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      This soccer star has one night to win it all…or risk losing everything.

      

      Ben Prescott

      By most people’s standards, I’ve got it pretty good. I have a lucrative job playing my favorite game in the world: soccer. I get to live in my favorite city: Austin, Texas. I basically have it all. Except the woman I love. Why, you ask? Because she's my baby sister's best friend.

      But when Stella and I both end up at my family’s lakeside cabin for New Year’s Eve, some secrets just can’t be kept forever. Especially when she shares some of her own. I won’t allow this curvy goddess to believe she’s undesirable when I all I ever want to do is pull her close.

      One kiss turns into a heated night, but when my sister discovers us tangled in the sheets the following morning, I’ll have to prove that some promises are worth breaking. 
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      Stella

      
      “Are you sure your parents won’t mind?” I ask.

      “Babe, my parents are on a cruise around the Yucatan or somewhere. I don’t know. I swear they go on a cruise every other month. I’m beginning to think they’re actually mer-people and they’ve somehow managed to keep that fact from me and my brother all this time.”

      My stomach tightens at the mention of my best friend’s brother. I am the worst sort of cliche. You know the one who crushes on her best friend’s hot brother? Even I roll my eyes against that because I have a brother, too. I had plenty of girls try to befriend me to get Sam’s attention. Of course he was clueless to their flirting. But now he’s happily married—ridiculously happy—so none of that other stuff matters.

      And I digress.

      Hazel sighs on the other end of the phone. “I should probably be asking you why you want to go to a dusty old lake house instead of one of the many parties I’m sure you’re invited to?”

      “First off, your family’s lake house is neither dusty nor old,” I point out.

      The Prescott family lake house is in the prestigious Apple Head neighborhood on Lake LBJ. It’s a neighborhood of multi-million dollar homes, owned by some of the richest families in the state. In the US, for that matter. While their house is far from the nicest or the newest, it’s a lot nicer than my family’s lake house.

      Which, for the record, is completely imaginary.

      The Prescott house is on the far end of the development. It’s not in the more exclusive cove, but out on the open lake. In the summer, there are boats passing by non-stop and the constant roar of jet skis. This time of year, you get some of that. After all, this is Texas, where the temperatures in January can range from low thirties all the way up to the mid-eighties. But on the colder weekends, like this one is, the lake settles down into quiet serenity.

      This house holds all of my best memories from my teenage years: riding in inner-tubes behind the boat with Hazel on blistering August days, laying on the grass staring up at the stars, and the whole family wedged into the breakfast nook playing board games.

      Which isn’t to say I don’t have great memories from my own home. I do. But my twin Sam and I had solidly lower-middle-class upbringing. We were never paycheck to paycheck, but we never had lake house money either.

      When Hazel’s family moved into the area our junior year of high school, I found my person. I’d had close friends before, but Hazel and I have a bond that all the best girlfriend books are about. I mean if I got stung by a jellyfish, she would totally pee on my foot for me. She’s the keeper of my secrets… well, all except one. She’s just my person.

      I never once resented that Hazel had more than I did growing up, because I know how hard my parents worked. And I know that her describing the lake house as “dusty and old” is just her way of minimizing the differences in our upbringing.

      Suddenly, I hear the sound of Hazel snapping her fingers on the other end of the line.

      “Earth to Stella,” she quips. “Don’t think you can just space out and pretend you can dodge my question.”

      “What question?” I have genuinely forgotten what she asked.

      “The why-you-want-to-be-alone-on-New-Years question.”

      “Oh, that. It’s no big secret. I just don’t feel like people-ing this year. Christmas was like a couples’ haven and I just need a break from the relentless romantic happiness.”

      “Ugh, that sounds terrible,” Hazel says. And she’s not even being ironic. She doesn’t have a romantic bone in her body. “If it’s bad enough that even you are sick of it, then that’s pretty horrible. All this to say, yes, go to the cabin, enjoy your solitude. I’d come with, but I’m swamped with work.”

      “A lot of photo shoots this time of year?”

      “Christmas presents and anniversary gifts and that sort of thing. I’ve got some new shoots, but I’m also editing. There was this one couple that I shot. You know I don’t do a lot of couples, but holy cow they were so fucking hot together. It was intense. I’ve actually been avoiding editing theirs because I’m concerned with how aroused they made me.”

      I snort laugh. “You’re ridiculous. That’s a perfectly normal reaction which you would know if you bothered to read any of the books I’ve recommended you.”

      I am constantly trying to force one of my romance novels on her, but she’s always resistant. I don’t know how I ended up with a best friend who is immune to both medieval knights and sexy blue aliens, but there it is.

      “You like love, nothing wrong with that. I think I’m allergic to it.” Hazel swears loudly and then yells something I can’t make out.

      “Where are you?”

      “Driving through downtown. Stupid fuckers going the wrong way on a one-way street.”

      “They’re probably just tourists. Be nice.”

      “If we’re nice to them, they’ll just want to stay longer,” she grumbles. Then she sighs, making an audible attempt to shed her annoyance before asking, “Where are you?”

      “Almost to Marble Falls. I’m probably going to lose signal soon,” I say.

      “Okay, babe. Have fun. The house should be stocked with most necessities, but you’ll probably want to stop for any food that’s delicious and has preservatives and artificial colors in it. You know how my mother is. That woman has never met an organic spelt product she didn’t love.”

      I laugh. “My car is already loaded down with groceries.” I have all the comfort foods to get me through the weekend: Kraft Mac and Cheese, chips, queso and guac, and a brand new jar of Jif creamy that I fully intend to eat straight out of the jar with a spoon if I want to.

      I also have a forty-pound bag of dog food, but I don’t mention that part. Hazel knows I’ve been thinking about getting a dog, but this trial weekend was spontaneous and I want to prove I’m not a complete loser when it comes to pets before I tell my best friend.

      Is this new edition of my life where I’ve felt annoyingly lonely since my brother’s marriage? Am I using an innocent dog in a blatant attempt to stave off said loneliness? Yes. Yes, I is.

      Am I ready to admit out loud—even to my best friend—that right now the only thing standing between me and a truly disgusting display of whiny self-pity is a hundred-plus pound German-Shepard-Poodle mix who looks like he could stunt double for Padfoot from the Harry Potter movies? No, I am not.

      I glance in the rear view mirror and see the big hairy beast is still sleeping sprawled across my backseat. Maybe I should have asked for a smaller breed.

      As if he senses my attention on him, he opens one eye and makes a sleepy, snuffly sound. If he barks, the gig is up.

      “You’re breaking up, Hazey,” I say quickly. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      I don’t wait for her to say anything and just disconnect my end. If she knew my uncharacteristic ennui had reached borrow-a-dog-on-a-whim levels of desperation, she’d drop everything and come hang out with me. Hazel is that kind of friend. The give-me-the-shirt-off-her-back, rearrange-her-life-to-help kind of friend. And while I know how lucky I am to have her in my life, I don’t want to have to rely on her to pick me up every time I get bummed about not yet having found my HEA … that’s happily ever after in case any of you aren’t hip with the romance-novel lingo.

      So, December thirty-first and it’s nearly dusk and I’m leaving the action of the city to hide at my bestie’s family lake-side cabin to avoid the second most annoying couple-centric holiday of the year.

      Do I need a man to be happy? No, of course not. But do I want to go to a New Year’s Eve party and not have someone to kiss at midnight? Also, no. Yes, I could probably scrounge up a date or find someone to share a new year’s kiss with, but that’s not what I want.

      I want special. I want Earth shattering and core clenching. I want all of those things I read about in my favorite romance novels. Like Paige Turner’s Medieval knights who were bossy and protective and somehow managed to dirty talk in old English. Or Cassia Murphy’s ridiculously hot cowboys - whether they’re modern or old west, they still make me take a second look every time a guy in boots and Wranglers walks by.

      Either I didn’t inspire special or it just didn’t happen for everyone. Because I’d looked. I had a long string of first dates to prove it. A multitude of first, failed dates that ranged from hilarious to horrifying. I have tried on-line dating. I have tried being fixed up by friends and co-workers. I even work in a male dominated industry. (I’m in marketing for a video game development company.)

      Do you know how pathetic is to work for a company that is seventy-one-point-nine percent male and still not be able to find a decent boyfriend?

      It is pretty fucking pathetic.

      Don’t get me wrong. I love my job. And it’s not like I took that job because I thought it would up my odds of finding love. I work at HartPlay Inc. because they make kick-ass, ground-breaking games that I love to play. And it’s not like I’m exactly an old maid, but I am closer to thirty than I would like to be while still single.

      I’m not even sure it’s my age that’s bothering me. I just know that when my brother met Isabel
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