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        Ariella

        The last time I saw him, I’d just turned eighteen.

        Six years later we’re face-to-face again.

        Neither of us wanted the night to end.

        The next morning, we made a pact.

        Each of us going our separate ways.

        Until two pink lines changed everything.

      

        

      
        Jaxon

        Life was going my way.

        Hockey. Family. All of it.

        Until…I saw her.

        She was different now. 

        One thing led to another and we got carried away.

        It was supposed to be one night.

        Our secret.

        Then she’s at my door with news that rocks my world.

        I’m going to be a dad.
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        To everyone who takes that leap of faith no matter how scary it can be.

        You are the real superhero in your story!
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          Jaxon

        

      

    

    
      I slip my leg through the dress pants and repeat the action with the other leg before tucking in the white button-down dress shirt. The tailor-made shirt fits perfectly, just like the blue suit I’m wearing tonight. Grabbing the brown belt, I weave it through the belt loops circling my waist and buckle it in the middle. I look in the mirror, making sure it’s centered, and run my hands through my short, dark-brown hair before moving back to the bedroom, grabbing the bottle of cologne and spraying one shot on the left and another on the right.

      I turn the bathroom light off before heading over to the long bench right in front of the king-size bed. My phone rings from the middle of the bed, where I tossed it before I stepped into the shower. Looking down, I see it’s my father calling. Instead of answering it, I press the red button declining the call before grabbing one of the brown shoes and slipping my foot into it.

      “Jaxon,” my father yells from down the hall, probably just walking out of his bedroom, “are you almost ready?” The voice gets closer and closer to my door before I hear the knock. “Are you decent?”

      I shake my head as I snatch up the second shoe. “Dad, we literally showered at the arena three hours ago, together!” I shout as I tie the laces to the second shoe before he sticks his head into the room. “I’m naked,” I joke with him as I look up at him and finish tying my shoe.

      He ignores my joke. “Oh good, you’re dressed.” He pushes the door the rest of the way open before coming in and standing there with his hands on his hips, wearing a black suit with a black button-down shirt. I definitely got my build from my father. He’s six-five and I’m just a touch shorter than him, which is good since we both play the position of defense. His build is broad shouldered, which I also got from him, but he’s thicker in the waist where I’m leaner.

      “Did you really call me from inside the house?” I get up before reaching down and grabbing my suit jacket. “You yell at Victoria all the time when she does the same thing.” I mention my younger sister, who we nickname Tori.

      His eyes glare at me and I have to bite the inside of my lip to not burst out laughing at him. “That is only because she calls me to bring her a glass of water because she says the kitchen is too far away.” His dark blue eyes say he hates it, but his soft tone says he would do anything for her because she was his first girl. Kiera, on the other hand, who is actually the baby of the family at sixteen, gets away with everything. But then again, I broke them in for Victoria and Kiera. Only then Victoria drove them up the wall from the time she started walking. The more you told her no, the more she was like “yeah, okay, I’m going to do that anyway.”

      “You were the one who begged her not to move away for school, so you have no one but yourself to blame.” I raise my eyebrows.

      “I didn’t think she would actually do it. She wanted to spread her wings.” He looks over his shoulder to make sure that it’s just the two of us. When the time came around to pick a school, she said she wanted to stay local for my parents. However, I think she really wanted to stay local because she was treated like a queen here and didn’t have to do anything for herself. She is about to graduate from the university in the spring and has zero plans of moving out at any time. I seriously think my parents will move out of this house before she does.

      “Why would she leave?” I pull the cuffs out of my jacket before walking over to my dresser and grabbing one of the cuff links, putting one in before grabbing the other one. My parents gave me these for Christmas one year. They have my initials engraved on them and I only use them for special occasions. I figure tonight is one. “She has all her bills paid for. She made her bedroom a suite with a sitting area. She comes and goes as she pleases; her food is cooked for her. She has everything she needs, and she doesn’t have to do anything because her father does it for her.” I tilt my head to the side when I grab my watch and place it on my wrist. The silver Rolex was a gift my parents got me the day I got drafted into the NHL. Even though I've gotten myself quite a few watches over the years, this is the one I usually wear.

      “She’s practically still a baby,” my father says. “Only reason you moved out was because you were drafted by Minnesota.” I don’t say anything because he’s not wrong, although I don’t think I would have lived at home during college.

      “Manning,” my stepmother, Evelyn, shouts his name from the hallway, “the car is here!” He walks over to the doorway and looks out. A smile on his face already as soon as he sees her. They got together when I was eight, from what my biological mother said, he cheated on her with Evelyn. The truth was my father tried to get a divorce for years and she threatened him each and every time, with me as the bargaining chip. She even took me away from him once for a couple of weeks when he sent her divorce papers the first time. I think I was six. I don’t remember much of it.

      Most of my young childhood memories aren’t the fondest, with my father being on the road half the time and my mother doing whatever she wanted when he was gone. The only time she gave a shit about me was when my father was in the room. It’s safe to say my father was the parent I bonded with the most. He was the one I would long for when he was away. The minute I knew he was in town I felt happier and more at ease in the house. Don’t get me wrong, my mother never mistreated me. It was more like she tossed me to the side and practically ignored me and pretended I didn’t exist when he wasn’t here.

      That all changed when Evelyn came into the picture. She cared for me like I was her own, and worried about me just as much as my father did. Especially when the visits with my mother would come up and I would be angry that I had to go. It lasted, I want to say, over a year, my mother would have me when my father was travelling with his team. Only taking me to piss him off. As I got older, the visits with my mom became fewer and farther in between, until I just stopped going altogether. The only reason she wanted to force me to go with her was because the second I stopped going regularly, her child support got decreased, so she would drag my father into court to make sure it stayed the same. For that to happen meant I had to be with her when it was her turn.

      My father saw the game she was playing and, in the end, didn’t give a shit about the money and just continued paying her, even if I stopped going. Until I was eighteen that is, but she stopped caring about me long before that. The last time I saw her was when I was twenty-four and she showed up at my house, trashed out of her mind and looking for a place to stay. I put her in a cab and gave the driver      the address to a hotel. She sent me texts the next morning, telling me I was dead to her. It’s been over seven years since I’ve heard from her. It was no skin off my back, especially since I considered Evelyn my mother.

      “Let’s go.” My father motions with his head toward the hallway. I follow him out of my room at the same time my sister comes out of hers. She’s wearing a long-sleeved, tight black dress that covers her all the way from her neck to her mid-calf.

      “Hi, Daddy.” She smiles at him as she turns and walks down the stairs, and there it is. Her back is bare all the way down to practically the crack of her ass. “You approve that dress?” My father looks over at Evelyn, who shrugs.

      “She’s of age to wear what she wants,” she replies, her voice low, “she’s a full-blown adult.”

      “She’s also of hearing,” Victoria tosses over her shoulder, “and you bought me this dress.” She points to my father when she gets down to the last step.

      “You mean you charged my credit card,” my father grumbles as he follows her down the steps. “That doesn’t mean I bought the dress; it means I paid for it.”

      “Same thing, Pops,” she retorts. “Come and take a picture with me.” She walks to him and holds her phone up in front of her, taking a selfie. “Even though you are opposed to social media.” She smiles big at him. “That’s going to get me so many likes.” She lifts her hand and pats his chest. “I’ll tag you.” She smirks at me. “You’re welcome.”

      “You look so handsome,” Evelyn states from beside me, and when I look at her, I see her smiling at me with love written all over her face. “I love when you wear blue suits.” She gives me a side hug. “Makes your eyes even lighter.”

      “Come and take a picture with me,” Victoria says to me. “I can caption it single and ready to mingle.”

      “We aren’t mingling.” My father puts his hands in his pockets and looks up at the ceiling. “No one is going to mingle. This is a family event.” His voice goes higher and higher. “There is no mingling. Please, don’t start this.” He looks at my sister. “I beg of you.”

      “Why do you think Jaxon’s driving his own car tonight?” Victoria asks my father. “So if he finds someone he wants to mingle with, he doesn’t have to come home and we don’t have to hear moaning for two minutes.” She winks at me.

      “Okay, for one, two minutes? Please.” I roll my eyes. “And that is not why I’m taking my own car.” I shake my head. “I’m taking my own car because if I want to leave, I can leave and not have to wait for you guys. Or, if I’m having too much fun, I don’t have to leave when you guys are leaving.”

      Victoria holds her hand up, snapping her fingers in the air, moving her hips side to side. “That means he’s ready to mingle.”

      “Don’t ever move like that again,” I grit through my teeth. “Now, are you going with me or Mom and Dad?”

      “I’ll go with you, so Mom and Dad can make out in the car and get it over with so     I don’t have to see it when we get there.”

      My father wraps his arm around Evelyn’s waist. “I’m never going to get over making out with her.” He bends his head and kisses her lips and she sighs, as if it’s the first kiss he’s given her and not that they’ve been together for over twenty years.

      “Is Kiera coming?” I look up the steps toward my youngest sister’s bedroom.

      “She’s gone skiing for the weekend,” Victoria announces. “Besides, she’s sixteen and the last thing she wants to do is hang out with the old people.”

      “We are not old,” my father snorts. “We are—” He tries to think of a word but Victoria cuts him off.

      “Old,” Victoria repeats. “See you there.”

      She walks out of the door and snatches my hand, pulling me with her. “See you there,” I say quickly before I’m pulled out into the cool air. Taking the keys out of my pocket and unlocking the door, I open the door for her. “Get in, Tori.” I use the nickname that she got when Kiera couldn’t say her whole name and she just became Tori.

      “I don’t know why you are still single.”

      “Because I want to be,” I answer her honestly. “Besides, I haven’t found the right person yet.” She gets in and looks up at me.

      “How do you think you’re going to find the right person when you keep dating the same old girl?” she asks me, reaching out her hand for the door handle but I close it before she touches it.

      I walk around to the driver’s side as I spot my parents walking out of the house. Hand in hand, my father rubbing his thumb over his bottom lip, no doubt having just had a make-out session with Evelyn. I guess they are the reason I haven’t found my person. I don’t just want a person to date. I want a person I can grow old with. A person who walks into the room and all I can do is think about kissing her. A person who will stand by my side through the good and the bad, not just when it’s convenient for them. Like my last girlfriend, who didn’t understand why I couldn’t go out on the town while I was recovering from an injury that took me out of the game for three weeks. The sound of the horn honking has me opening my driver’s side door.

      “It’s freezing,” my sister hisses.

      “You might be warmer if your dress covered your back,” I tell her and she snorts.

      “If that isn’t you deflecting, I don’t know what is.”

      “What am I deflecting?” I ask her as I start the car and she messes with the heat in the car, rubbing her hands together.

      “That you keep going for the same girl over and over again.” I pull out of the driveway.

      “I do not.” I focus on the road.

      “You so do.” She laughs. “It’s those artificial girls who are all ‘my boyfriend plays for the NHL.’” She makes a fake voice. “You have not had a girlfriend for longer than six months. And the reason for that is because you know it’s safe since you don’t actually want anything serious with them. It’s called sowing your oats, Mom says.”

      “I was with Tiffany for almost a year,” I remind her of the girlfriend I just broke up with.

      “And you broke up with her because?” She taps her finger on the door handle. “Shall we discuss all the reasons that you broke up with her?” She tilts her head to the side, waiting for me to answer.

      I don’t bother answering her because she is kind of right. Tiffany was a party girl, even though she was two years older than me. She was the “it girl” because I was burning up the standings. She would always want to go out and celebrate, even though we were a couple months into the season, and anything could happen. It got to the point where we just had different ideas on what our future looked like so we, or better yet I, decided we should maybe stop wasting each other’s time.

      I pull up to the hotel and head straight to the valet, getting out at the same time Tori’s door is pulled open. “Keys are in the cupholder,” I tell the guy who gives      me a white valet tab.

      “Okay, big brother,” Tori urges, “how about you let loose”—she throws her hands up in the air—“have a drink. Have two drinks. Bring out the vacation Jaxon who is funny and witty. Unlike this Jaxon who plays hockey and is all serious and focused,  if only for tonight, yeah?”

      I chuckle as she wraps her hand around my bicep. “Yeah, only for tonight.” I make fun of her words. I never thought that this would be the night that my life was going to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

          Ariella

        

      

    

    
      I’m collecting my things to put in my purse—lipstick, lip gloss, a compact, even though I never actually reapply my lipstick, and then my phone. Looking down, I see that I’ve missed about five text messages.

      “Oh my,” I say to myself as I open the app, “how long was I in the bathroom for?” I scan the text messages. Spotting a text from Lexi, who is my cousin and best friend.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi: Have fun tonight. Give everyone my love and a little hug. Call me in the morning! Send me a picture of your dress!

      

      

      

      

      

      I decide to snap a picture of myself in the full-length mirror near the door, sending it to her and adding in:

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: These shoes already kill my feet but they make my legs look hot.

      

      

      

      

      

      She replies right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi: That’s because they are hot.

      

      

      

      

      

      Another from my cousin Zoey.

      
        
          
            
              
        Zoey: I’m here and I’ve done five shots already.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snort, knowing that her husband, Nash, is going to be carrying her home at the end of the night. Not that he cares, he would do anything for her.

      My brother texts me next.

      
        
          
            
              
        Brookes: I’m going to be here for two hours and then I’m leaving.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Brookes: I’m with Maddox at a table, if you are looking for me.

      

      

      

      

      

      He mentions his best friend and our other cousin. The two of them have been thick as thieves since Maddox was adopted into the family. They are two months apart and have been each other’s shadow since.

      I step out of the hotel room and hear the sound of the door clicking at the same time I put the key card in my purse and my phone pings with a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: We are in the ballroom. It’s on the second floor.

      

      

      

      

      

      My head is down as I walk toward the elevator door, my heels sinking into the carpet as I round the corner and hit the tiled entryway, where three elevator doors greet me. I take in my reflection. The black lace dress was something I bought today when shopping with Zoey and my mother. It was a spur-of-the-moment purchase, but it fits like a glove, so I had to have it. The lace sleeves are see-through and go to my elbows. The front comes down into a V and is tight all the way until my mid-hips, and then it flares into a ruffled bottom that hits mid-thigh and drapes longer in the back. The bottom part sways right and left when I walk. My black sky-high pumps with a gold T in the back complete the look. I didn’t go big with my makeup, opting for a natural look, with my long brown hair in beach waves. My blue eyes look a light gray tonight.

      I press the button for down before answering everyone with the same message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: On my way down.

      

      

      

      

      

      The pinging of an elevator has me looking up and I see the last one has the white light on top of it, so I walk over to it at the same time the doors open. I step in, pressing the second button before the door closes. I put the phone in my purse, holding it in front of me as I watch the numbers go down from twenty-seven to two. Luckily, it doesn’t stop at any other floor, and when the doors open, I can hear the music coming from one of the ballrooms. I look around, seeing people everywhere. My heart starts to speed up with a bit of nerves as I make my way toward where all the people are.

      My phone vibrating in the purse in my hand has me stopping and opening my clutch and pulling it out while it vibrates another four times. I look down and see I now have twelve missed texts. The big red bubble shows me the number.

      Pressing the green app, I see that it’s the thread I have with my sister, Callie, and my cousin Zoey.

      
        
          
            
              
        Callie: I need someone to hook me up with one of the hot guys from the hockey team.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Zoey: I can’t help you there. My husband is an executive. You need to get Ryleigh to help you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Callie: Where is she?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Zoey: She should be there any second.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Callie: There is this guy at the bar, I think I heard him say his name was Nikolas or Atticus.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Zoey: Pics or it didn’t happen.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Callie: Okay, I’m now deceased.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Zoey: I’m coming, what happened?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Callie: I tried to snap a picture of him but it’s so fucking dark in here that my flash went off.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Zoey: RIP, you will be missed. Also, rookie mistake.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shake my head and try not to laugh out loud as I take a couple of steps and run smack into someone. “Oh my God,” I quickly blurt when I feel hands on my upper arms. The heat from their hands going right through the lace of my sleeves. “I’m so sorry.” I look up and into ice-blue eyes. But they’re not all the way ice blue, the border around them is darker and all you can do is stare into them.

      “Ariella?” His voice is smooth and husky all at the same time, and my eyes widen in shock.

      “Wait, Jaxon?” I say his name, my mind finally placing him as he moves his hands off of me, and I take a step back to look at him. “Hi.” I move into him again, this time to kiss his cheek. “I haven’t seen you in, like, forever.” His musky cologne makes my knees buckle a little.

      “Yeah.” He takes a step back and out of my way so he can look down at me. My five-foot-six height is nothing compared to his six-foot-whatever frame, I think, he’s a foot taller than me. “I usually can get out of attending certain things,” he starts, putting his hands in his pockets and I stupidly give him an up and down, “but this is one I couldn’t get out of.”

      “Same,” I admit to him, laughing as he does his own up and down of me and I have to say I’m really happy I wore this black dress. It shows off my toned legs, as well as the toned body I spend seven days a week doing Pilates for. “I couldn’t get out of it.” I look around, wondering if he’s here with someone.

      “When was the last time I saw you?” he asks me, and I’m taken aback by his question as he stands here talking to me.

      “Whenever it was, you didn’t have the beard.” I point to the soft beard he has, which makes him look even more rugged.

      “I think the last time I saw you, Zoey was sneaking you drinks, since you weren’t of age,” he jokes with me and I push his shoulder.

      “I think I had just turned eighteen, if I’m not mistaken.” I shake my head, smiling. “What about when you were sixteen and got drunk in one of the hockey suites during a game, and you threw up on Evelyn’s shoes?” I remind him and he throws his head back and lets out a barking laugh. “It’s ’cause of you that for the next ten years all alcohol was monitored and they brought in a bartender.”

      “I forgot about that.” He puts one hand to his stomach and I see the ink on his hand, and my mouth waters. He has definitely added that since the last time I saw him. “Definitely good times.”

      “There you are.” I see his sister coming up to him and her eyes light up when she sees me.

      “My favorite babysitter in the whole world,” Tori declares, hugging me tightly as she moves me side to side. “Ariella used to always bake with me,” she says to Jaxon.

      “I’ve never seen you bake in my life,” he tells Tori.

      “It was a million years ago,” she scoffs at him, “I was eight.”

      “And it was not her strong suit,” I cut in, “but she was good at other things. No one could color quite like her.”

      He just stares at me and, for the first time, I feel nervous around him, which is crazy since I’ve known him my whole life. He is seven years older than me, so we never really hung around with each other too much. I was probably the young annoying kid who was always asking him questions. When he got older, he was never really around, especially once he got drafted.

      Our fathers played hockey together and then retired at the same time and worked in the front office of the organization, side by side. They are still the best of friends and vacation together all the time.  My phone buzzes in my purse. “I have to get in there before they send out a search party,” I tell them and Jaxon nods.

      “Yeah, Mom and Dad are looking for you.” Tori looks at Jaxon, who just nods his head at her as he looks over toward where people are walking into the two doors pushed open. My eyes are transfixed on the ink on his neck, and I’m curious to see if his whole chest and arms are tattooed.

      “I was coming,” he says and waits for me to walk ahead of him before he follows a step behind me.

      “Did you just get here?” I ask him over my shoulder.

      “We got here together,” Tori fills in for him, “but he forgot his phone in the car.”

      “The horror,” I joke with him as we walk into the ballroom. The green, white, and black balloons are everywhere, mixed in with gold all around the room. “Wow.” My gaze travels around, noting the pictures of the Dallas Oilers organization throughout the years. “Look at our dads.” I point over to a picture of my dad with Manning on the ice from when they won the Cup. Manning is holding the Cup in the air and handing it over to my father.

      “I still remember that game,” he says with fondness in his voice and I laugh.

      “That’s how old you are.” I push him with my shoulder jokingly, and it hits him mid arm since he’s so much taller than me.

      He doesn’t have a chance to answer, he just smiles while his father comes up to him. “Was looking for you,” he states. “Come say hi to the guys,” he tells him and then Jaxon looks over at me, then Manning notices me.

      “Holy shit, Ariella,” he blurts, coming to me and giving me a big hug and kissing me on my cheek. “I didn’t even—” he starts to say, letting me go. “You look different. More grown up.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Jaxon counters right away, “she looks the same.”

      “Well, I hope I look a bit older than I did when I was sixteen with braces,” I joke. “It’s nice to see you, Manning.” I nod at him. “If you guys will excuse me, I have to find my sister and my mother, who are blowing up my phone right now, thinking I’ve been kidnapped.” I look around. “Got to say, I’m a little disappointed they haven’t sent out a search party.” That makes Jaxon laugh and, for the life of me, I don’t know why I like to hear it so much. “I’ll see you guys later.”

      He doesn’t say anything to me. He just nods his head as I walk around them and look around, spotting my Aunt Zara with her twin sister, Zoe, who have their heads together, no doubt talking shit about someone.

      “Hey,” I say when I get close enough and Zara’s eyes light up. Zara is married to my Uncle Evan. The two of them have the best meet-cute story of life. When she found out her ex-boyfriend was getting engaged a couple months after he broke up with her, she tweeted my uncle, who was playing for Dallas also back then, and asked him to crash the wedding with her. Never thinking he would answer her back, he did, and it caused a media storm. It’s a story everyone always tells because they did all that and ended up falling in love and never going to the wedding. It’s also karma since the ex-boyfriend has been married three times and she’s still with my uncle.

      “My favorite niece,” she smirks and then corrects herself, “My favorite twentysomething niece.”

      I laugh at her as I give her a big hug. “Hi,” I reply and then get the same hug from Zoe. “What are you two in the corner gabbing about?”

      “Nothing,” Zoe and Zara both say at the same time before looking at each other and laughing.

      “Go away and let the grown-ups talk.” Zara shoos me with her hand in the air as I turn and look around, spotting my cousin Zoey, who is right beside her husband, Nash, who has a hand on her hip.

      “Well, well, well,” Zoey starts in. She was named after her Aunt Zoe, but they added a Y to not confuse anyone. It didn’t help since it sounds the same. “Look who decided to join the party.”

      “I got here earlier but I ran into Jaxon and Tori,” I inform her, pointing over my shoulder. “Where’s Callie?” I look around for my sister and don’t spot her. Callie? My sister is eight years younger than me, Brookes is two years older than her. He reminds us all the time that he suffers from middle child syndrome since we constantly forget about including him in things. We do that because he’s a guy and not because he’s the middle child.

      “Last I saw, she said this was her final goodbye and she was dying of embarrassment,” Zoey says laughing. A waiter comes over with a tray of champagne and I take a flute.

      “Somehow,” I state, taking a sip of the cold bubbly drink, “I think she’ll survive.”

      “She did go over to Zara.” She points to her cousin, who stands next to her cowboy husband rubbing her little baby belly. Her twins are already three years old and she’s happy that this one is a single. “She asked if there were any cowboys she could ride and then return.”

      I about spit out my drink. “You know what we should do?” Zoey mentions. “Shots.” Nash immediately groans.

      “I don’t think you should do shots at all.” Nash shakes his head but follows Zoey as she grabs my free hand and pulls it to one of the bars set up. “Maybe we should eat first,” he tries to tell her.

      “One shot”—she looks over her shoulder—“and then we’ll hit up the buffet. Having shots is the whole reason I married you.”

      “Great,” he deadpans, “I thought it was my charm.” The two of them eloped one night in Vegas. They hadn’t even been out on one date before he proposed. The rude reality is, they hadn’t even kissed. Which is insane, but here we are, all these years later, and she’s happily married, living in LA, and has a little nine-month-old. She even gave up her career in order to stay home with the baby.

      “One shot.” I hold up my finger when we get to the bar. “I have to eat, and I have an early flight tomorrow morning to go back home to New York, and flying while hungover is not something I want to do ever again,” I inform Zoey, who orders two lemon drop shots. She holds up one of the shot glasses as I put down my champagne to grab the other one.

      “To tonight,” she cheers, holding her shot glass up.

      I smile at her. “To tonight,” I repeat, clinking her glass and then taking the shot, never really knowing just how much this one night is going to change my whole life.
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      The sound of the music playing fills the room, along with some of the lights that are changing from blue to white to red to green and then back again. The dance floor filled up as people all around are enjoying themselves.

      “You know, you standing here in the back of the room, just watching everyone, is giving off stalker vibes,” Tori says when she comes to stand next to me. “Someone is going to report you sooner or later.”

      I chuckle at her. “I’m just watching everything. It’s the first Saturday that I’ve had off since August, so I’m soaking in every single moment.” I put my hands in my pockets. “I would much rather be lounging on my couch than here with this loud music.”

      “Oh my God,” Tori moans, “you are so old.” She puts her hand through my arm. “Come on, let’s go mingle.”

      “I think I’m good,” I tell her as she drags me halfway through the room. “I’m going to go and check out the silent auction.”

      “I’m going to go check out the bar.” She points over my shoulder. “I’m assuming you don’t want anything.”

      “You would be assuming right,” I confirm and she rolls her eyes before walking through the cluster of people to get to one of the bars.

      I head toward the back of the room where the tables are set up for the silent auction items.

      I walk along the table reading one sheet after another, before picking up the pen when I spot a weekend away in Palm Springs. “Are you going to bid on that?” My father leans over and reads the top of it.

      “It’s for the kids,” I defend, picking up my pen and writing down a bid of ten thousand dollars. I think I’m probably going to win since no one else has written their name down on the page.

      “At least you can drive there.” He looks at me and I just stare at him.

      “It’s a two-to-three-hour drive with no traffic.” I gawk at him. “With traffic it’ll probably be twelve hours.”

      “Well, I guess you’re flying, then.”

      “I guess that would be the plan.” I shrug.

      He puts his hands in his pockets before he smirks at me. “But it looks like it’s a romantic weekend. Are you going to go there by yourself? Or have you been seeing someone?”

      “Is that your way of asking me if I’m okay since the breakup?” I look back down at the paper and wonder if maybe I bid on the wrong item. I think of scratching my name off of it, but then I’ll look like a dick if no one else bids on it.

      “I’m not asking you about your love life.” My father chuckles. “You’re old enough to figure that shit out by yourself.” He looks around. “But I have been worried about you.”

      “Dad, I’m fine.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m single and ready to mingle, as Tori says.” That phrase makes him groan and also look around the room to spot Tori, who is at the bar with Ariella and Zoey, I think taking shots. “Besides, if I      don’t use this, I can always gift it to my parents as their Christmas present. Then they can come visit and spend some time with me so they can see that I’m actually okay.”

      He smiles up at me, and his smile is filled with love. It's a look that I’ve gotten my whole life, no matter what. “That’s my boy, always thinking five steps ahead.”

      “Not always.” I put the pen down as I walk to another auction prize. “But when I do, I do it big.”

      “There he fucking is,” Nico’s voice booms as he announces my name, walking toward me, a drink in one hand and a smile on his face. Wearing his own tailored suit, his hand is outstretched but I know it’s not to give me a handshake. No, not Nico. He’s going in for the side hug, and if he didn’t have the drink in his hand, he would be going in for a full-blown big bear hug, even though I am a little taller than him now. “The one burning up the fucking charts on the West Coast.”

      I laugh and shake my head because, no matter what, he always makes me feel good about myself, even when I was younger. Even if I had a shitty fucking game, he called me up and told me all about the amazing plays I made, even though they were few and far between when I was younger. “There he is,” I repeat his words to him, “the man who never wanted to sign me to his team.”

      He glares at me as he gets in front of me. “Your agent isn’t taking my calls,” he retorts, giving my shoulder a squeeze and then slapping the side of my arm. “I’ve been trying to get you on my team.” I know if he had his way, I would be on his team, but there is this whole thing with a salary cap and also contracts. Besides, it would be really hard playing for a team your father played on. I’m already always compared to my father. I can’t imagine how it would be if I played on the team      he played on, it might be too much for even me to handle.

      “I need to get another agent, then,” I state, getting out of his embrace and he just laughs.

      “Especially now that Erika is stepping back, who are you going to get?” he mentions my agent who is married to one of the retired players from the Dallas organization.

      “I’m sure Aunt Becca has my back,” I mention his wife, as well as one of the owners of the agency Erika is with.

      “You bet your ass she does.” He smiles and slaps my shoulder, going to hug the side of my neck. “Seriously though,” he says, “fucking proud seeing your name at the top of the leaderboard month after month this year.”

      I nod my head. “It’s a good feeling,” I admit to him. “Worked hard building the team for the last five years. You know how it is.” I put my hands in my pockets as the music changes from soft to a bit more upbeat and I look toward the dance floor, seeing most of the girls out there. Tori is there with a couple of girls I know, and then turning around in a circle with her hand in the air is Ariella. Who then raises her other hand in the air while she sings the words to the song as she turns to her cousin with one foot off the floor, and her head shaking side to side. Fuck, she’s gorgeous. I mean, I think she was always gorgeous, but I’ve just never thought about her like that. She’s always been younger than me, so it’s not like we hung in the same circles.

      “So, what do you think is going to happen this year?” Nico asks me, breaking me out of my stare at Ariella, who has no idea I’m even staring at her.

      “It’s still early in the year,” I remind him. “Fuck, last December Edmonton was out of the playoffs and they ended up going to the Cup final. People get hurt, traded at the last minute. Cap space opens.” He nods his head every single time I make a point. “Anything can fucking happen.”

      “I have a good feeling.” He takes a sip of his drink. “Besides, it’s about fucking time.”

      “One game at a time,” I say and he chuckles. It’s a saying he’s been dishing out since before I can even remember. It’s even in the Dallas locker room on top of the logo.

      “One fucking game at a time. One period at a time.” He nods his head, and I look up to see my father coming toward me with Ralph, Ariella’s dad, both of them looking at the pictures as they walk past the memories hanging all around the room.

      “Do you remember this?” my father shouts over the music, holding his hands by the side of his mouth, pointing up to the picture of him handing the Cup to Ralph, and I nod my head.

      “Good day,” Ralph remembers, clapping his hand on my father’s shoulder, the two of them probably reminiscing about the play that got them to that moment.

      “I’m going to go and get myself a water bottle.” I motion with my head toward the bar and Nico just nods his head before he goes to join my father and Ralph. Making my way through the crowd of people toward the bar, I stop when I get close and see Dylan Stone and Michael Horton with their heads together, talking about something. Cousins off the ice and teammates on the ice. They share this thing on the ice, on ice magic is what they used to jokingly call it, it’s so good to watch, even though I hate when it’s against us.

      “Hey,” I greet with a chin up. They are a couple years older than I am and both of them still play for Dallas. Last year, Dylan’s contract was over, and instead of asking for what he deserved, he took the same amount of money as his previous one, just so he could stay in Dallas. He’s been one of the best players in the league for the longest time and it’s always fun to face off against him.

      “Hey, number one,” Michael says, trying not to smirk at me and I roll my eyes.

      “You guys had your time,” I goad, “let other people get their name up there.”

      “You guys have a good team this year,” Dylan finally admits. “That D is tight, obviously, with you playing back, but the front end? You guys finally have your first and second line figured out.”

      “Don’t forget the third line,” I remind him with pride in my voice, “it’s really a team effort at this point.”

      “Yeah,” they both agree, “look forward to the next game.”

      “I’ll try to go easy on you two,” I tease, putting my hands in my pockets and trying not to laugh in their faces. The matching glares they both give me has me bursting out laughing.

      “See you two later.” I nod and continue making my way toward the bar, this time stopping when I see Ariella there with both of her hands on the bar as she orders a drink. “Hey,” I say when I get close enough, and she looks over at me and smiles.

      “Hi,” she replies, turning and leaning on the bar with one hand. “Did you want something to drink?” she asks me and I nod my head. “What do you want? It’s  on me.”

      I put my elbow on the bar, leaning over. “It’s an open bar.”

      “Yes, but me offering it to you is sort of saying I paid for it.”

      “That isn’t how it works.” I try not to laugh at her.

      “Wow, you aren’t the boss of how an open bar works, Jaxon.” She shakes her head. “Besides, it’s like a universal rule.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard about this rule,” I say to her, watching the way her face lights up when she smiles.

      “Well, as long as I order the drink, it’s as if I’m buying you said drink.” She points at herself and then to me. “If you would come up to me and ask me what I want to drink, that would be like you are buying me the drink.”

      “And this rule is universal?” I ask her to try to keep her talking to me, never realizing how funny she really is. Also realizing it’s been forever since I’ve really fucking laughed at something. Sure, I laugh and smile and shit, but it’s been a really fucking long time since I’ve belly laughed, and it feels good.

      “Yes,” she answers me like she just told me the prize at the end of the rainbow is a pot of gold. Her head moves up and down while the bartender comes back with her drink. “Thank you so much,” she says to him with a smile as he places her glass of champagne on the little napkin he put down before the glass. “My friend is going to have a—” she starts, looking at me.

      “A bottle of water,” I order and she sticks her tongue out at me and gives me a thumbs-down, her tongue coming out blowing a fart sound.

      “Borrrinnnggg,” she sings the word, and I can’t help but literally laugh out loud.

      “I’m not that big of a drinker,” I admit to her. “Besides, I’m in training.”

      “You act like you’re training for the Olympics.” She rolls her eyes. “You guys are always in training.” She proceeds to groan. “I’ve eaten so much chicken and steak in my life, I feel like I’ve been in training also.”

      “It’s good protein,” I try to defend the steak and chicken.

      “Sometimes, you just need a greasy burger.” She winks at me and I don’t even know if she knows this is her flirting with me. She’s oblivious to it all. I mean, I don’t think she means to flirt with me. I think she’s just making small talk, but if it was any other guy here, they would one thousand percent think she was flirting with them. Which kind of pisses me off a little since she doesn’t realize she’s doing it. I’m going to have to take one for the team and keep this conversation going, making sure that she flirts with me and only me.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I have burgers all the time.” I don’t even know why I’m standing here defending myself, or if I’m just pushing her to talk to me longer.

      “But not the greasy ones.” She grabs her champagne and takes a sip of it before she continues, “The ones that are so greasy it runs down your hand.”

      “That sounds like a heart attack.” I try not to laugh at the expression on her face when she just gawks at me.

      “If we had time, I would take you to one of the best burger places you’ve ever been to”—she takes another sip—“and blow your mind.” She uses one of her hands to put it to the corner of her forehead before she does an explosion gesture with her hand.

      My cock stirs in my pants at the mention of her blowing my mind. “I’d watch what words you use,” I warn her and her eyes go big as a song comes on, and she looks over to the dance floor.

      “Well, this is fun, but I’ve got to dance.” She finishes the glass of champagne before putting the glass back down, her hips swinging left and right as she moves from the bar to the dance floor, and my cock stirs even fucking more.

      “Here’s your water.” The bartender hands me the bottle as he picks up the empty glass she left.

      “Thanks.” I unscrew the top of the water bottle and take a deep pull. “Hopefully this will cool me down,” I murmur before I look over to the dance floor and see her with her hands to the ceiling, moving with her cousins, as she sings the words of the song, her hips moving left to right, the bottom of her skirt flowing side to side on her thighs. “I’m going to need to sit in an ice bath.”
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      “There you are.” Brookes comes up to me. “I’ve been looking for you for eighty-four years.” He is tall and lean like our father. His hair is darker blond than our dad’s, but his eyes are the same crystal blue. There’s a smile on his face as he comes in for a hug.

      “Here I am.” I rub his back with my hand as we hug. “I was looking for you too, but couldn’t find you.”

      “Yeah, Maddox and I,” he says, motioning to Maddox and I smile and go to give him his own hug, “were just sitting at some random table.” I can even smell that they are bullshitting me, they were probably up to no good.

      “Hey, Squirt,” I tease him, even though now he towers over me by a good six inches, “you are looking good.” My hand comes up, along with my tippy-toes, to touch the top of his hair that is shaggy compared to the sides of his head which is shaved. “I see the hockey flow”—I gently tug the hair to the side of his neck a bit—“is still a trend.”

      “Who knows.” He shrugs. “I like skating and feeling the wind blow through my hair.” He tries to keep a straight face. “Kind of like Beyoncé.”

      He and Brookes burst out laughing until Callie surfaces next to me. “We are about to do another round of shots,” she tells me, then looks at the guys. “It’s a girl thing. Sorry, you aren’t invited.”

      “It’s going to be a girls’ thing when you are heaving into the toilet all night long.” Brookes shakes his head. “You would think you would learn.”

      “You are ruining my buzz,” Callie accuses.

      “Last time you said that”—Maddox points to her—“you threw up in my car.”

      “Hey.” Callie points to him. “I paid to have it cleaned.” She glares at him. “And you blackmailed me for about six months. I set you up with five of my friends who have stopped talking to me because you ghosted them."

      "I didn’t ghost them,” Maddox denies, “I lost my phone.”

      “You have the same number you did when you were ten.” Callie rolls her eyes at him.

      “Okay, you two”—I use my mom voice—“to your respective corners. Maddox, I love you big.” I drag Callie away from them and to the bar, where my shot awaits me.

      I look over and see that Jaxon is still at the bar, staring at me. “Are you having a shot?” I ask him and he just shakes his head and tries not to smile, but fails. “Borrrinnnngg,” I repeat what I told him before and pick up the shot and then cheers with the girls.

      A song comes on and I have just enough time to put down my      glass before I’m pulled to the dance floor. “I’ll be back,” I say over my shoulder and all he does is nod at me.

      Then he turns around and is in deep conversation with Nash and Gabriel.

      I don’t know how long I spend on the dance floor, but one song leads into two, then into three, and all of a sudden we are singing “Dancing Queen” at the top of our lungs.

      “It’s really hot,” I note, grabbing my hair in one hand while I fan myself with the other. “I’m going to get some water,” I tell my cousins and my aunts, who are now all busting it up on the dance floor.

      I make my way toward the bar, bumping into my Uncle Evan. “Why is it that my niece is here and she hasn’t come up to me and said hello?”

      “One,” I say, getting up on my tippy-toes and kissing his cheek, “I haven’t seen you yet because there are about a million people here.” I look around the room, my eyes finding Jaxon with my brother and Maddox, laughing at something. “And two, I saw my aunt when I walked in.”

      “She didn’t tell me.” He holds his hand up to cup my cheek. “You’re beautiful, you know that?”

      I smile at the soft way he looks at me. “You have to say that.”

      “Oh, please,” he says, his hand falling from my cheek. “See those two?” He points over to Matthew and Max, who are his brothers-in-law, as they walk our way. He leans in and whispers in my ear, “Those two are ugly as fuck.” I have to stop myself from bursting out laughing. “Hey, there they are, M&M.”

      “That fucking nickname,” Max grumbles before smiling at me and leaning down to kiss my cheek. “Hi, sweetheart, how are you doing?”

      “Get your mitts away from her.” Evan pushes him away, which gives Matthew a chance to give me a big hug. “Great, now the ogre has her.” I laugh as I give Matthew a kiss on the cheek. “Leave her alone, will you?”

      “You know, we speak almost weekly,” Matthew informs him, “and we meet at least once a month for lunch.” He puts his hands in his pockets and raises his eyebrows. “Can you say the same?” he asks him with a huge smile on his face, because he can’t say the same.
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