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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Ryder

      

      Normally, after a rough game in the middle of a two-week road trip, I head up to my room and go to bed. Tonight, however, I drop off my things, change out of my suit into jeans and a T-shirt, and head down to the bar. It’s probably going to be a long, fun night, but tomorrow is a travel day, so I can nap if I have to.

      Playing hockey against a good friend and former teammate is part of the game, but it’s still tough. Meeting up afterward and having a chance to catch up, though, is awesome. Donovan Legori used to be the backup goalie for the Alaska Blizzard before getting traded to Buffalo, and it’s been months since I last saw him. We were all tight, so his trade was hard, but we’ve managed to keep in touch.

      Donovan is married to the sister of one of my teammates, so she’s at the bar too as we wait for the rest of the Blizzard to arrive.

      “Hey, man,” Donovan comes over and shakes my hand. “How’s it going?”

      “Good! How’s life in Buffalo?”

      “I think we’ve finally settled in.” He glances over at his wife, Tara, who gets up to hug me and kiss me on the cheek.

      “Hey, Tara.” We chat for a few minutes before settling at a handful of tables we’ve pushed together in the back of the hotel bar.

      Tara jumps up when her brother, Miikka, comes in, running to hug him, and there’s a lot of excitement as we all reconnect again. My roommate and closest friend on the team, Logan Pelletier, comes in grinning from ear to ear as he hugs both Donovan and Tara.

      “I have a surprise for you,” he tells Tara.

      She makes a face at him. “Unless that beautiful wife of yours is here, I don’t want it.”

      Logan’s eyes twinkle as he grabs her by the shoulders and turns her around. She lets out a yelp and then a squeal of delight as Logan’s wife, Cassie, comes running forward. The two women hug and laugh and hug some more. I lean back in my chair, smiling at my friends.

      Logan and Cassie got married over the summer, so Logan surprised her with a plane ticket to join us on the team’s first road trip of the year. Since we’re playing Buffalo, and Tara was Cassie’s best friend in Anchorage, he flew her out for a few games. Cassie doesn’t know it yet, but she’ll be spending three days with Tara in Buffalo before meeting Logan in New York City and then flying home.

      “It’s good to see you, man,” Donovan says to me. “What’s new?”

      “Nothin’.” I shrug. “Just doing my thing. I’m sure Cassie told Tara I got a dog and now my entire life revolves around her?”

      Donovan laughs. “Yeah. I think everyone in the league knows about you and the Bernese mountain dog from hell.”

      “Aww, that’s not fair. She’s a little wild sometimes, but she’s super sweet. You’d love her.”

      “I’m sure I would.” Donovan nods.

      “She’s a lot better now. I did some hardcore training with her in the off-season, and she’s settling down. Thank fuck, because she was freakin’ exhausting.”

      “Heard she cost you a girlfriend, though,” Donovan teases.

      I roll my eyes. “Nah. Cindy was cool, but she doesn’t like dogs, and when she met Coco, it was pretty much over. We tried to get past it, but neither of us was budging, so it was moot.”

      “Well, I’m sure your bed is never cold.”

      “Not usually, no.” We grin at each other.

      “Tara!” Danielle Petrov, the Blizzard’s assistant trainer, who’s married to another one of my teammates, comes running in, and there’s more hugging and laughter.

      I order a beer, watching the festivities around me and enjoying the moment. I didn’t like Anchorage at first, and having a female head coach, as well as a female assistant trainer on the bench, had been hard to get used to. Now I can’t imagine it any other way.

      Coach Caldwell is a badass coach and former Olympic champion, and Dani is amazing, both on and off the ice. They’re integral parts of the organization. And friends. Though Laurel Caldwell is my coach, she’s also someone I can talk to. That means something in the pro sports world.

      “So Tara has this friend,” Donovan says to me. “She’s gorgeous. Smart, fun to hang out with, has a good job, so she’s not a gold-digger. Do you want me to invite her up to the bar? I think you’d like her.”

      I hesitate. “We’re leaving in the morning, and I live a six-hour flight away. Do you think it’s a good idea to meet someone I’m not going to be able to spend time with?”

      “How will you know if you don’t try?” Donovan asks. “I mean, if you hit it off, you could get to know each other long distance and then make a date to meet up again in the future. Might be good for both of you.”

      “I don’t know, man, I think—” I’m cut off as Donovan’s phone starts to ring, and he frowns.

      “Hang on, that’s my mom.” He pushes the button. “Hey, Mom…what’s up? What…holy shit!” He’s quiet for a few seconds, listening. Then he nods. “Yes, of course. Give her our love and tell her I can’t wait to meet my new niece or nephew!” He hangs up and grins at me. “Peyton’s in labor! Let me go tell Tara.”

      He hurries in the other direction, leaving me staring after him in shock.

      Something uncomfortable twists in my gut, and I can’t breathe for a few seconds. I’m no mathematician, but women are pregnant for around nine months, and January to October is…nine months. I follow Donovan to where he tells Tara and Cassie the news.

      “I didn’t even know she was pregnant,” I blurt.

      “Yeah, she found out about a month after she broke up with Troy.”

      “You mean that asshole she was living with when we moved her out of that place in Chicago?”

      “Yup.” Donovan turns back to Tara, and I wander over to the bar.

      Fuck.

      This can’t mean what I think it does.

      Can it?

      Thoughts suddenly racing, I pull out my phone and open the calendar app. We played Chicago the night the guys and I helped her move out of her apartment, and it had been around mid-January, before the All-Star break. Sure enough, the game against Chicago was on the twentieth of January. I close the calendar and open an internet browser, typing in what I want to look up: Pregnancy due date calculator.

      A bunch of sites come up, and I tap on one. I scroll through the options.

      Date of last menstrual period? No fucking idea. Date of conception? The twentieth of January.

      Congratulations! Your due date is the thirteenth of October.

      I slept with Donovan’s sister, Peyton, on the twentieth of January, and she’s in labor on the fucking twelfth of October. I rack my brain trying to remember a broken condom, but there hadn’t been anything out of the ordinary in that department.

      Well, except for some of the best sex of my whole fucking life, but Peyton had been clear that she wasn’t interested in dating a hockey player, much less one of her brother’s friends. I’d been a little frustrated by that, but I’d respected her wishes and hadn’t pursued her even though I’d thought about her a lot since then.

      Nine months later, she’s having a baby.

      This can’t be a coincidence.

      I down my beer and ask the bartender for a shot of whisky.

      “Are you doing shots without us?” Logan asks, coming up beside me.

      “Yeah.” I down the shot without looking at my friend.

      “You okay?”

      “No. Not even a little.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I…” Logan and I are close, but this is personal and has to do with more than just me. I need to talk to Peyton, but she didn’t give me her number. Which means I have to tell Donovan.

      Shit.

      I swallow and look across the room. “I have to take care of something,” I tell Logan. “I’ll explain later, okay? Give me a few.”

      I walk toward Donovan, who’s laughing, arm around his wife.

      “Hey. You got a minute?” I ask him.

      “Sure.” Donovan turns to me in surprise. “What’s going on?”

      “Can we, uh, talk in private?”

      “Okay.” Donovan follows me out to the lobby of the hotel. “What’s up?”

      I meet my friend’s eyes. “It’s been nine months since we helped Peyton move out of her apartment in Chicago and get away from her ex.”

      “Yeah, so?” Donovan frowns. “Why does it—” He cuts off abruptly, his eyes narrowing. “Are you fucking kidding me? Did you sleep with my sister?!”

      “After we got her settled at the hotel, she was still pretty shaken up, so I asked her if she wanted to get a drink… One thing led to another.” I swallow hard. “I wanted to see her again afterward, but she told me she doesn’t date hockey players, especially not her brother’s teammates. She wouldn’t even give me her number. And I swear to you, I had no idea she was pregnant.”

      Donovan shakes his head. “She’s stubborn about the hockey player thing. She dated one of my teammates in high school and he hurt her, so that was it for hockey players in her love life.”

      “Who did she tell you the baby’s father was?” I demand after a minute.

      “She wouldn’t tell us much of anything. She told us she was with someone else the day after she and Troy broke up, but she never told us who the someone else was. Now I know why.”

      “I’m sorry, Donovan. I swear, we were careful.”

      “Then it’s probably not yours.” He puts his hands on his hips and stares up at the ceiling. “Which is kind of a bummer because that means it’s Troy’s kid, and none of us want him to be in the baby’s life. We’ve all been hoping it would turn out to be the other guy’s kid, no matter who he was.”

      There’s an awkward silence.

      “I need to talk to her,” I say quietly. “She and I absolutely need to have a conversation.”

      “Yeah, for sure. But give it a couple of days, okay? Let me talk to her first and⁠—”

      “No. This is between her and me. If this was my mistake, it’s also my responsibility.”

      Donovan looks like he wants to protest but finally nods. “All right, but still, give it a few days. She’s in labor now, so it’ll probably be two or three days before she’s home and up to a serious conversation like that.”

      “Will you just send me her contact info?”

      “Yeah.” Donovan pulls out his phone. “I’m serious, though—don’t do anything to upset her until she’s had a few days to recover from the delivery. I get that you want to know if it’s yours, but she’s had a rough year, and a few more days won’t matter.”

      “I’m not going to upset her,” I say defensively. “But we have to talk.”

      Donovan sends me a text. “That’s her cell number.”

      “And address.”

      Donovan frowns. “Why do you need her address?”

      “So I can send her flowers, dumbass. She just had a baby, whether it’s mine or not.”

      “Oh. Right.” Donovan sends me another text, and I stare at it for a second before stuffing the phone in my pocket.

      “Can we keep this between us for now?” I ask. “There’s no need for anyone to know we slept together unless it turns out to be my kid.”

      “Agreed.” Donovan stares at me like he has something else on his mind but is reluctant to say it.

      “What?” I ask. “Whatever it is, just say it.”

      “Were you into her or was it just sex?”

      “I’ve been into her since the first time I saw her,” I admit. “But she always had a boyfriend, she’s my buddy’s sister, and then when I finally had a shot, she blew me off, said she wasn’t interested in anything beyond a one-night stand.”

      “Good to know.” Donovan turns and walks back into the bar.

      I stare after him in confusion. Why the fuck is it good to know that I’ve been into Peyton and she blew me off? Shouldn’t Donovan be pissed at me? It feels a little like the twilight zone all of a sudden, and I don’t have a clue what to do next. I might be a dad.

      Peyton and I might have made a baby.

      And she didn’t tell me.

      Warned me.

      No contact at all.

      It might not be yours, a little voice whispers inside me.

      “Sonofabitch,” I mutter, running a hand through my unruly hair.

      “You okay?” Logan asks, coming up to me. “You look kind of freaked out.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “You, uh, want to talk about it?”

      “Not yet. But thanks.” I turn and head for the elevator.

      I’m not sure if I’m going to laugh, cry, or throw up, but whatever happens in the next few minutes, I need to be alone.
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      Peyton

      

      “Come on, Peyton, just one more push and your baby will be here.”

      I look up at the doctor and growl. “You’ve said that at least a dozen times already—at least tell me the fucking truth!”

      “Are you sure you don’t want your mother in here with you?” one of the nurses asks.

      “No, I don’t want my fucking mother in here—ahhh!” I grip the sheets and pant through the next contraction, pain ripping through me.

      I’m never having sex again. No way, no how. This sucks more than anything I ever imagined, and I’m never doing anything that might get me in this situation ever again.

      Nope.

      No orgasm is worth this much pain.

      “Motherfucker!” I hiss out the expletive, along with a few others, before I realize the doctor is talking to someone else. “What’s happening?” I demand. “Something is wrong, isn’t it?”

      “The cord is wrapped around your baby’s neck,” the doctor says gently. “Don’t push for a minute so we can cut it. Relax, Peyton, okay? I promise, the next push will be the last.”

      “Oh fuck.” My breath leaves me in a rush. “Is the baby okay?”

      “Everything is going to be fine. Just try to relax.”

      Relax? My baby might be in danger, and he wants me to relax?!

      I close my eyes, trying to calm down.

      This whole thing has been a nightmare.

      I try to breathe through the pain, the fear, all of it.

      At this point, I would give almost anything for someone to be here with me, but I didn’t want to put my mother through the agony of seeing me in so much pain, and since I don’t know who the baby’s father is, I’ve been reluctant to approach either of the potentials.

      Please don’t let it be Troy’s, I think for what has to be the millionth time since I found out I was pregnant.

      Sharing custody with sweet, sexy Ryder Kingston wouldn’t be easy, but it has to be better than sharing anything with Troy.

      The plan is to have a DNA test done as soon as the baby is born, but that will require getting a DNA sample from one of them.

      And I have zero desire to ever talk to Troy again.

      On the other hand, admitting to Ryder that I’ve hidden my pregnancy from him will probably be just as hard as labor.

      “Push, Peyton,” Dr. Garzo urges me. “Let’s do this.”

      I want to say something snarky, but the next contraction is the most painful yet, and I just want to get this over with. I close my eyes and push for what I hope will be the last time. There’s an explosion of pain and then nothing but relief. It’s as if all the pain and misery of the last eight months have left me and I feel blissfully relaxed.

      “You have a little girl,” Dr. Garzo says softly. “Would you like to hold her?”

      I force my eyes open and look down into my daughter’s tiny face. She’s absolutely perfect, and for a moment, I forget all about how hard it’s been to get to this point on my own. But I’ve done it, and now I have a beautiful baby girl in my arms.

      “Hello, Stella,” I whisper.

      I had two names picked out since I didn’t want to know the sex of the baby ahead of time, and this little angel in my arms looks just like a Stella. I hope so anyway.

      It feels like hours before Stella and I are cleaned up, moved to a private room, and I can finally relax. Stella was born after midnight, so I must have dozed off because the next time I open my eyes, my parents are in chairs by the window, Stella in my mother’s arms.

      “Good morning.” My mother smiles up at me. “She’s so perfect, Peyton.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “You want to hold her?” My mother starts to get up, but I shake my head.

      “I need to go to the bathroom. I’ll be back.”

      My father holds out a hand to help me out of bed, but I feel surprisingly rested and refreshed. It’s probably because I’m thirty pounds lighter, or at least close to that, and I quickly do my business, wash my face, and brush my teeth. My hair is a rat’s nest, but I didn’t think to bring my brush into the bathroom so I pad back out to the room and root around in my bag for it.

      “How do you feel?” my father asks.

      “Better than I thought I would,” I admit. I tug the brush through my tangled hair and finally put it back in a ponytail. “And I’m starving.”

      “Breakfast should be around soon.”

      I get back on the bed and my mother comes to put the baby in my arms. “She’s beautiful, just like you.”

      “Thank you.” I smile down at my daughter, wondering what kind of life she’s going to have. It will be good—I’ll make sure of that, but the question of her paternity is an issue that has to be resolved sooner rather than later.

      “When are you having the test done?” my mother asks softly, as if reading my mind.

      “ASAP. I don’t want to wait.”

      “Why won’t you tell us who the other person is?”

      “Because I didn’t want it to be a thing while I was pregnant.”

      “So it’s someone we know.”

      I sigh. “Yes. Not someone you know well, but someone we all know.”

      “One of Donovan’s friends.” My father is no dummy and he fixes a pointed stare in my direction.

      “Yes.”

      “Oooh, which one?” Mom seems overly delighted with this news and I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      “It won’t matter if Troy is the father.”

      “Troy is so dark,” Mom murmurs. “Black hair, dark eyes, and Stella is going to have blue eyes. Just like you and Donovan.”

      Ryder’s eyes are light, I think to myself.

      “Babies’ eyes change,” I say aloud.

      “I’ve had two and both of my babies’ eyes were blue from the beginning and stayed that way. You can tell when it’s the blue eyes that are going to change. You’ll see. Bet you five bucks.”

      I laugh. “You’re on.”

      “What will you do if Troy is the father?” Dad asks, sitting on the edge of the bed and lightly fingering the baby’s cheek. “We’ve talked about it for months but you never gave us a real answer.”

      I look up guiltily. “I know I’m a horrible person for this, but I don’t want to tell him. I’m not putting his name on the birth certificate either. He hit me—which tells me the potential is there for him to hit her. How do I do that to either of us?”

      Dad sighs. “It was only the one time. He’d been drinking. Maybe⁠—”

      “It was more than once, but even so, you’re saying once is okay?” I demand.

      “You know I’m not, but if she’s his…even an asshole has a right to know his daughter.”

      “You know him,” I whisper, suddenly sad. “He might fight for custody since he’s in Chicago and I’m here in Ann Arbor. What then?”

      “We’ll fight back.”

      “And waste thousands of dollars we don’t have when I could just not tell him.”

      My father and I glare at each other.

      “All right, we have a few days to think about this,” Mom interjects softly. “She just had the baby, hon.”

      “She’s had almost nine months to think about this and she’s still waffling.”

      “I don’t have to make a decision until I know who the father is,” I say, breathing deeply. “Please, can we just not argue today? I want to enjoy her.”

      “All right.”

      I nap on and off during the day when Stella does and toss and turn all night. My body is tired but my mind is on high alert, thoughts spinning as I ponder what it would be like to share Stella with fucking Troy.

      He’s such a prick.

      He lied, cheated, and then had the audacity to hit me when I refused to sleep with him after I found out about his infidelity. Not only that, he threw me out of the apartment I paid for. In a panic, I called my brother and he sent his buddies, who happened to be in Chicago, to help me.

      I hadn’t planned on sleeping with Ryder, but between those gorgeous eyes and broad shoulders and soft-spoken voice, I’d been lonely and vulnerable.

      And I’d wanted desperately to erase the memory of the last time I had sex with Troy since everything about the breakup is so humiliating. I’ve never told anyone the full scope of his abuse, so they don’t understand the extent of my distaste for Troy or the idea of him being in Stella’s life.

      I contemplated abortion over and over the first weeks, but with the equal chance the baby was Ryder’s, I wasn’t able to do it.

      Now, I’ll be on pins and needles until the results come in.

      Dr. Garzo is amazing and told me he’s already taken care of getting the sample, so all I have to do is get one from the father for comparison.

      I close my eyes and groan.

      What a clusterfuck this is.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stella and I are released the following day and I’m glad to be home. At first, the idea of moving back in with my parents had been daunting, but now I’m glad I did it. I have a job and make okay money with excellent insurance, but living at home allows me to save for a place of my own and probably daycare once I’m off maternity leave. I make a decent salary, but it’s nothing to write home about and I never want to be in a situation where I can’t give my baby everything she needs, with or without the father’s financial contribution.

      Especially since my parents are moving out of the country soon.

      “Look at all the flowers!” my mother exclaims.

      “Wow.” I’m startled at the four bouquets on the counter.

      “Two came yesterday, two today,” Mom says. “I didn’t open the cards.”

      “Let me see.” I open the first one, a huge, gorgeous group of wildflowers that are all purples and pinks, and read the card aloud. “Peyton—I’m sure Stella will be as beautiful as her mother. You’ve got this, and we’ve got your back, always. Donovan and Tara.”

      “You do have the best big brother,” Mom says, laughing.

      “I do,” I agree, putting the card back in the envelope and reaching for the card in a bouquet of all pink roses that appears to be from my boss. “Peyton, congratulations on the new baby. We can’t wait to meet her. Les, Vivian, Rhonda, and Tony.”

      “You’re lucky to work with such nice people,” Mom says. “The fact that they chipped in to buy the crib was amazing.”

      “Everyone has been so supportive,” I reply, opening the next card. I glance down at the signature and freeze.

      Oh shit.

      How did he find out?

      I squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Peyton?” Mom looks worried, and I hurriedly close the card, stuffing it in my pocket.

      “My friend Lacy,” I say, forcing a smile. “Just silly girl stuff.”

      But my hand is shaking as I reach for the final card, which hopefully isn’t from Lacy because that would be awkward.

      I pretend to need to use the bathroom and leave the last card behind, hurrying into the nearest one, closing the door behind me, and trying to breathe.

      What the hell am I going to do now? I’ve had eight months to come up with what to say to him when and if the time came, but I still have nothing. Now, the words of Ryder’s note are burned into my brain and guilt whips through me.

      

      Peyton—Congratulations on the new baby. I think we need to talk. At your convenience. I just want to help.—Ryder
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      Ryder

      

      The last few days have been brutal. I think of little but Peyton and the baby, and I don’t feel like I can confide in anyone.

      Not until I talk to her.

      Logan knows something’s up, but I keep putting him off, telling him I’m not ready to talk about it.

      And the truth is—I’m not.

      The only person I can talk to right now is Peyton, and I don’t know how many days are enough to wait. Donovan texted me a picture of Stella, and she’s truly the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen. Not that I’ve seen that many, but this one is truly beautiful. She seems tiny, but Donovan says nine pounds is a good weight for a newborn, so that’s all that matters.

      I stare at my phone for a long time and then touch the screen to see the time. It’s a little after eight, and I figure if I’m going to call, now’s the time to do it. Any later and she might be in bed, and I don’t want to wake the baby.

      Christ, this is hard.

      I’ve never had trouble calling a woman before, but Peyton is different. This whole situation is different, and my hands get a little clammy every time I think about talking to her.

      But I have to.

      I have to know if the baby is mine.

      Gripping the phone, I slowly press the button that will call her and hold my breath. I don’t know what I’ll do if she doesn’t answer. Is it appropriate to leave a message? Or should I just hang up so⁠—

      “Hello?” Her voice is soft, but I’d know it anywhere.

      “Peyton? Hey, it’s, uh, Ryder. Kingston.”

      Jesus, am I a dumbass or what?

      “Hi.” She sounds sad and unsure of herself, as if she’s as nervous as I am.

      “I, um…how are you?”

      “Tired, but good. How are you?”

      “I’m…confused, Peyton.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Do you, uh, feel up to talking?”

      “Not particularly, but we should.”

      “I’m sorry.” What the hell am I apologizing for?

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” she says, as if reading my mind. “So, the story is pretty simple. I had sex with Troy not long before you and I did it, and there’s no way to know who the father is until…” Her voice trails off.

      “Until we do a DNA test.”

      “Yes. The pediatrician is going to handle it, but I need a sample from one of you, and honestly, I’d rather it be you.”

      “That’s no problem. In fact, the team will be in Detroit in three weeks. I was thinking I’d see you then, and we could do all that. And, you know, maybe I could meet her, if you’re willing.”

      “We’re only forty-five minutes from Detroit, so it’ll be easy to get together. And of course, you can meet her. I named her Stella.”

      “That’s a pretty name.”

      “Thank you.”

      There’s a momentary awkward silence before I say, “I wish you’d called me, Peyton. I could have been there for you, you know? The pregnancy and all that.”

      “I don’t know that she’s yours,” she whispers, her voice cracking a little. “I’m so fucking embarrassed.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed. Whether it was me or him, it takes two to tango, so we’re equally responsible.”

      “You’re sweet to say that, but I shouldn’t have done what I did.”

      “What, had sex with two men?”

      “So close together, so…irresponsibly. I just wanted to erase the memory of—” She breaks off abruptly. “Anyway, thank you for calling. I’m sorry I didn’t reach out sooner. And thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful. It really made my day to get so many.”

      “Who else did you get them from?” I ask curiously.

      “My brother and Tara, my boss and a few of my co-workers, and my old college roommate.”

      “That’s nice. My dad always said you should send a new mom flowers.”

      “That’s incredibly thoughtful.”

      There’s another awkward silence before I clear my throat. “Can I, um, can I see her? Like, now?”

      “Oh.” Peyton sounds startled. “Sure. I’m holding her, so if you want to FaceTime me, you can watch her sleeping.”

      “Cool. I’ll call you back.” I disconnect and blow out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

      That went better than I expected.

      Thank fuck.

      I quickly pull up the FaceTime app and call her back, anxious to see Peyton again, wondering how much she’s changed since the last time I saw her.

      “Hey. Looks like she’s awake.” Peyton looks exactly the same, even without makeup and with slight circles under her eyes. Her light brown hair is pulled over one shoulder, and her faint smile is sweet as she stares down at the baby.

      “Oh, wow, she’s beautiful,” I breathe. I’m not sure if I’m talking about mother or daughter, but it seems fitting for both of them.

      “Thank you.” She moves the phone so I can get a close-up of Stella’s face and her eyes start to get heavy. “She’s falling asleep again,” Peyton says softly.

      “Is her hair blond?” I ask, staring at the angelic little face. She’s truly gorgeous, and I’m momentarily speechless.

      “It’s that newborn fuzz, but yes, it’s blond. The doctor says it’ll probably fall out and come back darker. You, me, and Troy are all dark-haired, so I don’t think she’ll be a blonde.”

      “How does she sleep?”

      “Terribly,” she says, chuckling. “She’s up every two hours all night.”

      “Are you, uh, breastfeeding?”

      “I’m trying, but my milk isn’t coming in, so I’m having to supplement with formula.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “Not necessarily, but I wanted to try breastfeeding. It’s supposed to be better for them, though it’s a pretty controversial subject.”

      “You should do whatever’s most comfortable for you,” I say gently.

      “That’s my plan.”

      “Well, I won’t keep you too long.” I pause. “Will you text me and tell me how she’s doing? Maybe a few pictures?”

      “Okay, sure.”

      “Things don’t have to be weird, Peyton, okay? If she’s mine, we’ll figure out a way for me to be in her life. I’m not going to try and take her from you or anything.”

      “Th-thank you. That’s my biggest fear with Troy. I’m sure he’ll be pissed because he hates kids, but he’ll take her just to spite me.”

      “He’s a dick.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Don’t think about any of that, okay? Try to rest when she does, and I’ll see you in three weeks.”

      “Okay. And I’ll text you some pictures.”

      “I’d love that. Good night, Peyton.”

      “Good night, Ryder.”

      I disconnect and lean back.

      Thankfully, that went better than expected.
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        * * *

      

      The team gets back to Anchorage on a blustery, rainy evening, and it feels good to be home. I haven’t slept well since I found out about Stella, and though I’ve avoided talking about it on the road, I’m going to have to tell Logan and Cassie about it sooner rather than later.

      Technically, I don’t have to, but we live together, and frankly, I’m dying to tell someone.

      Cassie has made a beef stew that’s still warming in the Crock-Pot, and she hands me a bowl after I’ve gone to my room to change into sweats. Coco is following me around, like she always does when I’ve been gone, but having Cassie here has really helped.

      “You guys look exhausted,” Cassie says. “So eat a little something and then get some rest. Do you have practice in the morning?”

      Logan shakes his head. “No, thankfully. Coach knows this trip ran us ragged, and we leave again on Monday, so we need the downtime.”

      “Coco, sit!” I tell the dog firmly.

      She drops down on her haunches but gives me a sad look.

      “I know, girl,” I say, petting her. “But I need to relax, and I’m a thousand percent sure Cassie already fed you.”

      “But, Daddy, I loves food!” Cassie says in a singsong voice, pretending to be Coco.

      I look at the bowl she hands me and inhale deeply. “This smells awesome, Cass. Thanks for always doing shit like this. It means a lot.”

      “You guys work hard,” she replies.

      “So do you,” Logan adds.

      “Yeah, but it’s different for me. I’m here, in one place, going to school and coaching in the afternoons. You guys are constantly on the road, and no matter how much you love hockey, it’s hard on your bodies, your minds, your relationships. Everything.”

      “Yeah. You have no idea sometimes.” I take a bite of food and look up to find them both watching me.

      “You ready to talk about whatever’s on your mind?” Logan asks quietly.

      “Something happened,” I say after a slight hesitation. “Last winter. About nine months ago.”

      Logan looks confused, but Cassie’s gaze immediately sharpens.

      “You mean—” she begins.

      “Yup.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Wait, what are we talking about?” Logan asks in confusion.

      “Nine months.” She elbows him.

      “What—oh, shit.” Now his eyes are wide too. “You knocked someone up?”

      “Not just someone. Someone’s sister.” I give him a pointed look.

      “Wait, nine months means roughly late January.” Logan is no dummy. “Are you talking about… Peyton?”

      I nod since there’s no point in hiding it.

      “Holy crap.”

      “Does Donovan know?” Cassie asks.

      “Of course, but it’s not black-and-white.” I tell them as much as I know.

      “So you don’t even know if it’s yours?” Logan asks.

      “No.” I pull out my phone. “This is her.” I show them some of the many photos I now have of Stella, and they both smile.

      “She’s beautiful,” Cassie whispers.

      “Do you want her to be yours?” Logan asks after a moment.

      “I kind of do,” I admit. “That’s fucked up, right?”

      “No.” Logan shakes his head. “This is an emotional mindfuck. I’m not saying it’s intentional; I’m sure this isn’t fun for Peyton either, going through the pregnancy alone and one of the possibilities being her abusive ex, but⁠—”

      “Was he abusive?” I interrupt, frowning. “I mean, he was a dick and kicked her out of the apartment she technically paid for, but was he abusive?”

      Logan hesitates. “We don’t know for sure, but Donovan was scared when he called Miikka that night, afraid Troy would hurt her if she tried to get her stuff. That tells me there’s more to the story than just him being a jerk.”

      “That’s why she and Donovan have both said they hope she’s mine,” I say, understanding suddenly dawning.

      “I don’t know anything for sure, but yeah, that’s the vibe I got.”

      “So when are you going to find out if she’s yours?” Cassie asks.

      “We play in Detroit week after next, so I’m going to go to the lab there to give a sample of my saliva or whatever. We’ll know within a few days after that.”

      “Are you going to meet her?” Logan asks slowly.

      “Well, yeah. Duh.”

      Cassie grimaces.

      “What?” I ask, frowning.

      “You’re setting yourself up for hurt if it turns out she’s not yours,” Logan points out.

      “I’ve only known about her for a week. I think I’m pretty safe from getting attached in that short time.”

      “I think you should be careful,” Cassie says. “Peyton is probably confused and struggling too, so she’s not thinking about your feelings, just what she’s going through.”

      “I’m not the one who just carried a baby for nine months and went through labor essentially on my own. I can handle whatever happens. I just want to be there for her.”

      Logan cocks his head. “You have a thing for her, don’t you.”

      It’s more a statement than a question.

      “Always have,” I say. “She’s never given me a second thought until now, though.”

      “Dude.” Logan grimaces. “I’ve got your back, but you need to be careful. Babies, the woman you’ve had the hots for, another guy in the wings who could potentially make trouble…this is going to fuck with your head. No matter what you think.”

      “But there’s nothing I can do about that,” I protest. “The baby is already here. I’ve had a thing for Peyton since the first time I laid eyes on her. And now I finally have a shot. There’s nowhere to go but forward.”

      “And if you crash and burn?”

      I grin wryly. “Well… it wouldn’t be the first time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      Peyton

      

      Newborns are exhausting.

      I knew that intellectually, but reality is much harder. I’m on maternity leave, so I don’t have to worry about work, but I only have six weeks. At this point, I can’t imagine how I’m going to juggle a baby who’s up all night, raging hormones, finding a new place to live, and the fact that my mother isn’t around to help anymore.

      My parents are moving to Europe in two months for a job my father has been working toward for years. Running the German branch of his company has been a dream for both of them, especially since my mother has family in Germany. Now that Donovan and I are out of the house and on our own, they’re ready to take the leap.

      Except my life blew up ten months ago, and now I’m not just living at home again, but I’m a new mom without a partner.

      “It’s going to be you and me,” I whisper to Stella as I walk around the living room with her.

      It’s almost midnight, and she’s wide awake, staring up at me with those big blue eyes. I have blue eyes, Troy has brown, and Ryder has light eyes that are more gray than blue, so I didn’t expect my baby to have the less dominant blue eyes. They’re clear blue, though, so my gut tells me they’re not going to change, even though anything is possible. The light fuzzy hair on her head is blond too, which is kind of funny since she doesn’t look like any of her parents.
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