he was strung so tight.

      She nodded, the move making his dick hit the roof of her mouth as she loosened her hold on him in preparation for what they both wanted to come next.

      "Whatever you want, Sparkles." He tightened his grip on her hair, wrapped the long strands around his fist and drove forward into her waiting mouth, going far enough that her throat squeezed his cock.

      That wasn't what broke him though. It was the fuck-yeah look in her eyes and the way she met his every thrust with one of her own, taking him deeper than he would have pushed on his own. Then, she opened wider, extended her tongue and licked the sensitive underside of his balls. Heaven and hell slammed together in that moment, shattering him as he came in that sweet mouth of hers.

      "Damn, Gillie," he said, opening his eyes as he tried to remember how to breathe again.

      She drew her thumb against the corner of her mouth and then sucked off the few dabs of liquid she'd gathered. "I take it you enjoyed yourself."

      Her smirk was just shy of an outright challenge. One he planned on meeting. "Almost as much as you're about to."

      "I like the sound of that," she said as she stood up, full of the kind of self-assurance that came with making someone come harder than a check from behind.

      Quick as the record-holding one-hundred-and-eight mile per hour slap shot, he wrapped an arm around her waist and jerked her off balance and against his chest. "Let's see if you're still saying that when you're begging me to let you come." Without giving her time to do more than suck in a breath, he whipped around and flung her across the room so she fell back onto the motel room bed. "Get naked.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gillie

      Gillie had never shed her clothes so fast. She'd been running hot before. After what had just happened she was molten. It wasn't that she didn't love her own pleasure because she sure as fuck did, but for whatever reason making Flynn come ticked off one of her really-turns-me-on boxes. Maybe it was because it was a bit of a power trip or maybe it was because there is nothing sexier than giving someone an orgasm that made them lose their minds, she didn't care. All that mattered was that she was burning up waiting for Flynn to touch her. But instead of pouncing, the bastard just stood at the end of the bed and did the world's slowest strip tease while she tried not to come just from the weight of his gaze.

      His shirt hit the floor. "Grab ahold of the wooden spindles in the headboard, and no matter what do not let go."

      Oh, hell no. She was dying here. Dying. "Torture me later, right now I just want to come."

      He made a tsk-tsk sound but didn't look the least bit sympathetic. "Begging already?"

      "Yes." Proud? Her? Not at this moment.

      Flynn's heady gaze traveled down her overheated and desperate body. "Poor Sparkles."

      She spread her legs as far as they could go. "So help a woman out."

      "I will." His gaze dropped to her wet, throbbing pussy. "As soon as you wrap your fingers around the spindles in that headboard and hold tight."

      She had two choices. Get herself off right here, right now or do what he said and squeeze his head tight between her thighs when she came. Since option two gave her both the orgasm and the sweet taste of revenge at his high handedness, she raised her arms and took hold of the headboard.

      "Now was that really that hard?" he asked, looking smug and already half hard again.

      "Fuck you," she said as she planted her feet wide on the bed and lifted her hips so her core was closer to Flynn's mouth level.

      He landed a soft slap against her clit. "Soon, Miss Impatient."

      Her ass hit the mattress, the smack's sting only adding to the need building inside her.

      "Keep them spread."

      Too needy to argue any more, she did.

      He sat down on the bed facing her with his hip touching hers. "This way I can watch your face and your juicy cunt without changing position." He dropped one hand between her legs and slid his thumb across her engorged clit. "You do have the prettiest pussy." Slow and steady, he rubbed his thumb around her clit close enough to make her entire body tingle but not enough to start her climax. "So soft and smooth."

      Unable to stand it, she bucked her hips to bring her clit into direct contact with his thumb. Ecstasy shot through her, bowing her spine. "God, yes."

      She'd barely had time to relish the vibrations beginning in her thighs when Flynn pressed his free hand to the area just above her pubic bone and pushed her down so she couldn't move her lower half.

      The muscles in his forearm barely flexed in the effort but the dark command in his eyes sharpened. "No moving."

      "You didn't specify that." She gave herself mental points for smartassery as she tried—and failed—to wriggle herself to just the right position.

      "I am now." He sank two fingers inside her slick core with one hand and pushed down on her lower abdomen with the other.

      She moved. She couldn't help it. It felt too good to be still.

      "Hold on to that headboard, Sparkles."

      With all the magic he was doing with his fingers, that order sounded like the best idea ever. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tightened her hold on the smooth wood of the spindles hoping they'd hold as they took the force of her reaction to Flynn's deliberate touch. In and out he thrust his fingers, keeping weight on her lower abdomen and locking her in place, and thrummed his fingertips against the bundle of nerves inside her entrance. Over and over he slid his fingers in and out of her, rubbing and swirling and reaching her the way only he could. It was torture. It was divine. It was pleasure beyond description. Her entire body hummed, riding wave after wave of sensation that had her moaning incoherently.

      Then, just as the ball of electricity building inside her started to tighten and build, it all stopped. Whip-quick Flynn lifted his hand from above her pubic bone and withdrew his fingers.

      A frustrated groan slipped from between her lips. "Fucking A, Flynn."

      "Oh, you liked that?" he asked, confidence that had crossed the line into beat-his-chest cave man cockiness heavy in his tone.

      "No," she said, trying for cavalier but sounding more like the desperately wanton woman she was. "It was totally amateur."

      "Uh-huh," he said as he used one hand to spread her slick folds wide so the cool air brushed against all her sensitive spots. "Keep telling yourself that, I know the truth."

      If that was the case, he'd know that even though she knew she couldn't have him in her life she was desperate for him. He'd know she'd loved him even as he drove away. He'd know that there would never be anyone else in her life that did the things to her heart and body that he did. Luckily, before she could blurt any of that out, he used his other hand and circled his fingertips butterfly-light around her clit and thought became an impossibility.

      It bordered on cruel while landing firmly in the middle of Blisslandia and with a sigh Gillie gave in to Flynn's touch and slow pace, letting the sensations roll over her as her entire being focused on that one small part of her that he was caressing. His touch didn't increase in pressure. He didn't hurry up. Flynn simply played her body like only he could do, until she was nearly crazy with need. Still, her body was climbing, reaching, craving release.

      Her grip on the headboard tightened as her breath came in shorter gasps and she arched her back, changing the angle of this stroking fingers just enough that her whole world broke apart with an orgasm that forced a guttural cry from her mouth and made her entire body go taut with pleasure.

      As she floated back down to earth, the first thing to come into focus was Flynn. His hair was tousled as if he'd just been the one to come hard enough to permanently curl his toes and his brown eyes were soft with a kind of tender amazement she'd never seen in them before.

      "What? I didn't actually levitate over the bed did I, because I'd probably believe you if you said yes," she teased.

      He glanced down for a second and by the time he looked back up at her, the look was gone, replaced by a hunger she knew well because it was the same one building inside her again already. Could she ever get enough of this man? Ignoring the voice that said she'd have to and soon, she curled up into a seated position, put a hand on his broad shoulder and drew him in for a kiss.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Flynn

      Gillie fucking Pike.

      Maybe it was the testosterone or the pheromones or the amazing sight of watching the most beautiful woman he knew climax but Flynn didn't have it in him to pretend she was just a hot chick who wanted to fuck him as much as he wanted to bang her. So when she melded her mouth to his and pushed him back down on the mattress, he went with it. Taking control wasn't in the cards for him right now because he couldn't do it without revealing just how much he loved her.

      She was a bad girl. He was an asshole. And yet, together, they were more than the sum of their parts. If she were another woman and he another man, they'd find a way to make this work. Love was nothing more than heartbreak waiting to happen. He'd learned that as a kid and she'd reinforced the lesson in Dallas. Acting as if this wasn't anything more than an interlude was misery in the making. Goalies couldn't block the shots and win the game if they didn't anticipate every bad thing that could happen next. He'd perfected that to an art and it had resulted in his name going on the Cup—the very thing that may end his life in the game he lived and breathed during almost every moment of every day unless they figured out who was behind the frame job Gillie had said she'd come here to stop.

      He knew this.

      He knew all of this and he pushed it away anyway because Gillie was here with him now, her tongue in his mouth, her bare tits pressed against his chest and her wet pussy sliding along the length of his hard cock. A fool in love could block out a lot of shit in that situation.

      Her palms pressed against his chest, she straightened her arms and broke the kiss before lifting her hips and taking the thick length of him inside her—slow, inch by inch until they were one. His hands went to her full hips and his gaze on her face as she rocked against him. Not that he wasn't tempted by her pendulous tits as they swayed and bounced but she'd captured him and he couldn't look away. This was what he wanted to etch into memory. The white of her teeth as she bit down on her pink bottom lip. The long waterfall of her black hair as it poured down her back. The pleasure making her throw her head back as she closed those hazel eyes of hers in ecstasy. She was the picture of a woman he wanted to watch come for the rest of his life—and this was as close as he'd ever get to it.

      "Open your eyes, Sparkles."

      She did, dropping her chin so she was looking down at him, her eyes hazy with lust.

      "Don't look away." He'd never needed something more in his life.

      She shook her head. "Never."

      He'd like to believe it and—for the moment—he did. It hurt almost as much as it healed. So he did what he always did when confronted with emotions he didn't want to deal with. He gripped her waist tighter and took control.

      "Fuck me harder," he demanded.

      She responded immediately, riding him hard and coming down on his dick hard and sure as she rotated her hips in a tight circle that rubbed her clit against his pelvic bone.

      "That's it," he said. "Make yourself come again. I want to feel your pretty pussy squeeze my cock."

      The words spurred her on as he'd hoped. Up and down, twisting and turning, she rode him, her thighs firm against his hips and her cunt tight around his dick. This time his gaze did drop to her tits as they bounced in time with her movements as she fucked him stupid.

      "Flynn," she cried, clawing her nails against the hard plane of his abs. "I'm gonna come."

      "Yeah, Sparkles." He yanked her back and forth against him as she continued to go up and down. "Let go."

      She did, arching her back and throwing back her head before her orgasm milked his dick to a climax that sent him thrusting into her one last time before spilling into her.

      "Oh. My. God," she said before collapsing on top of him.

      This is where he should have had a smart ass remark or cocking rejoinder. With another woman he would have. But with Gillie fucking Pike? He just reached out one arm, fisted the comforter, and flung it over them both. She sighed and snuggled against him so her cheek fit perfectly into the pocket of his shoulder.

      The mental image would have made him laugh if he'd had enough energy. A perfect fit. The two of them. Now wasn't that just his fucking luck?
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      Gillie

      Waking up wrapped in Flynn's strong arms, Gillie said a silent plea for just five more minutes to spend cocooned together, but that wasn't going to happen. The sun's morning light was blasting through a narrow slit in the motel room curtain and shining right in her eyes like a laser beam. By the time she'd rolled over and blinked the last bit of sleep out of her eyes, her brain was already rolling a hundred miles an hour. The loudest thoughts centered around Flynn and what had happened last night but there wasn't a damn thing she could do about that situation, so she focused on what she could affect: the plan to frame him for stealing the Cup.

      Orlando was in Snow Bay. She'd track that shithead down and pry the name of the money man behind the whole plan out of him if she had to hit him over the head with one of the wooden brown bears from Flynn's mom's house. Of course, that wasn't going to happen until after she showered though. Smelling like sex and Flynn really did something to fuck with a girl's ability to concentrate.

      She sat up and immediately got yanked back to the bed, landing with a soft thunk with her cheek against Flynn's unyielding chest.

      He relaxed his hold but left his hand splayed across the small of her back. "Stop thinking so loud, you're wrecking my sleep."

      "I'm thinking about how to not let your career get ruined while you spend the next decade in jail," she said, brushing her fingers across the springy dark curls of his chest hair.

      His body tensed before he took a deep breath and let it out in one slow exhale. "It's Cup day."

      "Yep." She kissed the spot right above his heart.

      "Shit." He lifted his head up off the pillow and glanced at the motel room's digital clock. "It'll be here in a couple of hours."

      A few days ago he probably would have uttered those words with excitement. This was, after all, what he'd been working for his entire life and now was the time to celebrate the accomplishment. That's what made the plan to steal the Cup and frame Flynn so ingenious. Everyone would be distracted, happy, partying it up. No one would be thinking about the possibility of theft, except for maybe the keeper of the Cup who from her research was more there to make sure no one did anything too crazy with it. Some players had eaten cereal out of it, others drank from it, and it had even been used to baptize a couple of kids. Most of the time though, it was paraded around towns, schools and military bases as a symbol of what someone could accomplish with enough blood, sweat, and unshed tears.

      "What's the plan for pickup?" she asked.

      "It'll arrive at the Snow Bay Private Airfield on the Rage's team jet with its keeper," he said, circling his palm over her back. "Then, I was supposed to take it on a trip to my old high school, the Brown Bear for a meet and greet and then, eventually, go to Ten Pints to drink blueberry beer out of it and party the night away."

      All public with limited security. "Plenty of opportunities to pick it off."

      "You forgot about Edwin Motz."

      "The keeper?" She tried to summon up a mental picture of the guy and failed.

      "Yeah, his only job is to watch over the Cup."

      "Is he security? Special forces? A ninja?"

      "No, I think he's some tech guy who got rich, retired early, and finagled his way into being the Cup's keeper."

      She snorted. "Then taking the Cup will be easy."

      His hand stilled and he sat up, forcing her to sit up too so that they faced each other. "You're not taking it."

      "I might have to." It was the only way she could think of right now to make sure the day didn't end with Flynn in handcuffs.

      The vein in his temple pulsed and his jaw squared but before he could launch his argument, her phone buzzed. She reached past him and grabbed it off the nightstand. Instead of a phone number or name, caller ID read Unknown Number. It could be Marko, letting her know he was almost there, but her money was on the redheaded asshole who'd taken this job in the first place.

      "About fucking time you called," she answered.

      "And hello to you too, darling," Orlando said. "Enjoying your time with Flynn Crazy-kov?"

      "Don't call him that."

      "What's wrong, do you still have feelings for the goalie?"

      Not something she was going to discuss with him. "Your money man and his goon in a suit tried to grab me off the street yesterday."

      "I know, I saw the whole thing."

      She started but really what had she expected? It was Orlando after all. "You're a real piece of work."

      He sighed. "Look, I'm already two hundred miles down the highway. Do you want to know what I know or issue insults to a dial tone after I hang up on your ass?"

      That got her attention. If he'd followed her all the way up to Snow Bay, there was no way he'd leave voluntarily without getting a paycheck. "What happened?"

      "The big man sent his steroid commercial in a suit to inform me my services were no longer necessary. He'd hired another outfit. This one smells like Vegas."

      She swallowed past the lump of anxiety blocking her throat. "Mob?"

      "Probably."

      Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and mentally hummed her favorite jazz warm up—Billie, of course—as she settled her runaway thoughts and focused on what she could control not the scary shit behind door number two. "What's the money man's name?"

      "Thomas Slater and he means business," Orlando said. "Bang your guy goodbye and get the fuck out of there, Torch."

      It was good advice. She should take it. Even with Marko and his B-Squad Security connections coming to Snow Bay, the odds weren't in their favor. Whoever this Slater guy was, he had a helluva lot of juice to bring in heavy hitters from Vegas for a frame job. The smart move was to get the hell out of Michigan just like Orlando had. She looked over at Flynn sitting naked beside her on the bed, his body strung tight and a guarded look in his hazel eyes—the same one he'd had when she'd confessed her sins in Dallas. Seeing it again was a punch in the gut.

      "I can't," she said.

      "Your funeral," Orlando said. "I did what I could to warn you away."

      "You're the asshole who sent me here."

      "If you could go back in time and tell me no when I made that first call, would you?"

      No. She didn't even have to think about it.

      "Fuck you, Orlando."

      His laughter blasted in her ear. "That's what I thought, Torch." He paused. "Look, we really were friends once. If I would have realized how deep you were in with this guy, I wouldn't have called you."

      Coming from Orlando that was practically a formal, public apology. It almost made her feel warm and gooey inside.

      "You think that would have made any of this any easier?"

      He snorted. "You always did like to do things the hard way."

      Her gaze automatically went to Flynn. "Yeah."

      "Good luck, Torch—on both fronts."

      Without waiting for her response or saying goodbye, Orlando hung up. She put her phone back on the nightstand next to Flynn's and flopped back so she was lying on her back on the mattress. Flynn appeared above her, the guarded look still in his eyes but something else too. What that thing was she had no fucking idea.

      He tweaked her nose and lay down next to her on the bed, their shoulders touching. "What's the play?"

      "The money man fired Orlando and is bringing in the mob." Yeah, that just about summed up the shitstorm they were in. "Whatever you did to Thomas Slater, he sure hates your guts."

      Flynn stiffened. "Thomas Slater?"

      "Who is he?" she asked, rolling on her side to face him and propping her head up on her hand.

      He closed his eyes, his sinfully long eyelashes brushing against his cheekbones. Why was it always men who got the Hollywood lashes without extensions and mascara? Then, he opened them and she forgot everything else for a second except that this man rocked her entire world.

      "Thomas Slater is one of the Dallas team's biggest fans," Flynn said and shoved his hand through his already tousled dark hair. "A real Misery-level number one fan. When my contract was up for negotiations, he was all over me to sign, promising money that was off the books and therefore wouldn't affect the team's salary cap. He had the money and power to make it happen too. There was something about the guy that always creeped me out though. He called all the time and was just always everywhere I turned."

      Gillie's stomach clenched. "He was stalking you?"

      He squished up his mouth and shook his head. "I don't know that I'd call it that. More like, he was a man very used to always getting his way and in my case that meant me staying in the net in Dallas. He was obsessed with the team and determined to do whatever he could to make sure they won the Cup."

      The lightbulb went off. Finally. "So when you won it with the Rage, that might just be the kind of thing to make a man like that dead set on revenge." If she could have done her shimmy happy dance while lying naked and staring down at Flynn, she would have. "This is good."

      He looked at her like she was the one the hockey commentators called Crazy-kov. "How in the hell is this good?"

      "Because now we know who we're up against and we can formulate a plan." She couldn't keep the grin off her face. This was it. This was when everything went their way. "When Marko gets here, he'll be just the backup we need to deflect whatever mob muscle he's bringing in to set you up for the fall."

      "My life used to be simple." He gave her that wicked grin that would have made a smarter version of Gillie shake in her hot pink cowboy boots. "All I did was block the puck."

      She dipped her head lower. "Then you met me."

      "Yeah." His gaze zeroed in on her mouth, setting off a whole wave of sensations in places lower. "Then I met you."

      He reached up and cupped the back of her head, pulling her face down to his, and kissed her. Strong lips that were unwavering. Promises they couldn't keep. Heat that wouldn't flame out. Hunger that couldn't be fed. It was all there in that kiss and it was theirs, only theirs. Thomas Slater, mob muscle, their own worst instincts may be plotting against them, but this moment, it was theirs. And she had to end it sooner rather than later because much more and she wasn't sure she'd be able to. She pressed her hand against his chest, feeling the sure beat of his heart, and pushed herself away from him, breaking the kiss.

      "Do we flip a coin about who showers first?" Flynn asked, grinning up at her.

      "You go ahead." She wasn't sure her legs would hold her at the moment.

      He winked and gave her a quick kiss. "I'll be quick."

      Watching his perfect naked ass strut into the tiny motel bathroom until he closed the door between them, Gillie held her breath. There had to be something she could do. Marko would be here in a few hours but her sitting on her ass without any information about the main villain except that he was a stalker hockey fan wasn't going to do them any good. As soon as Marko was wheels down, they had to be ready for go time. The Cup was vulnerable, which meant so was Flynn. That wasn't acceptable. She could put a call out to someone else on the B-Squad to do a background check on Slater while Marko was still in the air. It was better than sitting here on her ass. Shoulders lighter, she pivoted and reached for her phone but hesitated over Flynn's.

      He called all the time…

      Without taking the time to think about it or second guess, she grabbed Flynn's phone. The guy may be aces on the ice and in the sack but he sucked at phone security. His passcode was his birthday. Scrolling through his contacts, she stopped when she hit Slater, T. Then, she hit call.

      "Yes?" The same male voice from the back of the SUV.

      Keeping her voice quiet but firm, she said, "You wanted to talk to me yesterday."

      "Miss Pike, I presume?"

      "Yes."

      "I wanted to talk to you yesterday," the man said, boredom thick in his tone. "Today I have no need for you."

      "No one can get as close to him as I can right now." Just saying the words made her insides cramp up.

      "That's the problem," Slater said. "I believe you're a little too close."

      "Don't tell me how to do my job and I won't tell you how to act like a crazy rich guy," she shot back in an angry whisper yell.

      He laughed. "Fine. I can give you ten minutes this morning."

      "Where?"

      "Fifteen Sycamore Street."

      "I can be there in an hour." Ditching Flynn when he left to go to the airport to meet the Cup wouldn't be easy but she'd figure it out.

      "Make it thirty."

      The shower turned off and she tensed. "I'll be there as soon as I can."

      "I look forward to it."

      Taking a note from Orlando's book she hung up without a goodbye and put Flynn's phone back on the nightstand next to her own. Telling herself to play it cool, she gathered up her clothes and her phone and was holding them in front of her like a shield when Flynn opened up the bathroom door and stepped out.

      "All yours," he said.

      "Thanks."

      For a second she couldn't move. She could tell him about the conversation with Slater. But if she did, there was no way he'd let her go meet him on her own. And if he went with her, it would crush any chance they had of figuring out a way to blow up Slater's plan to frame Flynn for stealing the Cup. Once again she was lying to him. That it was by omission and for his own good probably wouldn't mean shit to him. God, it made her whole body ache.

      "You okay, Sparkles?" Concern was clear on his face and he took a step toward her.

      She sidestepped his advance and gave him her best barn burner smile. "Just in awe of your hotness."

      After blowing him a kiss, she hustled into the bathroom and shut the door. She turned on the water, got dressed, and scrawled a quick message in lipstick on the mirror. Then, forcing herself not to look back at the door or even worse run back out to him, she opened up the window and climbed out.
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      Flynn

      Not that Flynn didn't love the mental image of Gillie naked and soapy in the shower, but she'd been in there for forever. He tapped on the door.

      "Hey, you need help scrubbing your back?"

      No answer.

      The hair on the back of his neck woke up and said hello. He opened the door and stepped inside. "Sparkles, you okay?"

      Nothing.

      She could have slipped on the soap suds and cracked her head on the faucet. Aliens could have abducted her. Maybe she was playing a joke. It wasn't any of that, he knew it in the pit of his stomach but he needed to believe she hadn't just ghosted on him. He swept back the plastic curtain. The shower was empty. That's when something red on the bathroom mirror caught his eye.

      BACK SOON. XOXO, GILLIE

      A soft breeze came in through the open bathroom window as he read the message for the fifth time.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Slater. She must have made contact but…realization punched him in the nose and he pulled his phone out of his pocket. One thumbprint scan and a quick perusal of his recent calls later and he had his answer. She must have found Slater's numbers in his contacts. The call log showed she'd been the one to reach out.

      He was going to strangle her when he tracked her sweet ass down. There was no way she should have gone up against Slater on her own.

      Right on time, a reminder popped up on the screen that the Cup would be landing in Snow Bay in thirty minutes. A half second later his phone buzzed and a photo of his old pal, and Gillie's older brother, popped up on his screen. He hit call accept.

      "We just landed," Marko said in way of greeting. "Why isn't Gillie answering her phone?"

      He shoved a hand through his hair and stared at her lipstick message while guilt and frustration did a little hockey sweater over the head punching dance at center ice in his chest because he'd failed to protect her. "She's gone."

      Dead silence.

      "What do you mean gone?" Marko asked, nothing but a deceptively icy calm in his voice.

      Flynn knew that voice. He had one just like it for the times when he was about to unleash holy hell on someone. So he gave it right back.

      "She faked taking a shower and snuck out the bathroom window gone."

      "When I find her," Marko said. "I'm gonna kill her."

      Yeah, he could get in line.

      "I'll be at the airport in fifteen." Flynn rushed out into the motel bedroom, grabbed his keys and hustled out the door to his truck parked outside. "We'll find her together.”
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* * *

      Gillie

      Fifteen Sycamore had to be the biggest house in Snow Bay. The two-story, upscale log cabin home sat on the edge of the bay behind a security gate that spanned the driveway. The same no-neck thug in a suit who had tried to snatch her off the street was at the gate waiting for Gillie when she got out of the town's single taxi—as the driver, Poppy, had proudly proclaimed on the short trip from the Brown Bear Diner.

      "Nice shiner," Gillie said, staring at the black and blue under the goon's right eye.

      He grunted, pressed a few buttons on the keypad and walked through the gate as it opened, heading straight for the house without even a glance back her way. He didn't bother to manhandle her or force her at gunpoint or anything. She was almost disappointed. Making sure her phone was still powered on so that once Marko got here he could track her down via the GPS signal if things went dangerous, she followed Slater's main muscle man to the house. Offering up a silent prayer that he wouldn't have to, she walked up the stone steps to the front door and came face to face with a mounted ten-point buck's head.

      Who put a dead animal head in the foyer?

      Thomas Slater walked in through a doorway on the left. He was short, had a bland everyman face and led with his belly. He also had the most luscious thick brown hair she'd ever seen outside of a shampoo commercial.

      "Miss Pike," he said, tipping an imaginary hat as if they were back in Texas and he was showing off the manners his mama gave him.

      Too bad she was way past playing it that way—not to mention it went against the plan she'd thrown together on the ride over from the motel. "Do I call you Tom or Tommy or Tommy Boy or Tom The Asshole?"

      The thug took a step toward her, but Slater waved him off.

      Slater pulled himself up to his full height of right around five feet, eight inches in obvious lifts tucked away in his designer shoes. "You have quite the mouth on you."

      "Yeah, it's part of my charm." She batted her eyelashes at him but made sure her smile didn't reach anywhere near that far north.

      "Well then, let's just move forward with this little meeting. Are you here to beg me to spare your boyfriend?"

      And that was exactly why she was playing ultra bitch right now. The only way to make this work was to get him to buy her little con so he'd call off his mob guys who were going to set up Flynn for stealing the Cup.

      "No." She jutted out one hip badass style and crossed her arms. "I'm here to help you set up the jerk, but I can't exactly do that if you're ordering your muscle to kidnap me or bringing in bent-nose thugs to do a delicate task."

      "One you're better suited for?"

      This time she let her smile almost go to her eyes. "Exactly."

      Slater strolled closer with his gaze locked on her tits, proving her mom's favorite maxim: Having money doesn't mean having class.

      "So you're saying you're not emotionally invested in Flynn Kazakov?"

      Keep it cool and don't fuck it all up now.

      She rolled her eyes. "Not in the least."

      "That's too bad, he certainly seems smitten with you. That little dinner you had last night made it seem so."

      "All part of the con," she said, half hating how true the words sounded.

      Finally, Slater's attention moved from her boobs to her face. "So you're only worried about losing your cut of the payment?"

      "What else would there be?"

      "Oh, Miss Pike, you show a decided lack of imagination." He glanced over at his goon and nodded.

      Steroids in a suit took two long strides and grabbed her, shocking her enough that she dropped her purse. He locked one arm around her waist, pinning her arms to her sides, and lifted her off the ground. Bending over, he swiped her bag up off the floor and shook out its contents. Out came two emergency tampons, three lipsticks, her wallet and her cell. Two stomps later and her phone was nothing but electronic debris.

      "What are you doing?" she hollered, twisting ineffectively in the giant's grasp.

      "Holding on to you just in case," Slater said in a calm tone that told her this wasn't his first rodeo of the kidnapping kind. "If my friends from Las Vegas fail, you'll have the opportunity to redeem yourself. If they succeed, well, I'll want to have you close so I can tie up loose ends. After all, I can't have you wandering around with the truth of my plot tucked away in that pretty little head of yours."

      Her stomach sank. "Sounds like I'm dead either way."

      "It does indeed." He turned around and walked to the door he'd emerged from when she walked in, he was halfway through when he issued one final order over his shoulder. "Why don't you show Miss Pike to her chambers?"

      Chambers. That was one way to describe the windowless kitchen pantry she found herself in a few minutes later. Mr. Silent and Seriously Pissed Off shoved her inside and shut the door closed behind her. Inside and alone, she barely heard the sound of the lock clicking shut over the sound of panic screeching in her ears.
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* * *

      Flynn

      The Snow Bay Private Airfield was only a fifteen-minute drive outside of town. Flynn made it in eight. Most of the town was waiting outside the chain-link fence surrounding the tarmac when he arrived. Driving slowly through the crowd, he returned the bare minimum of shouted greetings before the harried security guard let him pass through onto the landing strip. He parked his truck about ten feet away from a small jet and got out.

      Marko and one of the female B-Squad Security and Investigations agents (Elaine? Eliza? Emily?) were waiting outside a small jet that he knew from talking with Marko was practically a flying armory.

      Flynn was a big guy at six, three. Marko was bigger, knew how to fight dirty, and could make a helluva improvised explosive device if the occasion called for it. So, in other words, not the greatest guy in the world to have pissed off and marching right at you with murder in his eye. If the circumstances weren't what they were, Flynn might actually be worried. As it was, all he knew was that they didn't have time for this shit.

      Marko stopped dead with less than three inches between them. "Explain to me why my sister is here with you?"

      He could bullshit. He could pussyfoot around why Gillie ended up in Snow Bay. That would only cause them time they didn't have so he stood his ground and readied himself to take a punch.

      "She showed up by surprise and said some guy hired her to steal the Cup. She said she accepted the job to pay back a debt she owed me."

      Marko's face went completely neutral—always a very dangerous sign. "Why would someone hire Gillie to steal something and why in the hell would she owe you?"

      Next to them, the woman clapped her hands. "Oh, Marko, I think your mind is about to get blown and I can't wait to see it happen." The woman stuck her hand out, inserting it right between him and Marko as if they weren't about to throw down. "Elisa Sharp. We met forever and a day ago at one of Marko's barbecues. Now tell us everything and don't leave a single thing out."

      Flynn shook her hand out of habit and gave an abbreviated account of everything that had happened up to now, glossing over Gillie's thief past as much as he could and completely leaving out any mention of the two of them together.

      "So you gave her a phony alibi and that's why she owed you enough to come up to this Godforsaken tundra—no offense?" Elisa said. "Wow. You must have really loved her to risk your career like that. And here she is returning to a life of crime to save your ass. I'd say you weren't the only one feeding a flame."

      Marko ground his teeth together. "Shut up, Elisa."

      "Grow up, Marko." She rolled her eyes. "Gillie is an adult woman with her own mind, feelings and sexuality. You don't have to be a total caveman about it."

      "Who said anything about sex?" Marko asked in a whisper that was as close to a yell as any spit-laded cursing fit his last coach issued.

      Elisa didn't flinch. Instead, she gave him a self-satisfied smile and stirred the pot some more. "Just look at him when he talks about her. He's a goner and no matter if you do still think of your little sister as a baby playing with Barbie, no woman in her right mind is turning down a fine piece of hockey player ass like him." She turned that blinding smile on him. "No offense."

      His brain was a little shorted out from the connections she'd made almost immediately but he managed to get out a few words. "None taken."

      Ignoring Elisa, Marko turned the full force of his fury on Flynn. "I'm going to kill you, Kazakov."

      Now this was familiar territory. Fighting. This he could do. He might have failed to keep Gillie safe from herself but this he could fucking do.

      He took a step closer so he and Marko were practically bumping chests. "I'd like to see you try."

      "Boys," Elisa said in a bored voice. "Don't you think there are more important things to deal with right now than your antiquated patriarchal bullshit?"

      Flynn kept his attention zeroed in on Marko.

      "Like, I don't know, the fact that Gillie's in the wind and the plan to frame foxy boy for stealing the Cup…" The sound of a plane overhead momentarily drowned her out. "Which just arrived?"

      The private jet carrying the Cup and Edwin Motz, the Cup's keeper, landed to cheers from the crowd outside the chain-link fence. It taxied to a spot next to the B-Squad jet and stopped.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. He stepped back from Marko and pulled it out. The caller ID read Gillie and he closed his eyes in relief as he hit answer. "Sparkles, where are you?"

      The chuckle wasn't Gillie's. Flynn's blood turned to ice.

      "She's somewhere safe…for now."

      It had been a few years but he still recognized Slater's voice.

      "What do you want?"

      "Only your cooperation," Slater said.

      "That's not gonna fucking happen."

      "Then Miss Pike will pay the price."

      A white-hot fury blasted through him, melting away the icy shock. He'd kill him. He really would. "You better not touch a hair on her head."

      "Only if you fail to do exactly what I tell you to do."

      Pacing, he covered his free ear to block out the sound of the crowd cheering as the Cup was unloaded. "What's that?"

      "I understand you have friends with you, friends who know their way around trouble. Is that correct?"

      He glanced up at Marko and Elisa who were watching him closely. "Yes."

      "Well, with their help, you're going to steal the Cup and when it is found in your possession two days later, you're going to confess to the entire scheme and take your banishment from hockey and society in total silence."

      "Why in the hell would I do that?"

      "Because if you don't, my friends who are already at the airfield will steal the Cup and plant it in your house for the cops to find," Slater said. "The only difference is that with this second option Miss Pike will pay the price for your stubbornness with her life."

      "You'll pay for this." His grip tightened on his phone until his knuckles were white.

      "No, I won't. The only question is, will Miss Pike?"

      The words were ringing in Flynn's ear when the phone went dead. The bastard. He'd do it. Flynn knew all about Slater's reputation. It was one of the reasons why the guy creeped him out so much. None of that mattered though. Only Gillie did. If keeping her safe meant going down as one of hockey's biggest villains, then so be it.

      Marko and Elisa looked at him expectantly as he pocketed his phone. Decision made, the calm that always hit when the puck dropped at the beginning of a game steadied him.

      "Let's go," he said, starting toward the other jet. "We have to steal the Cup."
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      Elisa

      If Elisa doubted for a second that they weren't going to successfully steal the Cup, rescue Gillie, and teach this Slater guy a lesson for the ages, she just might feel bad for Marko. As it was, seeing him deal with both the fact that his little sister was a reformed thief and a real human being with sexual urges was too much fun not to enjoy—especially after his high-handed attitude about knowing her better than she knew herself bullshit that he pulled during the job in Idaho when they'd had to go undercover as husband and wife to get inside a cult's compound.

      While Flynn walked ahead, she hooked her arm through Marko's—not a mean feat since he towered over her—and leaned in close as they strolled over to the nerd in a suit as if they weren't about to steal the Cup out from right under him. "This is even better than I expected when I twisted your arm into bringing me with you."

      "Do you think you can make me do anything I don't want to do?" Marko asked, his voice still gruff but the opportunity to possibly kick some ass mellowing him out a bit.

      "Is that a challenge?" She glanced up at him and winked. "You know I just love those."

      Marko glared down at her, but as usual his attempt to be all badass didn't impress her. Oh, he was badass all right. It was pretty fucking hard to be a six foot five inch tattooed wall of muscle who had been specially trained by the military to vanquish enemies in hand-to-hand combat or by blowing them sky high, who personified the strong but silent type, and not be a badass. The thing is, she saw through it. Growing up the only child of one of the world's most infamous con artists, reading people was her natural born talent. Marko could glower all he wanted, but he wanted her. Bad. Now, why, exactly, he failed to act on it—especially when she spent so much time teasing him to within an inch of his sanity—she hadn't worked out yet, but she would.

      "Stop shooting me dirty looks and ignoring one of your best friends who just happens to be banging your sister."

      The vein in his temple pulsed and his stare intensified.

      Ohhhh, scary.

      "Okay, who is in love with your sister." She rolled her eyes. "Let's go do a quick grab and dash."

      The big black trunk on the tarmac was next to the skinny guy who looked like he should be asking her if she tried turning off her laptop, counting to ten, and then turning it back on again. Flynn was chatting with the guy looking every bit like he was about to jack the dude. It was so obvious Flynn was up to something that even the other guy had gotten twitchy.

      Amateurs.

      "Hi, I'm Mary Ann," she said, assessing at a glance the type of woman he'd respond best to. A Ginger guy he was not.

      "Edwin Motz, keeper of the Cup."

      They shook hands and some of the tension deflated out of the situation. She peppered him with questions about how much he traveled, (not much until it was Cup season), what some of the other players had done on their days (Finn Donnelly took it to a grave), and if any of the players got a little crazy (James "DC" Washington had threatened to sock Edwin).

      "We'll take that and get it loaded on the truck," Flynn said as he hoisted up the trunk like it didn't weigh a ton and started walking toward his truck parked ten feet away.

      Edwin moved too as if he had an invisible rope tying him to the Cup. "I'll have to ride with it."

      "You never leave it alone?" Elisa asked with all the Mary Ann innocence she could muster up.

      Edwin gave her a distracted half smile. "Not until it is safely back in the Hall of Fame."

      "What if you have to go to the bathroom?" She added in a little nervous giggle for good measure.

      Flynn dropped the trunk into his pickup bed with a thunk, making Edwin wince.

      "Then it needs to be properly secured," Edwin said.

      "How fascinating." Oh yeah. Talking bathroom habits with a stranger. That was way up there on her list of interesting things.

      What did catch her attention though was the foursome in dark sunglasses and obvious shoulder holsters under their tight-fitting blazers heading straight toward them. A shot of adrenaline goosed her nerves. Oh yes. Now this looked like fun.

      "Edwin," she said, giving him a solid shove toward the truck. "Take my advice and find a safe place to hunker down."

      "What?" he asked, looking around totally clueless. "Why?"

      "Marko," she hollered, but he was already watching the bad guys approach. "I'll take the one at ten o'clock."

      After a nearly imperceptible nod, he turned his attention to one of the others. Flexing her fingers, Elisa balanced her weight and readied herself for battle. Taking down hired muscle with their own firepower wasn't one of her inborn talents, but she was a fast learner and with the entire B-Squad around to teach her, she'd picked up some very unique skills.
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      Flynn

      One of the beautiful quirks of hockey was the on ice fights. Two players, dropping the gloves, and enforcing some good old fashioned vigilante justice for cheap shots and other bullshit. Goalies, however, rarely, if ever, got in fights. That didn't mean Flynn couldn't knock the shit out of someone. Really, it just meant he had a lot of pent up aggression and the perfect outlet was heading his way.

      Not counting Edwin—because really, who was going to count him—it was four against three, which meant the first one done got to go for bad guy number two.

      Elisa was the first one to get into ass kicking range. Watching her out of the corner of his eye, he saw her execute some kind of flying ninja move that ended with her legs around the guy's neck and her using her momentum to slam him to the ground. Now that was something Flynn had never seen in a hockey fight. Marko made contact next but Flynn didn't have time to watch the pounding, because his guy was within striking distance.

      High on adrenaline and fury that Slater had the audacity to threaten Gillie, Flynn landed a punch to the thug's chin and snapped his head back. The guy hit back. Hard. Flynn was rocked back on his heels, but stayed upright. After that it was a flurry of punches, elbows and cheap shots to the kidneys until he and the other guy were both breathing hard and dripping blood on the tarmac. Reaching deep, he put everything he hand into a punch to the guy's jaw. He followed up with a shot to the throat and a hard knee to the guy's junk. Unfair? Too bad, life was fucking like that. The guy went down in a moaning crumble.

      A glance to the left confirmed Elisa's guy was out for the count. A look to the right did the same for Marko's, now bleeding and unconscious on the ground. The fourth guy was nowhere to be found.

      Edwin let out an ear-piercing yell. Flynn spun around. The fourth guy was at the truck yanking on one end of the trunk holding the Cup while Edwin was on the other, losing the tug of war. Flynn took off at a sprint.

      "Yo, asshole," he yelled.

      The guy turned. Flynn made eye contact. The guy dropped his end of the trunk and it and Edwin went flying back into the truck bed. Flynn was in mid-leap to tackle the guy when he saw the flash of silver and the guy reach inside his blazer. Time slowed to a crawl. Flynn couldn't stop his trajectory but if getting shot bought Marko and Elisa enough time to cross the tarmac and get to the guy before he could report to Slater, who'd take out his frustration on Gillie, then—whatever happened—it would be worth it. Mr. Vegas pulled out the gun and aimed. Flynn closed his eyes and pictured Gillie. Someone screamed a high-pitched yowl that was followed by the crack of a bone breaking. Flynn opened his eyes right in time to slam into the Vegas thug and knock him down to the tarmac where his head bounced once. After that he didn't move.

      Looking over his shoulder, Flynn spotted Edwin, his face bright red with anger, standing in the truck bed gripping one of the ultra-dense composite hockey sticks Flynn always kept in the back of the truck. The fourth Vegas man was out cold but breathing, his left wrist was bent at an odd angle. The gun lay on the ground next to him.

      Marko came to a stop beside Flynn and helped him up. Then, he kicked the gun away from the bad guy.

      A roar of cheers went up from the crowd gathered outside the airfield's chain-link fence. This was just the kind of thing that would go down in Snow Bay legend, if not the entire U.P. lore.

      Elisa caught up to them a second later. Marko talked the security guard into letting them get the hell out of there before the cops got here.

      What the? Flynn couldn't wrap his head around that, but he wasn't about to question it while Gillie was still in danger. Thirty seconds later Flynn, Marko, Elisa, Edwin and the Cup were in his truck headed for the exit least likely to get blockaded by patrol cars before they cleared the airfield. "We need to narrow down possible locations," Marko said, taking out his cell phone and punching in some numbers.

      "Easy." Flynn punched the Bluetooth button on his steering wheel. "Call Poppy's Taxi." Then, he shifted gears and took them out the airfield's back way as the call rang through. "Gillie left the keys to her rental in the motel room and there's only one taxi in Snow Bay."

      For once, he was grateful he'd grown up in such a small town.

      "Poppy here," a woman's voice came over his speakers.

      "Hey, Poppy, did you happen to pick up a woman this morning, dark hair with blue highlights?"

      "You betcha. I'd just finished up my pannukakku with thimbleberry jam when she popped into The Brown Bear and asked Bear if he could give her a ride to the Old Smith Lodge. They've leased that out with that Airbnb, don't ya know. Of course, I told her I'd take her out there. Bear's only driving the snow plow year round now, ya know, and who wants to ride in that thing?"

      The lodge was on the north side of town so he made a hard right out of the airfield and headed in that direction. No doubt Slater would be expecting to hear back from his goons. Since they were all either unconscious or under arrest, that wasn't going to happen anytime soon.

      "Thanks, Poppy."

      "No problem," the taxi driver said. "Looking forward to seeing you at Ten Pints tonight with the Cup."

      He didn't have the heart to tell her that probably wasn't going to happen judging by the fact that Edwin was huddled in the back seat of Flynn's extended cab with his eyes squeezed shut. "See you then."

      He hung up and hit the gas. They had to get to the lodge before Slater got suspicious about what happened to the Vegas crew and took it out on Gillie.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gillie

      Outside the pantry the whole world had gone nuts. Shouts. Loud thuds against walls. The unmistakable sound of glass breaking. Whatever was out there, she sure as shit hoped it was the cavalry but just in case it wasn't, Gillie started looking for an out.

      The pantry was twelve steps long by nine steps wide. Built-in shelves started at the ground and went up to the ceiling. Just her luck, unless that bad guys had a nut allergy there was nothing deadly on the shelves. The best weapons she'd found since they'd tossed her in her food-stocked prison were an oversized can of cream of mushroom soup.

      That wasn't going to do shit against the insanity going on outside the locked pantry door.

      Something crashed against the door with enough force to shake the stack of cans on the shelves followed by an "oomph”. The door rattled. She grabbed a can of cream of mushroom in each hand and took three steps back from the door. Heart hammering against her ribs, she readied herself. Whoever was on the other side of the door could be carrying a bullet meant for her.

      The knob turned.

      She pulled back her arm, ready to launch her makeshift missile at the first opportunity.

      The door started to open.

      Blood rushing in her ears, her lungs tight, her eyes squinting to almost closed, she threw the can with all her might.

      "Ow!"

      She knew that voice.

      "Damn, Sparkles, you almost took my head off."

      Flynn stood on the other side of the door, his lip bloody and swollen, a cut below his right eye and his shirt torn. He was the best thing she'd ever laid eyes on. The second can dropped from her grasp as she ran toward him and leapt into his arms.

      Her mouth was on his before she'd even had a chance to think about it first. Kissing Flynn was pretty much the only thing in the world she wanted to do. Now. Tomorrow. When she was one hundred and two and had no teeth. Damn she loved this man. And she'd hit him with a can of cream of mushroom. Untwisting her tongue from his, she took a second to catch her breath and better inspect his wounds—one of which definitely had the look of a can-sized bruise.

      "I'm sorry." She kissed the spot on his cheek bone that was starting to swell. "I thought you were one of Slater's goons."

      He jerked his chin toward the front of the kitchen. "You mean one of those guys?"

      Peeking over his shoulder, she spotted Slater out cold on the ceramic tile floor along with Steroids in a suit and another big, bulky guy. Beyond them stood Marko—glaring, of course—and Elisa. Gillie slid down Flynn's body until her feet finally touched the floor, not sure exactly what to say next.

      Elisa wiggled her fingers and sighed happily. "Thanks for the invite to the party, Gillie girl."

      Marko crossed the kitchen in three long strides and gathered her up in a big brother bear hug. He was pissed. There was no doubt about it. There would be shouting and threats to tell Mom later, but for right now none of that mattered.

      "You okay?" Marko asked.

      She squeezed him tight. "I am now."

      Police sirens wailed in the distance, growing closer fast.

      "I called the locals once we had your coordinates. They're gonna want to talk to you," Marko said as he released her from the hug. "Can you go let them in while we secure these bozos?"

      She knew he was talking about Slater and his goons, but there was no missing that Marko was staring directly at Flynn when he said bozos. Oh yeah. That conversation was going to be so much fun. But it would have to wait.

      "You two play nice." She looked between Flynn and Marko who were both resembling pissed off roosters. "I'll go let the cops in."

      She gave Flynn a quick kiss on the cheek for good luck and hurried toward the front door and the officers who'd be there at any second.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Flynn

      Flynn kept his eye on Marko as Gillie left the kitchen and adjusted his stance to even out his balance. He didn't think Marko was going to take a swing, but being prepped was the best course of action.

      Marko waited a whole three seconds after Gillie left before turning on him with pure fury in his eyes. "You're the guy from a few years ago."

      Of all the things his best friend could have gone with, that wasn't the one Flynn was expecting. "What do you mean?"

      Marko pressed his palm to Flynn's chest and shoved hard. "You're the one who broke her heart."

      Flynn recovered his balance, but his mind was reeling. She'd said he'd broken her into a million pieces but he'd thought it had been an exaggeration. He'd been so fucked up at the time by her revelation that she was actually a thief who'd been using him for access to some likely marks that he'd been too blind by his own pain to realize she was hurting just as bad.

      Marko took the opportunity to jab Flynn in the chest with his pointer finger. "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't pound you into oblivion right now."

      What could he say to that besides the truth. "Because I love her."

      "Don't feed me that shit, Kazakov," Marko said, putting plenty of menace in his voice. "I know you. I know the trail of chicks you leave in your wake."

      He couldn't deny it. Before and after Gillie it had been puck bunny after puck bunny. No attachments. No feelings. No second nights in his bed. Forming attachments wasn't his thing—he'd learned that the hard way after how his dad had treated him growing up. The only exception to that rule being Gillie. From that first barbecue, he'd broken every rule he had for himself because no matter how many games he won or how many times his name went on the Cup, the only time he truly felt like a winner was when he was with Gillie.

      But how could he explain that to Marko when he could barely even understand it himself?

      "I know I'm not the ideal guy for Gillie," he started out, hoping his brain would catch up to his mouth any minute now. "I know we shouldn't work. I know the odds are against it. She's a former thief who almost ruined my career and I am—"

      "The hockey stud who just saved the Cup," Gillie said, her voice wobbly and hard at the same time.

      Flynn's attention snapped from Marko to Gillie. She stood in the open archway between the dining room and the kitchen, red splotches of emotion high on her cheeks. Shit. He didn't mean to put it that way. He'd fucked this all up.

      "Sparkles." He took a step toward her.

      She raised her hand, stopping him in his tracks. "Gillie will do."

      Seeing that defeated look in her eye tore his heart out of his chest, but seeing the acceptance in there as well was like holding on to a live wire juiced up with fear and panic. "Gillie, just let me explain."

      She shook her head. "It's okay, I understand. We shouldn't work so let's just let it end here with this." She gave him a bittersweet smile. "It's a much better ending than we had before, don't you think? I get a check in my win column and you have the Cup. That's probably more than we should hope for. Anyway, we'll always have Snow Bay."

      That's when the cops came pouring into the room, filling the space between them and blocking him from her. That couldn't happen. Not like this. Not now. Flynn pushed his way closer to her.

      "Ma'am," one of the officers said to Gillie. "I'm going to need to take your statement."

      "Can I have just a minute with her first?" Flynn asked.

      "No, that's okay, Officer," she said. "Let's take care of this now."

      Unable to do anything to stop her, he stood in the kitchen and watched her walk away feeling like he'd been run over by a Zamboni.

      It was close to two hours later before the police were done with him and he hurried out to the lodge's front porch in search of Gillie. She wasn't in the house. She wasn't on the front porch either. But Marko and Elisa were sitting on the stone steps looking out at the water in the bay.

      "She left, didn't she?" he asked, knowing the answer but needing to hear the words out loud anyway.

      Elisa nodded. "Yep."

      He sank down on the steps beside her, feeling that kind of numb he got when he'd been clocked hard enough to know it was going to hurt like hell it just hadn't started to throb yet. "I fucked this up."

      "Royally," Elisa agreed.

      This is exactly what he'd wanted when he'd looked up and first spotted Gillie in Ten Pints looking like the personification of every bad idea he'd ever had. He wanted the Cup secured. His career safe. Her gone. He finally had all three and it meant fucking nothing without her.

      "So what do I do now?" he muttered to himself.

      He didn't expect an answer. Not from Elisa and Marko—especially not Marko, but the big guy surprised him.

      "Do you love her?" Marko asked.

      Flynn didn't even need to think about it. "Yeah. I do."

      "Then I know what you need to do next." Marko pivoted on the steps and looked Flynn dead in the eye, nothing but the promise of retribution lurking in them if Flynn failed to take the advice he was about to impart. "Find a way to show her you love her and then spend the rest of your life making sure she never doubts it so I don't have to kick your ass."

      How in the hell was he supposed to do that? He had no idea but he was going to figure it out. Fast.
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      Gillie

      Two Weeks Later, Fort Worth

      The Back Beat was so packed that if the fire marshal came by, he'd shut the place down before the bank got a chance to do it officially tomorrow morning. Losing her club wasn't the first dream Gillie had been forced to give up on and maybe it was because of that fact that doing so didn't hurt as much as she'd expected. Marko had offered to float her a loan to keep the club's doors open a little longer in her efforts to make a go of it, but she couldn't accept the offer. She'd officially learned the hard way that sometimes the best way to get a check in the win column was to walk away from dreams that couldn't be a reality, especially the ones you wanted more than you wanted to breathe.

      Musicians who'd played at The Back Beat were there along with the entirety of the B-Squad and her other friends. It was quite a mix. The musicians with their laid back cool and the B-Squad folks with their barely constrained dangerous vibe, but wasn't that the real heart of jazz—mixing two disparate things and making them work together to make something truly magnificent. The only thing that could make it better is if she'd stop thinking about a certain hockey player. Walking away had been the right choice. They weren't the kind of people who could make it work, but, damn, it had been nice for those few days to pretend otherwise.

      "You sure know how to throw a party," B-Squad founder and overall queen bee Bianca Sutherland Hazard said as they both stood near the door and watched the dance floor.

      Gillie had to agree. "Music, drinks, and friends, it doesn't get any better than that."

      "So have you thought about my proposal?"

      After they'd gotten back from Snow Bay, Elisa must have put a bug in Bianca's ear about Gillie's past because Bianca and her husband Taz had made a play for her to join the security and investigations team as an operative. She wouldn't do any of the rescue missions like Marko went on but not every job required that kind of touch. Some required subterfuge and finesse, things she'd perfected during her time with her crew pocketing other people's valuables. She could do it, but her heart wasn't really into it.

      She took a drink of whatever fruity concoction the soon-to-be unemployed bartender had dreamed up. "I don't know if I'm the security and investigative type."

      "I looked up your resume," Bianca said, an admiring gleam in her eyes.

      Translation, police record.

      "I never got arrested." Thanks to Flynn.

      Ouch. That still hurt to think about. Maybe in a decade or two it would be better.

      "I know. But I have friends and believe you me, Gillie, you've got a file. My favorite was the twenty-fifth floor at the Prince Hotel. You got in and out of one of the most heavily guarded floors without detection and pocketed almost a half a million in rubies." Bianca held up her glass in a silent toast. "You were good and you walked away from it all. That tells me you've got heart, the brain, and skills to get into places that others wouldn't even dream about. Wouldn't you like to put all that to work helping people?"

      "That all sounds good, but I'm officially retired…for good this time." As soon as she said it, an invisible weight lifted off her shoulders.

      Bianca sighed. "Can't blame a woman for trying."

      "Never."

      They clinked glasses and then Bianca wandered off—no doubt to find her hot husband who was her number two at the B-Squad. Those two were dynamite together, pure explosive chemistry. And the story of how they'd gotten together? Damn. It had made Gillie's cheeks burn and she'd only heard it in bits and pieces secondhand.

      Billie Holiday continued to sing about love and heartbreak and survival despite it all. Sure, it was old school jazz but it was her favorite, and since tonight was it she was going to play Billie until the lights went out.

      Suddenly the club was plunged into darkness. Like, can't see your hand in front of your face, blackness. Even the emergency lights were AWOL. Okay, she'd paid the electricity bill, the power company had better not be fucking with her. That didn't make sense though because Billie's voice still filtered out of the speaker system singing about what a little moonlight can do. Before Gillie could open her mouth to reassure everybody that she'd figure it out, the lights popped back.

      Since she was facing the stage, the first thing she noticed was that the Cup was on stage—along with its keeper, Edwin.

      What the hell?

      A familiar hand slid across the small of her back, coming to rest curled around her hip. "It didn't seem right not to spend my extra day with the Cup without you."

      She whipped around. Flynn. Hot, sexy, he shouldn't be here but he was, Flynn. Her brain jerked to a stop and her body revved up for action.

      "They gave you a second day?" Wow, Gillie girl, you really know about this whole art of conversation thing.

      "Unofficially." He looked at her like he'd thought he'd never see her again and was damn glad he'd been wrong. "Edwin pulled a few strings as a thank you for rescuing it."

      Her chest tightened. "And you brought it here?"

      "It's where you are." His lips curled in his signature wicked smile.

      There it was, that devastating grin that decimated her panties and her will to do the right thing—which was to walk away now before she couldn't.

      "Flynn…" she started, but he stopped her with the lightning fast moves he used on the ice.

      He yanked her close, spinning her in his arms so they faced each other. The rest of the club fell away. It was just them. Him, the one man she'd loved more than jazz or her club or her freedom, and her, the crazy girl who almost ruined the one thing in life he loved—hockey.

      "I'll warn you now," he said. "I'm an asshole. I'm a little bit crazy. I'm stubborn. I steal the covers. Most of the time I forget to put the toilet seat down. Folding a fitted sheet is beyond me. I talk to a hot pink Gatorade bottle in front of seventeen thousand people whenever I fuck up during a game and you're the only person in the world who knows why. I've made my fair share of bad decisions in my life, but the only one I regret is driving out of Dallas without taking you with me."

      Her lungs tightened. "Why are you telling me this?" she managed to squeak out.

      "Because I don't want to leave Texas without you again. Anyway," he brushed the pad of his thumb across her bottom lip, "it'll be much easier for you to manage the club if you're in New Orleans."

      Untangling that wasn't possible right now. "What are you talking about? Tonight's it. It's over."

      "Not The Back Beat." He shook his head. "The new one."

      This was making no sense. Like, none. "You bought a jazz club?"

      "No," he laughed. "I bought you a jazz club. You admitted it yourself, Marko was right. Fort Worth is not the place for the kind of jazz club you want to run." Keeping ahold of her with one arm, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and swiped it open before opening his photo app. Then, he flipped through picture after picture of a club decorated in blues and silvers with huge black and white photos of some of jazz's most iconic musicians. "But New Orleans? There's not a city in the world that loves jazz more."

      Individually, his words made sense. He'd bought a jazz club. For her. In New Orleans. Still, she couldn't wrap her brain around it and so she just stared up at him like she was the one who earned a living getting pelted with pucks.

      "I'm fucking this all up." He dipped his head and kissed her even more stupid than she already was at the moment. It was hard, demanding, and more full of promise than a rainbow after a downpour. "What you overheard in Snow Bay when I was talking to Marko. It's the truth. The odds are against us. We shouldn't work. But somehow, we do. When I won the Cup all I could do is wonder what came next because I had no fucking clue. With you in my life, I still don't know what's coming next but I know that whatever it is we'll be together and that's all that matters. I love you, Gillie Pike. I never stopped loving you. I will always love you. I want to be with you. Please come to New Orleans with me."

      He stopped talking.

      She tried to swallow past the emotion blocking her throat. New Orleans. A life with Flynn. She smashed her lips together and blinked back the tears blurring her vision. It wasn't just a check in the win column. It was the entire fucking thing.

      "Sparkles." He brushed a kiss against her forehead. "Say something."

      That was it. She'd reached her limit. The tears rolled down her cheeks and she could feel her face getting all red and blotchy. "You didn't have to buy me a club."

      "I know that." He wiped away one of her tears. "I did it because I love you."

      Taking a deep breath, she looked up at the man who'd nearly broken her when he'd driven out of Dallas and who'd finally come back for her. "I'd love you even without the jazz club."

      He grinned that lethal grin. "So you're saying you love me?"

      Cocky bastard.

      She laughed. "Yes, I love you Flynn Kazakov. I never stopped loving you either."

      Everyone and their jazz-loving dog might be watching but she didn't care. She lifted herself up on her tiptoes and kissed the man she loved knowing that they may not always move to the same beat but they'd make beautiful music together anyway.
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* * *

      Marko

      Fucking great.

      Marko sucked down half his bottle of beer in one long swallow. There was his little sister—the one he was supposed to protect from jerks and idiots even if she was a grown adult—making out in public with an asshole who just happened to be one of his best friends. If she wasn't so obviously in love, he'd have to go pound Flynn's face in.

      Movement across the way dragged his attention away from the happy couple. Elisa was sitting at the bar watching him. She blew him a covert kiss and then went back to pretending to listen to whatever the skinny musician sitting next to her was saying.

      Yeah. She was rubbing his nose in it. What was new?

      She might be into playing games but he wasn't. What they'd started in Idaho was going to get finished—sooner rather than later.

      "You may not want to hear it Marko, but your sister is one helluva badass," Isaac Camacho said as they stood next to each other by the stage.

      Marko did not want to hear it—especially not from Camacho, the most recent full-time addition to B-Squad Security and Investigations. He hadn't been so sure about the former cocky Marine and proud Texan until a month or so ago when Camacho had torn up half the state of Idaho in his mission to rescue the B-Squad's office manager, Tamara's, niece. Camacho had proven himself and ended up with the former beauty queen turned organizational marvel who had some kickass skills when it came to knocking the shit out of people with batons. That kind of dedication and loyalty meant Marko would cut him some slack—but not much.

      "Shut up, Camacho," he grumbled and took another swig of beer.

      "From what I hear, you had no idea Gillie had the whole cat burglar, con artist thing going on," Isaac said, obviously enjoying busting Marko's chops. "How in the hell did you miss that?"

      "How many sisters do you have, Camacho?"

      "Five."

      God. That sounded like its own kind of special hell. He almost felt bad for the idiot. "And I suppose they're all perfect angels and you know everything about them."

      Camacho shifted his weight. "We're close."

      "Uh-huh." He rolled back his shoulders and straightened the slouch in his spine and looked down on the other guy, something the six-four Camacho probably wasn't used to. Sucked to be him. "And even though they are blood-related to you, none of them are trouble?"

      That shut him up. Well, that and the fact that his phone rang. Glancing down at the same time as Camacho, he saw the caller ID read Leah Camacho.

      "Is that the one who owns the pot store in Colorado?" he asked, not bothering to smother the grin curling up his mouth.

      "She's a successful business woman." Camacho shot him the bird.

      "Uh-huh." Marko chuckled.

      The other man answered his cell. "Hey, sis." He paused, his eyes narrowing. "What do you mean you might need bail money?"

      Marko didn't bother trying to contain his laugh as Camacho headed toward the door, no doubt to better hear just what kind of trouble his sister had gotten herself into. With the other man gone, Marko's gaze snapped back to the bar where Elisa had been sitting, but she’d  disappeared. Sipping down his beer, he scanned The Back Beat until he found her. She was on the dance floor with a guy from the bar who obviously thought he'd hit the mother lode. The doofus with his skinny tie and hipster glasses better think again.

      Elisa Sharp may not admit it yet, but she was Marko’s.
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* * *

      Flynn

      Still high off that heady kiss and the fact that Gillie was not only coming to New Orleans but loved him, Flynn led her out onto the dance floor. Someone had given Edwin a drink and a microphone. This had officially become a party. As the keeper of the Cup stood guard—there was no way the damn thing was getting stolen twice under Edwin's watch—he started to sing about how the world was always welcoming lovers with a surprisingly good voice.

      "This is my favorite song," Gillie said as she swayed with him. "I just love Billie Holiday."

      "I kinda guessed that." Otherwise there was something seriously funky going on with her playlist for the night. "What about calling your new club Billie's?"

      "I was thinking Barn Burner."

      Remembering the first time they'd discussed the term and the hot sex that had come after, he pulled her closer so there was no way she'd miss the direction of his thoughts. "Really, why that?"

      A little swivel hip motion and she'd rubbed up against him. Fuck. How soon could they leave?

      "Because," she said. "It's the only phrase I can think of at the moment that both jazz musicians and hockey players use."

      "So hot chicks and high scoring games? The place would be a guaranteed success."

      And so would they. He'd lost her once. He'd never let that happen again.

      As if she somehow knew the direction of his thoughts, she brushed a kiss against his neck and laid her head on his shoulder as they moved to the beat. "Thank you, Flynn, I owe you. Again."

      This had to stop. They weren't together because of that and she had to know it. "Oh no, the club is my payback to you."

      "Are you crazy?"

      He shrugged. "So the hockey writers say."

      She rolled her eyes and led him off the dance floor to a quieter spot outside the manager's office. She had her don't fuck with me face on. It was cute. Yes, he was an asshole for thinking it, but it was. Everything about her was cute. And hot. And sexy as hell.

      "I owed you for that fake alibi," she said crossing her arms and raising up her chin an inch as if she was taking one for the team.

      Time to set things straight. "And you paid me back by coming up to Snow Bay to warn me about the frame up."

      "And then you rescued me from Slater."

      True. But that wasn't where this story ended. "And then you rescued me right back."

      She cocked her head. "How?"

      "By saying you loved me too." Unable to keep his hands to himself any longer, he stepped forward, nudging her back until her delectable ass was against the wall and his body was blocking her from any prying eyes that may be watching. "But who's keeping score?"

      Then he celebrated their victory by dipping his head down and kissing her just the way she liked it, hard, a little bit rough, and a whole lotta crazy.

      

      
        Thank you so much for reading Blade! I hope you liked Flynn, Gillie, Marko, and Elisa. If you have a second to leave a review, that would be awesome.  Next up in the B-Squad series is Trouble, a little side trip to Catfish Creek, Texas with B-Squad’s own Isaac Camacho’s sister. Then, get ready for Marko’s and Elisa’s story, Bold. Both will be full of all the action, hotness and sass you expect from a B-Squad book. Subscribe to my newsletter and you’ll be the first to know when these new B-Squad books are available. Plus you’ll get the latest book news, be able to enter monthly giveaways and more! Please stay in touch (avery@averyflynn.com), I love hearing from readers. Don’t forget to check out my other books for more sexy, sassy romance!

        

        xoxo,

        Avery

      

      

      Award-winning romance author Avery Flynn has three slightly-wild children, loves a hockey-addicted husband and is desperately hoping someone invents the coffee IV drip. Her heroines are feisty, fierce and fantastic. Brainy and brave, these ladies know how to stand on their own two feet and knock the bad guys off theirs. Contact her at avery@averyflynn.com. She’d love to hear from you!
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      From Liliana Hart’s New York Times bestselling MacKenzie family comes a new story by best-selling author Avery Flynn…

      “Being one of the good guys is not my thing.”

      Bianca Sutherland isn’t at an exclusive Eyes-Wide-Shut style orgy for the orgasms. She’s there because the only clue to her friend’s disappearance is a photo of a painting hanging somewhere in Bisu Manor. Determined to find her missing friend when no one else will, she expects trouble when she cons her way into the party—but not in the form of a so-hot-he-turns-your-panties-to-ash former boxer.

      Taz Hazard’s only concern is looking out for himself and he has no intention of changing his ways until he finds sexy-as-sin Bianca at the most notorious mansion in Ft. Worth. Now, he’s tangled up in a missing person case tied into a powerful new drug about to flood the streets, if they can’t find a way to stop it before its too late. Taking on a drug cartel isn’t safe, but when passion ignites between them Taz and Bianca discover their hearts aren’t bulletproof either.

      Get Your Copy Today!

      Brazen: B-Squad Book One
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      Falling in love is the easy part, staying together…now that’s the biggest challenge of all.

      Everything is finally working out for Bianca Sutherland and Taz Hazard. They’re in love and running B-Squad Security and Investigations. They’ve planned the perfect operation to take down the dangerous drug kingpin who’s kidnapped one of Bianca’s best friends. Then Taz’s wife—who was supposed to be his ex-wife—shows up on the eve of the big rescue mission and threatens to blow up his and Bianca’s happily ever after.

      The last thing Bianca wants after the revelation that Taz might still be married is to have to spend time with her former live-in boyfriend who never told her he’d ever been married in the first place. But it’s too late to change plans. To save her friend, she has to swallow her hurt and go undercover with Taz as a newlywed couple at an exclusive resort. The only thing Taz wants is Bianca and he’s willing to do whatever it takes to win her back. But when it’s his life on the line, will it be too late for him to show her that his past is over and she’s the only woman for his future…

      Brazen is a stand alone novel and the first full novel in the B-Squad series. However, if you want to find out how Taz and Bianca met, check out Bulletproof, a novella set in Liliana Hart’s MacKenzie Security world.

      Get Your Copy Today!

      Bang: B-Squad Book Two
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      Freelance investigator Isaac Camacho has a weakness for bitchy blondes, and no one fits the bill quite like former beauty queen and gold digger Tamara Post. She’s sexy, feisty and on the run from a cult leader. Complicated women? Oh he loves them almost as much as he loves watching Tamara act like a total ice queen when he knows she burns white hot.

      Calculating opportunist Tamara Post never cared what anyone thought about her—except for her sister. But when her sister dies, it’s up to Tamara to hide her teenage niece so the girl’s dictatorial father can’t marry her off to one of his disciples. The last thing Tamara has time for is Isaac—a man who flirts as well as he fills out a pair of worn jeans and whose stubborn determination to help makes it hard to act as if she’s really as cold as she appears.

      When the bad guys find her, there’s only one person Tamara can depend on to help keep her alive until her niece is safe. But once the life and death chase is on, it’s not just their lives Tamara and Isaac are risking…but their hearts.

      Get Your Copy Today!
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      USA Today Bestselling romance author Avery Flynn has three slightly-wild children, loves a hockey-addicted husband and is desperately hoping someone invents the coffee IV drip.

      She was a reader before she was a writer and hopes to always be both. She loves to write about smartass alpha heroes who are as good with a quip as they are with their *ahem* other God-given talents. Her heroines are feisty, fierce and fantastic. Brainy and brave, these ladies know how to stand on their own two feet and knock the bad guys off theirs.

      Find out more about Avery on her website, follow her on Twitter and Pinterest, like her on her Facebook page or friend her on her Facebook profile. She’s also on Goodreads and BookLikes.

      Join her street team, The Flynnbots, and receive special sneak peeks, prizes and early access to her latest releases!

      Also, if you figure out how to send Oreos through the Internet, she’ll be your best friend for life.

      Contact her at avery@averyflynn.com. She’d love to hear from you!
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