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        LOGAN

      

      

      “Bro, you never come out with us!” my teammate TJ whined.

      I thought now that TJ had settled down with his fiancée and had twins on the way, he’d be less annoying. Not the case. Especially after we had a win.

      “No can do, man. I gotta get home,” I said with a shake of my head.

      My teammates couldn’t relate to me being a single dad on a short-term contract that expired after this season. They didn’t understand the uncertainty. Especially since the team called up another rookie while G, our captain, was laid up with knee surgery.

      “Dude, you’re wound so tight. You need to get it in!” TJ laughed that hyena laugh of his.

      I rolled my eyes as I stripped off my jersey and took off my pads. He wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t have time for that shit. Occasionally, I’d take a bunny to bed, but only when I was on the road. When we were at home, my sole focus was on my nephew Liam.

      “T, leave him alone,” my buddy and defensive partner, Blaise, came to my rescue.

      Blaise was a recent addition to the team last season. Fans loved him because he was a hometown boy, and his dad was a Bulldogs legend. You became close when paired together, but when I confided in him about my struggles, he and his girl became my support system.

      “I gotta jet and relieve the nanny,” I explained as I rushed off to the showers. Thank the hockey gods I didn’t have to do a post-game interview.

      “Maybe she can relieve something for you!” TJ shouted after me, but I shook my head at him.

      Never change, T, never change.

      I took the quickest shower I could and changed back into my suit. I wouldn’t mind having to wear suits to the arena for game day if I had a better one. Being on a two-way contract, I wasn’t getting paid the big bucks. I had three suits to my name, and the boys always gave me shit for how ugly the brown one was.

      “You good, man?” my teammate Mac asked. He ran a dark hand across his jaw as he peered at me.

      I nodded and took a check out of my jacket pocket. “Here, this month’s rent.”

      He waved me off. “Dude, I know what it’s like being a rookie.”

      Mac was a veteran on the team, and when I got called up, he took me under his wing. He lived on the Main Line with his family, closer to our practice facility, but he sublet his condo in Old City to me.

      I shoved the envelope in his hand. “I’m still gonna pay you for letting me stay at the condo.”

      Mac nodded. “All right, kid. How’s Liam doing?”

      “I don’t know. It’s hard. He cries for my sister every night.”

      When my sister Rose and her abusive husband got into a car crash that killed them both two years ago, I got custody of her son. Did it rock my world that I became a father when I wasn’t prepared? Absolutely. I had just gotten the call-up to the big leagues and was working toward a bigger contract. I was finally living my dream, playing with the Bulldogs, but my priorities shifted when Liam came to live with me. Did it suck that I couldn’t stay out late partying with my teammates? Sure. But after Rose’s death, I made a promise to myself I’d take care of her son over anything else. Even my own career or happiness.

      “Hey, you should talk to T’s girl,” Mac suggested.

      I furrowed my brow. “Why?”

      “T said she was the sole survivor in a car crash, and she’s in therapy. It might help your little guy.”

      “Hmm. Maybe. I gotta jet.”

      “How many nannies have you gone through?”

      I groaned. “Four. I hope this one works out.”

      Mac clapped me on the shoulder. “Good luck, kid.”

      At twenty-four, I was still a ‘kid’ to most of the guys on the team. It was the usual shit you dealt with being on a hockey team and having to be the rookie. Although, since Cally got called up, he was Rookie now, and I was back to being Cully. God forbid hockey players call each other by their given names.

      I walked out of the arena and toward my car in the player’s parking lot. I drove on autopilot back to my condo. This was the fourth nanny I had hired this year alone. Why? These women saw dollar signs in their eyes when they found out what I did for a living.

      I made more than the average person while I was up in the big time, but I was still on an entry-level contract. I wasn’t making millions like my teammates Noah or TJ. Or hell, even Blaise. And I had a kid to worry about. Something TJ would understand in the months to come.

      The last nanny I hired had been young, and that worried me, but Mac and his wife had used her before, so I thought I was in good hands. Until I came home and she was naked in my bed.

      She had been hot, and any other time I’d have taken her up on the offer, but fucking the nanny was a bad idea. I went through an agency for this new one. I asked for someone older, hoping to get a sweet old lady, but no, they sent another young thing with a smoking hot bod. I hoped she knew how to be professional.

      When I keyed into the apartment and found it dark with no immediate sign of Crystal, my stomach dropped. First, I freaked out and checked Liam’s room. That was my biggest fear with leaving a stranger with him. What if he got kidnapped?

      Since becoming Liam’s guardian, I was in a constant state of worry that something bad would happen to him. I couldn’t protect my sister, but I’d make damn sure I protected her son. Guilt wrapped itself around me every night, knowing I hadn’t got my sister out in time. At least now I could show Liam that real men didn’t hit their partners. I wished getting him away from his shitty father hadn’t cost my sister her life.

      I slowly opened the door to his room, in case he was asleep, and breathed a sigh of relief when I walked in the room and found the four-year-old asleep in his own bed. For once.

      My biggest challenge was keeping him out of my bed. Before Mac let me sublet his condo, I was rooming with one of the other rookies, and Liam slept in my room. Despite having his own bed, he always managed to find his way into mine. That hadn’t stopped when we moved. Despite all my trying to get him to sleep in his own bedroom in his ‘big boy bed.’

      I peered down at my nephew, grateful that Crystal got him to sleep in here instead of in my bedroom, but then his blue eyes popped open.

      Dammit. I was hoping he would stay asleep.

      “Buddy, go back to sleep,” I whispered.

      “No,” he argued, even as he yawned. No, had been his favorite word since the moment he moved in with me.

      “Buddy, you need to sleep. Sleep for Uncle Logan, okay?”

      He shook his little head and clenched his fist. “Want Mama.”

      I sighed and smoothed down his hair. “Buddy, we talked about this. Mama’s with the angels now.”

      “Mama!” he wailed.

      Fuck, I didn’t know how to help my nephew. I wished his mama was here, too. I sang his favorite song that my sister always sang to him until he settled back down.

      This single dad thing was tough work, and some days, I didn’t know if I was doing any of it right. I had to be on top of my game all the time. For him. I worked myself to the bone in the weight room and studied game tape as much as I could because I wanted to keep my spot on the team. For this little guy who needed me more than anything.

      I quietly left his bedroom after he closed his eyes and fell back asleep. I had to find out where the hell his nanny got to.

      The door to my bedroom was closed, which sent alarm bells off. I closed it when I left, but with Crystal nowhere in sight, I had my hackles raised. I had a bad feeling about what was behind it.

      I opened the door, and on my bed was Crystal in sexy lingerie. “Welcome home,” she said with a smile.

      I clenched my jaw. This was what I was afraid of.

      My dick kicked against my pants. She was hot as hell, but this was inappropriate. Everyone knew you didn’t sleep with the nanny.

      “Crystal,” I said flatly. “What are you doing?”

      She crooked a finger at me. “C’mere big guy. Let me help you relax.”

      “No. Put your clothes on and get out of my bed.”

      Her face fell. “Don’t you want to fuck me?”

      Of course, I wanted to fuck her. She was hot as hell and waiting in my bed. But I wasn’t gonna fuck the woman I hired to take care of my nephew. You don’t shit where you eat.

      “Crystal, you’re a gorgeous girl, but this is wildly inappropriate. Get your things and leave. I’ll make the payments through the agency, but I’m not looking to hire you again.”

      She jumped off the bed in a huff and rushed around to get dressed. She bumped me with her shoulder and gave me a glare on her way out. I don’t know why she was so pissed off at me; I had set the ground rules with the agency that I had several problems with women thinking I wanted a sexual relationship with them. Crystal had excellent reviews, and she never had a complaint before. Well, she would now.

      Since I was a hockey player, people assumed I wanted every single woman I laid eyes on. But who wanted to be the stereotypical athlete who banged the nanny? A lot of these women weren’t my type, anyway. They were gorgeous, sure, but I liked my women a little nerdy.

      I changed for bed and composed another email to the agency, telling them again that I was interested in a seasoned nanny. I needed to find someone reliable. And no more puck bunnies.

      I lay in my bed and pulled out my phone to charge for the night. I saw a text from Blaise.

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAISE: How’d the new one work out?

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent him three angry face emojis in response.

      My phone beeped with another reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAISE: BRO!! Want me to ask V to watch him next time?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Maybe. I gotta figure something out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BLAISE: We got you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I was grateful for Blaise and his girlfriend, Veronica. Blaise had even offered to let me move in with them, but I didn’t want to put him out. He and V had just moved in together, and he let it slip they were expecting their first child already. I didn’t want to cramp their style, and I felt guilty when V rearranged her work schedule to watch Liam for me.

      I grabbed my game controller and turned on my game console. There was one way for me to ease the stress right now — playing Dragonspire. I put on my headset so the noise of the game wouldn’t wake Liam.

      My teammates loved playing the latest sports video game, but that was boring. I loved a good role-playing game, or RPG, as we called it in the gaming world. I had been playing Dragonspire, a fantasy-style multiplayer online game since I was sixteen. If a game had dragons and elves in it, I was in. I didn’t have a guild, and most hardcore gamers called me a ‘casual,’ but I had people I played with regularly.

      Like FlowerChild183.

      If I was being honest with myself, she was probably my best friend. Even if I didn’t know her real name. Or what she looked like. We had been playing together since I was in high school. When I was nervous about getting drafted into the league, she talked me down. Although I lied and said it was a college admissions interview, but her advice had been helpful all the same.

      She disappeared last year, and it was rare to see her online lately. I didn’t have room to talk since I only had a few spare minutes between all my hockey and parental duties. When I found the time to do a quest, I always searched to see if she was online.

      To my surprise, her gamertag popped up on my friends list when I signed on, indicating she was online.

      I shot her a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        GINGERPOWER33: Yo, Flower! Dragonspire?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FLOWERCHILD183: Ginge! I could do a dungeon crawl. You need a wood elf archer?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        GINGERPOWER33: Hell yeah, girl! I’m logging in. Switch to voice chat?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FLOWERCHILD183: On it!

      

      

      

      

      

      I logged into the game and saw a notification pop up that said, ‘FlowerChild183 wants to group.’ I logged into the voice chat. “Hey, girl, long time no game!”

      “Ha! Could say the same about you.”

      “I travel a lot for work. It’s been busy. How have you been?”

      She sighed. “Ugh. Long story, had a baby, got married, and then divorced.”

      That story sounded eerily familiar, but I couldn’t place why. Did she tell me that before? I felt like I would have remembered that, and I couldn’t remember the last time we gamed together.

      “Whoa, I get that. I have custody of my nephew. Single parent life’s rough! You got time to play tonight? I need to relieve stress and kill some dragons.”

      “I have time for one dungeon,” she said.

      “Works for me!”

      She did only have time for one dungeon crawl, and when she logged off, I couldn’t help but think that her voice sounded familiar to me. Which was weird. Of course it sounded familiar — I’d had her voice in my headset for years.

      Playing with her had relaxed me, but I still had to worry about getting a new nanny. That was a problem for future Logan.
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        LILY

      

      

      I walked out of the courtroom with my head held high. DONE. I was finally done. Had a baby, got married, and divorced, all within two years.

      I turned to my lawyer. “That’s it, right?”

      The older man with thinning hair and a dark complexion nodded. “Unless he files for custody. You had a mutual consent case.”

      “Seth won’t file for custody. We agreed to share Rosie,” I said.

      My lawyer gave me a tight smile, but then he reached into his briefcase and handed me his business card, even though I already had it. “Call me if anything comes up. Good luck Lily.”

      I pocketed the business card and waved goodbye to him, then I went to find my car. My friend Veronica had agreed to watch my daughter while I dealt with the hearing today. Thank god for her.

      My daughter was the best thing that ever happened to me. She may have been an ‘oops baby,’ and I was dense to believe all of Seth’s lies, but Rosie was my everything. Now that I was divorced, I could get back to focusing on my career and my daughter. Nothing else mattered.

      I got into my car and made my way to the other side of the city. Veronica’s fiancé Blaise played for our city’s hockey team, making millions of dollars shooting a puck around the ice. Last year he bought a swanky townhouse in Rittenhouse Square. Now that she moved in with him, she always offered to help me with Rosie. I didn’t ask her all that often, but being a single mom was hard, and I’d take all the help I could get.

      After circling the block for a parking spot, I walked up to the townhouse, only to find Logan Cullen already on the doorstep about to knock.

      Logan was one of Blaise’s teammates. We had met at Blaise’s housewarming party last summer after Veronica moved in. He was a tall attractive man with a lean, athletic build. I wouldn’t have remembered him if not for the fact he sported a shock of bright red hair, making him stand out from the rest of Blaise’s teammates.

      Clinging against his leg was his little boy with that matching red hair. “Mama!” the little boy cried as he looked at me.

      Logan grimaced at me. “No, buddy, that’s… I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”

      I hid my laughter. “Lily.”

      He shifted the four-year-old off his leg. “That’s Aunt V’s friend Lily.”

      “MAMA!” the little boy yelled.

      I must have looked like Logan’s baby mama. I was aware that with my petite frame and blonde hair, I looked like the hockey WAG stereotype.

      I didn’t know much about Logan. When we met, we made small talk, finding out we were both single parents and agreeing about how hard it was. It had been the strangest thing because while having that casual conversation, I felt like I’d known him forever. His voice sounded so familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it. I chalked up the immediate connection to finding someone who dealt with my same daily struggles. We had a kinship in that regard.

      Logan gave me a ‘HELP ME’ look, but then Veronica answered the door with my sixteen-month-old on her hip. Veronica had changed her hair again for the hockey season. She wore it long with black on top that faded to a different color on her tips. Today she had fire-engine red tips. It always looked great with her whole aesthetic. She was a tattoo artist and was covered in a sleeve of colorful flowers. She looked like a rockabilly pin-up girl.

      “Hey, you two. Come in,” she said as she handed off my baby.

      Surprisingly, Rosie was asleep, and she didn’t wake when I took her in my arms. “Thanks, V. I owe you one.”

      “Take a seat. You want coffee?” she asked.

      “Please,” I said and took a seat on the couch.

      Logan and his son walked into the living room behind me. Logan knelt in front of the boy. “You be good for Aunt V, okay, buddy?”

      The little boy nodded, but he reached out to hug his father, clinging onto him for dear life.

      Aw, poor little guy. With the way Veronica bemoaned Blaise being gone all the time, I was sure it was tough on the player's kids.

      It startled me when I heard the clomping of feet down the steps. Blaise walked into the room wearing a nicely tailored suit, and I realized for the first time that Logan was dressed similarly. That must have been a hockey thing.

      “Hey,” Blaise said to his teammate. He reached down and ruffled the little boy’s hair. “Liam, buddy!”

      Veronica mentioned Blaise was good with kids because he helped raise his younger siblings. I got distracted when Rosie stirred and let out a tremendous wail. “Mommy!”

      I rocked her in my arms. “You’re okay.”

      “Mommy!” she cried again and pulled on my hair. That was Rosie’s MO.

      “Oh, sorry, Lily,” Veronica said when she came back into the room and set a cup of coffee on the table in front of me.

      I squinted at my baby and tickled her tiny belly. “Ouch. Hurts Mommy.”

      Rosie laid her little head on my chest. “Miss Mommy.”

      I kissed the top of her head. All the problems with my ex melted away when our little girl was in my arms.

      Veronica gave Blaise a look of longing as she watched him with Logan’s kid. “Baby, I can’t with you right now.”

      “What?” Blaise asked with a raised eyebrow as Liam talked his ear off.

      “I already have baby fever!” she squealed.

      I smiled to myself and shifted Rosie in my arms. Veronica mentioned they were trying for a baby already. They had just gotten engaged, but they wanted a family as soon as they could, and it didn’t matter when they got married. Their baby fever was why they were always eager to help me out with childcare. I loved them for that.

      “Did she eat?” I asked Veronica as I bounced my daughter in my arms. She was getting a little cranky and had been having difficulty eating since I weaned her off breastmilk a couple of weeks ago.

      “She was so good,” Veronica said.

      “Were you good for Auntie Veronica?” I asked Rosie.

      “She’s so cute and getting so big!” Veronica said to me and smiled at my daughter.

      Oh God, her baby fever was bad. Maybe I should leave Rosie with her overnight more so she’d really learn what she was getting herself into. Loved my little girl, but the lack of sleep, not so much.

      “Come on, dude, we gotta get to the arena,” Logan urged Blaise. He crouched down to say something to his son, and then the little guy nodded and hugged him tight again. Aw, that was cute. Liam was the spitting image of his dad.

      Blaise came over to Veronica and planted a kiss on her lips. “Are you gonna come to the game, sweets?”

      She glanced my way for a second. “Nah, I think we’ll hang here.”

      I pretended not to notice them having a quiet conversation with their eyes. He kissed her one last time, and then the two men left.

      Rosie went back to sleep for once while Liam crawled into Veronica’s lap. She stroked his hair, but he stared at me.

      “Hey, buddy. Remember me?” I asked.

      He nodded, but he hid his face in Veronica’s boobs. That made us both laugh.

      “How did it go?” she asked.

      “Fine. It’s done.”

      “Good.”

      I grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

      She furrowed her brow. “For what?”

      “You know.”

      She gave me a hard look. “Lil, I don’t blame you. You didn’t know Seth was engaged to me before you started dating him. It’s not your fault he left me or that he cheated on you. Is he gonna fight you for custody?”

      I shook my head. “Nah. We agreed to share custody.”

      It looked like she wanted to say something about that, but she bit her tongue instead. I didn’t blame her. I had doubts Seth would follow through with the terms we talked about, but I’d deal with that later. Right now, all that mattered was our daughter.

      “What’s the deal with Logan?” I asked.

      “Oh, he had to fire another nanny.”

      I gestured to the little boy in her arms. “No. I meant, what’s the mother’s like? Liam called me ‘Mama’ when I got to the door.”

      “Logan doesn’t talk much about his sister. Maybe she had blonde hair like you. He took custody of his nephew after she died a few years ago.”

      Wait. Nephew?

      “I thought he was his son.”

      Veronica ruffled Liam’s hair. “It’s the red hair.”

      “How many nannies has he gone through?”

      Veronica laughed. “Too many.”

      “Why? Does he keep sleeping with them and have to fire them?”

      That sounded like something a douchey hockey player would do. Not that Logan gave off those vibes. He was a little quiet like he had a lot on his mind weighing him down. I recognized that in him the moment we met.

      Veronica shook her head. “No, the opposite. He keeps on hiring women who see hockey players with WAG expectations. But Logan’s on a two-way contract, and he’s not making a lot of money. He lives in one of the veteran’s old condos, and I’m not even sure he pays Mac rent.”

      I didn’t know what she meant. Veronica wasn’t a huge fan of hockey, so I wasn’t sure if she even knew and was just repeating what Blaise told her.

      “He looking for an accountant?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Maybe.”

      “I could use the work.”

      She squeezed my arm. “You’ll figure it out.” She paused and shifted on the couch. “Are you wearing strong perfume today?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “No.”

      She rubbed her temples and looked a little green.

      I peered at her suspiciously. Did her boobs look bigger? I tilted my head at her, remembering how she canceled plans on me last week because she got food poisoning.

      Oh my God. Blaise worked quick.

      “V!”

      “What?”

      I stared at her stomach. “Did Blaise already knock you up?”

      She gave me a sly smile.

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “I have to admit, I’m surprised. I did the math, and I’m pretty sure we conceived before we even started trying. But I was still on the pill, so I’m not sure how that’s possible…”

      “Well, the pill isn’t one hundred percent, and Blaise’s family’s fertile.”

      She laughed. “I know! Wasn’t expecting it so soon, though.”

      “I’m so happy for you. You deserve everything you’re getting with Blaise.”

      “You’ll find that too.”

      A part of me wondered if that was true. When I started dating Seth, I didn’t know he not only had another girlfriend but a fiancée. Or that when I got pregnant, he left her a week before they were supposed to get married. I had no idea about any of this until after I married him and he cheated on me. Veronica should hate me, but she’d never blamed me for what happened and instead took me in as a friend. I’d never understand why.

      I looked down at my sleeping daughter and smiled. It would be me and Rosie against the world. I was a strong, independent woman, and I’d survive on my own. I didn’t need a man.

      “Do you want to go to the hockey game tonight?” Veronica asked.

      I shook my head. “No. I’m gonna get out of your hair.”

      “You sure?” she asked.

      Veronica was a good friend, one I didn’t deserve, and it was nice she was offering her time to hang out, but I’d rather get Rosie home. Once back at my mom’s place, I could work on applying for more jobs. When the baby was asleep, I could melt my brain with video games. I much rather do that than watch hockey.

      “I got work to do. Thanks, V.”

      “I’m here if you need me, okay?”

      I gave her a hug and tried not to squish Rosie in between us. “Thanks, hun. I appreciate you.”

      “Seriously, call me if you need company.”

      “I’m good,” I said to her one last time.

      Then I left for another fun night of trying to get my career and life back on track.
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        LOGAN

      

      

      “Bro, I don’t understand. Why don’t you just fuck them?” TJ asked from above me as he spotted me while I lifted the barbell above my head.

      “Because I don’t shit where I eat,” I grunted out.

      “Truth!” Benny called from the other side of the weight room, where he was doing squats with a ridiculous amount of weight. Benny was the biggest guy on the team, and he lifted weights like you wouldn’t believe. He was a beast.

      “Another one?” Riley asked as he did pull-ups next to Benny.

      “Yup. Not naked this time, wearing sexy lingerie,” I said with another grunt, finishing up my set.

      “Was she hot?” TJ asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fuck yes, she was hot. But I’m not doing the nanny.”

      “Fuck,” Riley swore.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He groaned as he hopped off the pull-up bar and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Do I have to worry about that soon?”

      Riley and his wife had their first baby last month. Not the best timing with how much we were on the road.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Doesn’t your wife work from home?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, but she goes to a lot of signings and conferences. I only have eyes for my wife. I don’t want puck bunnies coming onto me as the nanny.”

      I sat up and wiped my face with a towel. “Maybe it’s different because you’re married.”

      He didn’t look convinced.

      Riley had gotten a wedding ring tattoo because we couldn’t wear rings while we played. He was hardcore in love with his wife, and I didn’t blame him since Fi was a smoking hot redhead. He wasn’t the type of guy who cheated. TJ told me even when Riley was doing the bunny circuit, he never cheated if he was in a relationship. That wasn’t always the case in our line of work. Some guys were douchebags who cheated on their wives, but I tended to stay away from those guys.

      “You’ll find someone soon,” Benny reassured me.

      I wanted to believe him, but so far, I had little luck. Liam was with my neighbor, who was a sweet girl, but she worked nights and so she wasn’t a good option. I wished she was because Liam liked her.

      After spending time in the weight room, we had some much-needed time in the media room. We were already on the ice earlier, running through drills, but I needed to focus.

      Coach paired Blaise and me together, but he was switching up the lines a lot. I thought Blaise and I were better together because he was good at being a stay-at-home defenseman while I was good at the two-way system. Also why Coach kept putting Blaise and Riley together because Riley was a stronger defenseman than I was. I had been doing a lot of drills with him lately. I hoped it meant I had earned my place on the team for good.

      Back in the locker room, Coach asked us to stay for a few minutes before we left. Cally and I shared a look of concern. We both thought that meant one of us was getting put on waivers. I needed to stay in Philly. I needed stability for Liam.

      Coach cleared his throat. “Boys, no easy way to say this…”

      We waited with bated breath for whatever shitstorm Coach LaVoie was about to drop on us.

      “G’s not coming back.”

      I released a breath, and then my brain processed his words. G was only out for knee surgery; him not coming back didn’t make sense. Yeah, he was in his thirties and that was old for a hockey player, but he still had a few years left in the tank.

      “What does that mean?” Riley asked the question on all our minds.

      Coach gave him a tight smile. “G decided to retire. He spent a lot of time thinking about it, but he wants to spend time with his kids, and the injury was a wake-up call.”

      “So who's the captain?” Noah asked.

      “Glad you asked, Kennedy,” Coach said with a grin. One of the equipment managers walked over to Riley and handed him a white letter ‘C.’ “Congrats, Riley. You earned it. Now keep these assholes in line!”

      With that, Coach breezed back into his office.

      Riley stared down at the ‘C’ in his hand, at a loss for words. Benny clapped him on the shoulder and congratulated him.

      That wasn’t a shock to me. Riley was the alternate, and he had leadership qualities on the team. He and Mac had taken me under their wings when I got called up—Mac by helping me with my living arrangements and Riley with improving my game. Only shock was G deciding to retire.

      “Whoa. G, retired,” Blaise said.

      “Whoa is right, dude,” I agreed as I shrugged on my jacket.

      “He’s played here a long time. My sister’s gonna lose it.”

      That shouldn’t have made me smile, but it did. Blaise’s little sister was probably the most hardcore Philadelphia Bulldogs fan I’d ever met. She wasn’t afraid to tell you when you played like absolute shit. The first time I met her, she asked me if I forgot how to block a shot. Blaise said she might not be faster than him on the ice, but she had a shot that would make any player jealous. It made sense considering who their dad was.

      “You want to grab lunch?” Blaise asked.

      I shook my head. “Nah, my neighbor has Liam. I want to get back as soon as I can.”

      Blaise nodded. “Right. Let us know if you need help. Seriously, V and I are here for you.”

      With Veronica being pregnant, I didn’t want to stress her out any more than necessary. Blaise was ecstatic, but I could tell V was nervous about their first baby.

      “Nah. I don’t want to put you out. I gotta jet.”

      I took off so he couldn’t convince me further and headed back to my condo. Once I got to my condo and onto my floor, I knocked on my neighbor Cynthia’s door. She answered with a sleepy Liam clinging to her leg.

      “Hey,” she said, untangling Liam’s hands from around her body.

      I bent down to his height. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go home.”

      He reached out for my hand and I took it, nodding at Cynthia. “Thanks. I owe you one.”

      She waved me off. “He’s the sweetest. I don’t mind.”

      “I really appreciate it. I need to find a new nanny.”

      Her eyes went wide. “You fired another one?”

      I nodded. “Yup. Another one looking for a meal ticket…sorry, is that sexist?”

      She laughed. “I don’t think so. You want someone to help you with your nephew, not a wife.”

      “You know of anyone good?”

      She squinted. “I’ll have to think about it, but nobody comes to mind.”

      “Honestly, I think I need a sweet old grandma type.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      I groaned. “Anyway, thanks. I’ll get out of your hair.” I ruffled Liam’s hair. “Say bye to Cynthia and thank her for watching you while I was at work.”

      “Bye, Liam!” Cynthia said to him.

      “Bye, Cece,” he said. Cynthia was still hard for him to say, so ‘Cece’ had always been what he called her.

      She made a cooing noise. “He’s so cute. You’ll find someone soon.”

      I wished she was right, but I was having my doubts. I even asked the GM’s assistant if she could help me. She put feelers out, so I could find someone soon, but nothing so far.

      I walked into the condo and sat Liam down at the table in ‘the big kid chair’ and made us lunch. I sliced apples and spread creamy peanut butter on bread while I asked him if he behaved himself at Cynthia’s.

      I watched him as he munched away at lunch until he asked if he could play. I set him up in the living room and watched him play with his toy truck and dinosaurs while I checked my email. I sighed when I didn’t see a response from the nanny agency yet. I needed someone permanent for Liam. I couldn’t keep asking my friends for favors.

      Liam fought me when I put him down for a nap—another sign he was starting to grow out of them. The fight was more because he wanted to be in my bed and not in his own room, no matter how much I encouraged him to sleep in his ‘big boy bed.’

      I probably should’ve taken a nap too, but instead, I logged into Dragonspire.

      I smiled when I saw FlowerChild183 online. Outside of my teammates, I didn’t really have friends. It was hard when all you did was eat, sleep, and breathe hockey. It was why the team was so close-knit and was always all up in each other’s business.

      I requested a chat with her and slid on my headset.

      “Hey,” her soft voice cheered in my ears.

      “Hey,” I sighed.

      “Oh no. What’s up?”

      “Ugh. I had to fire another nanny.”

      “Oh no! What happened?”

      I sighed again. “Um… so I’m single, and they keep coming onto me.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yup. I just need someone who can take care of my kid when I travel for work.”

      “I get that. I’m technically still on maternity leave. If you count quitting your cushy corporate job because you’re gonna be a stay-at-home mom but then you find out your husband’s a piece of shit cheater, so you have to get divorced and move back in with your mother.”

      My mouth was agape at her admission. Sure, we’d played Dragonspire for years together, but we never said anything so personal before.

      She sighed. “Shit, sorry. That was too personal.”

      “He sounds like a dick.”

      “You know what’s the worst part?”

      “There’s a worst part?”

      The hair on the back of my neck raised as the worst came to mind. I watched my mom take hit after hit from my dad until I was big enough to push him back. Then my sister turned around and found a man just like him. The only thing worse than a cheater was a man who laid his hands on their partner.

      I touched my bicep where Veronica tattooed the rose for my sister. So I could remember her and teach Liam that real men weren’t like his father. Or his grandfather. That they never laid a hand on their partners or berated them in front of their children.

      “I was the other woman, and I had no clue. The woman who he cheated on is a friend now,” Lily explained.

      This story sounded familiar, but I wracked my brain for why and came up empty.

      “Umm.”

      “Ugh anyway! Can we kill some dragons and pretend they’re my ex-husband while my baby’s sleeping?” she asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Hell yeah, girl!”

      She laughed. “Thanks, Ginge. Sorry to unload. I know we don’t talk about personal stuff.”

      “No worries. I feel you.”

      “Was that weird? We’ve been friends for years, but we don’t even know each other’s names.”

      “Not weird. It’s a gamer thing.”

      “Agreed. Let’s do this dungeon crawl!”

      “Atta girl. Let’s fuck ‘em up!”

      We played for a little while until I heard a cry in the background, and she had to hop off. By the time I signed off, Liam was waking up too. With a blood curdling scream for his mama. Fuck. I was not prepared for this at all.
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      I glanced over at Veronica lying on the couch in the tattoo shop’s office. She looked a little green, and I knew that pain of early pregnancy morning sickness. I felt for her, I did, but I was trying to work on the shop’s books, and she was distracting me.

      I searched for the correct receipt in the piles she had handed to me when I came in. I rocked my foot against the stroller Rosie was sleeping in, hoping she’d stay quiet. I loved that the tattoo shop didn’t mind if I brought her in, especially if I’d be working in the office and out of the way.

      The first thing I did when I started working for the shop was install accounting software and transfer the data from their manual excel report to my program. My friend was an incredibly talented artist, but she wasn’t good at numbers or keeping records straight. It took me about a week because it was a lot of manual work, but it would be better in the long run. Especially when I did the taxes for them later.

      I looked up when the door opened, and Olivia, the shop manager, came into the office. The petite Asian woman gave me a smile. “Oh hey, Lily. I didn’t know you were back here. How are things looking?”

      I gestured to the piles of receipts.

      Olivia gave me a tight smile. “Sorry. V never lets me help. I could definitely make it more organized.”

      “That would be amazing,” Veronica said.

      Olivia handed her a cup of tea. “Here, drink this and hurry because you have an appointment in five minutes.”

      “I feel terrible,” Veronica admitted.

      “You want me to call them and cancel?” Olivia asked.

      Veronica shook her head and sat up. “Nope, I’m not canceling a client last minute. Wish I didn’t feel like I was gonna puke again.”

      “It’ll pass,” I told her, not looking up from my spreadsheets.

      “Are you sure, V?” Olivia asked.

      “I haven’t told Alex or Eddie I’m pregnant yet. They’ll treat me like glass.”
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