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      Best friends. Rival teams. Unexpected romance for the holidays.

      When pro-hockey players Miles Robinson and Cole Ackerman hit the ice, their competition is fierce—but away from the rink, their friendship runs deeper than any rivalry. This holiday season, a canceled flight leaves Cole stranded with Miles during Christmas and Hanukkah, reigniting old feelings that both have kept buried for years. As laughter, memories, and the magic of the holidays bring them closer than ever, a Christmas Eve kiss changes everything. Can two best friends risk their hearts and take a shot at the love they’ve always wanted?

      This heartwarming Hockey Hearts holiday novella is packed with competitive banter, sweet family moments, Lego gifts, baked goodies, and a sweet HEA.
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      “Good try, man.” I tapped Soto on the shin with my stick as he returned to the bench, and I went out to take the face-off. It would be the last shift of the game—if we avoided overtime.

      “Go finish it, Robinson, so we can start the holidays.”

      “Gonna do my best.”

      We lined up to the right of New York’s goalie.

      “This would be the perfect Hanukkah gift, you know?” Cole Ackerman took his position across the face-off dot. “A win. Two points. Go into the break with the conference and division lead.” He grinned as if he anticipated it actually happening.

      I shook my head at him. “That’s a big ask, don’t you think? I planned to keep it simple with some gelt.”

      “Aw, come on.” He scrunched his face into a pout.

      “All right, you two.” The ref blew the whistle. “Sort out your gift exchange later.” He tried to sound stern, but I knew better. The refs throughout the league had long ago gotten used to our banter.

      “You heard the man,” I said.

      I held out my fist, and Cole bumped it.

      “Let’s do this.” Cole crouched down and put his stick on the ice. I followed suit.

      Focusing on Cole’s movements and the ref’s hand, I was ready to pounce. He dropped the puck, and it went straight down, not even flipping in midair once. Cole got the better of me, sending it back to his defensemen in the corner.

      “Nice one,” I said quickly as I backed away to be in position if we took possession.

      “If you don’t want to give it to me, I’ll just gift it to myself.”

      We jostled each other in front of the net as he tried to keep me away from the prime shooting position. A Detroit wing and New York’s D scrambled in the corner.

      Suddenly, the puck popped out. It sailed up to the point and we intercepted it. Detroit’s defense fired at the goalie, but it bounced off his blocker.

      I beat Cole by half a step and shot before he could stop me. The puck sailed under the goalie’s right leg.

      The red light lit. The horn sounded. The crowd burst into a frenzy of excitement.

      My teammates gathered around me to celebrate as I raised my arms in victory.

      I looked at the scoreboard over center ice. Twenty seconds to go and we were up three to two.

      “You’re such a grinch.” Cole fell in next to me as we skated toward the center dot.

      “I followed your advice and gifted myself.”

      “So that’s how it is. Twenty-five years of friendship and this is what it comes to at the holidays.”

      Behind Cole, the New York net was empty, and a sixth skater took up position.

      The ref whistled. This time we said nothing. We always took the game seriously, even if our chatter might make some think otherwise. Sometimes, though, silence was required.

      The puck dropped, and I got control, sending it back to our defenseman. With some sharp passing, we played a controlled keep-away until the buzzer sounded.

      Detroit Arsenal was heading into the break on top of the conference with New York Empire nipping at our heels.

      The arena erupted in cheers as “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” by The Jackson 5 blasted out to spread more holiday cheer. I waved at fans as I exited the ice.

      I didn’t get far. David, a member of our PR team, grabbed me. “Hang back, Miles, you’re one of the stars.”

      “Oh, sure thing.” It was always cool to be recognized by the hometown media for a good game.

      “Ivan, you’re up too.”

      Our goalie gave a gracious nod and stood next to me, out of the way of players headed to the locker rooms.

      “Oh, hey, Ackerman!” David called out as Cole went by, talking with Empire’s captain, Caleb Carter.

      He turned abruptly, which caused his longish, curly dark hair to drop into his eyes. He quickly pushed it back. “Yeah?”

      “You’re star number three.”

      Caleb clapped his back and smiled, and Cole looked surprised. I wasn’t. He’d scored one of New York’s goals, assisted on the other, and racked up several shots.

      “Is this a good consolation present?” I asked as he joined Ivan and me.

      “I suppose it’ll have to do.”

      We gave each other a backslapping hug. Sharing this accomplishment with my best friend was perfect.

      Ivan shook his head and smirked. “You two are ridiculous. You two go at it more than Pressgrove and Howell.”

      Cole slung his arm around my shoulders and we grinned at Ivan.

      “And now for the stars of the night,” said the announcer. “Your third star is from New York”—boos echoed through the arena—“although he’s a Detroit native, center Cole Ackerman for his goal and assist.”

      Cole skated to center ice and raised his stick in salute.

      “The second star is Detroit’s own Ivan Petrov for standing up to thirty-one shots.”

      Our fans roared for Ivan. It was rare that he wasn’t a star, and the fans loved him.

      “And your number one star of the night is Arsenal center Miles Robinson, with his two goals, including the game winner.”

      I went out into an incredible wall of sound coming from the stands. I took my place between Cole and Ivan while the cameras focused on us for a few seconds.

      “Merry Christmas and Happy Hanukkah,” said the arena announcer as we skated off. “Thank you for joining us tonight. We hope you’ll come out for our next home game on Saturday, December twenty-seventh at two PM. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      “Good game.” I fell in next to Cole.

      “You too. I can’t believe I let you fire that shot off.”

      “I needed that,” I said emphatically. “I’m behind when it comes to evading.”

      Our shared agent, Nina Jackson, kept track of a dozen different stats for us—some related to our head-to-head matchups and some for how we did against other teams. All of them were things we’d made up over the years. It was always close, but I’d been behind over the past few weeks in several categories, and I didn’t like it.

      “Fair enough.” We got to the intersection where we’d separate to go to our respective locker rooms and stopped. Simultaneously, we brought our fists up, bumped them, and opened our hands in an explosion as we pulled back.

      “I’ve got something for you,” I said. “Meet in the lounge in fifteen?”

      “I wouldn’t miss our gift exchange. See you in a bit.”

      It was a perfect way to go into the holiday break—a win and seeing Cole for at least a few more minutes.
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      The only thing that would’ve made today better was if we’d won. Or maybe if I didn’t have to leave so soon. It was rare Miles and I got to hang out much during the season. Occasionally, the travel gods gave us time when we were in each other’s cities, but with the holiday break starting, the team wasn’t staying overnight.

      I wasn’t even going to New York. My flight was to Boulder to see my parents. Sometimes I just chilled, but this year Christmas and Hanukkah overlapped, so I was looking forward to being at home.

      Even though we’d lost, the locker room was cheery as people hurriedly packed to get going. Most of the team were heading to the city, but a few like me were going to other destinations.

      “Congrats on the star tonight,” Caleb said as he toweled off next to me. “Have you and Robinson shared that before?”

      “Not since college.” Had Miles realized that? “You gave me an idea. We should track how often we’re stars and see who gets it more.”

      “Oh no, I’ve fed the beast.” Caleb chuckled.

      The stats thing had started because Miles loved them. When we were kids, he could quote all kinds of details for any Arsenal player. He’d started keeping track of all kinds of data about us in high school and had kept a notebook on the bench at our games to take notes. At the end of the season, whoever came out on top had gotten something from the other. We’d kept up with it ever since, except now we paid someone to record them for us.

      I’d hustled through getting ready, so I was dressed except for my suit jacket.

      “I’m going to catch up with Miles.” I took the large gift bag from my locker. “Text me when it’s time to go, will you?”

      “You got it,” Caleb said.

      Heading toward the lounge, I navigated my way through the arena, which I knew as well as I did the Garden. It was emptier than usual. No doubt the holiday meant people weren’t hanging around.

      Miles had his back to the door and was watching the postgame show as the game-winning goal was being replayed.

      “You were there, you know.” I stood next to him and bumped my shoulder into his. “You don’t need to see it again.”

      “You’re probably right.” He turned to face me and handed me a rectangular silver tin that was decorated on top with a snowy lake scene showing people skating. “Happy Hanukkah. Dad made you some mince pies to take home.”

      A squeal escaped my mouth—no food was better. “You really think these are going to make it across the state line? They’ll be gone before the plane takes off.”

      “Dad asked me to remind you they are meant to be eaten warm. He hopes you’ll enjoy them accordingly.”

      “He knows me too well.” I opened the lid and took in the aroma of the spiced, fruity goodness. “Do you think the flight attendant would warm them for me?”

      “I’d say you might be too obsessed except that I ate four of them for lunch today.”

      “Maybe I should have mince pies before every game. Look what they did for you today.”

      Miles rolled his eyes and chuckled.

      “And I have this for you.” I handed over the bag I’d brought. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Dude, this is a lot more than eight mince pies.”

      “Sometimes you have to go big.”

      The gifts we exchanged at birthdays and holidays could vary wildly from homemade food to more extravagant things. Last year for my birthday, he’d taken me to England to catch the start of the football season, all because I’d gotten into the sport watching a docuseries. It had been an epic trip.

      Miles pulled out the large box. As he read the packaging, his mouth dropped open. “Is this for real?”

      “Caleb knows a guy who creates custom Lego kits. I asked if he could do the original Joe Louis Arena and he said yes. So, 8,427 pieces later, here it is.”

      “This is amazing.” He turned the box over. “No way! The roof comes off to reveal the rink. Minifigs too! Detroit versus New York. This is incredible.”

      He put the Legos back in the bag, set it down, and pulled me into a hug, holding me tight. We fit perfectly together because of our similar height, and his beard scratched against my smooth cheek. He always gave the best hugs, and this one sent warm, comforting feelings through me.

      “Thank you,” he said as he released me.

      “I can’t wait to see it finished.”

      “I bet I don’t get it done until summer. The castle I did was half the bricks, and it took months.”

      He took the box out of the bag again and tilted his head as he studied the pictures that showed the finished arena. The creator had done a great job making it look like a real Lego set. “It’s really incredible.”

      My phone buzzed in a pattern I knew was Caleb’s text. “Damn. I gotta get going. Don’t want to miss the bus.”

      “Safe travels, Cole. Tell your folks hi for me and give them big hugs.”

      “Same to your mom and dad. Don’t eat too many mince pies.”

      We hugged again, and I squeezed him extra tight.

      “Can’t promise that.”

      We released each other, and I headed for the door. “Actually, eat all you want. That might help my stats.”

      “Jerk.”

      Turning in time to see him flip me the bird, I shook my head and smiled.
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