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      To all my Chicago Rebels fans, thanks for loving this team so much. I hope you’re glad that the saga continues …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lars

      

      

      

      The combination of grilled meats, perfect August blue skies, and Dua Lipa’s “Levitating” blasting from the sound system could mean only one thing: A summer cookout at the Kershaws was in full flow.

      These kinds of get-togethers tested the limits of my sociability, so I usually stayed away. When you had addictive personality traits in your bloodline, it was best not to tempt them to make an appearance. As this thinking coincided with my general desire to not get too close to my Chicago Rebels teammates, it worked out for everyone.

      But today, my excuses had fallen on deaf ears, and those ears belonged to my captain and partner on the defensive line. Theo Kershaw, the man, the legend, and the player who showed no signs of stopping, had insisted I attend.

      Be there or suffer the wrath of my better half!

      That would be his wife Elle, one of the nicest people on the planet. Even a curmudgeon like me had a hard time playing killjoy to her kindness.

      “NyQuil!” Kershaw was known for his nickname game, so Nyquist became NyQuil without too much effort. His grill apron said, Your Opinion isn’t in the Recipe. “You made it.”

      “Course I did.” Said as if it was a foregone conclusion. I held up a six-pack of Pulaski Pils from Maplewood Brewery. “Where should I put this?”

      “There’s a cooler over here.” Kershaw took the cans from me and guided me into his world, as he so often did. “Ellie? Look who showed!”

      Plenty of heads turned at this announcement, Rebels old and new, a couple of them with readymade smirks. The guys on my team were great, but even after a few years a certain coolness remained between us. The stink of my dad’s misdeeds still stuck to me like a particularly noxious glue.

      “Lars!” A tall, dark-haired woman approached, her blue-gray eyes warming as she neared. Elle Kershaw always struck me as the family’s heart, the person who kept their boisterous brood grounded. More reserved than her husband, she had an understated sense of humor I reluctantly enjoyed.

      She kissed my cheek. “How’s your summer been? We’ve hardly seen you.”

      “No complaints.”

      Her smile was sly. “Heard you were working with Reid’s hockey camp for a few weeks. That must have been fun.”

      “Oui, c’est bon.” That was the extent of my French, but hockey was its own language, thankfully. Against all odds, I’d enjoyed volunteering with Reid Durand’s youth hockey group in Quebec. Some players liked to use their summers to chill, regroup, and tighten the bonds with family. Others liked to keep so busy their brains became too crowded to hold space for anything else. Guess which category I fell into.

      “Well, I hope you’ll spend some time with current Rebels members this season, Lars.” She squeezed my arm to temper any perceived criticism, I supposed. “There’s always room at our table.”

      “I appreciate that, though I imagine it’s been pretty full this summer.” During the season, Theo’s grandmother Aurora and his daughters Adeline and Tilly kept the female energy high before things evened out during the summer with the return of their boys. Their eldest son Hatch played pro hockey for Denver, and their twins, Conor and Landon, were rising seniors at the University of Michigan. Golden Retriever, Eggsbee—short for Eggs Benedict because Kershaw had a tradition of naming the family’s pets after breakfast items—completed the picture-perfect postcard.

      “Yeah, it’s been great,” Kershaw said. “But once the boys are gone, I’ll be the only guy in the house.”

      I scoffed. “Which you love, you attention-whore.”

      “Sure, but it gets old after a while. I’ve had that adoration my entire life, man. Help me out and bring your manly burps to dinner.”

      Before I could comment in a way that neither promised nor refused, something wet and sticky grasped my hand. Looking down, I found the youngest Kershaw, three-year-old Tilly. The spit of her dad with a dark, wavy mass of curls framing her face, she peered up at me with a mischievous calculation in her shamrock-green eyes.

      “Hey, you.” At the grand old age of thirty-five, you’d think I’d have kids figured out. Tilly was your typical little girl, so naturally I worried about swearing in front of her or not paying her enough attention or making her cry with my resting prick face.

      On establishing eye contact, the kid used the back of my hand to wipe her nose.

      “Tilly!” Elle pulled her away. “Sorry about that. She’s not figured out the social niceties yet.”

      Kershaw was laughing his head off. “Making her mark on Uncle Lars.”

      Elle produced a tissue and wiped her daughter’s nose, then picked her up. Tilly went for another sticky swipe—my cheek this time—and missed.

      “I want Duckman!”

      Elle chuckled. “That’s right, Uncle Lars is Duckman. She loves that thing, her favorite gift of all time.”

      Last Christmas, I gave Tilly a fluffy duck toy I’d picked up in the drug store around the corner before I answered another summons for a Kershaw holiday gathering. I’d forgotten until Elle connected the dots for me.

      “Hey, Mom, I can take her.”

      “Addy!” Kershaw pulled the new arrival, his eldest daughter, into a hug. “Don’t leave me.”

      Standing on tip-toes, Adeline kissed her dad on the cheek. “I’ll be back before you have time to miss me.”

      Kershaw turned to me. “My beautiful girl is finally fleeing the nest.”

      “After a couple of false starts,” she murmured, her cheeks filling with color.

      I didn’t know Adeline all that well. While she had her dad’s green eyes and dark hair, she favored her mom with that stubborn chin and a reserve that bordered on shyness. With the birth of Tilly, a surprise for Elle who had thought her childbearing days were long behind her, Adeline left college in Vermont and stayed home to help out. She had returned to a local community college in the last couple of years and finished up an associate’s degree, and now she and her best friend, Rosie, were all set to embark on a bout of overseas travel.

      Out of politeness, I asked, “Where’s your first stop?”

      “Lisbon. Rosie’s already been, and she thinks it’s a good place to get our feet wet.”

      “You’re going to have a great time.”

      “Don’t say that!” Kershaw hugged his daughter tighter. “She might never come home.”

      “How about this, Dad? I’ll come home when you announce your retirement.”

      “I’ll announce it right now if it means you’re safe with us!”

      “Sure, go ahead. I’ll wait.” She smiled, a real heavy hitter even prettier for its rarity. But there was challenge in there. This Kershaw knew exactly what she was doing.

      Her dad caved immediately. “Gonna miss you, Twinkle. We all will.”

      “I know,” she said softly. “Okay, Tilly, let’s find Ducky! And when we do, we’ll sing his song.”

      Elle waved at Jordan, wife of former Rebel Levi Hunt, and excused herself. Kershaw watched his wife and daughters move away, his face luminous, his love for them so plain that I was embarrassed at witnessing such depth of feeling. I couldn’t imagine having time for that and still retaining my edge on the ice.

      “Man, I worry about her,” he said after a moment, and I knew he wasn’t talking about his wife or youngest daughter.

      “She seems like she has a good head on her shoulders.” At twenty-two, Adeline was definitely old enough to be flying the coop.

      Kershaw frowned. “Yeah, she does. But she’s spent hardly any time away from home. She tried with college, but it wasn’t for her, and now I feel like she’s just doing this to prove something.”

      “Isn’t that a kid’s job? Test the boundaries while they figure things out?”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it. It’s a daughter thing, which I know makes me a complete sexist. One day you’ll understand.”

      “A good soldier never disagrees with his captain.” I neglected to add that I would never know the feeling because I would never have kids.

      He grinned. “Dick. Okay, let’s get you a drink and a burger. I left O’Malley on the grill, so God only knows what a mess he’s made of it.”

      Dex O’Malley was another Rebels legend, a power forward who exuded all the maturity of a baby bunny rabbit yet had somehow managed to score an amazing wife, three gorgeous daughters, and a dream life. Equally shocking, as assistant captain, he was in the running for the full gig once Kershaw decided to hang up his skates.

      I had no idea how the cap did it, especially when he had so much else to occupy him: family, charity work, mentoring, various business ventures. I admired the fuck out of him, though I wouldn’t want his life.

      Or maybe I thought a life like that would never want me.
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        * * *

      

      I put in a couple of hours of mingling, ate two burgers and a “Moroccan lamb slider,” courtesy of Jude, Hudson Grey’s husband, and enjoyed a monosyllabic chat with Bren St. James, another retired Rebel who hated these gatherings as much as I did. I was contemplating my exit when I was accosted by Aurora Kershaw on my way into the house to use the facilities.

      Theo’s grandmother was a bit of a legend herself. Having raised him single-handedly, she was his biggest influence. After beating breast cancer about ten years back, she moved from Saugatuck, Michigan to Riverbrook, Illinois, twenty miles outside Chicago and home of the Rebels hockey franchise, to live with her grandson and his growing family. She was also the leader of Theo’s Tarts, the fan club for women of a certain age, which she’d formed to cheer on the captain during his home games. They even had homemade jackets.

      “Lars Nyquist! Come here and let me get a look at you.”

      Petite, with a gray bob and sharp blue eyes, she grasped my arms. Though she barely came up to my pecs, she managed to land a lipstick-stained smooch on my neck. (I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was there.)

      “Oh, that beard burn must drive the ladies wild!”

      Self-consciously, I rubbed my facial hair and mentally shuddered at the notion of Aurora commenting on its effects on the female population.

      “I’ve only got eyes for you, Aurora.”

      “See? You can charm them when you choose. And I’m not the only woman that Scandi noir vibe of yours works on. Why, I’ve seen the greedy gazes following you around at this party, even from some of the WAGs.”

      “I don’t mess with married women.” That came out a bit abrupt, but her words sent me hurtling back to one night a couple of months ago in the Empty Net, the team’s regular watering hole. Another woman who had enjoyed my beard and had taken me unawares.

      “Of course you don’t! Now, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about my grandson. You’re younger⁠—”

      “Not by much.”

      “Eight years! So I need you to look out for him on that ice. He’ll never admit it, but he’s not as tough as he used to be. You’ll protect him, won’t you?”

      “I’ll do my best, Aurora. But to be fair, he’s about as tough as they come. No one’s getting by Superglutes.”

      She smiled at my use of Kershaw’s nickname. “I can’t think of anyone I’d want partnering my boy in these final years. He won big when the Rebels landed you, Lars Nyquist.”

      No, I was the winner. Though I resisted with all my Scandi noir vibes, the Kershaws made me feel like I belonged. I’d happily spend every minute protecting Theo on that ice and his family off it.

      “Oh, there’s Harper.” She waved at the team’s CEO, the Rebel queen herself, who had just arrived with her husband, Remy. I gave a quick salute which the vivacious and still shapely blonde acknowledged with a raised eyebrow. “I need to talk to her about what else she’s doing to keep my Theo safe.”

      Off she went, leaving me to marvel at all us minor planets orbiting Theo Kershaw, the sun in this close-knit universe. I moved through the house, taking in every signifier of its absolute fitness for purpose: keeping the Kershaws safe and demonstrating their familial perfection. Every turn revealed another sign of a life well lived. The marks on the door showing the children as they grew from Hatch to Tilly, the kids’ art on the walls, the family photos on the landing. This cathedral was a testament to the Kershaws’ abiding love for each other, and I couldn’t help a smile as I hit that creak on the stairs then another squeak of the floorboards on the landing as I headed to the bathroom.

      Something pulled me up short. I was pretty sure I’d heard my name.

      “You’re not going to see him for at least a year,” a female voice was saying from behind a slightly ajar door. “Maybe longer. By the time you come back, he might be hooked up with some bunny.”

      Someone else scoffed. “Sure, and what am I supposed to do about it? Oh, Lars, haven’t you heard? I think you’re the sexiest guy alive. Could I have a kiss to keep me warm on the lonely nights while I travel the world?”

      I froze. That was Adeline.

      “Why not?” The other voice countered. I recognized it now as belonging to Rosie, daughter of Cade Burnett, a former Rebels defenseman and ex-GM, Dante Moretti. “If he bites, you get some. If he doesn’t, you move on and …” She trailed off.

      Adeline groaned. “I know, I know. I need to move on.”

      “Yeah, you do. But maybe he’ll go for it?” Her reply was gentle, not wholly convinced.

      He won’t go for it. Do not even try it. Don’t put either of us in that position.

      I needed to leave. That way I wouldn’t have to turn anyone down, not that Adeline would truly make a move on me. That was absurd.

      About as absurd as what you just heard.

      Pro hockey players were known for their lightning-fast reflexes, but  today this one’s were way off. To my shame, the door flew open before I could get a step off.

      “Conor, aren’t you a little old to be listening at—?” Adeline gasped.

      Shit.

      “Oh, sorry, I—” She hesitated, blinking dark, inky lashes, picture frames for those somber green eyes. “I thought you were my brother.”

      “Nope. Not your brother. Just …” The guy you think is the sexiest alive. I thumbed over my shoulder at the bathroom by way of explanation.

      “Right.” Her face was flushed, which I would normally think was pretty, but right now, no. It meant she was embarrassed, and that I was the dick who caused it.

      Rosie appeared behind her. “Hi, Lars.”

      “Rosie.” She was a little older than Adeline, maybe by a couple of years. With her colorful ink and dark eyes, she had always struck me as mature beyond her years, unlike Adeline, who had a wide-eyed innocence to her. Or maybe I had labeled her that way because of who she was. Theo Kershaw’s adored daughter.

      Rosie moved past Adeline, sending her friend a meaningful look.

      “I need to talk to Hatch about that thing.”

      “What thi—?” The words died on Adeline’s lips as fast as Rosie took the stairs behind me.

      A reluctant Adeline turned back to me. “How much did you hear?”

      “Enough.”

      She dragged her teeth along a plump lower lip and placed a hand on the doorframe. For a moment, I worried she might faint. Behind her I got a sense of a young girl’s bedroom: posters of people I didn’t recognize, kooky art I wouldn’t understand, a computer desk, a guitar leaning against a wall.

      “It’s not a big deal.” The words emerged from my throat rusty and a little too fast.

      “I just talked about my years-long crush on you and it’s not a big deal?”

      I winced. This got worse and worse.

      She realized her error instantly. “Maybe you should tell me which of my shocking revelations you did hear.”

      I admired her for turning it on its head. If she was going to be embarrassed, she may as well drag me down with her.

      “Something about you thinking I was, uh, sexy.” I couldn’t believe I had just uttered that word to Adeline Kershaw. Forgive me, captain, for I have sinned. “Like I said, not a big deal.”

      “Because you hear it all the time.”

      That made me chuckle, the first funny thing I’d heard since I’d stood outside a bedroom door and listened to a couple of young women discussing private things I had no right to hear.

      “Nah, I don’t hear it all the time. I’m not exactly a fan favorite.”

      “People can separate fandom from lust.” She closed her eyes, and those sooty lashes fluttered against her cheeks. “I’m not making this any better, am I?”

      “Can’t say you are. But if it’s any consolation, I’m just as embarrassed as you are.”

      “None whatsoever,” she said glumly.

      I wanted to chuckle again, but she wouldn’t appreciate it. Had I suspected this crush? Perhaps. Perhaps that was part of the reason I rejected all those dinner invites.

      I tried to look at the upside. In a couple of days, she would be on her way, out of the country, far from this moment. New adventures would replace old hurts, and neither of us would think on this awkwardness any longer. Just a schoolgirl crush on an older man. Harmless, really.

      Time to wrap this up. “Are we good, Adeline?”

      She frowned, like the question was unexpected. I wanted to leave this on good terms. Didn’t she?

      “Yeah, we’re good, Lars.”

      An urge to kiss her on the cheek took hold of me, a consolation prize for the loss of, well, me. I chased away that nonsense and nodded curtly instead.

      “Good luck on your travels. Stay safe.”

      “Thanks. And sorry.”

      I waved it off as I bolted for the stairs with the slowest, most methodical step of my life. “Think nothing of it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fourteen months later …

      

      

      
        
        Adeline

      

      

      

      Coming home might not have been such a good idea. Coming home on the night of a Chicago Rebels win and choosing to stop at the Empty Net definitely ranked as one of my less inspired ones.

      Despite my misgivings, I pushed my way through the heaving bodies at the team’s regular hangout, a task made easier since I’d already dropped my backpack at home, said hi to my mom and great-gran, and spent a few minutes fussing over my baby sis, Tilly, who had grown into a strapping four-year-old while I wasn’t looking. I had one person I needed to see.

      My dad, Theo Kershaw.

      With that mop of dark, wavy hair, the veteran Rebels defenseman and captain was easy enough to spot, holding court in the middle of the bar. I held back for a few seconds, watching him joking around, commanding the room as well as he did the defensive line during a game. Someone must have made a crack at him because he turned and issued a withering retort complete with a crazy-ass nickname. The man was famous for his creative monikers. The crowd guffawed, completely on his side.

      “Your pop’s in good form, I see.” Rosie, my bestie and world travel companion for the last year, placed a hand on my shoulder. “You sure you’re okay here?”

      No, I wasn’t. I’d had a scare a couple of months ago and crowds didn’t help, but I needed to get over myself. With an injection of titanium into my spine, I adopted a cheery pose which wouldn’t fool my friend for a second but might be enough to fool me and the rest of this crowd.

      “I’m fine. If I could only get the Theo Kershaw’s attention.”

      At my raised voice, Dad finally figured it out. His handsome face lit up like a goal light, and he practically shoved his teammate Dash Carter out of the way to get to me.

      “Twinkle!”

      Knowing what was good for them, Rebels goaltender Noah Boden stepped out of his path along with Peyton Bell, one of the newer forwards. My dad threw his arms around me and lifted me off the ground.

      “My girl’s home!”

      “Hi, Dad.” I giggled into his chest and held on tight, tighter than I’d intended. He was a big guy, broad-shouldered, wide-chested, huge-hearted. The best man I knew.

      “I thought you weren’t coming in until tomorrow.” He shook his head, either at my sketchy timekeeping or his mental confusion. “Does your mom know you’re back?”

      “Already been. Rosie said hi to her dads, too.”

      His apple-green eyes went wide as he pulled my friend into a hug. “Rosie! Sorry, I was blinded by my daughter’s beauty.”

      “That’s okay, Mr. K. Story of my life on this trip.”

      I barely repressed an eye roll at that blatant untruth. From Brindisi to Bucharest, Rosie was the star, which suited me just fine. Ever the wallflower, I liked the comfort of the shadows.

      Except that one time the shadows bit back.

      “Let’s get you a drink, Twinkle.”

      “It’s okay, Dad. I don’t need anything. I just wanted to say hi. I didn’t mean to pull you away from your adoring public.”

      “Come over here then so I can take a good look at you.” Tucking a hand under my elbow, he steered me to a spot near the jukebox, which I imagined was for show because everyone used Spotify now. Rosie was already chatting with Giselle DuPre and her boyfriend, Mark, so I wasn’t abandoning her.

      “Why are you home two months early?”

      I didn’t expect he’d go so hard to start. My dad might play the goof on TV, but he was sharper than a skate blade.

      “No particular reason,” I lied. “We were just ready to get back.”

      We had planned to spend an extra month in Spain, but then I made the mistake of getting mugged outside a bar on Santorini. It spooked me, and while I refused to let Rosie tell anyone, especially our nosey families, I figured it was a good reason to wrap things up.

      Another one? Hockey season had started, and as this was likely my dad’s last year in the pros, I wanted to support him in every way I could.

      “You look like you got a lot of sun. You’re healthy, right? No problems? I’ve been so worried about you.” Another hug, even tighter this time. My family tended to think of me as a delicate flower. My travels were supposed to instill their confidence in me as I set out to conquer the world. Unfortunately, the world had other ideas.

      “I’m fine, Dad. You don’t have to worry.”

      “It’s my job. So what’s the plan? You’re going to stick around for a while?” The hope in his voice warmed me through. My absence had been hard on him.

      “For a spell. Can’t miss the old man’s final season.”

      “Less of the old, cheeky monkey. Okay, I’m going to get you a drink because this is a celebration. My best girl’s home! What’s your tipple these days? Something exotic with lemongrass or lychee, I suppose.”

      I chuckled. “A cider would be fine, whatever’s on tap. Oh, is Hatch here?”

      My brother, Hatch, had been recently acquired to play on the Rebels, a move that pretty much determined my dad’s trajectory this year. One of his dreams was to play on the same team as his eldest son. If he could hold on for another year until my younger brother Conor made his debut, the Kershaws would be Gordie Howe-ing it to the max.

      “Yeah, he’s here somewhere. Hey, man?” My father’s attention snagged on some poor unfortunate as they tried to walk by. “Keep my girl company, will ya?”

      “Sure, T.”

      My entire body went stiff. Dad was already halfway to the bar while his spot was filled with the bulk of one of his teammates.

      Lars Nyquist.

      He hadn’t changed. Scratch that. He had become more handsome, which should have been impossible. A year should have dimmed those baby blues, grimmed that sensuous mouth, trimmed all that beauty. Justice was clearly on a smoke break.

      The less said about the last time I saw him, the better. Thankfully, my crush had waned to barely negligible. These days, I was a new woman, well-traveled and unhindered by teenage hormones.

      But when faced with this absurdity—six-two, broad as an ox, all copper-tinged jaw scruff and blues the sparkle of Lake Michigan on a clear summer day—any girl might question her willpower.

      “Good to see you,” he said, rubbing his beard. Rubbing it in, more like.

      “You, too!” Far too enthusiastic, so I pitched my next words lower. “Congrats on the win tonight.”

      “Yep. Your dad was on fire. Hard to believe he’s serious about retirement.”

      I found it hard to fathom as well. He was the second oldest player in the league, and the oldest was currently on what seemed like permanent IR, so my dad was the oldest active player. When he became a father again four years ago, we all thought that would be the clincher. So long hockey.

      Mom knew better. She understood that hockey meant the world to him, and once done, he might crash into the void left by its absence.

      “Yeah. And you two make a good team.”

      He nodded.

      And that was that.

      We lapsed into uncomfortable silence. Throwing a desperate glance over my shoulder, I willed my father to return, but when I turned back, Lars was looking at me like he had something to say. Whatever it was, I didn’t want to hear it. Leave it in the past.

      So I glared at him, hoping that would discourage any trips down memory ditch, and prayed that he had the decency to forget all about it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lars

      

      

      

      When I first landed on the Rebels, I thought being partnered with a veteran like Kershaw would be weird. That that our post-game cellies would be muted by this ancient in our midst. That he might cramp my style.

      Fuck, was I wrong.

      Theo Kershaw was Teammate with a capital T. The guy knew every bar and bartender in every city we played, and they all loved him, even when he was responsible for shutting out their team. He was player, coach, mentor, counselor, and priest, and once he retired, there would be a huge hole to fill, not just on the Rebels but in hockey.

      Over the last year, he’d been there for me in more ways than one. After the initial dread of dinners at the Kershaws, I’d come to enjoy them. To see them as the highlight of my week. When my father died, Theo had been the rock I didn’t know I needed.

      My growing closeness to the family was made easier by Adeline’s absence. That was probably a shitty thing to think, but I couldn’t have become a regular at the Kershaw table if I had to sit across from his daughter. Without her presence, I could listen dispassionately when Theo talked about her. How much he missed her. About the flea-ridden hostels she was staying in, the no-name airline she was flying, the salmonella magnets she was eating in. He would try sending her money to graduate her travel experience from one-star to three, but she would refuse because she wanted to make her own way.

      I admired that. Growing up the daughter of a rich, famous pro-athlete might make a kid privileged. Not Adeline. Not any of the Kershaw kids. (Except for Tilly, who at age four, was entitled to a little privilege.)

      Theo talked about Adeline so much that I had actually started looking forward to her return, if only so he would shut up about her. I’d seen the photo dumps before every practice, watched the reels he sent anyone who’d listen, and heard all about the adventures of Addy and Rosie, like it was the latest YA graphic novel.

      In a way, I felt I knew her better than any of the fuckers here, save her dad. So it was disconcerting to find that she didn’t like me.

      One bit.

      I barely knew her, yet here she was, scowling away at me like I’d done something to piss her off. When she wasn’t giving wistful looks over her shoulder toward her dad, she would stare at me with his eyes, a deep mossy green that now reflected suspicion where his shone nothing but goodwill.

      So she was embarrassed about our previous interaction. I resolved to be the adult here and make it easy for her.

      “Good trip, then?”

      Another forlorn glance over her shoulder. Her dark hair, like spilled ink, was in a messy ponytail, little wisps laying damp against her neck. She wore jeans and a long sleeve T-shirt with a setting sun on the front.

      “Yeah, great.”

      “Your photos were amazing. You have a great eye.”

      Her gaze sharpened. “You saw my photos?”

      “Your dad was always showing them, usually over dinner at your place.” Looking at them, I’d felt like I was right there in the thick of a Turkish bazaar or a religious procession through narrow, cobblestoned Italian streets.

      She weighed that observation for a moment but remained silent. Jesus, this shouldn’t be so hard.

      “Those songs, too. For Tilly.”

      Another share from Kershaw. Adeline and her little sister were very close, and one of their ways of connecting was through funny little songs about butterflies and birds. I didn’t pay as much attention to those, but I recall being struck by Adeline’s voice, sweet and clear.

      “Just silliness.”

      “Good to be home, I bet. You must have missed everyone.”

      Her eyes took on a subtle tilt, like some movie goddess from the forties.

      “I did. But it was good for me to get away.”

      Another awkward pause. Maybe I should let her off the hook.

      “I’m guessing you have other people you want to talk to.”

      She shook her head, color high on her cheekbones that not even her sun-kissed skin could mask. “Sorry, Lars. As you can probably guess, travel hasn’t made me any less awkward in my dealings with other humans. I’m still a weirdo.”

      “Sure, but the world needs weirdos.”

      That loosened her up, might even have reminded her of a conversation we had years ago at a Rebels holiday party about embracing her weird and carving her own path. Her shoulders relaxed and I got the sense she wasn’t as uncomfortable as she was a couple of minutes ago. Her next words confirmed it:

      “I was sorry to hear about your dad.”

      “Thanks. No love lost, though.” Everyone was aware of our estrangement, but I needed her to be clear on it.

      Sven Nyquist was an asshole and I’m nothing like him.

      “That probably made it all the harder.” She placed a soft hand on my forearm and squeezed. Shockwaves sizzled through me at that skin-to-skin contact, and I froze, barely able to reckon with how her sympathy practically undid me.

      Seeming to recognize her effect, she withdrew her hand and changed the subject.

      “So are we going to address the elephant in the room?”

      Finally. This was good. Lay it out there and clear the air, which was now polluted by an unearthly squall in the distance that sounded like a baby.

      “Are you still thinking about that?” I tried to infuse it with casual, maybe even a touch of absurdity that it would be on anyone’s mind at all.

      The prettiest blush suffused her cheeks and that gulp in the slender column of her throat? I shouldn’t have been enjoying that at all.

      “It was kind of embarrassing.”

      “Nah. Anyway, we’ve all grown and moved on, right?” Taking joint responsibility seemed like the gentlemanly thing to do.

      The corner of her mouth hooked like an inverted comma.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have said that word. Grown. Because Adeline certainly had since I saw her last. Still serious, but self-effacing with it. A touch of the been there, done that about her. Not the kind of girl who carried a torch for an ancient, broken-down athlete.

      “Yep. We have.” That mobile mouth curved into a smile that hit me square in the solar plexus. Dazzling in its intensity. And those movie goddess eyes ... “So, we’re good?”

      We should have been. I should have been thrilled we’d smoothed over the awkwardness. Her dad and I had to work together, and it was likely I’d see more of Adeline in the coming months. I didn’t need the hassle of his daughter crushing on me. This year was too important.

      “Yeah, we’re good.” I tried to smile back, but I couldn’t get my lips to curve. My pulse had picked up. My hands felt clammy, the back of my neck hot. Was I disappointed that absence had not made her heart grow fonder? Surely, I wasn’t so desperate for female attention that Adeline’s mature handling of our reunion was irritating me.

      This was my captain’s kid we were talking about.

      Speaking of kids, the baby was on an absolute crying jag now, and people were starting to send dirty looks in the poor infant’s direction. I couldn’t see it, but it felt close, and what the fuck was a baby doing in the Empty Net?

      I cast a quick look toward the bar because now the skate was on the other foot and I wanted out. Kershaw was talking to Rebels D-man, Rowan MacFarlane. With two glasses in his hands, he was evidently trying to escape but MacFarlane had him pinned.

      I didn’t like that guy. Since his trade in right before the playoffs last season, he’d had his eye on my spot in the Kershaw-Nyquist ’ship, and while he was a decent D-man, no way in hell was I giving up my position in the final year of Theo’s career. As if the dickhead knew I was thinking uncharitable thoughts, he sent a scowl my way. I sent it right back with interest.

      Pro-hockey dynamics. Welcome to middle school.

      Baby-in-the-bar status update: still acting like a baby.

      “Looks like you’re gonna be thirsty for a while.”

      “That’s my dad, friend to all.”

      Someone appeared at my shoulder, a little too close for comfort. Pretty standard in the Empty Net post-game, so I shifted a step closer to Adeline and turned.

      The first thing I saw was a baby, likely the baby.

      And this baby was pissed.

      The appearance of this red-faced, mewling alien in my orbit was good. I was annoyed at my reaction to Adeline and could have done with the distraction of giving whoever brought a baby into a bar a piece of my mind. I raised my gaze to the responsible adult, a blonde with a great rack, and got the shock of my life.

      I knew this woman.

      Let me back up a bit here. I’d met her about a year and half ago in this very bar. I’d like to say we made it out of the bar to a bed, but the bathroom was as good as any for what we both had in mind. I rarely messed about on my own doorstep, but my father had just fucked up again in a very public way. I was in a foul mood, and this woman was there, all comfort and curves. I didn’t take much persuading and when I asked for her number afterwards, more polite formality than true interest, she informed me that she was married.

      Now, if I’d been possessed of this information, I would have run the other direction. My dad was notorious for messing about with otherwise-occupied women while he himself was also occupied. No way was I going down that road. So we parted amicably and I vowed to be more careful in the future. (I now had a questionnaire for all potential bedmates.)

      Seeing her after all this time—and damn if I could remember her name—was jarring. Even more jarring was that Adeline was standing there, completely over me, which was more irksome than it should have been.

      “Hello …?”

      “Vicki,” she said with a touch of affront.

      “Right. Vicki.”

      “Can you hold her a second?”

      A quick glance around to see if I was being punked. No one was paying attention except Adeline who was regarding the situation with the same healthy suspicion as me.

      “Um—”

      Vicki was already bundling the kid into my arms. I truly believe she would have dropped her if I didn’t play ball.

      The baby was young, maybe six months. Or ten. I knew nothing about baby ages. Weirdly, the second she landed in my arms, she stopped crying and stared up at me with the bluest eyes I’d ever seen.

      “Oh good, she likes you!” Vicki unshouldered a carry-all bag and dumped it at my feet. “Here’s the thing, Lars. I can’t do this right now.”

      My gaze snapped to hers as a sense of foreboding overcame me, or more than what I’d experienced the second I laid eyes on my one-night stand and wondered what the hell she was doing here.

      “Do what?”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t reach out earlier.”

      Dread seeped deeper into my bones.

      “What’s going on here?” The words sounded muffled, like I was speaking underwater.

      “She’s yours, Lars. Meet your daughter.”
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      I think she just said this kid was mine.

      She said something else, about not being able to do this, whatever this was, but for now I had to focus on the first part of the shit equation.

      This kid was … mine?

      Because Vicki had omitted pertinent details about her relationship status the first time we met, my reaction was slow. Should I take it at face value? Assume it was a shakedown? Laugh at the fact my teammates were yanking my nerves-taut chain?

      People were starting to pay attention now. A woman had just handed a baby to a professional hockey player in a bar, dropped a bag, and was now backing away.

      As in dumping and dashing.

      A baby.

      I finally found my voice. “You need to explain this.”

      “What’s to explain? Sometimes condoms fail.” She took another step back, a prelude to a breakaway.

      I moved to follow her, like a tiger stalking prey, but a zombified one who was only learning to lurch. The baby was starting to feel heavier than the pit of dread forming in my gut.

      So many questions. I tried to prioritize them into immediate need-to-knows.

      “Why am I only hearing about this now?”

      “I’ll be in touch in a few days.” She turned tail and fled.

      I couldn’t chase her down, not with this new weight in my arms. I turned to Adeline. “Could you hold it?”

      To be honest, I could have asked anyone else nearby. A teammate, a bartender, hell, Theo Kershaw had more experience with babies than anyone else I knew. But something innate knew that Adeline would know what to do.

      My confidence was rewarded when she jumped into the fray with no hesitation and accepted the bundle into her safe embrace. Instinctively, I took an extra couple of seconds to make sure the little one was settled and ignored that peculiar shift in my chest at the sight of Adeline holding her.

      If she was really mine …

      “Vicki!” I quickstepped out of there and caught up with her outside the bar, which was probably better. Less teammate interference and more chance to scream my head off without some looky-loo filming it.

      “I need an explanation here.”

      She turned, teary-eyed, and my heart melted a fraction.

      I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t run. Let’s talk about this.”

      “I-I can’t. My husband just found out that she’s not his. He said I had to give her up and you know, Lars, I’m not ready to be a mom! She’s already ruined my figure, and Brad says he wants the woman he married back.”

      Okay, that was a lot.

      “Your husband is making you give up your child?”

      “He’s not the bad guy here! But I have to choose, and he comes first.” She glared at me. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what? Like you’ve blown up my world? Like you went months without telling me I’m a dad? Like you’ve just dropped off a baby like an Uber Eats delivery? Like that?”

      More tears. “Don’t shout at me! I’ve had too many people shouting at me lately!”

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry.” That I was the one apologizing pissed me off, but I could tell she was walking a razor’s edge. “Can we go back inside and talk about it? Or go get coffee somewhere?”

      “Maybe in a couple of days.” She turned to a waiting cab.

      Not only had this woman dumped a kid on me and already had her getaway planned, she hadn’t shown a drop of interest about where her child was this very moment. My sympathy dried on the spot.

      “Vicki, you can’t do this.” Because I was having a hard time picking the primary reason from the million reasons why she couldn’t do this, I added weakly, “I don’t even have your number.”

      “I left it with the bag. A few days, okay?” She opened the cab’s door and clambered inside.

      Before she could shut it, I yelled, “At least tell me the kid’s name.”

      “Mabel.”

      And then she was gone.

      I’m not sure how long I stood outside, but long enough to feel a chill that couldn’t be credited to the October weather. Had I ever considered fatherhood? Sure, every guy thinks on it occasionally, maybe more than that if you’re in a serious relationship with commitment and a future on the cards. But that wasn’t me. That was never likely to be me. With my genetics and upbringing, I wouldn’t have dreamed of inflicting that on a kid.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and my first instinct was: Adeline. When I turned, Kershaw was standing there, his eyebrow raised in semi-permanent shock.

      “What the fuck just happened, dude?”

      Here was the thing about Theo Kershaw. He was almost a decade older than me, a family man, the definition of responsibility, and he still sounded like a bro. It didn’t make him an idiot, but he was one of the guys and I loved him for it.

      “She said that kid is mine.”

      Theo blew out a breath. “That’s mighty fucked up.”

      “Yep.” I had no words beyond that terse reply. What came next? I prayed my teammate and good friend would have some ideas. The man was usually full of them.

      “She just skedaddled? Are you going to see her again?”

      “In a few days, she said. She’s married and she’s been lying to her husband about the paternity.”

      “Aw, hell, that’s not good.”

      “No, it is not. How do I even know that kid is mine?”

      “Well, you don’t. Not yet, but that’s easy enough to verify.” He squeezed my shoulder. “First things first.”

      I eyed him expectantly. Tell me all the things, Kershaw.

      “There’s a baby in that bar that could be yours, so you have to step up and take care of her, friend. But know that you’re not alone.”

      It sure felt like I was. But I trusted Kershaw to have my back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Lars was a father.

      Hard to believe, but the evidence was here before me, literally in my arms. The mother must have been in pretty dire straits to drop this on her baby daddy like that. He had looked so shocked, and who could blame him? The woman hadn’t breathed a word.

      Rosie moved in, her dark eyes wide with wonder.

      “If someone had told me it happened I wouldn’t have believed it.”

      “I know. It’s kind of nuts.”

      “Absolutely. And how are you on the hook for holding the kid?”

      “I was on the spot. What was I supposed to do—drop her?”

      The baby gurgled a little and gave what looked like a smile, though maybe that was gas. Here in the middle of all this craziness, she was the calmest one in the place.

      “You need to sit down.” Rosie pointed at Dash Carter, the Rebels left winger, who was seated at one of the corner tables near the darts board. “Carter, make room for the woman with the child!”

      Dash jumped up just as his fiancée Summer Landry appeared, her face agog. “Whose baby is this?”

      “Nyquist’s.” Dash smirked at Summer. “Don’t be getting any ideas, babe. Let’s get the wedding done first.”

      Summer blushed. “Did I say anything? Here, let’s sit you down.”

      I didn’t know the pretty blonde all that well, but I’d always liked her. She was assistant to Ryder Calloway, the Rebels’ general manager, and was getting married to Dash when this season ended. She budged up beside me while Rosie stood, shielding us from the rest of the bar. Everyone was eying us with interest and who could blame them? I was holding Lars Nyquist’s baby.

      “Hey, Ro, grab that bag, would you?”

      The mom had left what looked like a diaper bag at Lars’s feet. Rosie picked it up and placed it on the table.

      Summer looked at us both. “Should we open it—okay, then.”

      Rosie was already unzipping and rifling through the contents. Diapers, a couple of baby bottles, formula, a few onesies.

      “Anything identifying?”

      “Like a baby passport?” Rosie smirked. “Or the kid’s driver’s license?”

      “We don’t even know her name.”

      Summer stroked under the baby’s chin. “She’s so dang cute.”

      The little one wore a yellow onesie with a picture of a baby bottle and the slogan, “It’s 5 a.m. somewhere.” Summer tickled the baby and earned another grin. “Baby Larina? Or maybe Baby Nyquista?”

      “Here we go. A birth certificate.” Rosie held up a piece of paper. “Mabel—aw! Born on …” She did the calculations in her head. “Just turned seven months. And the mother is Vicki
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