
  
    [image: Game Changer]
  


  
    
      Game Changer

      Las Vegas Vipers Book One

    

    
      
        Stacey Lynn

      

    

  


  
    
      Game Changer

      Las Vegas Vipers Series

      Book One

      Stacey Lynn

      

      Copyright © 2021 Stacey Lynn

      

      Content Editing: My Brother’s Editor

      Proofreading: Virginia Tesi Carey

      Cover Design: Shanoff Designs

      

      Game Changer is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, trademarks, and incidents are used fictitiously or are the product of the author’s imagination.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reprinted, reproduced, or transmitted in any form without written permission of the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review passages only.

      

      This purchased material is for personal use only and NOT to be shared. Thank you so much for respecting the author’s wishes.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Lizzie

      

      
        2. Garrett

      

      
        3. Lizzie

      

      
        4. Garrett

      

      
        5. Lizzie

      

      
        6. Garrett

      

      
        7. Lizzie

      

      
        8. Garrett

      

      
        9. Lizzie

      

      
        10. Garrett

      

      
        11. Lizzie

      

      
        12. Garrett

      

      
        13. Lizzie

      

      
        14. Lizzie

      

      
        15. Garrett

      

      
        16. Lizzie

      

      
        17. Garrett

      

      
        18. Lizzie

      

      
        19. Garrett

      

      
        20. Lizzie

      

      
        21. Lizzie

      

      
        22. Lizzie

      

      
        23. Garrett

      

      
        24. Lizzie

      

      
        25. Lizzie

      

      
        26. Lizzie

      

      
        27. Garrett

      

      
        28. Garrett

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Books by Stacey Lynn

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Lizzie

          

        

      

    

    
      “You need to call him.”

      I closed Instagram, my new obsession when it came to Garrett Dubiak, goalie for the Las Vegas Vipers, also one of my best friends, and dropped my head back. My mom stood behind the couch in her living room, giving me a soft smile full of pity and sadness and worry.

      “I know I do.” I reopened the app and showed my mom the picture. “I’m just scared. He looks happy.”

      My chest burned, and it had nothing to do with my recent bout of heartburn that came and went with no rhyme or reason and on a sporadic timeline. My mom’s hand curled around my shoulder. I lifted my other hand off my stomach and placed it over hers. She was warm, kind and tender, and she loved me more than anything.

      “Maybe he is. But he still has a right to know. You know that.”

      Three months ago, Garrett and I met up in North Carolina for our friend’s baby christening a few days before Christmas. We hadn’t spoken for a year, due to a massive miscommunication on both our parts. We spent one night together. One night where I was sure we were finally on the same page and then Garrett dropped the news in my lap that he’d been traded from Chicago to Las Vegas where he was now the starting goalie for the leading team in professional hockey.

      The next morning, uncertain of where we’d go from there, I’d left before the emotional goodbye we’d have, the arguments, and I asked for some time to figure things out.

      Twenty-four hours later, I came down with a nasty sinus infection that required antibiotics, which must have affected my pills because I was now pregnant—

      With Garrett’s baby. My best friend. My lover. The only man I’d ever loved.

      He’d called. At first, I was too sick to talk. Then I was too fearful he’d want answers to questions I didn’t have.

      Start a long-distance relationship? Give away everything I’d ever known for a chance with him in Las Vegas?

      I was born and bred in Chicago. Outside of my three years in graduate school at Oxford University in England, I’d never lived anywhere else and never wanted to. My family was here. I loved my life here, the career I’d built, the success I had and all my friends and family and knowing Chicago better than I knew the back of my own hand. Could I walk away from all of that for him?

      As soon as I found out I was pregnant, I had my answer.

      Yes. Yes, I absolutely could.

      And then I saw him on Instagram.

      Nadia Belchinova.

      Russian. Long legged, big boobed, and with striking features, I’d been about ready to book my ticket to Vegas and tell him everything, tell him I wanted this baby and I wanted it with him when the first picture of the two of them popped up on his Instagram feed. The first non-professional marketing photo he’d posted in over three years.

      That was six weeks ago. Since then, I’d become obsessed with not only following his hockey career, but the pictures online of both of them, individually and together. She was the sister to a teammate, his back-up goalie. The comments of pictures they posted were filled with congratulations from teammates, old and current, along with fire flame emojis and others that made me want to throw my phone across the room.

      I’d left him, hadn’t been brave enough to talk to him. Had I waited too long? Had I lost him? The unknown kept me from reaching out to him, even though my mom was right.

      Garrett had a right to know.

      “What if he loves her?” I asked, brushing my thumb over his face, thick beard he always grew once it came close to playoff season, and stared into his rich blue eyes. He was the best man I’d ever met, and I knew he not only wanted to have children, but how badly he wanted to be a dad.

      “He might,” my mom said, squeezing my shoulder. “But he loved you at one time, too. You know the right thing to do with this. And I caution you, the longer you continue to put it off, the harder it’s going to be. On both of you.”

      “I know.” I forced myself to close down Instagram and pulled up my text string with my best friend Katie.

      She’d been my roommate in college and now married to Jude Taylor. I’d met Garrett back in college the same night Katie met Jude. Now, Jude played down in North Carolina for the Carolina Ice Kings hockey team. Katie and Jude were now married, the reason Garrett and I went to North Carolina in December, and it was Katie’s text that made my chest squeeze.

      They’re at the Lantham Hotel. Please, go fix whatever you broke. And then someday, tell me why it’s taken you so long?

      Outside my parents, I hadn’t told anyone I was pregnant except my boss. Shawna knew but that was because she saw the ginger ale I started drinking and suspected. I couldn’t tell Katie. I couldn’t ask her to keep it from her husband, who was Garrett’s best friend. I couldn’t ask her to lie to her husband or to Garrett.

      Because this time, our brokenness didn’t come from a miscommunication. It was totally one hundred percent my fault, and I had no idea how to fix anything. I knew what Garrett wanted that night, but we were drunk, and while it was a lousy excuse, I’d replayed that night in my mind a hundred times. Would I still have slept with him, knowing it’d probably be the last time?

      It was too late for shoulda-woulda-coulda’s. The baby in my stomach who started making his or her appearance known with morning sickness that lasted for half the day made that obvious.

      Now, I needed to pick myself up by the bootstraps and do the most terrifying thing in the world.

      Tell Garrett Dubiak I loved him. That I was having his baby. And I wanted to be a family.
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      The Las Vegas Vipers were in Chicago for a three-game series. They’d already won the first, and I watched them win the second two doors down from the Lantham Hotel at a bar, sipping ginger ale and slowly eating a steak dinner with asparagus and a baked potato. I was slowly coming out of the phase where everything made me want to puke. What I could manage to eat stayed down, but my diet had massively changed. I should thank the baby bean for making me healthy. Gone were my days of fried foods, onion rings, french fries, and chicken—in any form—in mass quantities. Now, I craved red meat and vegetables. For the first time in my life, I not only willingly ate broccoli, but thought it tasted like the best food in God’s creation.

      I’d been to enough of Garrett’s games over the years to know the drill. They’d head back to the locker room, shower and change, and have a quick post-game wrap-up depending on how they played.

      Then they’d hop on the bus. The hotel was five miles from the arena where they played which meant it could be either a ten-minute drive or forty-two. Chicago traffic was finicky like that.

      Fortunately, based on my traffic app, traffic was moving relatively quick, so after I waited long enough, I paid my bill and slid off my stool.

      It was nearing late March, which meant Chicagoans were equally prepared for the quick burst of spring during the days along with the lingering, blustery chill of winter. It’d snowed last weekend and for the last few days, the weather had been warm enough to melt the snow, but now there was slush, grayed from the roads and the curbs and mixed with the salt and sand mixture the plows used. I trudged over the wet and freezing sidewalks carefully to not slip in my black boots.

      When I imagined seeing Garrett again, I’d hoped I could wow him with a slinky black dress. Hell, maybe the heels he’d so carefully stripped off my legs the last time we saw each other. Instead, I was dressed in Ugg boots, a knee-length North Face fluffy coat. My scarf was wrapped around my throat and all of it still barely stopped the chill from the lake effect wind.

      Nerves assailed me as I stepped into the lobby of the hotel. It was gorgeous, modern, and one of the nicest hotels in Chicago. I’d been there before for work conferences, the occasional after work drink or dinner meeting when other managing financial advisers came from out of town.

      Tonight, I barely took in the elegance of the lobby as I tore off my mittens and stuffed them into my coat pockets. I scooted around tourists and men and women dressed like they were preparing for a late night, black-tie event until I reached the hotel’s lobby restaurant.

      Lit only by chandeliers and tabletop candles, the room cast a soothing and sensual glow over its modern, straight-lined furniture. I moved to one of the booths there, stripping out of my coat and tucking it next to me on the bench. Once settled, I pulled out my phone.

      I’d debated whether to have the front desk call up to his room, but there was always the chance they’d refuse, or wouldn’t admit the team was staying there. The benefit would be if he chose not to come talk to me, I wouldn’t have to hear the rejection.

      Pull on your big girl panties and just do it.

      Before I could talk myself out of it and catch the El back to my condo a few miles away, I pulled up his contact. With a trembling finger, I tapped his name and brought the phone to my ear.

      The steak I ate earlier threatened to revolt as I waited for the phone to connect, or for him to ignore it.

      It rang three times and I whispered a “thank you” to the server who delivered a glass of water and menu in front of me.

      And then Garrett’s voice, rich and low as always, rumbled through the phone. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.”

      As far as hellos went, it wasn’t great. “It’s been a while. Good game tonight.”

      “You watched?”

      I tapped my fingers on the table. This was awkward and Garrett and I were never awkward. “You’re playing great. Vegas is lucky to have you.”

      “Yeah.” He cleared his throat and pain slashed my chest in a breath. “That’s what your note said. Listen, Lizzie… I’m not sure why you’re calling, but I don’t know if it’s smart.”

      “I’m downstairs.” I powered through tears and the rattling in my chest. I’d expected distance. I hadn’t expected the space between us through a phone call to feel like we were on opposite sides of Lake Michigan. “I’d like to see you. To talk.”

      Seconds passed. Long enough I imagined him scraping his fingers with his beard. Run a hand through his hair. He might be pacing. It was long enough I could take a long drink of my ice-cold water.

      “You’re a pain in my ass, you know that?” He said it with a chuckle. My nerves released like a valve, making it easier to breathe.

      He’d said the same words to me last time I saw him. He’d gotten a seat next to me in first class for our flight to North Carolina. I not only hated flying but usually ending up throwing up while I did it, so even though we hadn’t spoken in over a year, I was focused on trying not to lose my mimosas all over his lap. Even then, pissed at me, he’d helped me.

      “I know. Please?”

      “Give me ten. We just checked in.”

      “Thank you.” My voice wobbled and I hung up before he could tell.

      Now, I had to wait.

      Ten more minutes until I threw Garrett’s life into a tailspin.
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      I didn’t need ten minutes. I’d already spent the last twenty pacing our small hotel room that my teammate, André, was threatening to kick me out of the room. Pacing because I’d had my phone in my hand, debating whether or not I was going to call Lizzie.

      Three months ago, after one crazy weekend and one incredible, unforgettable night, she asked me for space in a note, sneaking out before I woke up and catching a different flight back to Chicago. Since what I’d asked for was a lot, and I knew she needed time, I waited a few days to reach out. By then it was the day after Christmas and I was moved into my new home in Las Vegas.

      She never called back. Never answered a text I sent.

      A guy could only take so much rejection before he moved on. I hadn’t expected the brutal silence from Lizzie, not with how we’d left things, not with the night we spent together, but I’d told myself maybe she’d made the right choice. If she wasn’t going to give us a shot at being together the way I knew we both wanted, perhaps a clean break was better than small slices over a handful of years.

      A pillow flew through the air and smacked me in the face. “Get the hell out of here and go see her.”

      I grabbed it before it could fall and tossed it back toward André, our backup goalie and all-around decent guy. He was on the bed, back against the headboard, feet crossed at the ankles, scrolling through TikTok on his phone. Probably trying to find the most inappropriate TikTok to send to the team at three in the morning because he was an asshole like that.

      “I don’t know what to say to her.”

      He gave me two arched brows in response, followed by an eye roll. “You could start with letting her know there’s nothing going on with you and my sister in case she’s seen the pictures. Then you could throw yourself on your knees and beg her for one more chance. Or better yet, be a caveman and throw her over your shoulder and haul her ass back up here.” He pointed a finger at me. “Warning, if that’s your decision, I can’t guarantee I’m leaving.”

      “Fuck off,” I muttered. Suddenly, I was a thirteen-year-old with zits and their first crush at an eighth-grade dance terrified to go get the girl I wanted. Not that I was speaking from personal experience on that one.

      Lizzie had the power to shred my heart into useless pieces and she hadn’t exactly sounded happy when she called.

      “Fine. But if I crawl into your bed and cry on your shoulder and need lots of cuddles, you can’t say you weren’t warned.”

      “Call Nadia for the cuddles.”

      “Asshole.”

      André was the only one on the team who knew there was nothing going on between us. Nadia needed help getting a jealous, clueless ex-boyfriend out of her life. I needed someone to accompany me to my first fundraising event in Vegas. I didn’t want to go alone or be the third wheel with all my new teammates and their wives or girlfriends. André told me to take her. She and I got to talking. I told her straight-up we’d only ever be friends, mostly because I was in love with Lizzie, but I’d told her I’d help her out if she needed it. Nadia agreed, hoping it’d reinforce what she was trying to get across to Toby—they were over.

      So far, it hadn’t worked.

      “I’ll be back.” I grabbed our room key and slid both it and my phone into my pocket. “Don’t forget I warned you about the cuddles.”

      The door slammed shut behind me. On the way downstairs, I was a mess. Lizzie could be here for a multitude of reasons. Only one would be what I wanted, for her to come to me, say she’d had the space she needed and wanted to try something.

      But even then… it’d been three months and not a single call or text. I was already torn between wanting to give her everything she wanted and anger she’d screwed up our friendship. We’d never been so complicated, but that didn’t mean her silence didn’t gut me.

      In the elevator, I checked my outfit. I’d thrown on jeans and a flannel shirt in case I’d gathered the balls to call her first and she was willing to see me. Now, I looked like a lumberjack, and I undid the buttons at the wrists. Rolled them to my elbows. Unrolled them. Rerolled them.

      Lizzie sent me into a tailspin every time we were together.

      Settling on the rolled up to just beneath my elbows look, I swiped my palms down my beard. It was currently a dark, puffy mess and itched like hell. I grew it out every year during the end of the season but shaving it as soon as playoffs were over was the best sensation. I scratched at my neck as the doors opened and stepped into the lobby. I’d had enough nerves returning to Chicago to face my old team that I’d spent all week trying to concentrate on playing well against them and not on the woman who drove me crazy.

      But now all I had were thoughts of Lizzie. Memories. Desires. By the time I reached the hotel’s restaurant and bar, I was an equal mixture of so damn happy to see her I could kiss her and so damn pissed at her I wanted to throttle her.

      Which, in all honesty, were typical reactions I had when it came to her.

      I finally spied her, her blonde hair poking out over one of the booths. I’d know her anywhere, even in the smallest glimpse. It helped the bar was mostly filled with couples dressed to the nines in sparkling cocktail dresses and bespoke suits.

      I took a moment to settle myself.

      What in the hell did I want from this meeting? Were we any closer to being on the same page? Or were we still reading two different books?
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      She was as gorgeous as ever. Her blonde hair was wavy, hung down past her breasts and her eyes, such a pale but still vivid amber that made me thirsty—and not because they were the color of my favorite whiskey—blinked up at me as I reached the table.

      Like every time I first saw her, she stole my breath and shot a jolt of heat straight to my dick. I rocked back on my heels, hands shoved into my jeans pockets to stop from reaching for her.

      “Hey.”

      She blinked, and for a moment I saw a glimpse of fear. My stomach churned before she wiped it away. “Hey. It’s good to see you?”

      Was it? Because she didn’t sound so certain herself.

      I didn’t ask. That she didn’t stand and hug me didn’t bode well for what was about to happen.

      She rubbed her hands together before gesturing to the other side of the table. “Sit. Please?”

      I did, sliding to the center of the booth and dropped my phone on the table.

      “You look good, Lizzie,” I said. “How are you?”

      “Good.” She nodded and took a drink from a glass that looked like beer, but Lizzie didn’t drink beer. She ignored the water sitting next to it. If there was a drink option on the table, she’d go for anything other than a beer. “I’m good. Work is good. Busy as always and you know… I’m good.”

      The nerves I’d felt in the elevator spiked. Lizzie didn’t ramble, at least, never with me before. I sat back in the booth and draped an arm over the back, tried to get comfortable, but that was impossible. Being around Lizzie turned me into a live wire. One wrong touch and my body could explode.

      “You’re playing well. I watched your game tonight. How was it? Playing against Chicago?”

      It was tough. Mentally and physically. The Storm knew me better than anyone and knew how I moved. I hadn’t been able to relax a single second of the games we’d played, but that wasn’t why Lizzie called me and just like I couldn’t relax playing my former team, I couldn’t relax with her.

      A server strolled up, a young guy with short, cropped black hair. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “I’ll have what she’s having.” I pointed to her beverage and watched as she bit her bottom lip. “Looks good. What is it?”

      “Um.” She rolled her lips together. “Ginger ale.”

      A faint pink rose on the apples of her cheeks, and she glanced at the waiter. Ginger ale? Fuck that.

      Yeah…no. This conversation was going to need more than a soda that tasted like piss.

      “Strike that,” I told him. “I’ll take a lager. Anything light you have on tap.” The tension at the table made me wish I could have something stronger, but we weren’t supposed to be drinking on away games.

      “Will do.”

      “Thanks.”

      As soon as he walked away, a heavy silence fell between us. I could have gone first. Could have pushed more. I could have thrown myself on my sword once again, but this was Lizzie’s show. I knew her well enough to know that while she sat across from me, nervously rubbing her hands together and tucking hair behind her ears, fiddling with her gold hoop earrings, she’d been practicing some speech of hers long before she called me.

      Hell, she’d already been downstairs when she made that call.

      So yeah, she was the one who left with a note and didn’t return my calls. I could feign contentment while I waited. She took another sip of her ginger ale, and for someone who hated carbonated soda, that alone piqued my curiosity.

      She set the glass down, ran her pale pink painted fingertip down the edge, dredging up condensation, and brushed it on the napkin.

      Her head tilted to one side and she worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “Are you happy?” A faint pink hue stained her cheeks, and I sat up straighter in the booth. “You know… with…” She paused and cleared her throat. “With Vegas?”

      Holy hot damn.

      She wasn’t asking about the team.

      She’d seen the pictures.

      If she wanted to know about Nadia, she’d have to ask. She hadn’t made things easy for me for years, and while I didn’t enjoy being a dick to her, I needed more than this. I needed to know her intent before I opened myself up.

      The server returned, slid a circle coaster onto the table and set my beer on top. “Thanks,” I told him, and brought it to my mouth.

      “I can’t complain about Vegas, but I haven’t lived through a summer there, either. Winter’s nice, though. But that’s not why you called and we both know it. Talk to me.” When she didn’t immediately start, I leaned in. “Why are you here?”

      She puffed out a breath through her full, gorgeous pink painted lips, and I steeled myself for whatever she was about to say. A vise gripped my chest and squeezed painfully around my ribs.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call when I got home. And I’m sorry I left the way I did. I didn’t want… I didn’t want the goodbye we would have had that morning to be harder than necessary.” She stalled, and I swore I saw a lump in her throat as she struggled for words. The part of me that loved her wanted to leap across the table and hold her, slide my hand through her hair the way she loved and promise her she could tell me anything. The part of me that was so damn hurt by her kept my ass in the booth. “I got sick when I got home. I couldn’t talk for days and then… well, I’m sorry.”

      She blinked at me. Long blonde lashes fluttered across her cheeks and her eyes dimmed. “I’m so sorry for all of it. I knew we needed to talk, but some things happened after I got better and I needed time.”

      She’d been sick. It explained the first few days like she said. But it’d been months now. “You could have told me that. Or texted me instead of ghosting me.”

      “I know.” She paused to lick her lips, took another sip of her ginger ale. So help me God. If she used that damn soda as a way to procrastinate for another single second, it’d end up smashed all over the carpet. Screw the cleaning bill. “But that’s why I’m here. To apologize and explain.”

      Her hesitation made my pulse kick up. In all the years I’d known Lizzie, I’d never seen her so damn uncertain. “What do you want then? From me? With this visit? Just give it to me straight, Lizzie, because you’re killing me here.”

      She opened her mouth and as she did, my phone lit up, vibrated on the table and she glanced at it. Her cheeks turned white before I looked down. Fuck. Nadia’s name flashed on the screen as it continued to ring.

      I declined the call and blacked my screen. No doubt she wanted to confirm an event we were supposed to attend together next week, and she wanted to remind me to wear my tux. It was pretty much the only conversations we had.

      But that wasn’t what Lizzie thought, and it was clear in the pain lancing across her face, followed by sadness as she rolled her lips together.

      “Don’t,” I all but growled from across the table. “You don’t get to be pissed about this. You left me.”

      “I know.” She squeezed her eyes closed and when she opened them, tears swam in her eyes. It fucking killed me to stay cemented in my seat. “I know all that, which was why I didn’t call you earlier. I want you to be happy, and if it’s with her... I’m glad for you.”

      She didn’t mean a single damn word of it. Not based on the way she blinked back more tears and gripped her ginger ale so hard her knuckles turned white.

      Fuck this. Screw Lizzie, whose damn presence could make me want to throw away everything I’d ever worked for and goddamn, I was so pissed she could still baffle me. I needed her to fight for me. For us, and if she couldn’t… I needed to figure out a way to move on from her.

      It wouldn’t be with Nadia, but I needed the woman I loved to show me something that would keep me there.

      “Nothing’s changed, has it?” My chest burned and my blood sizzled in my veins. Lizzie sat across from me looking like I threw a puppy into oncoming traffic and she still said nothing. “Nothing’s changed,” I repeated, disgusted I’d hoped, considered this would go different. Thank God I didn’t throw myself on my sword and beg her to give us a chance.

      How big of a fool would I be?

      I stood, grabbing cash from my money clip in my pocket. “I can’t do this. Not with you. Not anymore.”

      I yanked them out. They waved in the air right as Lizzie’s chin lifted and her teary, gorgeous, and sad eyes met mine.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      My knees locked. Vaguely, I saw the cash in my hand wafting in the air because I’d frozen as her words rushed through with the force of a thunderstorm.

      Her eyes grew as that storm built in my gut, spread through my limbs and rolled to my ears. The entire room tilted and I slapped the cash in my hand down on the table so hard it rattled, my palm flattening. “What?”

      She nodded and sounds of the room flooded my system until it was overloaded with the cacophony of chatter and glasses clinking and laughter and forks scraping on plates. I scanned the room, looked to see if anyone else had noticed the fucking rug that had just been pulled out from beneath my feet.

      “What’d you say?” I asked and fell to the edge of the bench. There was no way she’d said that.

      There was no way she’d keep this from me. Not for this long.

      “We didn’t use a condom that night. I got sick right after, went on antibiotics… birth control must not have worked…”

      Holy hot damn shit. She was fucking serious.

      “You’re having my baby?”
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      Our table jolted from the force of his collapse into the booth across from me.

      I hadn’t expected a parade or shouts and whoops of joy. In truth, I’d played this scenario in my head on an endless loop for the last six weeks since I took my first test.

      In any of those scenarios, I’d never considered Garrett would stare at me like I’d grown three heads. Or worse, stare at me like he’d never seen me before in his life. Which was exactly how he was gaping at me.

      “Yeah,” I finally said and damn, it’d grown hot in here. Sweat lined my brow and I brushed my hand over my chest. The intensity of his stare made my nerves spike. I couldn’t tell if he was looking like he wanted to throttle me or throw me over his shoulder and whisk me away to his room. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen. And I just… I needed time to wrap my head around everything, and I haven’t been feeling well.”

      “Ginger ale,” he rasped, his gaze dropping to my glass. “I should have fucking known.”

      He swallowed and grabbed his beer, draining the rest in one large gulp. My skin itched, too damn tight for the bones it covered on my body. Never, in the history of our friendship, whether we were having sex or not, had a conversation been so difficult, had he felt so far away from me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, licking my lips and willing more tears back. Crying wouldn’t solve anything.

      “Just give me a minute.” He leaned to the side and lifted his empty glass, probably trying to get the server’s attention, and once he had it, he slipped back into the booth and dropped his forehead into his hand. It trembled as he shoved it through his hair and down the jawline of his beard.

      My fingertips burned with nerves and fear. I’d never felt so helpless when it came to us, but helpless had become normal in the last few months. Sure, I could be a single mom. I had the money and a family support system where I could do this on my own. But that wasn’t what I wanted, and it wouldn’t be what Garrett wanted.

      He’d lost his dad when he was little. From everything he told me about his dad prior to his death during a military training mission, he’d been an incredible man, and Garrett wanted a family. Wanted the wife and kids he could love the way he’d been loved.

      “I don’t know what else to say, except I’m sorry.” I croaked it out and our server appeared. He brought another drink for both of us and I grabbed it, thankful for something to soothe the shards of glass lining my throat.

      But I also had to be careful. The ginger ale helped my nausea but too much ruined it.

      “When are you due?” he finally asked, collapsing back into his seat. His hands fell to his lap and all the color had left his face. His eyes were wide, glassy, almost as if he’d heard the worst news in his entire life.

      “September fourteenth.”

      “Off season.” He nodded and reached for his beer. “Good. That’s good.”

      “Is it?” Because while I hadn’t expected a parade, I hadn’t expected him to appear deadened or sound so cold.

      “Fucking hell,” he groaned. “You’ve had what… weeks to process this? Can’t I have five minutes?”

      “Of course.” Of course he could. Now that I’d told him, I wanted us to figure out a plan. I had several of them. I had questions. I needed to know what he wanted, how involved he wanted to be. I’d had time to think through all the scenarios.

      He’d had sixty seconds.

      I waited while he took another sip of his drink and scrubbed his hands down his cheeks, blowing out a breath so hard his chest heaved with it.

      He was so damn handsome. Probably not something I should have been thinking about, but I could barely take my eyes off him. He’d worn a simple black and red flannel shirt and jeans, but that shirt molded to the curves of his chest and his broad shoulders like it’d been painted on him.

      He stared at the wall next to us like it was the Sistine Chapel, and he wanted to memorize every beautiful stroke before he faced me again.

      “I don’t… I don’t even know what to say or ask right now.” He huffed a laugh, but it was cold, full of nerves and he ran his hand through his mop of thick hair again before taking his beer into his hand. He gestured to the ginger ale in front of me with a dip of his chin. “The soda. You said you haven’t been feeling well?”

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. My palms were clammy and cold despite everything else in me feeling like it was about to explode. I hadn’t expected it to be this hard. “All day. Not so much now, but I’ve found things that help, I guess.”

      “How long have you known?”

      Garrett had a wicked switch when it came to his anger. Almost always totally laidback, that trigger could be flipped with no warning when someone he cared about had been hurt or mistreated. I’d seen it happen, with men who wouldn’t leave me alone in a club, an ill-timed grab of my ass as I walked by. Never, in the years we’d known each other, had I saw the beginning of that anger directed at me.

      Now, his jaw twitched and veins appeared on his forearms as he curled his hands into fists. “How long have you known?”

      “Six weeks,” I rasped. “I was sick almost as soon as I got off the plane after…”

      “North Carolina. When you snuck out on me.”

      Damn it. Tears blurred. An arrow to my heart couldn’t have hurt worse than the accusation. He had every right to be mad at me. Every right to be upset and his body practically vibrated with that anger. And worse, there was disappointment in his eyes as he looked at me.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I was sick for two weeks, the first round of antibiotics didn’t work, so I needed to go back and then I figured I didn’t have my period from all the stress of that.”

      I wasn’t embarrassed to talk about the female body or cycle. My mom had raised me to be empowered and confident and she’d always shared everything openly and honestly. But I couldn’t remember a time when Garrett and I had talked about periods. He gave a slight flinch when I said it, which made nerves that had turned down to a simmer rush back to the surface.

      If we couldn’t talk about this…

      “Anyway. I just figured it’d happen. But then I started getting sick again and was so tired.”

      “And you didn’t call. As soon as you knew, you didn’t tell me.”

      I shrugged. Lame. I knew it. But what was I supposed to say? I’d been scared. Sad. Horrified we were the ages we were and this had still happened. In between bouts of puking almost all day long for a week while I tried to figure out a way to cope, I’d cried so hard my stomach hurt, and it’d taken every ounce of courage to call my parents and tell them.

      They loved Garrett. Always had. They loved him still, but they did not love hearing we’d shacked up for a night and he’d knocked me up.

      Worse, they didn’t love I didn’t call him right away either.

      “I needed time,” I admitted. To figure things out. Figure out what I was going to do. Figure out what came next.

      And I’d thought I’d done it. I was online preparing to book a flight out to Vegas when that first picture of him and Nadia popped up.

      As if I summoned her, his phone lit up again with a phone call, her name bright white, a beacon highlighting my mistakes and regret and I couldn’t stop the flinch of pain seeing her name caused.

      He grabbed his phone, fisted it, blacking out her name and declining the call, and glared at me.

      “I don’t know what else you want me to say.” My chin wobbled.

      Six weeks ago, I could have gone to him and things would have been different.

      Now? He was with someone. “I’m sorry,” I said again.

      “Yeah. So am I.” His voice was guttural, cutting me to the core as he shoved out of the booth. He threw down another twenty to add to the cash already on the table and barely glanced at me. “You’ve had time to process this. I’m asking you to give me that. I can’t… I can’t sit across from you and think straight. Not right now.”

      I understood. I totally understood. It didn’t stop his words from slicing my heart open and causing me more pain than I’d ever felt.

      I bit my tongue to try to stop the tears.

      “I’ll call you,” he finally said. His dark eyes scanned my face and if he saw the pain in my own, if he cared, he didn’t show it. “This time, answer it.”

      Garrett Dubiak, the only man I loved, the father of the baby I was carrying, spun on his heels and walked away from me after looking at me like I was a stranger.

      And I was pretty sure he took my heart with him.
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      The game played in front of me. Ice dust flew in the air, skates stopped on a dime. My eyes tracked the puck through the cage of my helmet, but all of it was a blurry whir. I was distracted. Moving slow.

      Hell, I was playing so damn poorly, the center for the Chicago Storm, and my old teammate, had paused for a second and asked if I was okay.

      It was that obvious, and if he could see, my current team could tell too. Based on the clenched jaw of our coach’s face every time he glanced my way, he definitely wasn’t happy.

      How could I be expected to focus?

      I’m pregnant pregnant pregnant repeated through my mind. Every swish of the skates danced to the tune bouncing around in my brain.

      Pregnant

      Pregnant

      Pregnant

      I was going to be a dad. A father.

      By a woman who lived two time zones away from me. How in the hell was I going to be able to be the kind of man and Dad I wanted to be?

      Fuck.

      The buzzer sounded, signifying the end of the second period, and I skated off the ice as fast as I could in all my gear.

      I threw my helmet into the locker in the visiting room. Down the hall was Chicago’s locker room. There’d be leather couches, the logo on the middle of the floor. The lockers would be gleaming, filled with the stench of my former teammates’ body odor I could recognize them by on scent alone. They’d been my brothers. And if I needed anyone now, it was them.

      Not that I didn’t like the Vegas guys, but three months didn’t compare to seven years.

      “What are you going to do?” André asked, taking the seat next to me.

      I squeezed my eyes closed and rubbed them until dots speckled my vision. “Not talk about it now.”

      “Then figure out a way to push through this, G. We need you out there.”

      Fuck. For a moment, I considered telling Coach to put him in. We were up by one, but I’d only been lucky to save a few shots on me during the first period because my defense kicked serious ass. Dominick Masters and Max Mikolajczyk were behemoths on the ice. And our third line was beastly.

      One goal had been called back for interference when the center for Chicago skated into the crease and bumped into me. That was when he’d asked if I was okay. I hadn’t even noticed him there and usually I’d shove them right back out.

      “I know. I will, it’s just, fuck, I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      I got back to the room last night, and because André was a smartass, he’d opened his arms and asked if I needed those cuddles. I’d surprised the hell out of myself when I’d fallen into them for the most epic man hug in history. I wasn’t even embarrassed about it. I needed that connection. The feeling I wasn’t alone when I felt like I was living in a swamp.

      She was pregnant. And she’d waited so damn long to tell me? And in that time, she’d still avoided a couple phone calls. I understood to an extent. Her world had been shaken up, but instead of leaning on me, the guy who’d always been there for her, she’d pushed me away.

      Hadn’t she known I would have jumped my ass on a plane, games be damned, to be there for her in a heartbeat? What did that mean for our future and her ability to trust me?

      On top of the bomb she dropped in my lap, I’d had to call Nadia back.

      That conversation was about as fun as poking a beehive with a large stick.

      “Oh…. Oh…. Does this change things? With us?”
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