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Chapter 1: The Seat She Shouldn’t Take

	Nicole Fields changed the recovery-shake column from thirty-two grams to twenty-eight, paused with her thumb on the keyboard, and changed it back again.

	The nutrition room at the Boston Harbor Kings’ arena was too cold for a place filled with blenders, oatmeal packets, bananas freckling in stainless bowls, and athletes who complained about ice baths as if they did not voluntarily throw themselves into boards for a living. The refrigerator hummed behind her. The counter smelled faintly of citrus disinfectant and almond butter. On the far shelf, thirty-six shaker bottles stood in rows by position, labels facing front because Nicole had fixed them twice already.

	Her belly pressed against the edge of the prep counter when she leaned over the tablet.

	The baby rolled hard under her ribs.

	Nicole put one palm beneath the curve of her black staff polo and waited until the movement settled. “I know,” she murmured. “Bad angle.”

	The tablet screen dimmed. She tapped it awake before it could lock and reviewed the report title for the fourth time that morning.

	Senior Performance Nutrition Proposal: Postseason Recovery and Individualized Fueling Protocols.
Prepared by Nicole Fields.

	Her name looked too small for what she needed it to carry.

	The senior performance review was in four days. Four days to prove that maternity leave did not make her a problem to manage. Four days to prove that a pregnant woman could still run a department built around men whose bodies were treated like public property and private investments. Four days to prove she was not asking the Harbor Kings for kindness, only for the job she had already been doing.

	Her phone buzzed beside the digital scale.

	Emani: Please tell me you are not already at that arena.

	Nicole picked up the phone and typed one-handed.

	Nicole: Good morning to you too.

	Emani: That means yes.

	Nicole: I had reports to print.

	Emani: You had reports to print yesterday. And the day before. And probably in your sleep.

	Nicole glanced at the stack beside her. Three versions, each clipped cleanly, each with color-coded tabs. Athlete compliance, postseason recovery, maternity coverage, projected budget. The kind of packet people praised before finding polite reasons not to approve.

	Emani: Riley Harvey lands in Boston today. You know that, right?

	Nicole set the phone down without answering.

	Of course she knew.

	Everyone in the building knew. The Denver Summit were arriving for the championship finals against Boston, and sports radio had spent the past week turning Riley’s return into civic betrayal, redemption drama, and content for men who shouted into microphones before breakfast.

	Riley Harvey. Former face of the Harbor Kings. Star center. Denver’s sharpest weapon. The man who used to steal cranberry protein muffins from Nicole’s prep trays after late practices because he said they tasted less like punishment than the chocolate ones.

	The man who had left Boston in a trade announcement, a press conference, and not one real goodbye.

	Nicole wiped the counter again, though it was already clean.

	The arena was awake beneath the quiet. A cart rattled somewhere beyond the wall. The ice plant worked steadily under the floor, a low mechanical pulse she had learned to hear in her teeth during long shifts. Down the corridor, someone laughed too loudly, probably one of the interns trying to sound like he belonged in a building where grown men earned millions and still forgot to eat before noon.

	The nutrition room door opened.

	“You beat me in,” Emory May said.

	Nicole turned with the report tucked against her chest. “That sounds unlikely.”

	“Sadly, no.” Emory stepped inside, coffee in one hand, credential lanyard in the other. Her navy blazer was already buttoned, her hair pinned smooth at the back of her head. She looked like a woman prepared to walk into three meetings where someone would ask for data he had not read. “I got here at six-thirty.”

	“Five-fifty.”

	Emory looked over the rows of bottles. “You win the bleak little trophy.”

	Nicole smiled because Emory expected one, not because the morning had room for it.

	Emory’s gaze moved from Nicole’s face to the report, then lower for one careful second. She never stared at the pregnancy. Nicole valued that more than she knew how to say. At thirty-four weeks, people had started behaving as though her body had become a team announcement. Sponsors touched her arm. Security guards asked if she should be standing. One assistant coach had tried to carry a box for her and nearly dropped twelve thousand dollars’ worth of supplement inventory.

	“How are you feeling?” Emory asked.

	Nicole adjusted the binder clip on the report. “Prepared.”

	“That is not the question I asked.”

	“It is the answer I have available before seven.”

	Emory’s mouth softened. She came closer, set her coffee down, and tapped the top page of the proposal. “The review panel changed slightly. Two operations executives are joining.”

	Nicole’s fingers tightened on the report. “Because of finals week?”

	“That is the stated reason.”

	The unstated reason sat between them, wearing polite language. Continuity. Optics. Staffing resilience. Family transition. All the phrases people used when they did not want to ask whether a woman could still lead after becoming a mother.

	“My maternity coverage plan is in section four,” Nicole said. “Cross-training schedule, vendor contacts, athlete-specific notes, budget adjustments.”

	“I read it.”

	“I included the revised postpartum return timeline.”

	“I read that too.”

	Nicole nodded once. “Then I am ready.”

	Emory studied her with the calm patience that had made half the male training staff confess things they had intended to hide. “Nicole, your work is not in question.”

	“That usually means everything around the work is.”

	The corner of Emory’s mouth moved. “Yes.”

	There it was. The honest part.

	A memory rose before Nicole could push it down: her mother at the kitchen table in Worcester, calculator in hand, hair still damp from her second job, telling Nicole not to wait up because her father’s flight had been delayed again. There had always been a reason. A meeting ran late. A route changed. A client needed him. Reason after reason, solid enough to defend him and never strong enough to bring him home.

	Nicole had learned young that absence could arrive dressed as responsibility.

	She would not build her child’s life on explanations that sounded respectable from far away.

	“I am not asking them to lower the bar,” Nicole said.

	“I know.”

	“I am not asking you to protect me from the job.”

	“I know that too.”

	“Then let me stand in the room and do the work.”

	Emory held her gaze for a long second. “That is exactly what I plan to do.”

	The baby shifted again, slower this time. Nicole breathed through the pressure and placed the report in her tote beside antacids, a blood-pressure cuff, two granola bars, and the small notebook where she kept questions for her OB because pregnancy had turned her brain into a filing cabinet with half the drawers stuck.

	Emory glanced toward the open door. “There is one more thing.”

	Nicole knew before she said it.

	“Staff seating tonight,” Emory continued. “Finley assigned performance staff near the glass. Section twelve. Row A.”

	“Near the glass,” Nicole repeated.

	“It was planned before the matchup was set.”

	“Was it?”

	Emory did not insult her by pretending harder. “You do not have to attend.”

	Nicole looked down at her open tote. The staff ticket rested in the side pocket, its glossy corner peeking out like it wanted to be found. She had considered giving it away to one of the interns. She had considered staying in the nutrition room all night, logging hydration data while the building roared over her head. She had considered going home, turning off the lights, and pretending Riley’s skates were not cutting through Boston ice less than two miles from her apartment.

	Every option tasted like hiding.

	“I will attend,” she said.

	Emory’s expression did not change much, but Nicole saw the concern settle more firmly behind her eyes. “All right.”

	By noon, the arena had turned from workplace into machine.

	Media crews crowded the lower corridors with coiled cables and rolling cases. Security tightened every checkpoint. Catering delivered trays of grilled chicken, rice, roasted vegetables, and cookies the players would swear they had not eaten. Nicole corrected a mislabeled dairy-free sauce, changed a recovery meal for a rookie with a nervous stomach, and reminded a defenseman that three espressos did not count as hydration even if they came in paper cups.

	She did not look toward the visitors’ entrance.

	Not at 1:10, when Denver equipment staff rolled through with trunks stamped in navy and silver.

	Not at 1:42, when two Summit trainers passed her station and one of them asked where to find the athletic therapy room.

	Not at 2:03, when a ripple moved through the corridor in the peculiar way it did when famous men entered spaces built to pretend fame was routine.

	She was reaching for a stack of meal labels when she heard a laugh she did not know, followed by a voice she did.

	“Burgess, if you steal my coffee again, we’re fighting in dress shoes.”

	Nicole’s hand stopped over the labels.

	Riley.

	His voice was lower than memory had kept it. Rougher around the edges, maybe from travel, maybe from years of giving reporters nothing useful. She could see him before she turned, which was worse. Dark coat, careful stride, left hand around a coffee cup, right hand probably tucked near his phone. Riley moved like a man who never wasted energy unless a puck was involved.

	She turned the other way.

	A plastic meal lid slipped from the stack and clattered across the counter.

	“You good?” one of the interns asked.

	“Yes.” Nicole picked up the lid and set it back in place. “Check the sodium labels before delivery.”

	The intern blinked. “I did.”

	“Check them again.”

	He wisely disappeared with the cart.

	Nicole kept her eyes on the printed labels until the Denver voices passed. Only when the corridor quieted did she look up.

	The visitors’ hallway stood empty.

	Her chest did not loosen. She hated that most.

	At four-thirty, Finley Sampson found her near the service elevators.

	Finley never walked anywhere without looking scheduled. Her sleek bob tucked behind one ear, red lipstick flawless, tablet pressed against her ribs like a shield. As communications director, she had the gift of making every sentence sound like it had been approved by legal.

	“Nicole, do you have a second?”

	Nicole shifted the box of electrolyte packets against her hip. “One.”

	Finley’s gaze dropped to the box. “Should you be carrying that?”

	“It weighs less than a toddler.”

	“You have a toddler?”

	“Not yet.”

	Finley’s smile came and went quickly. “Right. Sorry. Listen, reminder for tonight. No unassigned staff near mixed zones, no personal photos with visiting players, no off-record comments, and no lingering in restricted corridors after second intermission.”

	“I never linger in restricted corridors.”

	“I know. It is a broad reminder.”

	Nicole waited.

	Finley tapped her tablet once. “Also, your seat is confirmed. Section twelve, Row A, seat seven.”

	“Near the glass.”

	“Yes.”

	“Convenient.”

	“It is standard staff allocation.”

	Nicole let the silence answer that.

	Finley’s expression tightened. Not guilt exactly. More like calculation with a bruise under it. “If you prefer not to attend, no one will question it.”

	That almost made Nicole laugh. People questioned everything. They questioned a player’s weight if he missed a shot. They questioned a coach’s marriage if he changed lines twice. They questioned a pregnant woman’s ambition if she needed to sit down for ten minutes.

	“I will be there,” Nicole said.

	Finley looked at her for a beat. “Understood.”

	By six, Nicole had changed into black pants, low boots, and a staff blazer she could not button. In the restroom mirror, she looked both like herself and like someone carrying public evidence of a private mistake. Her hair was pulled into a low knot. Her face looked calm. Calm had always been her most useful lie.

	At the sink, two women from partnerships were fixing lipstick and talking about Riley Harvey’s return.

	“I still think Boston should never have traded him,” one said.

	“My brother says he wanted out.”

	“Please. Players always say it’s business when they don’t want to admit something happened.”

	Nicole dried her hands slowly.

	Something had happened. One night after a playoff loss months ago, when the training facility had been nearly empty and Riley had come in long after midnight because he could not sleep. She had been working late on inflammation markers and meal adjustments. He had sat across from her with his tie loose, eyes tired, hands wrapped around a paper cup he had not drunk from.

	They had talked first. That was the part she remembered most clearly. Not the kiss, not the elevator ride, not the heat of his hand at her back. The talking. Riley asking what she missed about Chicago, Nicole telling him Boston was not as unfriendly as people said, only too busy to introduce itself properly. Him saying he did not know who he was when he was not useful on ice. Her answering before she could stop herself, “Maybe that is why you scare me.”

	The next week, he was traded.

	The week after that, two pink lines appeared on a drugstore test while the radiator in her bathroom clanked like it had an opinion.

	Nicole left the restroom before the women could notice her.

	The concourse smelled like beer, fried onions, popcorn, and wet wool from fans who had walked in off cold streets. A child in a Harbor Kings jersey bumped her hip and apologized with wide eyes when he saw her belly. His father pulled him closer, murmuring about being careful. Nicole gave the boy a smile because none of this was his fault.

	At Section 12, the usher checked her credential.

	“Row A, right down front.”

	“Thank you.”

	Each step toward the glass lowered the temperature. Sound sharpened near the rink, skates scraping in warm-ups, pucks striking boards, fans shouting names they believed they owned. Nicole reached seat seven and lowered herself carefully, one hand on the armrest, the other beneath her belly.

	The ice stretched bright and hard in front of her.

	For a few minutes, she was only another staff member near the glass. No one around her knew the exact shape of the history sitting in her lap. No one knew she had once woken to Riley’s hand resting open beside hers on a hotel pillow, not touching, but close enough that she had wondered what would happen if she moved one inch.

	The Harbor Kings came out first, and the building roared.

	Nicole kept breathing.

	The Denver Summit followed.

	White jerseys. Navy trim. Silver helmets catching the arena lights. Players circled, stretched, shot pucks into the boards, bent at the waist, laughed through mouthguards. Riley came over the boards third. Number nineteen.

	Nicole’s hand closed over her belly.

	He skated with the same clean economy she remembered, each push efficient, no wasted show for the cameras. He accepted a pass near center ice, moved through the drill, tapped the puck forward, and curved toward her side of the rink.

	Do not look away, she told herself.

	He was twenty feet from the glass when his head turned.

	Not toward the chanting fans. Not toward the cameras.

	Toward her.

	His stride changed first. Barely, but she knew bodies for a living. A fractional loss of rhythm. His stick lowered. His gaze dropped to where her hand rested over the black sweater stretched across her belly.

	The puck slid onto his blade.

	Riley looked back at her face.

	Nicole stayed seated. She kept her hand where it was. She did not smile, did not explain, did not protect him from the sight of what he had not known to ask about.

	A teammate called his name and fed him the puck for the shot he had probably made ten thousand times.

	Riley swung.

	The puck went wide.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Shot He Missed

	The puck struck the boards two feet outside the net and came back ugly.

	Riley Harvey stared after it for half a second too long.

	“Harv.” Nasir Burgess glided past him, stick tapping once against Riley’s shin pad. “You aiming for the nacho stand?”

	Riley should have answered. He should have cut into the next rotation, taken the ribbing, corrected the angle, reset his hands. Warm-ups were muscle memory. Catch, load, release. The body did not need permission from the brain when the movement had been carved into it since childhood.

	But the glass was in front of him.

	Nicole Fields sat behind it in a black blazer that would not close, one hand resting over the unmistakable curve of her stomach. Her hair was pinned low at her neck. She looked calmer than anyone with the right to ruin him should have looked. Not fragile. Not apologetic. Not caught.

	Present.

	Riley had walked into Boston expecting hatred.

	He had expected the old roar, the signs calling him traitor, the camera crews hungry for his face when fans booed. He had expected the hurt of skating on ice that still remembered the edges of his blades better than Denver’s did. He had expected to look at the Harbor Kings crest at center ice and hate himself a little for missing it.

	He had not expected Nicole sitting close enough that, if the glass were gone, he could have dropped to one knee and touched proof of everything he had not known.

	A whistle shrieked from the bench.

	Riley pushed away because there were cameras, teammates, coaches, ten thousand early fans watching men in helmets pretend warm-ups did not matter. His skates cut too deep. He corrected too late. The next puck came hard across his body and bounced off the heel of his stick.

	Nasir circled back again. “You sick?”

	“No.”

	“You sure? Because that pass had a mailing address.”

	Riley kept his gaze on the puck this time. “I’m fine.”

	He heard his own voice. Flat. Functional. A locked room with furniture shoved against the door.

	He did not look at Nicole again through the rest of warm-ups. Not directly. His body betrayed him anyway. Every turn at the near boards dragged awareness toward Section 12, Row A. Seat seven. Black blazer. Hand over belly. Mouth held in a line he knew, because he had watched that mouth hide amusement over meal plans, annoyance over skipped hydration logs, and one night, softness he had been stupid enough to believe he could leave behind cleanly.

	The horn ended warm-ups.

	Riley skated toward the tunnel with the others, helmet tucked under his arm, gloves damp inside. Boston noise poured down over him. Some cheers from people who had not decided whether nostalgia outranked resentment. More boos. A shout about Denver buying Boston’s leftovers. Someone banged the glass with both fists.

	He did not hear any of it properly.

	In the visitors’ room, the smell of tape, wet gear, coffee, and menthol heat rub hit him with familiar force. Players stripped off warm-up jerseys. Trainers moved with practiced speed. Coaches spoke in clipped lines about forecheck pressure and neutral-zone discipline.

	Riley sat in his stall and stared at the white laces of his skates.

	Pregnant.

	Nicole was pregnant.

	How far along? Seven months? Eight? His mind tried to calculate dates and failed because memory did not arrange itself into spreadsheets when it was busy dragging him backward. The training facility after midnight. Her laugh when he complained about the cranberry muffins. Her fingers around a paper cup. The private elevator. Her hotel room door closing behind them with a soft mechanical click.

	He had left a week later.

	No. He had been traded. There was a difference. There had to be a difference.

	Coach was talking now. Riley caught every third word. Pressure. Discipline. Puck management. Do not feed Boston transition.

	Nasir dropped onto the bench beside him and bent over his skates. “Whatever you saw out there, put it in a box until the third period ends.”

	Riley pulled the knot tight on his left skate. “I said I’m fine.”

	“And I didn’t believe you the first time either.”

	Riley looked up.

	Nasir’s usual grin was gone. He had the kind of face people underestimated because he laughed often, but on the ice he read trouble before it showed on the scoreboard.

	“Not now,” Riley said.

	Nasir held his stare, then nodded once. “Then after.”

	After.

	The word opened too many doors.

	The first period was a collection of small failures that would look harmless to anyone reading a box score.

	Riley won his first faceoff. Clean. Back to the defenseman. The puck moved wide, Boston pressed, Denver exited. Good shift. Responsible shift. On the second, he arrived half a stride late to the corner and took a shoulder he usually would have slipped. On the third, he overhandled at the blue line and had to dump the puck instead of carrying it. Nothing dramatic. Nothing a broadcaster could name without sounding like he was reaching.

	His body was there. His hands were not.

	Every time play turned toward the near side, he knew where Nicole sat even when he refused to look. She had not moved to some private suite. She had not hidden in the staff tunnels. She had put herself where he could see her because maybe she had known this moment would hit harder than any sentence.

	Or maybe Boston had assigned her that seat and he was giving himself too much credit in a story where he had already failed to show up.

	A Boston winger chirped him at the dot. “Nice shot in warm-ups, Harvey. Denver net over there too small for you?”

	Riley set his blade on the ice. “Worry about your own hands.”

	The puck dropped. Riley won it, shoved past the winger, and took two hard strides up ice. For six seconds, the game became simple. The boards, the lane, the defenseman’s angle, Nasir breaking left. Riley slipped the pass through a narrow seam and watched Nasir snap it on goal.

	Save.

	The rebound kicked out, and Riley was there.

	He had scored from that spot so many times his stick should have known the path without him. Low blocker. Quick release. No extra motion.

	His shot struck the goalie’s pad and died.

	Riley coasted behind the net, breath burning, pulse ugly in his throat.

	On the bench, the trainer tossed him a towel. “You good?”

	That question needed to stop following him.

	“Yeah.”

	Across the ice, Nicole was visible for one brief break in bodies and glass glare. She sat with both hands now in her lap, shoulders straight, watching the game as if it could not reach her. But he saw the way her thumb moved over her knuckle. Once. Twice. A habit from late nights in the nutrition office when she was choosing not to say something.

	He knew that habit.

	He had no right to still know that habit.

	The game crawled and sprinted by turns. Denver scored first on a power play Riley did not touch. Boston tied it late in the second after Riley lost coverage below the circle and had to listen to the home crowd detonate around him. In the third, he blocked a shot off his glove and flexed his fingers until feeling returned. Denver’s goalie stole a goal with three minutes left. Overtime threatened, then vanished when Nasir buried a rebound with forty-eight seconds on the clock.

	Denver won.

	Riley had an assist only because someone else cleaned up the work.

	He moved through the handshake line of postgame taps, through the bench door, down the tunnel, and into the visitors’ room with sweat drying cold at the back of his neck. Reporters gathered outside. Cameras waited. Staff shouted for media timing. The coach gave quick praise that landed nowhere.

	Riley stripped off his gloves and reached for his phone.

	No messages from Nicole.

	Of course not. Why would there be? What would she say? Congratulations on winning the first game while discovering you may have a child?

	A child.

	His hand closed around the phone until the edge pressed into his palm.

	Clayton Lu’s name lit up the screen.

	Riley ignored it.

	“Media in five,” a staffer called.

	“No,” Riley said.

	The room went quiet enough that he heard tape being ripped three stalls over.

	The staffer blinked. “You’re first request.”

	“Send Burgess.”

	Nasir looked over from his stall. “Always happy to be objectified for my rebound work.”

	“Thanks.”

	The coach’s eyes narrowed, but Riley was already standing. He pulled on a team hoodie over his base layer, shoved his feet into slides, and walked out before someone could remind him of obligations he had never missed before tonight.

	The hallway outside the visitors’ room smelled of floor cleaner and old popcorn. Security stood at the corner. A Boston
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