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Description: Knox stood across from me, anger in his eyes, his right
hand in a fist ready to hit me. In that moment, as | stared at him trying
to figure out what to say before he hit me, | wished I'd never walked
into that little dive bar.

Actually, that wasn'’t true because that was the night that changed my
life forever.

That was the night | saved Knox’s little sister, Peyton, from making
what | was certain was a huge mistake I'd figure she’d regret for the
rest of her life.

We all had a code among the players on the team. We all looked
after one another, and that included family members. So, when | saw
some guy hitting on Peyton, | stepped in. | pretended to be her
boyfriend to get rid of the guy who'd been hitting on her and when
she turned those big hazel eyes on me things didn’t stop there. |
bought her drinks, let her vent out her frustrations about the fight
she’d just had with her brother and then one thing led to another, and
she ended up wrapped up in my sheets.

A few months later, the memory of her and that night remains fresh in
my mind and soon she is all | can think about. Thankfully, | get to see
her again at the season’s end barbeque. Armed with good intentions,
that is when | find out everything is about to change in not only my
life but hers, including my friendship with her brother.

The guys on the team had always told me love would hit me when |
least expected it, either that or I'd get a girl in trouble. | just never
believed they would both happen at the same time.
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Chapter One
Peyton - Two Months Earlier

My fucking brother! Sorry half-brother! Anger boiled inside of me. Who the fuck did
he think he was? Holding me while mall security was going to be breathing down my
neck in a matter of seconds. | knew | should have just taken off. It had just shocked
me so much when the security system had gone off. Figures the first time | take
something | get caught. Then Knox, in all his mighty glory, had to look over in my
direction.

Mom was so upset as the security guards searched me. She was crying, making a
huge scene, which somehow made matters much worse. It was only fifty dollars
worth of makeup. Not that big of a deal, and honestly, she should have been happy |
hadn’t bothered her for the money. Things were tight enough already, and every time
I’d asked her for anything, | got the lecture about needing to be more responsible.

Knox stood there, arms crossed against his chest, trying to calm our mother down. All
the while, he looked at me with disappointment. | could still see the piercing gaze
now as| lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.

I’d locked myself in my bedroom after we'd got home, refused to have dinner, and
told them both to leave me alone. It was finally quiet now, but for the longest time, all
| could hear was our mother crying while Knox voiced his disappointment.

I’d heard it all. Neither of them were proud of me. | knew | shouldn’t have come on
this trip. Tor had warned me. He'd told me they were trying to get me away from



him, and he’ d apparently been right.

| grabbed my phone off the nightstand, opening up a messageto Tor.

Peyton: Miss you.

| stared at the screen of my phone, waiting for a sign that he was there, only there was
nothing. Then | remembered he was going to a concert with a bunch of his friends. It
was when | opened up one of my social media apps that | learned why he wasn't
messaging me back.

Anger flooded me, when my phone pinged with a message from my best friend Elise.
She was at the same concert and sent me a photo, only it wasn't of the band as |
hoped it would be. Instead, | blew up the fuzzy photo on my phone. | immediately
saw what | didn’t want to think was true. It was a picture of Tor and Leela, agirl who
hung around his friends. He had her pressed up against the interior brick wall of the
building kissing her.

| had afeeling Leelawas bad news. | didn’t know why | was so upset; it wasn't as if
thiswas the first time I’ d caught Tor cheating, and | knew it wouldn’t be the last. Y et
tears still flooded my eyes. | stared at the picture, hit forward, and sent it directly to
Tor with the letters WTF in the message, and hit send.

| got up off the bed and paced my room. The house was quiet. While Mom had gone
to bed after she'd camed down and had dinner, Knox had stayed up for a bit,
watching a movie while | surfed on my phone, but he kept at me, asking why | felt
the need to shoplift when all | had to do was ask for the money.

He did not know what things had been like. | worked. | picked up extra shifts when |
could and helped with the bills and groceries since Mom lost her job. | made a decent
wage for part-time while | wasin school.



The problem wasn't that | couldn’t afford what | wanted to buy. It was Tor. Since he
didn’t work, he'd started taking money from me. It started with a few dollars here or
there and then turned into larger amounts. Just recently, he told me he was in some
trouble and needed money, so | cashed in what little savings | had, which left me with
nothing, and he was right there the last few paydays taking whatever money | didn’t
need.

The things I'd taken, | needed, but since | had no way to pay for them and | didn’t
want to stress Mom out by asking her for the money, | just took them. | wasn't proud
of what I’d done. It was wrong on every level, and | knew it, but | felt | had little
choice. Tor had bled me dry, and now, after seeing that picture of him and Leela, |
knew he didn’t love me as he claimed.

| needed to cut him loose, and | knew that by leaving him it would solve so many
problems. I'd have money again, after | built things back up. I'd stop having trouble
in school because he was the driving force behind why I’ d gotten myself kicked out.

| opened the bedroom door a crack and listened. The house was dark. The only light
in the hall came from under the door to Knox’'s room. | could hear him quietly
talking, no doubt to his new girlfriend Lorelai, whom we were supposed to meet
tonight, until my actions had messed that up as well.

| needed to get out of here.

| grabbed my sweater and tiptoed down the hall while opening up my maps
application. | searched the area for some little bar to go to, finally finding a place
called The Tilted Flask within walking distance from here. | checked my emergency
spot in my purse to find atwenty tucked inside and figured | could at |east buy myself
one drink. It would be enough to pull me away from my troubles or allow me some
space, because here, | felt like | was suffocating.



Music blared inside the bar as the bartender slid adrink in front of me.

“Cheers.”

“Cheers.” | smiled and clinked my glass against his, taking a sip. “Thanks for the
drink.”

“No problem, Peyton.”

I’d walked into The Tilted Flask and took a seat at the bar. Moments later, Clay
Harris walked through the door. I'd met him last summer when Mom and | had come
out for their end-of-season celebration. He played with the Dominators for the past
five years and was their star goalie. We'd hit it off last summer, and when he walked
in tonight, he noticed me immediately, came over, sat down and offered to buy me a
drink.

“What brings you in here?’ he questioned.

“My brother, my boyfriend...shoplifting... You?’

“Wow, okay, sounds like there may be a story there. | just felt like getting out and
having a couple of drinks. Care to tell me what happened?’ he asked.

| opened the image on my phone, looked at it, and then placed my phone down on the
bar top, showing it to him.

“Two people kissing... | can see why that would upset you.” Clay smiled.
“That part doesn’t upset me. The guy in the picture is my boyfriend. As you can tell,

it's not me he is kissing. Maybe my brother was right when he told me | should end
things with him.”



Clay chuckled and thanked the bartender as he slid two beers and two shots down in
front of us.

“1’d say your brother is probably right on that one. It doesn’'t appear to me he knows
what he hasin front of him or what heis giving up,” Clay said, looking into my eyes.

| shrugged, not really knowing what to say to that.

Clay picked up his shot and nodded at mine. | picked it up, and he looked at me.
“Cheers to breaking up with shitty guys who don’t know what they are losing.” He
clinked his shot glass against mine before we both downed them.

| wiped my mouth and sat back against my chair.

“So, what else?’

“Knox...” | muttered.

Clay chuckled. “WEéll, there is a bunch | could say about your brother, but | won't.
What did he do?’

“Well, I’'m not proud of what happened today, just so you know. It's not like | do this
stuff al the time. It was the first time that I’d even thought about doing it, but | got
caught shoplifting.”

Clay nodded, taking a drink of his beer.
“l see. Well, we all do stupid ass shit sometimes. Most of them turn out to be

mistakes, which I’'m guessing is how you are feeling, but the main thing is we learn
from them. What does your brother have to do about that?”’



| let out a sigh. “Well, he acted all perfect, forcing me to face security and then the
police.”

Clay nodded. “Do you think maybe he was trying to help you, not hurt you by doing
that?’

| thought for a moment. “Why do you need to make that make so much sense?’

“Well, because if | had a sister who was getting herself into trouble, I'd probably do
the same, but not with any ill will behind it. It would be because | love her, and |
don’t want to see her go down a destructive path.” He winked.

| knew deep down that Knox was only trying to do what was right for me. He was
trying to be a male role model in my life that | failed to have after my father left.
Neither of us had grown up with a father, and | knew Knox wanted me to have a
positive male figurein my life.

“Ugh, you're so right.”

“Your brother. His bark is worse than his bite,” Clay said, leaning over and bumping
me with his shoulder. “He sometimes doesn’t know how to show it, but he cares.”

“1 know. You know, at one point he used to be my best friend, someone | could tell
anything to, and then suddenly one day that changed. | don’t know why it changed,
but it did, and it hurtsthat | can’t go to him when | need him.”

“Maybe you should try talking to him and not hiding things from him.” Clay winked.

Clay signalled to the bartender and held two fingers up. Immediately, the bartender
came over and placed two more shots down in front of us.



“Cheers to overprotective brothers,” he said, clinking his glass to mine, and we both
tipped our heads back, drinking down the shot.

| smiled at Clay, his blue eyes dancing as he looked at me and smiled.

“Now, about this boyfriend...”

“What about him?’ | asked, starting to feel the effects of the shots of alcohal.

“Well, what you just showed me didn’t even deserve you to message him. It deserves
nothing more than for you never to talk to him again. So, when you get home, what
are you going to do?’ Clay asked.

| sat there, thinking about the image I’ d seen, anger and hurt flooding me.

“I think the first thing I’ m going to do is end things with him.”

“You think, or you know?’ he asked, grabbing my phone and opening the picture I'd
shown him. He placed it down in front of me and tapped the screen. “Do you think
thiswill ever stop?’

| shook my head, tears clouding my vision.

“No tears. You know the truth. It's better than never knowing,” he said, nudging my
chin with his thumb.

“That's true,” | said, deleting the photo from my phone and shoving it into my
pocket.

“You know, | think it's time for another shot. Then | think we should go out on to the
dance floor and dance the night away. What do you say?’ Clay asked, signalling the



bartender again for two more shots.

| rested my head against Clay’s shoulder as the Uber he’d called drove us back to
Knox' s place, finally coming to astop in his driveway.

| heard Clay whisper my name and felt his hand on my thigh, gently squeezing my
leg to get my attention.

“Huh?’

“You'rehome.” Clay said quietly.

| blinked, trying to clear the fuzziness from my eyes. I'd had so much fun tonight.
We' d talked, we' d danced, and we' d both drank alot.

“That was fast,” | murmured, trying to undo my seatbelt.

“Here, let me,” Clay said, leaning forward a bit and undoing my seatbelt. He leaned
across me, letting the belt gently go, and met my eyes. He stared at me and then
brought his hand up and brushed a strand of hair back that was in my face.

“You know, | never redlly realized just how pretty you are,” he whispered.

His eyes were glass blue against his dark hair, and as he sat there, looking into my
eyes with his hand on my cheek, | wanted nothing more than to feel his lips against

mine.

Anticipation filled me as he slowly leaned forward and brushed hislips barley against
mine.

| pulled back at first, not sure what had just happened, but as | met his eyes, | leaned



forward into him, this time my lips brushing against his. Heat flooded my body as he
deepened the kiss. Then, as if someone hit him, he pulled back and cleared his throat,
looking forward.

“Peyton, I'm...I"'m sorry. | shouldn’t have done that,” he whispered, looking toward
the house where we both knew my brother slept.

“Clay, it'sokay...” | said, placing my hand on hisarm.

“No, it's not. Let's just pretend that this never happened, because honestly, it
shouldn’t have happened. It was a moment of weakness on my part. | know better.”

| frowned, wishing for nothing more than to continue this kiss.

“l won’'t say anything,” | whispered, placing my hand on his.

“Nor will | because we both know we shouldn’t. Good night, Peyton. Go on inside.
I’ll go home and get some rest, knowing that you’' re home safe.”

| was confused more than anything, but | tugged on the door handle and opened the
door. Climbing out, | was about to shut the door when | heard Clay call my name. |
bent down and looked into the back seat.

“1f you need anything, don’t be afraid to reach out. I know how your brother can be. |
don’t mind if you need to talk.” He winked, handing me his card. “Good night,

Peyton.”

“Night, Clay,” | whispered and then shut the door.

| wandered up to the front door and slid my key in the lock, then | tiptoed down the
hall, careful not to make too much noise as | amost fell over. | entered my bedroom,



flopping down on my bed. Minutes later, still dressed, | fell asleep and dreamt of an
amazing kiss.
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Chapter Two
Peyton - January 2025

| stopped my mother’s rundown Honda Civic outside the doors of the airport. My
brother’s plane should have landed about ten minutes ago, | thought as | glanced
around, looking for him. | tapped the dash, trying to get the time to come back on the
display, but it did little good.

“Stupid crap car,” | said to myself as the time flashed for a moment, then the radio
Cut out.

| glanced up just as Knox walked out of the double doors, asmall bag thrown over his
shoulder. Moving the car up, | rolled down the passenger-side window and waved.

We'd just seen Knox at Christmas, and while | hadn’t wanted to go all the way to
Vancouver after what had happened the last time we were there, Mom made me. I'd
cleaned up my act alot since then, hadn’t shoplifted since, and thanks to Knox calling
me after 1I'd returned and talking some sense into me, 1'd returned to school. It had
helped that he' d called and spoken with the administration as well—and had probably
been forced to make some outlandish donations to the school for them to allow me
back in. I’d been atrouble child, and | knew it.

“1t’ s about time you got here,” he said as he climbed into the front seat after throwing
his bags in the back seat.

“Me!l Hey, buddy, I'm the one on time. You are late.” | giggled as | put the car in



drive and pulled away from the curb.

“ S0, things going well?” he asked as he reached behind him for the seat belt.

“Yeah,” | said, carefully merging onto the highway.

“School 7’

“In class every day, on time, doing all assignments like | promised. | even got a
passing mark on my last test.”

“That’s great. And what about Tor? Y ou still seeing him?”’

| knew he was going to ask me about Tor. I’d promised him I’d end things with him
when | left the first time, but | hadn’t. Again, he asked me, and I’d promised once
again I’d end it after Christmas. | still hadn’t ended things with him. | didn’t see the
need. He wasn'’t that much of a bad influencein my life, and I'd already made a lot of
changes, so instead I’d kept it quiet and given Tor one last chance. I’'d taken the
things that were bugging me about our relationship and made him make a promise to
me not to do them anymore, which he had in some roundabout way.

| knew Knox was going to be disappointed in my decision and, as | looked over at my
brother, | told him what he wanted to hear.

“He' sgone,” | said, swallowing hard.
| glanced over at my brother to see him nod in my direction.
“Good. I’'m glad. He was a bad influence.” He was quiet for a few minutes and then

looked over at me. “Peyton, I’ll admit I'm confused about why I’'m here. The email
Mom sent said | was coming here because she needed some help with you, but now



that | know things are fine, or so they seem, I’d like to know why I’m here. Y ou and
Mom both know that Lorelai and | are in the middle of planning our wedding, and
she likes to have the help from me when I’'m home.”

| tapped the steering wheel. Yes, I'd emailled Knox using my mother’s email. 1'd
written as if | were her, telling him she needed help with me because | was in some
sort of trouble, asking that he come as soon as he could. | knew Knox would do
anything for Mom and that he’'d be on the first flight to Vermont. | should have just
been honest instead, because instead of me, it was Mom | was concerned about, and
since | knew he’'d do anything for her, there really had been no point in making
anything up.

“Okay, don’'t be angry.” | sighed.

| didn’t even need to look; | knew Knox was looking at me and that he had a
questioning look on his face.

“l emailed you from Mom'’ s account under the guise of her, but for avalid reason.”

“Dammit, Peyton. Lorelai and | were supposed to be picking out invitations this
weekend and possibly going to look at a few venues.”

“l know, it was wrong, but if you'd just let me explain,” | said, swallowing hard,
suddenly feeling bad that I’d gotten him here under false pretenses. Well, not false;
there was a problem. For the first time in along time, it just didn’t pertain to me. |
didn’t want Knox pissed off at me. | wanted him to give me a chance to explain.

“Okay, explain, because right now I’'m wondering if you aren’t just up to one of your
old tricks. That maybe everything you've just told meisal just bullshit.”

“l swear, I'm not up to anything. Everything is going well for me, | promise you



that.” | sighed.

“Then what isit?’

“I"'m worried about Mom,” | said, getting right to the point.

| glanced over at Knox to see a concerned look on his face. “Why? What is going
on?’ he questioned.

Mom had gone on one date with William just before we'd gone to visit Knox a few
months ago. It wasn't really anything to even mention when we'd been out there.
When we returned, they’d started dating and going out a little more often. I'd often
hear them arguing after a date and was almost certain that one night he threatened
her.

While we'd been in Vancouver at Christmas, I’d wanted to tell Knox about him, and
that I’ d sensed there might be some type of abuse going on, but Mom had assured me
| was worrying over nothing.

When we'd returned from that trip, things had gotten bad. | feared for my mother’s
safety, but she continuously made me promise | wouldn’t mention anything. | wasn’t
even sure if Knox knew she was seeing anyone, but lately it seemed things had spun
out of control between her and William.

“It sWilliam,” | answered.

“Who the fuck is William?’ Knox questioned.

Just what 1I’d thought. He did not know Mom was even seeing anyone, which meant
she could be in trouble, because | knew Mom told Knox pretty much everything.



“Mom, didn’t want you to know when we were there at Christmas, in case things
didn’t work out, but William is the man Mom is seeing.”

“Uh-huh.” Knox grunted as | pulled the car into the driveway of the rental unit Mom
and | livedin.

| immediately recognized William's car in the driveway, which meant he was here
and chances of things becoming heated were inevitable.

“It looks like you're about to meet him, too. Let me warn you, you're in for a redl
treat,” | said, opening the car door and climbing out.

The moment we climbed out of the car, | could hear him yelling, and | flinched when
| heard him call her the name | probably hated more than anything.

“What the fuck?’ Knox gritted.

One thing about my brother, he had a temper if provoked. He also had a temper with
how others treated any of his family members. He was also a big man, and | knew he
could truly hurt someone if he wanted to, and there was no way 1’'d ever be able to
hold him back.

“William is our landlord and a hotshot lawyer out here, and he has some serious
mental health issues. He's a narcissist, a gas lighter, and emotionally abusive,” |
muttered, which | knew was the exact type of man Knox's father had been, aong
with mine, which was why | was so afraid for her.

It was then we heard William yell, followed by glass shattering. Knox looked at me,
and before | could get a word out, he was aready up the stairs and at the door,
leaving me standing there with my heart in my throat. He ripped the door open and
went inside, raising his voice while | trailed behind him.



William stood in the living room, alook of shock on his face as Knox stood over him,
looking down at him.

“Put the fucking vase down now,” Knox said in a calm and controlled voice, which
surprised me.

Mom looked up at me and then over to where Knox stood, her face contorted in a
shocked and surprised but thankful 1ook.

“Who the fuck are you?’ William shouted at Knox.

“Your worst fucking nightmare, especialy if you don’'t put the vase down and leave
right now.” He clenched and unclenched hisfists, which | knew meant that if William
didn’t heed the warning, Knox would no doubt hit him.

“Who'’ s going to make me? Y ou?’

He didn’'t recognize him. Anyone who watched hockey knew Knox wasn’'t someone
to mess with. Before he' d started dating Lorelai, Knox had been in apile of fights and
that had only been because of the adrenaline rush during a game, or so he said. I'd
seen the damage he' d caused during those games, and | had no clue what he would be
capable of with someone who’d hurt or endangered his family.

“Yeah, me. Now, get out.”

Mom stood there, tearsin her eyes, as William and Knox faced off with one another.

“Knox, please, it's okay,” Mom cried, placing her hand on his forearm, trying to pull
his attention from William.

“Mom, | don’t want to hear it. Thisjackass is going to leave, and he's going to leave



now.

William ignored Knox’s warnings and grabbed Mom'’s forearm roughly, making her
wince and scream in pain as he looked her in the eye.

“Reese, tell your friend here to back the fuck off,” he growled.

“That'sit!” Knox muttered.

| didn’t know how things sped up so quickly, but the next thing | knew, Knox had a
hold of William. His arm was snaked around his neck as he punched him in the
stomach. William released a grunt as Knox dragged him toward the door. The
moment he let him go, William fell to the floor, clutching his stomach, breathing

rapidly.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said, coughing so hard | feared he might be sick.

“You shouldn’t have put your hands on my mother. Now get the fuck out!” Knox
shouted.

“Hope you got an excellent lawyer there, kid, ‘cause I’'m going to sue your fucking
ass,” William said, struggling to get up off the floor.

“Go ahead, my lawyers eat parasites like you for fucking breakfast,” Knox said,
getting into his face again.

Knox stood there, staring down at William until he finally backed out the door and
took off, climbing into his car. Knox didn’'t say a word. Instead, he kept his eyes

trained on the driveway for a few minutes, making sure William didn’t return.

| went over and wrapped my arms around Mom, pulling her in for a hug, making sure



she was okay. Once | was certain she was fine, Mom cried. I'd heard her cry almost
every night for the past two months, and | couldn’t take it anymore. Even though
she'd told me repeatedly not to worry about the situation, but each time things
escalated. I’d done the only thing | could think of and that was to get my brother
involved before William did more than just emotionally hurt her, and it looked like
I’d gotten him here just in time.

Knox shut the front door, locking it, and turned toward us both. He was angry. | could
see it al over his face. | should have told him what was going on way before now,
instead of surprising him theway | had. I’ d been wrong to do that.

“Knox, redlly, it'snot as bad as it appeared,” Mom cried, rubbing her forearm.

“Not as bad as it appeared? Mom, what the hell. When this was Peyton, you tore her
away from the guy!” Knox shouted.

“Well, that was different. Thisis not the same thing.”

“Mom, please tell me you aren't actually defending him?’ | questioned, anger
growing inside of me.

Knox crossed his arms and began pacing back and forth as we both waited for Mom
to answer my question. When she didn’t immediately answer me, | looked over at
Knox.

“That’sit. Pack your stuff,” he demanded.

| frowned as | looked over at my half-brother. “What for?’ | questioned.

“We're going to Vancouver. | don’'t want to hear any more. I’'m calling the airport,
and we are getting on the next flight that leaves tonight.” He pulled his phone from



his pocket. “We will file a police report here when we get out there, followed by a
call to my lawyer.”

“Vancouver? Knox, you are being unreasonable, and there is no reason to file a police
report,” Mom said, looking over at me.

“No Mom, unreasonable is getting a panicked email from you, rushing here thinking
Peyton is in trouble and that you are at your wit's end, only to find out that it isn’t
Peyton in trouble at all. Instead, | find out it’s you and that you are involved with yet
another crappy guy. Jesus. Didn’t you learn from Dad and Peyton’ s father?”

“Knox, please, let’ s just sit down. Give me a chance to explain things,” Mom pleaded
as she looked over at me, alook of disappointment on her face that I’d gone against
her wishes.

“There isn't time. |’ ve got to be back in Vancouver for a game tomorrow. Now, go
get packed, both of you, while | book our seats and then maybe call my lawyer now,
instead of waiting. No doubt I’'m gonna need one,” he said, running his hand through
his hair.

The one thing about my brother that | loved and hated all at the same time was how
damn protective he was of his friends and family. | remembered Clay, telling me that
very thing that night back in October when I’d run into him in that dingy little bar 1'd
taken off to the night they had caught me stealing. The night we shared that first kiss.
I’d always had a crush on Clay, but | also knew how my brother would react. Hell,
he'd made me promise him I’d never get involved with any player on the team, so of
course, | could only imagine how he’ d have been knowing he' d kissed me.

“I’ll help you pack, Mom, and I’ |l take care of things here while you’ re gone.”

Knox turned and looked in my direction. “No way, you're coming too. If you think



I’m leaving you here to deal with that asshole, you're wrong.”

“Knox, thereis no reason for me to go with you, too.”

“No? Are you able to protect yourself from that guy when he comes back in a full-on
rage?’ Knox guestioned.

| was just about to answer him when Mom put her hand on my arm.

“Honey, maybe it will do us both good to get away. Get me away from William, and
you could use a break from Tor. Lord knows he's been giving you a lot of trouble
lately.”

Heat flooded my body. | didn’'t even need to look; | knew Knox was staring at me,
but | lifted my eyes anyway. Sure enough, he stared back at me, his eyes filled with
disappointment at my lie. He shook his head.

“Knox—"

“1 have nothing to say to you right now,” he grunted.

“Peyton?’ Mom questioned. | could see the questionsin her eyes.

“Fine, I'll come with you, but only for the weekend, Mom.”

“Uh-huh,” Knox grunted as he turned his attention back to his phone. “| swear if |
ever lay eyes on this Tor guy, I'll do to him what | should have done to William

tonight,” Knox muttered.

“Peyton, honey, plan to stay alittle longer than only the weekend, please,” Mom said
as| led her up the staircase.



| cleared my throat as | made eye contact with Knox. “Mom, you know | have to go
to work on Wednesday,” | said loud enough for Knox to hear as | followed Mom up
the stairs to our rooms to pack, leaving Knox downstairs to book our flight.

We' d been in Vancouver less than twenty-four hours and already | wished I'd stayed
home. | wandered into the living room and flopped down on the couch, pulling out
my phone and checking to see if | had any messages. | let out a sigh when | saw no
one had tried to contact me.

Mom had gone with Lorelai to the grocery store. They’'d asked me if | wanted to join
them, but | declined, hoping I’d have the house to myself. Instead, five minutes after
they left, Knox came home from practice and went straight to the kitchen where he
made himself lunch.

“Why did you lie to me?’ he questioned, coming into the living room with a jug of
water and a plate of food. He sat across from me, flipping the TV on, going directly
to the sports channel.

“Huh?’ | questioned, looking up from the message | was sending off to Tor.

“About Tor? Why did you lieto me?’ he questioned.

I’d avoided Knox ever since we arrived here. It hadn’'t been hard. He had to get right
to bed because he had practice early this morning, and | figured he’d be gone for
most of the day, but he'd come home to unwind before tonight’ s game.

“l wouldn’t say | lied.”

“What would you call it then? Y ou told me you ended things with him. Y ou also told
me you went back to school, or isthat alie aswell?’



“No, school isn't alie,” | said, getting my back up. “I really don’t understand why it's
any of your business anyway.”

“1t's my business because it's my money that is paying your tuition. It was also my
money that paid to get your ass back into school after you messed up the last time.
So, I'm sorry if | have avested interest in your schooling and who you are dating, and
If you're being treated properly and not messing up your life by getting involved with
the wrong people.”

“God, you sound like Mom.”

“Perhaps you’ll listen to me better than you listen to her.”

“Whatever.” | rolled my eyes and returned my attention to the message | was sending.

“Peyton, how about you pay attention to something other than that bloody phone?’

“What?’ | said through clenched teeth, placing the phone down on the arm of the
chair.

“How did you feel when you saw how William was treating Mom?’ Knox asked,
taking a bite of a chicken wrap Lorelai had made him for lunch.

“l didn’'t likeit.” | shrugged.

“Were you scared?’

“Yes, | was scared.”

Knox nodded, as if he already knew the answer | was going to give him.



“Does Tor treat you that way?’

| swallowed hard. Tor was worse than William in some ways, but 1I'd never let on
about those times. He was degrading and a thief and someone | was completely afraid
of, which | knew was the reason I'd given him another chance. | did not know how
he’'d react if | told him | didn’t want to see him anymore.

| barely nodded, but it was anod, and | knew Knox had seen it.

“Peyton, there are better guys out there. It's better for you to be involved with those
who support you and lift you up, instead of surrounding yourself with those that bring
you down.”

“1 wouldn’t say he brings me down.”

“| would. Is hein school ?’

| shook my head. Tor had dropped out of high school after he failed the eleventh
grade.

“Does he have ajob?’

Again, | shook my head, growing a little more irritated. The last job Tor had he'd
been fired from after he told off a customer.

“Does he support you in going to school ?’

Tor and | had many fights over me being in school. He wasn’t a fan of education and
didn’t think it was necessary. He always said | could be just like him, since he'd done
fine without it. Tor also made it known to me he hated the fact that | worked, even
though, thanks to my job, it meant that he had money for his drugs, since he normally



took most if not all of what | made.

“Well?’

“Knox, | don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“Of course not, because you know I'm right, and you’d never want to admit that. |
guess until you tire of being treated worse than the gum on the bottom of my shoe,

thisis a complete waste of my time and breath.”

“You know I'm right,” | mimicked, growing even more annoyed at his holier-than-
thou attitude.

“Peyton, I’'m going to tell you something, and I’'m only going to say it once. After
this, if you don’t get it, you're on your own. Allowing others to dim your light and
not let you shine like the star you are only brings you down to their level. Learn it and
start surrounding yourself with those who bring you higher.”

“Oh what, like you do?’

“Yes, exactly like | do.”

“When are you going to get it, Knox? I’ m not you.”

“Of course you aren’t me, but you' re not a piece of garbage either, Peyton. You are a
smart girl capable of having an amazing career in whatever area you decide. You're
also an attractive girl, and if only you'd believe in yourself, it might change some

things for you.”

“Knox, Tor doesn’t bring me down.” | sighed.



“Yes, Peyton, he does. Mom thinks he's the reason you ended up being removed
from school. It doesn’'t take a genius to figure out that he was the reason that you
were shoplifting, too.”

“No, he's not the reason | was shoplifting,” | lied, knowing full well he was the
reason. At the time, he’'d taken every drop of my last six paychecks, aside from what
I’d owed to Mom for two of the hills, to pay his pusher for the drugs he'd gotten,
leaving me with no choice but to shoplift the things | needed. Mom had been
struggling financially after being out of work for alittle over two years, so | did what
| had to do.

“Believe what you want, but I’m telling you now. | know the truth, Peyton.”

“No, you think you know,” | said, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Well, William and Tor are the reasons I'm debating moving you and Mom here to
Vancouver.”

“What?’' | questioned, aimost horrified at the thought of moving away from Tor and
my friends.

“Yep, Lorelai and | have aready talked it over, and tonight | plan on bringing it up to

Mom.

| watched as Knox shoved the rest of his chicken wrap into his mouth and then sat
back in his chair. The more | stared at him, the angrier | got.

“You know, for someone who has a lot to say about people bringing others down,
why are you allowing Mother and | to bring you down?’ | bit back.

Knox let out a breath and rested his head against the back of the chair.



“Peyton, you aren’t people, you're my family. Mom’s going through a rough patch,
no doubt because of all the shit you’'ve put her through. Y ou’re on a collision course
and are about to crash.”

My mouth dropped open at what he'd just said. Had he really blamed my mother’s
problems and toxic relationship on me?

“Stand there looking like that all you want, Peyton. | speak to Mom pretty much
every week. | hear what is going on, and | can see how it's affecting her, and | live
across the country. | know the shit you’ ve been up to better than you do.”

“1f you know everything, then you should have known | was lying to you about Tor,”
| said, a smug smile on my face.

“Trust me, | knew. I’d hoped I'd been wrong. All | try to do for you is to make sure
you have the things | didn’t while growing up. | want to make the path you choose
easier to navigate than it was for me.”

“You are such an ass.”

“Really?” Knox said, standing up and crossing his arms.

“Yes, realy. You, brother... are an ass,” | said, walking up to him and poking him in
the chest with my forefinger. “God, Tor was right about you.”

Knox stared at me. There was no way | was going to win this stare down. The
intensity in his eyes was insane, and soon | could fedl his tension throughout my
entire body.

“Peyton, all | want is to be able to trust you, and for you to know that no matter what,
you can always come to me when you’re ever in trouble.”



| tried to maintain eye contact, but when | heard a key in the door, | swallowed hard
and tore my eyes away. Lorela and Mom walked into the living room, their
conversation coming to a complete halt as they saw the two of us standing only a few
inches apart.

“Is everything aright?” Mom asked, finally breaking the silence.

“Fine,” we both uttered.

“Doesn’t look that way,” Mom added, coming over to me. She went to place her hand
on my shoulder, but | moved out of the way.

“I"m going out,” | said, grabbing my phone from the arm of the chair I’ d been sitting
in before making my way over to the door.

“What do you mean? Lorelai and | got everything to make pizza, just like you asked,”
she said.

“Great, enjoy,” | muttered, slipping my shoes on, not caring about anything.

“Where are you going?’ Mom questioned.

| looked over at my brother, who was staring at me, his eyes even more intense now
than before.

“Qut to find someone else that will bring me down to their level.”

“What is that supposed to mean?’ Mom cried as she looked at me and then over at
Knox. | could see the worry in her eyes and was glad she’ d turned away from me.

“See you al later,” | muttered and pulled the door shut behind me, closing off this



moment in time for at least alittle while.
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Chapter Three

Clay

| glanced at my watch. Where the hell were Lucas and Knox? I'd been sitting in The
Tilted Flask for about haf an hour, waiting for the guys. This wasn't our usual
hangout. We'd only agreed to come here because our normal hangout, Illusions, was
under some major renovation.

| checked my phone for any messages from either of them. There was nothing. In
fact, neither of them had even read the reminder message I’ d sent a little over an hour
ago when I d pulled into the parking lot.

Figures, | thought to myself.

They were both busy with their lives. Knox and Lorelai were in the middle of
planning their wedding, and ever since Lucas surprised us with his marriage
announcement to Ella, he'd become unavailable almost every night we were home.

Dylan and | figured that tonight would be a good boys night, since the girls were
supposed to be getting together. Then he dropped the bomb that he couldn’t make it.
He was dtill trying to work things out with his father before he and Aurora got
married and the baby was born.

| nodded at the bartender to bring me another beer and glanced across the bar. I'd
been watching the couple that were sitting down near the end of the bar. Perhaps they
weren't even a couple. He appeared to be considerably older than her, hovering



around her like flies to a dlice of rotten meat, and her body language screamed that
she wanted to be left alone.

The more | watched her, the more | noticed how uncomfortable she looked. Even at
this distance, | couldn’t help but think that she looked familiar to me, like | knew her
from somewhere, and for the past ten minutes, I’ d been trying to place her. Then she
glanced my way. The moment our eyes met, | knew where I’ d seen her before.

| swallowed hard, growing more irritated as | watched this guy paw al over Peyton,
Knox’ s younger sister. What the hell was she doing here?

Maybe it was a good thing Knox wasn’t here now, | thought to myself.

As | sat there, continuing to watch them, | realized how pretty she really was. Hell,
the last time I'd run into her, 1I'd slipped and kissed her. It wasn't exactly one of my
proudest moments, and while 1'd regretted it for a few reasons, I'd not for many
others. I'd aways found her attractive, and if |1 hadn’t been afraid of having my nuts
removed from her brother, I'd have gone in for the kill. The entire situation truly was

a double-edged sword.

| glanced across the bar again only to see her staring at me—everything about her, her
body language, her eyes were pleading for help.

“Hey, man, thanks for the beer. Could | get one more, please?’ | asked the bartender,
who'd just placed the bottle down in front of me at the perfect time.

“Surething,” he said, cracking the other bottle and setting it down in front of me.

“1’m just going to head on over there, but you have my card.”

“Sure thing,” he said glancing to the opposite side of the bar before moving on to the



next patron.
| gathered both bottles, my jacket, and got up off my seat, making my way around the
bar. | came up behind Peyton, making sure the guy who was hitting on her saw me

coming. He eyed me as | approached them.

“Hey, buddy. Can | help you?’ he asked as | stood there making eye contact with him
before placing my jacket on the back of her chair.

Peyton looked up at me, her eyes pleading with me for help. | placed my free hand on
her shoulder and set both bottles down on the bar in front of her.

“Here you go, darling. Sorry | was late. Couldn’t get out of work. You know how it
is. Then, of course, traffic wasinsane,” | added.

“Who the fuck are you?’ the guy asked, taking on a bit of a defensive stance.
He hadn’t seen me sitting across the bar, which only gave me the advantage. | mean,
how could he have noticed me? He'd practically been drooling in her lap the entire

time I’ d been watching them.

“One should ask you that,” | said, my voice cam as | bent down and placed a kiss on
the top of Peyton’s head and gently massaged the back of her neck.

“Is this your fucking boyfriend?’ the man asked, looking at her, gripping his beer
bottle tight enough his knuckles turned white.

Peyton took hold of my hand that now rested on her shoulder and nodded.

“Fucking sluts...” the man muttered to himself as he turned around and made his way
deeper into the bar.



At least he knew what was good for him, | thought as | took a seat beside Peyton and
grabbed one bottle of beer I’ d brought over.

“What the hell are you doing here?’ | questioned, nodding to the beer I'd placed in
front of her.

“Trying to unwind. What about you, Clay?’

“Ah, | see. Well, | was supposed to meet your brother and Lucas here, but it appears
I’m on my own. So, | guess you could say I’'m here unwinding as well.”

“While | can’'t speak for Lucas, Knox won't be coming, thank goodness. He's at
home dealing with my mother.”

“Why? What’ s wrong with Mom?” | questioned, taking a drink.

“ Abusive boyfriend.”

“Ah, and what about you? How are things from the last time you were here? Did you
clean up your act like you promised?’

“Let’sjust say | somewhat kept my promise, and before you go al high and mighty
on me, Knox has aready dealt with me, which is why I’'m here. So, | don’t need
another lecture from big brother.”

| chuckled. “No lecture, | was just curious. People will do what they want when they
want. No skin off my back.”

She picked up the beer bottle and clinked it against mine. “At least you get it,” she
said, taking a mouthful of beer.



“1 do, probably better than most. Do you mind if | sit with you for abit?’

“As long as you're okay with putting up with the other Evans tonight?’ she
guestioned, winking at me.

| chuckled under my breath. “Then | guess lucks on my side. You're the better-
looking Evans, anyway.” | winked. “So, when did you get into town? Knox didn’t
mention to anyone that you guys were coming.”

“That’ s because we weren’'t. Knox came home to deal with this ass that was going to
end up killing our mother. He forced me to come out here after he found out through
my mother that | was still dealing with Tor.”

“Ah, | see. | thought we devised a plan the last time you were here to get you away
from him?’ | asked, grabbing her beer to see she had about as much as | had |eft, then
signalled to the bartender for two more.

“Wedid,” she said, looking over at me, those beautiful green eyes staring back at me.
“What happened?’

“It wasn't as easy as | thought once | got back and talked to him.”

| met her eyes and nodded.

“Let me guess, he made promises to you he’'d change, promised you the world, and
has so far delivered on none of them.”

She sat there looking over at me with a stunned expression.

“How’d you guess it went something like that?’ she asked, helping herself to one of



the cold beers the bartender had dropped off, taking a drink.

“Because | have a dick too, Peyton,” | said, leaning into her, giving her a nudge with
my shoulder. “If it meant keeping some pretty little thing like you attached to my side
and in my bed, that would come at my beck and call, no matter how | treated her, I'd
tell her what she wanted to hear aswell. If | were the same type of guy, that is.”

“Does my brother know you treat women that way?”’

“No, darlin’, because | don't treat women that way.”

“Isthat so? What' s the difference then between you and Tor?’

| couldn’t help but chuckle as | took a mouthful of beer.

“Well, the difference is I'm a fucking man. | treat you the way you should be
treated— with respect. | don't play games, and I’d never tell you something just
because | know it was what you wanted to hear. Guyslike Tor don’t deserve girlslike
you—or anyone, for that fact.”

Peyton tore her eyes away from me and looked down at the bottle in her hands. She
picked at the corner of the label for afew seconds, her hand shaking.

“What do you mean, girls like me?’

“Girls like you—smart, attractive, girls with a future. Guys like him, they aren’t
going any further than where they are right now, except maybe to jail, and they will
hightail it on the first signs of trouble only to pick their next victim. Exactly like the
guy you were talking to earlier. The second he laid eyes on me, he placed a nasty
label on you and took off looking for his next piece of meat,” | said, nodding over
toward the corner.



Peyton looked over to see exactly what | meant. The guy who'd been al over her
when | approached was already talking with another girl who was feeding out of the
palm of his hand. We sat there watching them; he took the drink out of her hand and
guided her toward the door, both of them leaving the bar.

“How did you do that?’ she asked, looking over at me.

“Do what? Read him?’

She slowly nodded.

“As| told you—"

“You have adick,” she said, meeting my eyes.

She stared at me for a few minutes and then tore her eyes from mine, looking back
down at the bottle in her hand, picking at the label again.

“You fed like getting out of here?’ | questioned, placing my arm across the back of
her chair.

Peyton shrugged. “1 don’t want to go home just yet. | don't want to listen to my
brother go off on my mom, or on me again,” she said, looking up at one of the TVs

that was playing a hockey game.

“l didn’'t say get out of here and go home. | asked if you wanted to get out of here,
maybe come back to my place. Have you eaten?’

She shook her head as she looked up at me.

“Well, we could order in some food. Watch a movie or the rest of the game.” |



nodded toward the TV, then turned my attention to her.

She looked up at me. God, she was gorgeous—those beautiful large green eyes, those
perfect, full bowed lips. God, I’d love to kiss her again, but | knew there was no way
in hell I could or should touch her.

“That sounds fun. Let’s go.”

| took care of the bill while she threw her coat on, and together we made our way out
of the dingy little bar.

The TV was on, casting a soft glow over my living room. Empty beer bottles and
dirty plates sat on the coffee table in front of us. We'd picked up Thai food before
coming up to my place, enjoyed the meal as we talked, drank, and watched the game
before one thing led to the other.

Peyton now straddled my lap, my fingers combed through her hair as we kissed, my
left hand gripping her ass. A soft moan escaped her as she ground her hips against
me.

I’d lost track of how we'd gotten to this point. All | knew was that it had to do with
all the empty bottles that lay on my living room table, and a brief conversation about
the kiss we' d shared in the car the last time she’d been here. Then one little kiss had
led to her straddling my lap.

“God, | want more of you.” She moaned into my mouth as her lips danced against
mine.

| wrapped my arms around her and stood up as she wrapped her legs around my
waist, her arms around my neck, sucking my bottom lip between hers.



| carried her down the hall, toward the bedroom, dropping her aimost-naked body
down on the bed. | wasted no time. | dropped my pants, letting them fall to my feet,
and joined her on the bed, unclasping her bra, taking her right nipple into my mouth,
swirling my tongue over the hardened nub.

Shefisted my hair as| bit down alittle, causing her to cry out.

“Not so hard.” She giggled as | sucked the other into my mouth while my fingers
played with the other.

“Pain is part of the fun, darlin’. Give me five minutes, and you'll be begging me for
things to be harder.”

| pulled my shirt off over my head, throwing it to the corner of the room, and took
hold of her legs, parting them. | lifted one of her legs, resting it on my shoulder, and
took a moment to kiss the inside of her ankle, then her knee.

She let out a soft moan as she watched me move to the other leg and repeat the same
thing. | slid my hands down her inner thighs, squeezing them, as my thumbs rubbed
circles close to her centre.

She closed her eyes and arched her back as | brought my hands around her hips,
resting them on her perfect ass. | kissed her lower abdomen, then placed tiny kisses
on the tops of her thighs, dragging my tongue to her inner thigh.

“Don't tease.” She moaned.

“l love to tease,” | whispered, taking a tiny taste of her and giving her nothing more
for the moment.

She looked down at me as | placed soft kisses once again on her inner thighs. She



wanted more. | could see it in her eyes as | ran my fingers along the tops of her
thighs. | watched her as she watched me, pleading with her eyes for more until |
could no longer deny her. | gave her what she wanted, this time running my tongue
over her clit many times before sucking it between my lips.

“Holy hell,” she cried out, fisting my hair.

“You likethat?’ | questioned, watching her body lift off the bed.

She was about to say something when | repeated the move, watching as her head fell
against the pillow and her back arched off the bed. | took that opportunity to take her
breasts in my hands and roll her nipples between my fingers, making her moan
loudly.

“Oh god...” shecried, breathless. “Do it...”

Before she could get the words out, | repeated that little trick one last time, sucking
her clit between my lips again, this time allowing her to build toward her orgasm a
little more. Just as she tightened her legs around my head, | stopped, then pushed her
legs open, got up on my knees, and reached for a condom. Slipping it on myself, |
lined myself up and thrust deep inside of her.

“Oh god...” she moaned, biting her bottom lip as she looked up at me.

| took both her legs, placed each one on my shoulders, and leaned forward, pumping
fast and deep inside her. | felt her hands rest on my hips, as most girls did when |
took them this way. They figured they could control me, slow me down, but | always
proved them wrong.

“Hope you're ready to be taken like you should be,” | stated, looking deep into her
eyes where the anticipation lay.



| thrust deep into her, over and over, until | felt her tightening, then pulled out,
flipping her over onto her stomach.

She was easy to maneuver, being so tiny, as most girls were for me. | gripped her
hips, pulling her back so she was on her knees. | lined myself against her and thrust
deep inside as she let out another deep moan.

Slowing my pace, | ran my hands over the cheeks of her ass, giving her alight tap.

“You ever had your back door played with gorgeous?’ | asked, spreading her cheeks
and pressing my thumb on the tight button.

She let out aloud moan, then pulled herself forward.

“No.” She moaned into the mattress.

Slowing my pace, | continued thrusting into her, then gripped her hip and pulled her
back against me, where | spread her cheeks again.

“l think 1'd like to take that one day,” | whispered, pressing my finger against that
tight little hole, feeling her tense at the idea. “Not to worry, though, not tonight.
Tonight, it’s just about this pussy. My pussy,” | said quietly, burying myself deeper
into her.

Gripping her hips tight, | thrust into her, feeling her clench around me while |
continued my pace, going as deep as | could, full strokes, bottoming out with each
thrust. Her moans filled the room, getting louder and louder the closer she got.

As her pussy tightened around me, she backed up against me, keeping me deep inside
her as she came. | could feel myself getting closer as she throbbed around me,
combined with the sounds of her moans. Calling my name made my climax come



faster than normal. The base of my spine tightened, the room grew dark, and one
small move from her, | spilled into her.
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Peyton

What the hell did we do last night?

That was the only question that was running through my mind as | watched Clay
Harris sleeping beside me. Panic filled me the moment I’d looked over and saw him.
| could pretend nothing had happened all | wanted, but the truth was | knew exactly
what we' d done last night, because | was sore as hell.

| rolled over and dlipped from the bed, my body aching in protest from the number of
times we' d had sex through the night and all the positions he' d put mein.

| glanced at the clock on the bedside table; it was close to six thirty, | needed to get
the hell out of here. It was Sunday, which meant Knox didn’t have practice, and |
knew if | walked through the door after he and Lorelai were up, they’d bombard me
with questions. Questions | knew | wouldn’t want to answer.

| tiptoed across the room, grabbing my bra and panties from the floor before slipping
out into the hall, closing the door to his room. | made my way to the living room
where our little party for two had started and slipped into my pants and shirt. Putting
my socks on, | slipped my feet into my shoes, grabbed my purse, and unlocked his
door, slipping into the hallway.

| leaned up against the cool wall and took a breath. My heart was beating wildly.
What the hell had we done? Kissing him had been one thing, but I'd just slept with
one of Knox’'s teammates, one of his good friends. | was sure | was going to hell.
There was no doubit.



Knox would hate me, especialy after he’d made me swear to him after the Ryan
disaster that I’d never get involved with one of hisfriends again. I’d kept my promise
until now. | blew out a breath and gathered my thoughts, composing myself. There
was no way | could break down now. | needed to remain calm and collected and get
my ass home to my room, where | could shed all the tears | wanted.

When | heard the click of a door from down the hall, I quickly pushed myself off the
wall and took off toward the elevator, hitting the button to go down. Thankfully, no
one joined me. | wanted to be alone with my worry and thoughts.

When the door opened in the main lobby, | exited the elevator and, with my head
down, searched my purse for my phone, praying | hadn’t left it upstairs. Still digging
in my purse, | glanced up in time to see a large frame coming right at me. Without
enough time to step out of the way, | ran right into someone, ailmost knocking me
onto the floor.

“Oh god,” | cried.

“Peyton?’ | heard a deep voice question.

| blinked hard and then met my brother’s eyes.

“Knox? What...what are you doing here?’ | questioned, swallowing hard as panic
boiled inside of me.

“| have a breakfast meeting over at Lavish Mornings with some rep from some skin
care company,” my brother said, checking his watch.

“Skin care company?’ | questioned.

Knox nodded. “Y eah, just an opportunity to be the face of aman’s skin careline.”



“At six thirty in the morning?’ | questioned. “Don’t you people sleep?’

“Yes, Peyton, at six thirty in the morning,” he said, getting irritated.

“OnaSunday?’ | cried.

“Yes, even on a Sunday, and it’s for seven fifteen, but | like to make sure I’'m early,
in case they get here early. It shows that | am eager to hear what they have to say and
that I’ m interested.”

“Well, good luck,” | said, waving at him, figuring it might be the best time to run
away while he's preoccupied. It would give him less of a chance to ask me questions
and more time for me to come up with a story. I’d just about escaped when | heard
him clear his throat.

“Wait, what are you doing here? Y ou should be at home in bed,” he said, a curious
look on his face.

My body heated as even more panic filled me. | should have run when | had the
chance, but instead | was now trying to come up with a reason | was leaving Clay
Harris s building early in the morning. Knox, of course, would know he lived here.

| swallowed hard, seeing two women come walking in from the road in workout gear,
laughing and giggling as they made their way to the elevator.

“Ah, you're wondering why | didn’t come home last night, right? Well, funny
thing...” | said, laughing nervoudly. “ See, | ran into an old friend last night. We had a
few drinks and then we came to her place, here, in this very building. We had a few
more drinks, some food, and then | crashed on her couch instead of getting a cab to
take me back to your place.”



It was sort of the truth, and he’d have to at least be proud | hadn’t taken a cab home
in that sort of state.

“You could have called me. I'd have come and gotten you,” he said.

“1 know, but seriously, | was so drunk | really didn’t think. | just wanted to sleep. |
mean, we' d had aton of wine, and well, it was just easier. | even passed out while we
were watching a movie. She just left me on the couch.”

“Uh-huh,” he said, giving me a scrutinizing glance.

| stood there, fidgeting with the zipper on my jacket. | couldn’t tell if he’d bought my
story or not, but | hoped he had.

“How’sMom?’ | asked, wanting to take the focus off me.
“Fine. | think Lorelai and | finally got through to her last night. She's going to call
William once | get home and tell him they are through. I know she was worried about

you, after the way you left last night.”

“| keep telling her she doesn’t need to worry about me. Yet, I'm thankful that she's
taking control of her situation,” | said.

“Yeah, I'm glad we finally got through to her, which now we just need to get through
to you, but that is a conversation that we'll have later. | don’'t have time to get into

things with you right now.”

| jumped when | felt a hand on my shoulder and glanced up at Knox to see he was
smiling.

“Hey, man! What the hell you doing up this early on our day off?’ Knox asked.



| whipped around to see Clay standing there.

“Hey!” Clay greeted. “Peyton? What are you doing here?’ he questioned. “Heading
to breakfast with this dopey brother of yours?’

| looked at him, my stomach in my throat as he waited for my response,

“Didn’'t expect to see either of you here this morning,” Clay added when | said
nothing.

“No breakfast. I'm just heading home. Spent the night with an old friend.”

Clay smirked in my direction with a bullshit-eating grin. It seemed he was enjoying
watching me in discomfort. At least that was the look that was written all over his
face. | could only imagine what would happen if Knox caught on.

“1’m here for a breakfast meeting,” Knox added.

“Right! You got breakfast with that rep today, right?’

“Yep, which | got to get going. As much as I’'m skeptical of being the face for a skin
careline, it may be good for my career.”

“Good luck, man. Anyway, |’'ve got to get going as well. I'm heading to the gym.
Who did you say you visited, Peyton? Perhaps | know her. | live here, you know.”

| didn’'t think it was possible to feel more uncomfortable than | already did, but here
we were. | felt like | had an angel on one shoulder and the devil on the other.

“Oh, | doubt you know her. She just moved in.” | shrugged.



“Not much goes on in this building that I’m not aware of. I’'m good friends with the
door guy, plus, I'm always on the lookout for a hot girl to date, or maybe take home
for the night,” he added, winking at me.

| swallowed hard as he met my eyes. | needed to get the hell out of here before Knox
caught on to the game Clay was playing, at least the game | thought he was playing.

“Y ou should tell him. Clay knows many people in the building.”

“He won't know her,” | insisted, becoming annoyed with how persistent my brother
was being and the smug look on Clay’ s face.

“Whatever, Peyton. Look, I’ve got to go, I’ m late. See you both later?’

“Yep, see you at practice tomorrow,” Clay added.

Knox nodded and took off toward the restaurant, while | stood there, staring at Clay
for amoment. It was a surprise that Knox hadn’t picked up the look on his face.

“Lying to your brother,” Clay said, shaking his head, still wearing that cocky smile
that I’ d always found so attractive.

“Not lying, just omitting some of the truth is all.” | added, “I spent the night here.
That much istrue.”

“That's true. Didn’'t want to tell him you were screaming my name all night?’ he
asked, placing his hand on my lower back and guiding me toward the door.

“What are you doing?’ | questioned.

“Do you want Knox to see us standing here talking?’ he asked. “Or do you want him



to think you went home and | went to the gym? | mean, if you want questions, I'm
sure we can make it happen.”

“No, | don’t want questions,” | answered, swallowing hard as we continued making
our way through the lobby. “I don’t think you want them either.”

“Not really. Now, care to tell me why you ran off this morning?’

| shrugged; did | dare tell him it was because I’ d flipped out over what had happened
between us?

“Don’'t you dare tell me it’s because you didn't enjoy yourself last night, because |
have the marks on my back that beg to differ,” he whispered as he pushed the door

open and allowed me to go through.

Heat flooded my body as the memory of last night flooded my mind. I'd never say
something like that, last night had been the best sexual experience of my life.

“I’ve got to go.”

“It’ saright, Peyton. We'rein the clear, you can talk with me.” Clay added.

“It's good we're in the clear, but | really need to go.” | said, heading off toward the
bus stop. “ See you sometime soon.”

| took off down the sidewalk toward the bus stop.
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Clay - Tuesday

Pain seared through me as my body slammed against the boards. It took me a minute
to realize what had happened, and then | saw Lucas shake his head and laugh as he
skated away from me, fist-bumping Dylan.

“Fucker!” | shouted.

Where the hell had he come from? | shook off the hit and skated after him, deciding
to exit theice instead and sit down.

| grabbed my water bottle as sweat dripped down my face and squirted some into my
mouth. The boys and | were just blowing off steam after practice; | knew that, but my
mind was on other things, and | wasn't really paying much attention to anything other
than the thoughts floating through my mind. That was why | hadn’'t seen Clark
coming toward me.

“What the fuck was that, Harris?’ Lucas asked, coming off the ice, to sit beside me,
joined by Dylan and our two newest players, Levi and Colton.

“l don’'t know. I’'m asking myself the same question,” | said, reaching for my towel
and wiping away the sweat that was now stinging my eyes.

“You should be. You never take hits like that, and normally you can see out the back
of your head most games. Y et today it seems you couldn’t see what’s right in front of

you.



“I’m afucking goalie. | should hope the hell | don’t take hits like that, otherwise the
net is unprotected.” | chuckled, taking a swing at Lucas and missing him.

Lucas smacked me in the back of the head and chuckled. “What the fuck is up with
you tonight?’

“Guess you could say I'm feeling alittle off.” | shrugged.

“You're off aright. You were off Sunday night’s game too, and you weren't much
better yesterday.”

“What are you saying?’ | questioned.

“1’m saying you better smarten up before the next game,” Colton added.

The last thing | needed was to hear from the new troublemaker of the team that |
needed to smarten up. He'd been here three weeks and had had more issues in that
short of time than I’ d had since joining the team five years ago.

“He'll befine,” Lucas added. “We're al entitled to our bad days.”

Asif on cue, the lightsin the arena went off.

“Guess that meansit’s time for us to end the night anyway,” Dylan said, grabbing his
stuff while the rest of us did the same and headed down toward the locker room.

The moment we were in the locker room, Lucas turned on the radio and we all
headed for the showers.

“Who's up for dinner?” Dylan questioned, looking at the five of us as we dried and
dressed.



“Fuck, I’'m starved,” Levi and Colton said at the same time.

“Me too. What do you say we head out for some pizza and wings at The Tilted Flask?
They have amazing food there,” Lucas said, more to Levi and Colton than Dylan and
me.

As the memory of Saturday night filled my mind, | immediately jumped up. |
couldn’t go back to that place tonight.

“Anywhere but that place,” | muttered under my breath, swallowing hard as everyone
turned and looked at me.

“You love their food. At least you used to until you got spoiled over at Illusions.”
Dylan chuckled, looking over at me.

“Yeah, isn't that the place you' d wanted to go to the other night?’ Colton questioned.

Everyone turned and looked at me, and it was then | realized they’ d heard me.

“Well, I've ah, heard through the grapevine their food' s gone way downhill. What
about The Rusty Anchor?’ | said, proud of my quick thinking.

“The Rusty Anchor?’ Both Lucas and Dylan said in unison.

It hadn’t been the greatest choice off the top of my head. The Rusty Anchor was fan
central for us. They were one of the only pubs in town that prided themselves on
being Dominator Central for fans. We'd done our best to avoid the place, unless we
were forced to make a public appearance. That was why we always went to lllusions
when we went out. Not that we went out a lot, but when we did, we liked to remain
somewhat anonymous. Illusions gave us that opportunity.



| nodded, praying that if they agreed that tonight no one would recognize us. That
was why Illusions was great. We had access to the private rooms, where we could
kick back and hang out without worry, but until renovations were done, we' d have to
settle with what options we had.

“You're so fucking lucky Knox isn't here right now,” Dylan said, slipping his hat on
backwards.

“I know.” | chuckled.

Knox hated attention, as we all did, and | knew there would be no way he'd ever set
foot in there, unless perhaps Lorelai was stuck inside and the building was on fire, but
| severely had my doubts he’d go in there even at that point. If he were here, we' d be
having food at The Tilted Flask, and I’ d have to hide the fact that I’ d been there only
two nights earlier with his sister.

“1 don’'t give a shit where we go, as long as they have food,” Colton added, grabbing
his jacket and throwing on his hat. “Let’s go.”

Luck was on our side tonight, or | guess | should say mine, because the bar was
practically empty. We sat in a booth in the back, a half-eaten tray of nachos in the
centre of the table when a tray of wings and a pepperoni and mushroom pizza were
placed down in front of us.

“Fabulous,” Colton said, grabbing a slice of pizza and holding up his glass, asking for
another beer.

“Anyone else want another?’ the server questioned, smiling.

The rest of us nodded, and just as we were about to dig into the pizza, she cleared her
throat and looked at me, an unsettled look on her face.



“1 hate to ask, but would it be possible to get a picture of you guys? | mean, for the
wall, of course. Our patrons will die knowing you were here, and they’ll never
believe me without proof,” she nervously asked as she pulled her phone from her

apron.

| glanced over at the rest of the guys and saw a dlight nod from them.

“Sure thing,” | answered. “ Aslong as you won't post the picture on social media now
or ever.”

“Oh no, | wouldn’t do that. We, um, we've been told by the owner if ever any of the
players from the team were to come in here and we did anything like that we'd lose

our job.”

“We don’t want that now, do we?’ | said, winking in her direction, feeling alot better
knowing we would not get mobbed.

The five of us posed for the picture and then dug into the food in front of us while she
went and got us more drinks.

“Knox ismissing out,” Lucas said, adding some nachos to the top of his pizza.

| shook my head as | watched him take a bite of the odd combination, nachos falling
all over hisshirt.

“Whereis he, anyway? Wedding planning?’ | questioned.

“Nope. Aurora and Ella are working with Lorelai tonight on some things while Knox
takes Peyton back to the airport,” Dylan answered.

The second Dylan said Peyton’'s name, the beer in my mouth hit the back of my



throat, causing me to choke.

“You aright?” Dylan questioned, looking at me with a worried expression as |
continued to cough.

“Yeah,” | findly said, clearing my throat. “Beer hit the back of my throat, | guess.”
“Aslong as you're good.”

“Fine,” | added, taking another drink.

“Anyway, that's why Knox didn’t hang around after practice. He had to take Peyton
back to the airport. | guess he didn’t want to take her. He mentioned to me he's sure
he caught her in alie this weekend.”

“Oh?’ | questioned, wanting to know alittle more information before | panicked.

“Yeah, | guessit was the morning he ran into her in the lobby of your building.”

“Oh yes, | ran into them there as well. Knox was there for that skin care rep, and
apparently, she'd spent the night with an old girlfriend.”

“Yeah, well, Knox say’s it’s bullshit. He' s sure she was there with some guy and he
as much astold her that. He also told her that until she told him the truth, he wouldn’t
take her to the airport. | guess they had another mgjor blowout before practice, hence
his shitty mood. | guess it was a mess. Then their mother got involved and basically
forced Knox to take her.”

“ S0, then his mother left aswell?’ | questioned.

“No, just Peyton. His mother is staying for a bit, helping Lorelai with some things for



the wedding.”

My mind flew to Peyton and the memory of Saturday night while the guys sat there
listening to Dylan. She'd acted odd when she left me after running into her brother,
which | guess, given the circumstances, | couldn’t blame. I’d figured she’d mellow
out once she got home, but from the sounds of things, it hadn’t gone that way.

It had been a mindless mistake on my part, going after her once she left. I’d forgotten
that Knox was supposed to be there for breakfast with that rep. All I’d wanted to do
was talk to her, make sure things were okay. | was certain she was going to have
difficulty dealing with what happened between us, and | wanted her to know | was
there for her, which was why I’d given her my number.

I’d played it as cool as | could with Knox standing there, even though | knew my
cocky side was coming out every time | looked at her. I'd been lucky not to have
given anything away. | probably wouldn’'t look as good as | did right now if he
picked up on anything, but he’ d been preoccupied with his upcoming meeting.

She looked so stressed, so uncomfortable as she fumbled with her story about why
she'd been in my building. Those full cheeks of hers were so flushed | couldn’'t help
but want to take her right back upstairs and make another set of her cheeks match. |
could only imagine how wildly her heart was beating as she looked up at her brother,
praying he bought her story. It was probably beating just as quickly as it had the night
before while she’d been bent over in front of me as | ran my finger over that tight
little hole and confessed | wanted to take that part of her aswell.

Once Knox rushed off, | followed her outside, hoping to speak to her. | really wanted
to apologize for allowing anything to go on between us, even though deep down I'd
loved every single minute of it. | may have loved it, but I’ d slipped again, but before |
could talk to her, she rushed off.



“What about you?’ Lucas questioned, looking me straight in the eye.

“Huh?’

“Are you gitting at this table? Jesus, what are your plans for summer?’ Lucas asked,
clearly annoyed with me. “We' ve only been talking about it for the last half hour.”

“Haven't given it alot of thought, to be honest. Since | don’t have any family, | guess
I’ll go wherever you asses invite me, otherwise I'll be spending most nights by
myself until practice startsup.” | shrugged.

Colton and Levi both looked my way, gquestions about my comment on their lips, but
before they could ask, | stopped them both.

“Story for another time, guys,” | added, grabbing another dlice of pizza

“Fair enough. We don’t want to pry,” Levi added, and Colton agreed.

“It wouldn’t be prying...Clay will tell you when heisready,” Dylan added.

My personal life had been kept out of the public, thanks to Pamela and her team. |
knew it was one aspect of my life that most everyone was curious about, but it was
also something | hated sharing, and for good reason. Lucas, Dylan and Knox knew, as
did Phil, Lorelai’s brother, but I’d sworn them all to secrecy, and so far, they’'d all
kept their word—something | was grateful for.

It was weird sitting here with the two new guys, but it wasfitting. Everything else felt
off, so it was a perfect time for them to join us. I'd need new guys to hang around
once Knox found out what had happened between his sister and me. It would only be
amatter of time.



We continued eating, and soon, the five of us were all discussing our upcoming game
and what our chances were that we' d make the playoffs this year. It was a welcome
distraction from everything else.
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Peyton

The cab pulled up in front of the townhouse | shared with my mother. | pulled some
money from my purse from the money Knox had given me when he' d dropped me
off and | paid the cab driver. Thanking him, | carried my bags up to the door and let
myself into the dark house.

It was weird being here without Mom. She’ d decided to stay in VVancouver with Knox
and Lorelai for awhile. Well, they’d insisted she stay, just like they had with me. I'd
fought them though because | had to work, but | was glad Mom had stayed. The last
thing | wanted was for her to come back here and get involved with William again,
especially right now. | figured he' d be hanging around waiting for her like some bird
of prey, and it honestly surprised me | didn’t find him camped out in the driveway
waiting for her return.

| grabbed the mail as | entered the house, flipped the lights on, and slipped out of my
coat. | locked the front door and then glanced down the hall toward the dark kitchen.
The house was so quiet, something | didn’t normally think about when Mom was
here.

| grabbed the mail from where I’d placed it while hanging up my coat and went into
the kitchen, flipping the lights on there. | grabbed a mug and teabag from the
cupboard and turned the kettle on. While | waited for it to boil, | flipped through the
mail, separating everything into piles.

Once I’d gone through everything, | saw | had three letters, Mom had five bills, and
then there was a pile of what I'd deemed garbage mail that sat higher than them all.



Each envelope in the junk mail pile had Mom’s name written on the outside, al in
William’ s handwriting.

| quickly opened the cupboard where we kept the garbage bin and deposited the pile
of envelopes and all their contents into the bin without opening one of them just in
time for the kettle to boil.

After pouring my tea, | carried my mug into the living room, turned the TV on, and
then started tidying up the room. We'd left in such a hurry the night Knox arrived,
that we' d not had time to straighten up. | folded the blankets that were on the couch
and started neatly stacking them on the end when | heard a knock on the door.

Irritation flooded me. | didn’'t feel like visitors. | took a sip of tea before heading to
the door. | was certain it would be William. So sure, 1'd have put money on it. It
appeared he'd been by every day we' d been gone to drop off an envelope, and now
that the lights were on inside the place, he' d knock instead.

Without checking to see who it was, | opened the door and was about to tell him to
get lost when | looked up and saw Tor standing there, leaning against the house
wearing his dirty, worn, and ripped leather jacket and his usual dirty jeans. It
appeared he hadn’t even showered in a couple of days. His hair was such amess. As|
looked at him, | wondered what the hell had | ever seen in him?

“Tor? What are you—"

“We need to talk,” he said, not giving me a chance to finish.

“We have nothing to talk about,” | said, shutting the door, but before | could, he
stopped it with his hand.

| tried to shove it closed, but he overpowered me like always and pushed his way into



the house, first looking into the living room to see if anyone was here with me, then
glancing down the hall to the kitchen.

“You here aone?’ he asked.

Without thinking, | nodded. “What do you want?’ | questioned, crossing my arms in
front of my chest.

“Where the hell have you been?’ he demanded.

It was at that moment, right there, the tone of hisvoice, his body language, that things
changed for me. Well, perhaps it was Saturday night as | sat in the bar talking with
Clay, and after we'd left, that had changed things. Regardless, until that point, the
way Tor treated me had been fine. Now it wasn't. | couldn't believe that only a
couple of months ago, I'd practically run back into Tor’'s arms on his stupid, empty
promises.

When I'd returned the last time, we' d worked things out, I'd talked to him about the
cheating, his abusive words, and how things needed to change. I'd talked to him
about not being able to support his drug habit anymore, and he’'d promised me he'd
change. So, | decided that I’d give him a second chance to see where our relationship
could lead.

Of course, he'd treated me no differently than he ever had. Demanding to know
where | was every moment of every day, dragging me deeper into trouble with his
actions, and dragging me deeper into believing how he treated me was how | was
supposed to be treated.

Also, in true Tor fashion, he’'d done nothing but cheat and cheat again, each time
making me feel like some object that didn’t have a choice in the matter.



I’d always chose the troubled men, and it seemed to follow me everywhere | went,
even to Vancouver. That was what | learned that night in The Tilted Flask. In my
mind, there was nothing wrong with him or the way he was treating me at first, until
Clay pointed out the obvious. | was now beginning to wonder if maybe | wasn't the
problem here, and because that kind of treatment was what | knew, it was what | was
comfortable around.

That night in Vancouver, the guy who'd hit on me had made me fee so
uncomfortable and dirty. He' d been whispering all the things he'd do to me if 1'd let
him, and if | hadn’'t recognized Clay at the bar, and he hadn’t come over to see if |

was okay... | shuddered to think about what would have happened.

“Are you going to answer me or just stand there with that stupid look on your face?’
Tor demanded.

“Doesit really matter where I’ ve been?’ | questioned, keeping my back straight.

“If it didn’t matter, | would ask. Now where the fuck were you?’

| could see the anger in his eyes, but for the first time, | wasn't afraid. After watching
my mother with William, and now seeing Tor’s reaction, | knew they were the same,
and that in a matter of weeks | could be in the same situation as my mother if | didn’t
take control of the situation now. If that type of relationship wasn't okay for her, then
why was | settling for it?

“1 went away for abit.” | shrugged, determined not to be afraid of him any longer.

“You went away for abit,” he mimicked, his steely grey eyes piercing into me.

“Yes, Mom and | went to Vancouver to visit Knox.”



“Ah, yes, your rich hockey player, brother. Get any money?’ he questioned.

I’d made the mistake the last time of telling Tor about the money Knox had given me
to get myself settled in school once they'd reinstated me. Instead of taking that
money he'd given and getting the books | needed for my return to school, I’d made
the mistake of telling Tor and he’d convinced me to give it to him. He' d spent every
dime on alcohol and drugs, which had forced me to lie to my brother again. Instead,
I’d had to scrape up some money from my part-time job and bought one textbook
instead. For the rest of my courses, | used outdated books that I’d been able to get in
thelibrary.

“No money,” | said, eyeing my purse that lay on the hall table.

His eyes followed mine and landed on my bag, which he immediately walked over to
and picked up. He looked from me to the purse and smiled.

My heart raced as he opened the zipper and pulled out my wallet where I'd left the
five grand Knox had given me to pay up our rent for at least another month, and to
take care of the overdue bills we had. | was supposed to get some food, and then the

rest was to be put in the bank.

| reached out to take my wallet from him, but he raised it above his head out of my
reach.

“You lying to me?’ he questioned, staring down into my face.

| swallowed hard, feeling intimidated. “No, I-I’'m not,” | stuttered.

“Then you won't careif | open it and look inside,” he said, bringing my wallet down,
watching me as he opened the zipper.



| closed my eyes, knowing full well the first thing he was going to see was the money
Knox had given me and, sure enough, he stopped, his eyes meeting mine with anger.

“Didn’'t give you money? It sure looks like big brother gave you money to me,” he
said, pulling out the stack of bills then dropping my wallet to the floor. He fanned the
crisp bills out in his hand.

“Tor, giveit back to me,” | said, raising my voice.

He stood there, looking down at the billsin his hand and shaking his head. “There has
to be close to three grand here.”

“Five,” | said, trying to grab the money again, almost succeeding.

“Sweet!” he said, folding the bills and shoving them deep into his pocket.

“Tor, | need that money.”

“So do |, sweet cheeks, so do I,” he said, pushing his way into the kitchen.

| followed him, my stomach rolling at the fact he had just taken the money from me.
“We need to talk, Tor,” | said, “1 need that money. It’sto pay rent and bills.”

“Guess what? | have rent and bills that need to be paid as well. I’ ve also got to pay
Jmmy, or otherwise your boyfriend will have no teeth and two black eyes.”

Anger flooded me. “You aren't my boyfriend,” | said, crossing my arms once again
in front of me, hoping that it would comfort me enough to stop shaking.

Tor opened the fridge, grabbing a can of cola. He turned to me and met my eyes,
cracking open the can, and took along swig. “Fuck you, I’m not.”



| could feel my insides shake. Anxiety, worry, and fear built inside of me as he
studied me, making me feel like | could be sick.

“You're not. When | came back the last time, we agreed to see how things worked
out. You committed to me. You told me you were finished messing around and
wanted something serious. Y ou’'ve done the exact opposite, so I'm ending it. We're
finished. Y ou've had your chance.”

“Pumpkin, | certainly didn’t commit to any of that.”

“Youdid too,” | cried.

“l didn't. Perhaps | was drunk or high, one of the two, when | did it then.” He
chuckled, then took another swig, emptying the can of cola

| stared at him, anger flowing through me at an alarming rate. “You need to leave,
and you need to leave now. First, you're giving me the money back.”

| was clenching my teeth so hard | thought they were going to crack.

“Fuck that | do. Nope, the cash stays right where it is,” he said, smiling smugly as he
patted his front pocket.

“Get out. I'm not dealing with your bullshit anymore. You've stepped out on me
many times. | deserve more than this,” | said, standing my ground for what was the

first timein my life.

“I"ll get out when I’'m damn good and ready,” he said, opening the freezer and pulling
out afrozen dinner. He was about to open the box when | screamed.

“GET OUT NOW!”



| screamed so loud he dropped the dinner to the floor, and when he spun around, |
could see the shock in his eyes, which was quickly replaced with anger.

“Don’'t you ever raise your voice to me,” he said, taking a step toward me, a crazed
look in his eyes.

God, | wished I'd kept my word to my brother the last time 1'd returned. | should
have dumped him then, but in my own true fashion, because | hadn’t, things were
once again way out of control. | reached for the phone and held the receiver up to my
ear.

“What you going to do, call your big hockey player brother?’ Tor said, pretending to
shake.

“The police, Tor, I'm calling the police, unless you get the hell out.”

“Go ahead, call ‘em. When they get here, they’ll charge your ass for making a phony
phone call,” he said, moving toward the back door. “Don’t call me when you need
something. And I’ m taking the money,” he added, opening the back door.

“Take the money, go ahead!” | screamed. “Just get out.”

The back door sslammed so hard the glass rattled. | stood there, staring after him, and
then | finaly ran to the door, locking it and pulling the blind, then | ran to the front
door and locked it as well.

Once | knew | was safe, | did down the door and collapsed on the floor, my body
shaking at what had just happened. | pulled my legs up to my chest and wrapped my
arms around them, dropping my head to my knees, sobbing. 1I'd never thought I'd
have it in me to stand up for myself, but I'd doneit.



Sobs racked my body as | sat there, then fear crept into me. Knox had been right. |
did not know how to protect myself. What if he came back? With Mom gone, and no
idea of when she was going to return, | was alone here. Without the money Knox had
given me, | had no way to pay the rent or the past due bills, so we'd be homeless
Soon.

Soon, Tor wouldn't be my biggest problem. William would be my next problem.
That, and needing to find a new place for us. All of that combined with explaining to
my brother what had happened to the money he'd given me. | felt sick.

Two Weeks L ater

| placed the frozen dinner in the microwave and set the timer, then pulled a soda from
the fridge and was about to sit down at the table when | heard a knock on the door. |
glanced down the hallway to seeif | could make out who it was. All | could see was a
dark figure in the window.

| took a deep breath and made my way down the hall, praying it wasn't Tor. | didn’t
need a repeat of what had happened.

| pulled the door open to see William standing there. My heart sank as he leaned
against the doorframe, a creepy smile on his face. 1I'd purposely been avoiding
contacting him because | didn’'t have the money to pay him.

“Well, well, well. It's about time. You reaize you guys are almost three weeks
behind on your rent?’ he said, pushing his way into the house.

The fact I'd been able to avoid him since I’ d been back had been the only good thing
that had happened since I'd returned. 1I'd ignored the phone calls and the text
messages from his office and kept the lights off at night in case he'd driven by. It was
only when he’d messaged my mother that 1I'd received a call from her, wondering



why | hadn’t already paid our rent with the money Knox had given me. In apanic, I'd
made up something about working alot and told her not to worry, that I’ d take care of
it.

“I know, William. Mom isn't here.”

“Yep, | know. She's up there with that son of hers, the one who's got an immense
surprise coming to him once my partner at the firm finishes drafting up the letter, I'm
having him write.”

| swallowed hard, knowing William wasn’t lying. If he was anything at all, he was a
snake in the grass, and when he figured he might be able to get money from someone,
he' d do whatever it took to make sure it paid off. Unlucky for him, Knox had already
had a meeting with hislawyers and William was the one with the surprise coming.
“Regardless of where your mother is, your rent is still due there, sweet cheeks.”

My skin crawled each time he called me that.

“Yes, and I've got the money, but it’'s at the bank. I'll have to see if | can get there
before the weekend.” | shrugged.

He looked me in the eye, then shook his head.

“Enough of the games, Peyton. Give me my money,” he said, taking a step closer to
me.

“l told you; I'll get it.”

“Then while you're there, get next month’stoo. I'll be back on Friday to collect.”



“Saturday,” | answered just as he turned around to leave.

He stopped, glanced over his shoulder at me, and chuckled. “You think I'm playing
games? I’ll have the two of you booted out of here.”

“I know you aren’'t playing, William. I'll have it on Saturday. | promise.”

“Saturday, nine in the morning. Not a minute later,” he said, and then turned and |eft
the house, slamming the door behind him.

| stood there, tears filling my eyes until the entire room was blurry. My stomach
rolled. Maybe | should just be like Mom, | thought. We talked the other night. She'd
expressed an interest in changing her life and had wanted me to consider the same.
She told me, for now, only to pay one month’s rent, and by that time she’ d have her
answer whether she was going to move to Vancouver to be closer to Lorela and
Knox or return to Vermont. Maybe, just maybe, | should do the same, | thought and
made my way back to the kitchen just in time for the microwave to go off.
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Clay

There was less than a minute to go. | stood in the net, sweat dripping down my body
as | watched the opposing team slay their way through the boys, heading straight for
me. I'd lost the time and prayed | could either stop the puck when they shot it toward
the net, or the buzzer beat them to it. Almost immediately after the opposing player
shot the puck toward me, | blocked, and the buzzer sounded. | did not know if I'd
stopped the puck from going in the net or not until the arena broke out in cheer.

Winning the game on home ground was always unlike any other.

The sirens went off and the boys all came skating over, piling into me, while the
crowd continued cheering.

We were one step closer to securing our spot in the playoffs once again.

“Killer savel” Dylan yelled.

“Amazing, | thought we were done,” Colton said, fist-bumping me.

Lucas, Knox and Levi bro hugged me, and then | met with the rest of the team as they
came out on the ice. Once we' d done the end of the game rounds, we headed back to
exit theice, but first we stopped to sign afew things for some fans.

“We should go out and celebrate,” Levi said as we made our way to the locker room.

“I’m down,” Colton agreed.



“I’ll check and see if Aurora' s okay with me going,” Dylan said. “Y ou guys going to
come out with us? Illusions just announced their grand reopening tonight.”

“Yeah, you know, if we are going there, then | think | will go,” Knox said, looking at
me, waiting for my reply.

The last thing | felt like doing was going out to celebrate our win. It hadn’t helped
that | hadn’t been able to get my mind off Peyton since she' d left the other night. The
entire situation was eating at me on so many levels. I'd barely been able to look Knox
in the face. | wanted to confess everything, take my beating and be done with the
entire situation. Then tonight, right before we were going on the ice, Peyton had
texted asking if we could talk. I made sure | was aone when | quickly responded,
constantly checking over my shoulder as | told her I'd message her after the game
once | was home.,

“Well? What do you say?’ Knox questioned.

The music was pounding, so was my head as Knox and | made our way out of the
washroom. We were on our way back to our private room where the food hadn’t
stopped coming in since we'd arrived, when | felt ahand grip my shirt.

| glanced over my shoulder to see Sonya smiling a me. “Hey, Clay. It's been a
while.”

Sonyawas agirl I’d fallen in and out of bed with many times over the past two years.
She was as beautiful on the inside as she was on the outside, and I’d heard it from the
guys many times how | was wasting a good thing, and | should just snap her up. We
were compatible in the bedroom, that much | knew, but the rest of the stuff didn’t add

up.

“Sure has. How have you been?’ | questioned.



She nodded, then smiled, leaning into me, “I’ ve been good. | was just thinking about
you, and I’d love it if we could spend the night together.”

| nodded and looked at Knox to see he was staring off into the distance. When he
looked my way and saw me answering her, he gave me awink and turned to leave me
with Sonya.

Sonya pushed her body against mine, attempting to dance with me while Knox
walked away. Then she pulled her hair up into a ponytail, turned around, and rubbed
her ass against me as my eyes washed over her body. She was attractive as hell, and
normally I'd have my hands all over her by now, but not tonight. Something was
different. | felt different, and she didn’t excite me the way she had before.

“What's wrong, Clay?’ she questioned when | didn’t grab her. She looked up at me
with those full, pouty lips.

“Sorry, sweetheart, not into it tonight, | guess,” | said, placing akiss on her cheek.

“Not tonight?’ she questioned, taking offence at my answer.

“I’m sorry, Sonya, maybe next time,” | said, hoping I’d let her down gently enough. |
took off toward our private room.

When | walked in, the guys were all sitting around talking about the game, eating,
and relaxing. | grabbed a plate and threw some food on it and then sat down over in
the corner, looking for alittle time for myself while | took a couple bites of the pizza
they’d just delivered.

| was just about done my first slice when someone sat next to me. | turned to see
Knox sitting there, looking at me while he talked on his phone. | turned my attention
back to my food, but the moment he finished his call, he leaned forward and looked at



me.

“1 didn’t expect to see you back up here,” he said.

| smiled. “Why’sthat?’

“Sonya, that’s why.” He chuckled. “Figured she’d have you tied up most of the
night,” he said, wiggling his brows. “No pun intended, of course.”

“Ah, no. We are over. She's a thing of the past now. Best left there too,” | said,
shoving a couple of nachos into my mouth.

“Not into her anymore?”’

| studied him. Fuck, if he only knew the reason | wasn’t into her anymore, but he was
the last one of these guys | could ever tell. If he knew I’d had his sister in my bed last
weekend, |I'd be a dead man.

“I’ll admit, sheisaton of fun.”

“Guessthat iswhy I'm alittle shocked you' re back up here.” Knox chuckled.

“1 should have just been honest. I'm not in the mood to be out tonight.” | shrugged.
Knox nodded, looking over his shoulder at the guys. Dylan, Lucas, Levi, and Colton
all sat there talking about some of their past games, laughing it up and enjoying
themselves. It was nice to see the two of us opening up and welcoming the two new
guys. Knox was a different story. You had to earn his trust. Normally, I'd be just like

the others, but my entire being was consumed with everything else.

“Funny you should say that. | was just speaking with Lorelai and thinking of heading



home. Did you want to come hang out at our place?’ he questioned.

| glanced over at the other guys, knowing if | stayed here, 1I'd be here all night. At
least if | went back to Knox’sI’d be home at a decent hour.

“Let’sgo.” | nodded.

Knox sat in his usual spot—the oversized chair in the corner. Lorelai was curled up
on hislap, her head resting on his shoulder. It was nice to see them so happy together,
| thought to myself. Reese, Knox’s mom, came into the living room with a tray of

coffee.

“Clay, yoursis on the front left,” she said, smiling as she lowered the tray in front of
me.

“Thanks,” | said, taking the mug carefully.

“It was so nice to see you boys on the ice tonight. | admit, | don't watch nearly
enough of your games,” she said, waiting as Lorela and Knox both took their mugs.

“Well, if you didn’t allow that piece of shit to dominate—"

Knox stopped speaking as Lorelai glared at him, gently shaking her head.

“Not helping,” she sang, placing her fingers on hislips.

“1 know, Knox. He was a mistake. I’'m sorrier than anyone that |1 got mixed up with
him,” Reese said, taking a seat across from me.

“We al make mistakes,” | added, looking over at Knox. “Sometimes, we have no
choice but to learn the hard way.”



He met my eyes, and for a moment, | felt as if | were confessing the truth about
Peyton and me. That it had been a mistake, but one I’ d learned something from.

“That’s so true, Clay, and this unfortunately was one of my hard lessons. Now, what
are you doing for the summer?’ Reese questioned.

“I'm not sure. The boys are really the only family | have, so if I'm not a part of
whatever they are doing, I’ m pretty much on my own.”

“Oh dear, where are your parents?’ she questioned. “ Surely, they’ d want to see you.”
“Mom...” Knox said, shaking his head, basically telling her not to go there.

“It's dright, | don’'t mind sharing,” | said, clearing my throat. “My parents and little
sister unfortunately died in a house fire two months after | signed the contract to play
for the Dominators.”

“Ohmy god,” Lorelai cried out. “Y ou never told me that!” she said, looking at Knox.

“That’s because some things are to be kept private amongst us, and that is one of
them,” Knox answered, looking my way.

This was one thing | loved about my brothers, especially Knox, and why | was
feeling so shitty about sleeping with his sister. He'd kept my horrific family secret
quiet asif it were his own, just as asked, and here | was keeping something huge from
him. It made me feel worse at this moment than I’ d ever felt.

“Y eah, but I’ ve never even heard about it from Phil, or on the news,” Lorela added.

“1 just told you.” Knox chuckled, pulling her in closer.



“No, you wouldn't of, it was something | didn’t want broadcast to the entire world.
So, when it happened, | paid a lot of money to have it kept quiet. The media are a
bunch of sharks, but between lawyers and cash, they retreated into the woodwork as
quickly asthey appeared.”

“Oh, Clay, I'm so sorry,” Reese said, bringing her hand to her heart. “ Always know
you are welcome here.”

“Oh, | know that. My brothers never turn me away. | just hate intruding on them,
especially now that they have settled down with their women.” | chuckled.

“Tell him it's fine to intrude,” Lorelai said, smacking Knox in the abs. “He's
welcome here at any time,” she said, smacking Knox again.

“Fuck, just intrude, okay?’ He chuckled, wrapping his arms around her so she
couldn’t hit him again, and pressed a kiss to her cheek.

“Serioudly, Clay, heis serious,” Reese said, giving me agentle smile.

“1 know, and I’ [l take him up on the offer before Lorelai bruises the crap out of him.”

The four of us laughed, and soon the conversation turned to the wedding and the
invitation choices. They’d narrowed the choices down while we all sat drinking our
coffee. | felt my phone vibrate in my pocket and | quickly pulled it out to see who
had messaged me.

| glanced at my screen and saw Peyton’s name. | swallowed hard. Reese had just
mentioned she was thinking of moving to Vancouver and wondered if they’d take her
to see a place close to the arena. Knox and Lorela were both focused on the
conversation.



“Excuse me for amoment,” | muttered.

“Sure thing. Everything okay?’ Knox asked.

“Yep, fing,” | said, taking off toward the washroom.

Once there, | re-read her messages.

Peyton: | don’t want to bother you...

Peyton: Oh, | hope you are there...

Peyton: Shit, maybe | shouldn’t have messaged you might be with my brother...

Peyton: | really need...

What the hell was going on with her? | wondered. | read her messages again and then
responded.

Clay: What'swrong?

| stared at my phone, waiting to see if she was there. There was nothing, and as the
seconds ticked by, it felt like forever.

“Fuck it,” | muttered. | dialed her number and waited as it rang. “Are you okay?" |
whispered into the phone when | heard her answer.

She sniffled. “Not really.” She cried.

“What is going on?’



| could hear her sobbing.

“I"'m fucked. Knox is going to kill me,” she cried. “Remember how you said I'm like
family and | could come to you with anything?’

Yep, I'd said those words long before we'd slept together, but again after as well. |
swallowed hard, not knowing where this conversation would go, wondering if maybe
this was something her brother should be hearing.

Not wanting to go back on my word, | nodded. “Y es, what’swrong?’ | asked quietly.

“I’'min trouble. When | got home, Tor came here.” She sniffled.

“1 think 1 should get your brother,” | said.

| really didn’t want to get in the middle of things between Knox and her, and she'd
filled mein on Tor, and so had Knox after her previous visit. He was a genuine piece
of work, and one I’d pray I'd never meet because my feelings toward him were the
same as Knox’s.

“No, Clay, don't please...he can't know | contacted you.”

“Peyton, I'm really uncomfortable with this,” | said, swallowing hard.

The phone went silent; | knew she was still there because | could hear her breathing
along with the sobs she was trying to stifle.

“Sorry that | bothered you,” she said quietly, and before | could say anything, she was
gone.

| stared at my phone, waiting to see if she was going to text instead, but those three



little dots never came, and just as | went to send her amessage, | heard Knox call my
name. I’d lost track of how long I’ d been gone, so | shoved my phone in my pocket,
flushed the toilet, and ran water, then opened the bathroom door to come face-to-face

with Knox.
“Everything okay?’ he asked.

I’d probably been gone longer than I'd thought and so | gave a fake chuckle and
nodded.

“Yep, just taking adump. | wouldn’t go in thereif | were you.”
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Clay - Two Weeks L ater

| sat between Dylan and Knox, quietly reading a book as the two of them talked over
me. 1'd spent the better part of the last hour listening to life things, baby things,
wedding things, al things, and then Dylan brought up the subject we all knew Knox
rarely wanted to talk about.

“Aurora mentioned that you guys have barely heard from Peyton since she returned
to Vermont.”

“Yep, basically, we've heard nothing. Mom’s pissed. She wanted to get on the plane
tonight and come with me, but | wasn't having it. | told her I’d reach out to Peyton
and invite her to the arenafor the games and find out what the hell was going on.”

| swallowed hard. I’d never mentioned to Knox that |I'd heard from Peyton the night
I’d been at his place. | knew | should have, but | didn't want to get in the middle of
their feud, even though I’d kind of put myself there. If I’d told him, he’d wonder why
she'd called me, and that would aso open up al kinds of questions.

“Did she respond?’ Dylan questioned.

“Nope, not afucking word. | don’t even think she read the text.”

“What’ s with her?’ Dylan asked. “ She wasn't aways like this.”

“1 don’'t fucking know. She only continues to lie, which only makes me wonder what
else she' strying to cover up. | know she messaged my mother and told her she’'d paid



the rent and bills with the money I'd given her, but she lied about that, too. Mom
recently started getting notices from the utility companies, and then her asshole ex-
boyfriend and landlord demanded she get the rent paid or he was changing the locks.
| swear to god, if she spent it on drugs and shit, I’ [l kill her.”

“Do you think it's drugs?’ Dylan asked.

“1 don’t know what to think anymore. Mom doesn’t even really know what is going
on with her, | don’t think.”

| knew exactly what it was. She’d told me about Tor stealing money from her. In the
back of my mind, I knew there was no doubt he was behind all of this, especially
after the call when she'd told me he’' d been there. I'd even told her she needed to be
away from him, figured it may sound different coming from someone other than her
brother. Besides, after seeing the guy who’d been trying to pick her up that night in a
bar, these were the men she attracted. She didn’t like them; | knew it, | could see it.
Deep down inside, she wanted something better for herself, and | wanted to be that
something for her, but | knew better. I'd aready crossed aline | wasn’t sure | should
ever cross again.

“Maybe sheisin trouble? Perhaps she is afraid to come to you?’ Dylan suggested.
“She should be afraid to come to me at this point,” Knox grumbled.

| slammed my book shut and looked over at him. That comment right there was the
reason she refused to go to him, the reason she begged me that night not to mention
anything to him, the reason she hung up on me and hadn’t responded to any of my

messages since. She truly was afraid to go to him.

“Why the fuck would you say something like that?’ | questioned every muscle in my
neck and shoulders tight.



“Clay don’'t get me started. Y ou don’'t know the half of it,” Knox grumbled.

“No, | should get you started. For someone who claims to be an amazing older
brother, this proves otherwise.”

“Why the fuck would you say that to me? I'm not the enemy here. Do you have any
idea how much fucking money I’ve given her to watch her aimost not only throw
away her education, then to steal in front of me and my mother because it was what
her boyfriend Tor taught her, the same scumbag who got her thrown out of school
because he doesn’t think an education is necessary. Then to watch her continue to lie
to me again and again. The last time, right to my face when | asked her if she was
done with him? The only reason | gave her the money this time to clear up rent and
bills was because my mother wasn’'t going back with her. | gave her one last chance
and trusted her to do the right thing, and yet, here we are again...”

“Perhaps if you would take a minute and listen to what she hasto say...”

“Don’'t start that shit with me. I've given her chance after chance. She is literally
killing my mother. It' s disgusting.”

“Like | said, maybe you should give her a chance to talk to you and explain....”

“Whose side are you on?’ he questioned, glaring at me.

“Yours,” | said, swallowing hard.

“Then why the hell are you sticking up for her when you should side with me?”’

Knox glared at me like he was looking right through me. | could see the questionsin
his eyes, the wonder why | was making him sound like the bad guy.



“Guys, cam the hell down,” Dylan said, punching me on the shoulder to pull my
attention away from Knox and the situation.

“Fine,” | muttered, looking toward him.

“Do you think she'll show at the arena?’ Dylan asked. “ Apparently, Aurorais having
dinner with Lorelai and your mom tonight, and your mom has been asking,” Dylan
said, looking at his phone and typing a response.

| watched Knox pull his phone from his pocket and shook his head.

“Lorelai didn’t message me,” he said, looking over at Dylan.

Dylan chuckled. “No, because she doesn’t want you to stress out, so she told Aurora
to ask me to ask you. Guess it’s better if | stress you out,” Dylan said with a cocky

smile. “You can take it out on me later on theice.”

“Or, perhaps she is just another person who doesn’'t feel she can come to you when
she needs something,” | muttered under my breath.

Dylan lowered his phone and looked at me with an ‘are you serious right now’ 1ook.

“What the fuck did you just say?’ Knox said, looking at me his jaw tight.

“He said nothing,” Dylan intervened, trying to keep the peace between us.

“Stay out of it, Dylan. If Clay has something to say, he should say it. Perhaps he'd
like Peyton to be his problem.”

| stood up, climbing over Dylan, and made my way to the back of the plane where
L ucas sat with Colton and Levi and took a seat with them. Nothing good was going to



come out of me saying another word to Knox, so it was best to remove myself from
the situation altogether and keep my mouth shut.

The crowd roared as the buzzer went off. The puck had coasted by me, even though
I’d tried to stop it, handing the game to the Ice Hawks.

“What the fuck was that, Clay?’ Knox yelled as he threw his shit into his locker.

“Of course it makes logical sense to blame the goalie, but did you asses ook at how
you played tonight?’ | yelled, throwing my jersey to the floor.

“How we played?’ Colton questioned, turning to look at me. “What the fuck does
that mean?’

“Yes, how you all played!”

“What the hell is that even supposed to mean?’ Levi questioned. “We played like we
aways do, to win.”

“If that was playing to win, you all better walk off this team right now.”

“You are the only one who didn’t give it his all tonight,” Knox said, pulling his jersey
off and dropping it to the floor. “Just like the last couple of games. Where the fuck
has your head been?”’

“Yeah, man, don't go blaming everyone else on the team,” Dylan said, unlacing his
skates.

“I"'m not, but when we lose, we lose as a team, same with when we win, and there
was not a single play on behalf of any one of you that says we were winners tonight!”
| yelled.



The locker room door opened and in walked Thomkins. The entire room grew silent
as he stood there staring at each one of us.

“1 don’'t want to hear another word out of this room. Get your shit off, shower up, and
get to the bus. We leave for the hotel in fifteen minutes. All the better if you'd all
rather wait to shower there. Tomorrow at ten we have the ice for three hours. We are
going over every play we fucked up on tonight, so we don’t make this mistake
tomorrow night.”

The entire room was silent as he turned around and left the room, and as soon as the
door closed, Knox stood up.

“You got a problem with the way we played tonight, let us have it, ‘cause | sure as
hell have a problem with the way you fucking played.”

“Evans, | sad not another fucking word, and | meant it!” Thompkins shouted from
the hallway. “If | hear you speak again, I’ll bench your ass tomorrow night.”

“Fuck you, Thompkins,” Knox muttered under his breath once the door closed, all the
while glaring at me before he turned around to get changed, as did everyone el se.

| kept to myself for the rest of the night. The guys headed to the restaurant for food
once we got to the hotel, and even though Dylan said | should go, | declined. | wanted
to be alone, so | went back to my room, took a hot shower, and watched alittle TV.

There was no doubt about it. | was off my game tonight. Just like I’d been on the
plane this morning listening to Knox talk about Peyton. His attitude irritated me. He
was lucky to have her in hislife. I’d lost my sister without warning. He did not know
how that had felt, and the last thing I’d ever want for him would be to feel the pain
I’d felt after losing my sister. That was why | felt it was important for him to hear her
out. If she was in trouble, he should want to help her regardless of the things she'd



done.

| flipped through the TV trying to find something on, and when | came up with
nothing, | grabbed my sweatshirt, threw it over my head, and headed down to the bar.

It was a little after midnight; the bar was empty. All the guys were probably sound
asleep by now, and while we weren’t supposed to drink the night before a game, but |
grabbed a beer anyway and went and sat over in the corner. | needed to unwind if |
was going to get any sleep tonight. | needed to clear my head and put all this behind
me. Let it al go. Perhaps | needed the company of alady tonight, and if | looked hard
enough, | was certain there’ d be some little puck bunny that would accompany me.

Asif on command, | heard a sweet voice say my name.

Only | knew that voice all too well. Anticipation and excitement filled me, and |
could feel my heart beating a little harder and faster as | glanced up to see Peyton
standing there wearing a pink sweater that hugged her in all the right places and a pair
of ripped jeans. She'd pulled her dirty-blonde hair back, leaving afew pieces to frame
her face, and she wore a little makeup, just enough to highlight her best features.
“Niceto seeyou, Clay. Isit okay if | join you?’

| sat up and nodded toward the seat across from me. “Of course. Would you like
anything? Beer, wine?’ | questioned as the server stopped at the table, dropping off
my last beer for the night.

“Ginger Ale?’ she said, looking up at the server.

“Surething,” she said as she grabbed my empty bottle.

“When did you get here?’ | questioned.



“Twenty-five minutes ago,” she answered, taking her jacket off.

“Talk with your brother?’ | asked.

She shook her head. “No, and I’'m not in the mood to talk about him, either. He told
me there would be a room for me, and so | just checked in, figured I'd see him
tomorrow. I’'m sure he is plenty pissed off with me for not calling him or messaging

him back, and after the drive, | just wanted to relax. | don’t fedl like any drama.”

“It will be five sixty,” the server said, sliding the soda in front of Peyton, waiting for
payment.

“Put it on my bill,” | answered, pulling my credit card from my wallet and handing it
to the server as Peyton reached for her purse.

Peyton looked over at me, a tiny smile on her lips as she took a sip of the pop. “You
didn’t have to, but thank you,” she whispered. “I’ ve been dying for one of these, but |

didn’t want to pull off the highway to get one.”

“S0, what’s been going on with you?’ | questioned. “Haven’'t heard from you since
the night you called sounding really upset.”

“Sorry. | wanted to message you, but...”

“But?’

“Never mind, | realized | never should have messaged you.”

“l don't play games, Peyton,” | said, clearing my throat. “I told you, I’'m a straight
shooter, and when | said you could come to me, | meant it.”



“1 know, but when you mentioned | should talk to my brother, | guess | was afraid
you'd go tell him and | choked.”

“What happened?’ | questioned.

She looked at me, worry clear in her eyes. Something had happened, and whatever it
was, it hadn’t been good. | was sure it had to do with the money.

“I’'m sure my brother has mentioned my lack of communication, and he more than
likely thinks | spent his money on alcohol or drugs.”

“He mentioned something along those lines, yes.”

“That figures. He already thinks he knows. He never listensto me.”

“Do you blame him?’ | asked.

Peyton looked up at me, her eyes lined with shock.

“Don’t look at me like that. | told you; | won’t sugarcoat shit.”

Her eyeslocked with mine.

“Do you blame him?’ | repeated.

She looked around the bar, looking everywhere but at me, and when she finally met
my eyes, | could see they were glassy. “No, not really.”

“Why do you think that is?’

“My choices haven't been the greatest, | know that, and the lack of communication



lately probably hasn’t helped.”

“That’s a start. Peyton, I’'ll admit, | was shocked when you told me you weren't done
with Tor.”

“lI am now. | see him for what heis. A cheater, athief, aliar, an abuser, and | gave it
alot of thought. | don’t want that type of relationship anymore.”

“What changed your mind?’

She looked at me, sadness in her eyes. “That night with you,” she answered
immediately. “1’ve replayed that entire night in my mind. I’ ve never been with a man
who blew my mind before. I've never been with someone | couldn’'t stop thinking
about, and I’ve never been with someone who could comfort me by just thinking
about the time we spent together. That was what happened.”

| swallowed hard. That night hadn’t left my mind since it happened. She had literally
been my highlight reel for the past few weeks. | hadn’t gone out. | hadn’t hung out
after games aside from signing autographs, and I’d turned down many nights of
company with some attractive woman, all because of that night. She hadn’t left my
mind and was like an itch | couldn’t scratch, but now that she was sitting in front of
me, shewas all | wanted.

“S0, what happened?’

“When | returned to the house, Tor showed up at the door. At first, | thought about
not letting him in, but | changed my mind. | knew | needed to end things with him.
o, | let him in. He found the money Knox had given to me to take care of things, and
he took it. | tried to get it back from him, but he refused. That was when | ended
things with him and kicked him out. Things got alittle heated.”



“What do you mean, they got heated?’ | questioned, feeling my muscles tighten. |
swore, if he hit her, I'd drive down there tonight and put an end to him. “Did he put
his...”

“No, he didn’'t touch me. He probably would have, but he just raised his voice and
tried to take control of things, but | wouldn’'t let him. | stood up to him for the first
timein my life.”

“No, you mean you stood up for yourself, thereis adifference,” | said, watching her.
She nodded her head, meeting my eyes.

“Y ou know, | think your brother would be proud of you.”

“You do?

“l do. I am. You can do so much better, Peyton. You’'re bright, beautiful...sexy as
hell...”

"Y ou think I"'m beautiful ?”
Her eyes meant mine, and | glanced away, downing the rest of the beer in the bottle.
All 1 could think about when she looked at me was kissing those full lips agai,n and |

knew if given the chance, | wouldn’t be able to say no.

“Yes, | do. | think you're beautiful, and | also think it would be wise that we both say
good night and go our separate ways,” | said, placing the bottle down on the table.

She dlipped out of the booth at the sametime as| did and led the way out of the bar to
the elevator. Once inside, | pressed the button to the 12th floor and glanced at her.



“Thirteen,” she said.

The doors closed, and we both stood there looking forward. It was almost as if we
were afraid to look at one another. | could fedl the tension building in the small
elevator as | looked up to see we' d only moved about three floors. | shifted my stance
when | felt her hand slip into mine.

| looked over at her—first at her lips, then at her eyes. Want and desire screamed
inside of me. Each second that passed | could feel myself growing weaker until, in
one quick motion, | pulled her into my arms, kissing her hard.

The moment her lips touched mine, the ache that had been running through me
guieted and everything that had been building inside of me felt at peace. When the
elevator stopped at my floor, | didn’t think twice. | pulled her with me, leading her to
my room.
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Peyton

Over the past couple of days, I'd not only got to spend a couple nights with Clay, but
| finally explained everything that had happened to my brother. For the first time that
| could remember, Knox sat and listened to everything | had to tell him without
saying aword, and when | say everything, | held nothing back regarding the situation
with Tor. | wanted him to trust me; | needed him to trust me, because | didn’t want
bad blood between us any longer.

“I’m proud of you, Peyton,” Knox said, shoveling food into his mouth at lunch.
“Thanks.”

“Serioudly, it took alot for you to do that, and I’m glad you did it.”

“1t did, but, Knox, it felt so good to get rid of him.”

“It's only going to go up from here,” he said, nodding at the dessert menu. “Pick
something, whatever you want.”

| opened the menu and immediately decided on the apple crumble. It wasn't
something | ever ate—hated it actually—but one look at the picture and | could
almost smell and taste the apples and cinnamon.

“What are you going to have?’ he asked.

“Apple crumble.”



Knox gave me a questioning glance. “Peyton, you hate apple crumble.”

It was true; | hated apple crumble. It was something that my mother had made on a
weekly basis when | grew up, and yet I'd only ever tried it one time, immediately
hating it. However, looking at the picture on the menu, it looked so good it caused my
stomach to grumble.

“It'slikeit’scalling to me.” | giggled.

“Okay, well, we will make it two, and if you don’t want yours after all, I'll just eat
it.” Knox chuckled. “Then you can choose something you'll actudly like.”

The two of us grew quiet while Knox checked his phone. Then | cleared my throat.

“Knox, I"ve given moving some thought as well,” | said, closing the menu.

“And?’ he asked, placing his phone on the table.

“And if Mom moves to Vancouver, then I'm on board. | think the change of city, of
pace, might do me good.”

“Gredt, I'll haveto let Mom know. She'll be so excited to hear this.”

“No, please don't tell her. I'd like to be the one to let her know.”

Knox nodded. “Sure thing. | promise | won’'t say aword.”

When the server approached, Knox ordered our desert and then turned his attention
back to me. “Oh, by the way, where were you last night?’ he questioned.

“What do you mean? | wasin my room,” | said, swallowing hard.



Knox shook hishead. “No, | stopped by, knocked, and waited. There was no answer.”

“What time? | could have been in the shower,” | answered.

“A little after eleven thirty.”

| could feel my cheeks heating. A little after eleven, I’d wandered down to Clay’s
room using the stairs to avoid the possibility of being caught by Knox or any other
guy on the team. I’d seen Colton dlip into his room at the far end of the hall and was
certain he' d caught sight of me just as Clay had opened the door.

| shifted in my seat. “Y ou’ re sure you had the right room?”’

“Pretty sure. | did book it.”

“Why are you asking?’ | questioned, folding the corner of my napkin, hoping | didn’t
sound suspicious.

“Colton mentioned he thought he saw you outside of Clay’s door a little before
eleven. Guess I'm paranoid. I'm in the room beside him, and | know he had some
company last night. | could hear them through the wall. | was going to knock on his
door after Colton messaged me, but figured I’d check on you instead of bothering

Clay.

“Oh wait, | ran down to the store in the lobby to grab a snack before they closed.
While | was there, | got a message from Elsie letting me know she was coming over
for dinner when | get back. Then she called me.

“What snack did you get?’ he questioned.

Immediately, | answered the first thing | thought of. “ Skittles.”



| hated skittles more than | hated apple crumble. | did not know why I'd picked the
only piece of candy | hated.

| knew why, because | panicked. I'd had no choice but to lie to him about this,
otherwise the pair of us would be disowned.

“Y ou hate skittles.”

“Oh, not anymore. They are my new favourite. Elsie got me hooked on them, and |
can’'t get enough of them.”

Just then, the server returned with our apple crumble and slid the two pieces in front
of each of us. Knox picked up hisfork, digging into his, while | did the same.

“Well, | hope you enjoyed them, and | hope you enjoy this desert,” Knox said,
watching as | took my first bite.

| was so glad my brother was proud of me for standing up for myself, which only
made the fact 1’d just lied to him make me feel even worse. We ate our dessert and
then made our way over to the arenawhere | watched as they beat the |ce Hawks five
to nothing in the last game here in Vermont.

| waited around, hoping to not only say goodbye to my brother but to sneak off with
Clay for a few minutes before they left, but immediately they were swept off to the
airport shortly after they’d got out of the locker room.

| made my way back to the hotel and spent one more night alone, and in the morning,
| drove back home, making it in time for my shift at work.

“S0, are you really thinking of moving to Vancouver?’ Elsie asked as she cubed up
the chicken she’d brought for dinner.



| was so excited to have something home cooked that | was practically salivating. The
last couple of days|’d eaten dinner with the team, and even Knox mentioned how my
appetite had picked up. I'd been hungrier than normal, but then I’d barely eaten for
weeks after Tor and William had been at the house. | hadn’t mentioned that to him,
though, mainly because | didn’t want him to worry about me.

“1 think so. Honestly, it makes the most sense. Tor and | are over. My boss is being
an enormous dick, and well, don’t forget the nightmare that is William.”

“How could | forget that? | can't believe your mom entered a relationship with that
guy. He'ssoicky.”

| giggled. “I know, but then you say that about me and Tor.”

“Honestly, Tor is icky too, but it's not just that. It's because | know what kind of
jackass heis.” She giggled. “Pass me the potatoes.”

| grabbed the small bag of potatoes she' d brought to her and watched as she cut those
up aswell. “What are we having again?’

“Curry chicken and potato in roti. You are going to love it,” she said, winking at me.

“Hope you areright,” | said, never having tried that dish before.

She added the potatoes to the boiling pot of water and then added the chicken into a
pan, letting it cook.

“How was your stay in Vancouver?’

I’d not mentioned anything that had happened in Vancouver this time to anyone.
Elsie was my best friend, and | still wasn’t even comfortable enough to mention my



time with Clay. I'd told her about my previous stay and running into him the night
Knox had made me face security for stealing. I’d told her about the drinks we'd
shared and how we' d spent some time getting to know one another. I’d told her about
the kiss we'd shared that night in the car and how he'd profusely apologized
afterward when he dropped me off. I'd told her how we'd shared the occasional text
message after that, how he'd check in on me, but that ended about a month later, and
since then I’d not mentioned his name.

“1t was good.”

“What about Vermont? | saw they kicked the Ice Hawks' ass.”

“Yeah, it was a good time, and | finally patched things up with my brother. He was
happy to hear things are over between Tor and |.”

“Good, | still can't believe that you and Tor are over. What brought that on?’

The memory of Clay invaded my mind. His words that night in the bar in Vancouver,
and everything that had happened afterward, had been the start. If it hadn’t happened
before, it would have happened after this past weekend. | could still feel the way he'd
gently caressed my cheek and ran his fingers through my hair while gently kissing
me. The way his eyes had skimmed my naked body, right down to his touch and the
way he'd slowly fucked me until | came. Never one time had he come before | did,
and he never cared how long it took either. Not that it ever took long with him.

“1 don’t know, just tired of his games, | guess.”

Elsie looked over at me. “No, no way, there’s something else?’ she said, pointing the
knife she had in her hand in my direction.

| shrugged. | could feel my cheeks heat and gave her asmall smile.



“You met someone?’ she said, her eyes growing wide with excitement.

| shook my head, looking away.

“Peyton, don’t hold out on me!” She laughed as she bent over and looked at me.

“I’m not, there isn’t...there isn’t anyone to talk about,” | said, hoping she’d drop the
topic.

“Come on, just tell me about him. | know there is someone. | can seeit in your eyes.”

Taking a deep breath, | looked over at her and slowly nodded. “Okay, fine, | met
someone, and while there isn’'t anything other than a few amazing nights together, |
realized maybe | don’t need to be treated like trash, that maybe there really are good
guys out there.”

“There are good guys out there. Sometimes, you just need to weed through the shit to
get to them. Do you think if you were to move to Vancouver, you might see this
mystery man again? | mean, I’'m only guessing that iswhere heis.”

| nodded. “Well, | shouldn’t say a definite yes, but | know I’d want to see him again.
Not sure what he wants, though.”

“Are you going to give me any other details about him?’

| shook my head; not sure | wanted to divulge it was one of Knox’s teammates. | was
still feeling odd about the whole situation in that regard. Especially after Knox
admitted to me that he heard us the other night. Not that he knew it was us, but it still
made me uncomfortable. Plus, | knew Knox was overprotective of me. He aways had
been after my father had left. He'd often tell me he didn’t want to see me grow up
without afather like he had, so in his own way, he’' d stepped into the role.



“Fine, make me wait to find out about the guy who pulled you away from Tor.
Something the rest of us have been trying to do for many months. It was becoming
exhausting to be honest, so I'm glad it happened.” Elsie giggled, letting out a sigh.
“He must be something. While we wait, why don’t you pass me that bag of spice
there?’ she said, pointing to asmall clear bag containing yellow powder.

“What' s that?’

“The magic spice—the curry,” she said, winking as she drained the potatoes and
guickly mashed them, then added a couple of teaspoons of spice to the potato mixture
and then to the chicken that was simmering.

“Takeasmell of this,” she said, moving out of the way for me to comein.

The moment | leaned over the pot a rush of saliva filled my mouth, and my stomach
turned. | tried to swallow but couldn’'t and bolted toward the bathroom off the
kitchen, sslamming the door shut behind me, making it to my knees in front of the

toilet just in time for me to be sick.

| heard Elsie knock on the door, but between being sick and trying to catch my
breath, | couldn’t answer her.

“Peyton, Peyton, are you okay?’ she cried, cracking the door open a bit.

| looked over at her and shook my head. She stepped into the washroom, came over
and gathered my hair, holding it back in time for the next wave of nausea to hit.

I’d gotten a bit of clear broth down, but the smell of curry that still lingered
throughout the house was still making me feel sick.

“Areyou sure you're okay?’ Elsie asked.



She'd profusely apologized, but | assured her it wasn't her cooking that had made me
sick, since I’d not even tasted it.

“I’ll be okay. | don’t know where that even came from,” | said, relaxing in the chair
in the living room with a cool cloth across the back of my neck.

“While you rest, did you want to watch an episode of Friends 7’ Elsie questioned.

| rested my head against the back of the chair and nodded. We' d been watching the
show since my mother had recommended it, and so far, we were loving it. As we sat
there watching the next episode, | looked at my phone, noticing the date. It had been
almost four weeks since I'd returned from Vancouver. My stomach dlightly flipped
again, causing another rush of salivato my mouth as | quickly thought about that trip
and then realized | should have gotten my period two weeks ago. With everything
that had gone on, | hadn’t realized I’ d missed it.

| shifted in my chair, pulling my legs up underneath as Elsie let out a laugh at
something Chandler had said.

“Why aren’'t you laughing?’ she questioned, pausing the show.

“What?’ | questioned, looking up from my phone.

“Peyton, what isit? You look like you' ve seen aghost,” Elsie said.

“Sorry what?’ | asked again, closing the calendar on my phone.

The possibility of pregnancy swirled around in my mind as | looked at Elsie. The
possibility of who the father might be was making me feel sick again.

“Are you okay?' she asked again, this time turning her full attention to me. “You



look like you are going to be sick again.”

“Can you drive me to the pharmacy?’ | questioned, looking at her, trying hard to stop
the burning in my eyes from the tears that were threatening to fall.

“Why? Need some anti-nausea medication?’ she questioned. “I might have some in
my purse, actually,” she said, getting up off the couch and heading toward the

entryway.

“No, not anti-nausea medication. However, if you have a pregnancy test in that
bottomless purse of yours, I'll gladly take that instead.”

Four days later, Elsie and | sat on the edge of my bed staring down at those stupid
little pink lines once again. My heart was racing, and it was making me feel

lightheaded.

“Well, no doubt about it, you are pregnant. | don’t think we need to do any more of
these,” she said, pulling the last test from my hand.

“Maybe one more, just for good measure.”

“Good measure? Why? Do you think test number six is faulty too?” She giggled,
throwing it into the garbage.

“Oh, | don’'t know, hoped is more likeit,” | said, running my fingers through my hair.
I’d been in touch with my mother, who had told me Knox would pick me up at the
airport tonight. My mind had been on so many other things, | still hadn’t packed, and

| knew | needed to if | was going to make my flight.

“Maybe, to ease your mind, you should just make an appointment with your doctor,”



Elsie said, sitting down beside me.

“Or we could do one more drugstore run,” | said, picking at the side of my fingernail.

Elsie picked up my phone and handed it to me. “ Serioudly, just call. After six tests, |
can guarantee what the next one is going to tell you.”

“l can’t book an appointment. I’'m leaving for Vancouver tonight. Did you forget?’ |
sighed.

“I didn’t forget. Book it for when you get back. Do you know who the father is?’ she
questioned. “If it’s the mystery man, perhaps you can meet up and talk with him.
Might ease alittle of this anxiety you're feeling if you share thiswith him.”

“Perhaps,” | whispered, knowing that if it were Tor’sinstead of Clay’s, it would only
Increase my anxiety. | took the phone and dialed the doctor’s office. “I’ll book, and

then will you help me pack?’ | asked.

“Of course,” she said, getting up off the bed and pulling out my suitcase from the
closet.

Once | hung up the phone, | walked over to my closet and pulled out a few clothes,
passing them to Elsie.

“Are you going to shed some light?’ she questioned.

| nodded, swallowing hard.

“Isit Tor's?’ she asked, folding my sweaters carefully and placing them in my bag.

| let out the breath | was holding. For so many reasons, | didn't want to disclose



things, but | needed someoneto talk to.

“l don’t think so. It's been aimost eight weeks since we were last together, and we
used protection.”

“S0 then, the baby’ s father is the guy from Vancouver?’

Instantly, my mind went to Clay. To that first night, and the other nights in Vermont.
I’d heard Knox talk about him, about what kind of player he was, and while | knew
he' d been with many women, | didn’t think he was as bad as Knox and the other guys
made him out to be. In fact, | didn’t find him to be a player at al.

“1 think so,” | whispered.

“Do you...do you know how to get in touch with him?’ she asked.

| nodded, sniffling at the same time. The fear of having to admit things to my family,
to my brother, scared me to death. | wasn't sure how he'd take it. Actually, that
wasn't true. | knew how Knox would take it, and it wouldn’'t be well. In fact, I'd

probably end up raising the baby alone after Knox finished him.

“Maybe you should call him. There is probably a good chance that Tor isn't the
father, after all. Maybe you should just let him know that something is up, but that—"

“But what?' | said, whipping around.

Elsie looked at me, aguilty look on her face.

“That what?’ | asked again. “Let me guess, that I'll take care of it?’ | said,
swallowing hard.



Elsie slowly nodded her head. “I...well...I figured you' d want to put the baby up for
adoption or something. | mean, in a couple of months, you’ll graduate and be ready to
start up your career.”

“Elsie, | don’'t know what I’m going to do. | don’t even know how Clay is even going
to feel about this. He's on the road so much, and | doubt he wants to be tied down
with me and a baby,” | whispered.

“Clay? Asin Clay Harris?’ Elsie questioned as she placed the pants she' d folded into
the suitcase. “Y ou got involved with Clay Harris?’

| looked over my shoulder at her, not realizing I’d said his name out loud, or that
she'd be able to guess right away who the other party was to the mess | was in. When
| said nothing right away, I’d practically admitted to her she was correct.

“You sept with your brother’ s teammate?’ she questioned again.

| slowly nodded my head as shock lined her face.

“What about the promise you made to your brother?”

| swallowed hard. Yep, the promise I’d made that | still now felt like shit about.
Secretly, I’d always had a thing for Clay, and he’' d only been doing what Knox would
have expected—protecting me from being picked up by someone who would have
probably become more of an issue than Tor. Neither of us had planned for things to

go asfar asthey did. At least, not the first time.

“It's not like we planned for this to happen, it just sort of did,” | said, anxiety
creeping into my body, atear slipping down my cheek.

“Oh, Peyton,” she whispered, coming up behind me and wrapping her arms around



me. “What are you going to do?’

| stared ahead and placed my hands on her arms, thinking for a moment. “I guess |
am just going to take it one day at a time. Wait until | see my doctor and go from
there. Now, can we finish packing so that | don’t miss my flight?’

“Sure thing, and call your doctor’s office back and give them my number. That way,
you can keep things somewhat quiet and deal with it when you get back.”
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Peyton

Knox and Mom picked me up from the airport, and the three of us went for dinner.
Now we were back at the house, and | lay in the spare room watching TV. Lorelai
was in bed, Mom was watching TV in the living room, and Knox had gone out with
the guys.

The moment | got into the car, Mom immediately asked me if | was planning to move
to Vancouver, and while | wanted to tell her yes, | hadn’t. Things had changed since |
found out the news of the pregnancy. If this were Tor's baby, which it very well
could be, but probably wasn’t, then he had the right to be in his child s life. If it was
Clay’s baby, well, he had a right as well, but until | found out just how far along |
was, I’ d have to wait to give her an answer. It was the only conclusion I’d come to on
the flight here.

The worst part of the entire situation had been the searing look I’ d gotten from Knox
as he stared at me through the rearview mirror when I’d told my mother, followed by
the look of disappointment at my answer.

| couldn’t get the look out of my mind as | rolled over onto my side and picked up my
phone, messaging Elsie. I'd done as she suggested and left my doctor’s office with
her number instead of my cell phone. | didn’t want to be questioned about anything
right now. | was scared, confused, and felt so aone in all this. | wanted to tell my
mother and my brother, but | knew he’d jump to conclusions and finish it with ‘I told
you so.” That wasn't exactly the support system | needed right now.

| quickly messaged Elsie, then placed my phone back on the table, turning my



attention back to the movie | was watching. The moment my phone vibrated; |
grabbed it.

Elsie: Appointment booked for next week.

PEY TON: Okay.

Elsie: Did you tak to Clay?

PEY TON: No, not yet. He doesn’'t even know I'm in town. Plus, | didn’t think going
out tonight would be wise. | really don’t want to rock the boat right now with my
brother. He' s already angry with me again.

Elsie: Why? What happened?

PEYTON: Mom asked me when | was planning on moving out here when they all
picked me up at the airport. | was honest and told her | didn’t know yet.

Elsie: Why would you say that? | thought you made up your mind.

PEY TON: | was being honest. That was what Knox wanted.

ELSIE: Yes, but | don’'t understand, you wanted to move.

PEYTON: | do, but...

ELSIE: Then | don’'t get it. What' s the bloody issue?

PEY TON: What if the baby is Tor’s don’t you think he had the right...

Elsie: Peyton, stop. We both know that it’s not Tor’s. We also both know, or at least |



know, that even if it was, he'd want no part of it. | think you know that as well, but
because you are afraid it might be his, you're afraid of admitting the truth to yourself.

PEY TON: What truth would that be?

ELSIE: That if it were Tor's he’'d not want any part of it, and even if he said he did
you'’ d definitely not want him to be a part of it.

| stared at her words. God she was so right. There'd be no way 1I'd want him
involved, even if he wanted to be. | already knew that. | closed my eyes and rested
my head on my pillow. My head was pounding.

PEY TON: Can | message you in abit?

ELSIE: Of course you can. I'll be up. | need to finish this paper I’ m working on.

PEY TON: Oh, what time is my appointment

ELSIE: Two in the afternoon on Wednesday.

PEY TON: Thanks, talk to you soon.

| shut my phone off. | didn’t want to be bothered. | needed to spend time alone, figure
things out. | shut the TV off, rolled over and faced the wall, closing my eyes. Things

would work out. They had to.

“Peyton, how about you crumble the cheese for the lasagna? Mom said, passing me
the containers of ricotta cheese and a bowl.

| swallowed hard as | looked down at the cheese in the container, feeling my stomach
turn. I'd been sick most of today. Thankfully, Knox had left early for practice, and



Mom and Lorelai had gone grocery shopping, so each time I'd been sick, I'd been
alone. It happened first thing in the morning while I’d been in the shower and then
again late morning just before they’ d returned.

“If you'd prefer to deal with the noodles, | can do the cheese.” Lorelal said, alook of
concern on her face as she looked at me.

“Thanks. | never liked the feel of this cheese,” | said, glancing at my mother, who
gave me a curious look.

| switched spots with Lorelai and stirred the pot of noodles,

“They should be almost done,” Mom said. “We don’t want to overcook them as they
will continue to cook in the oven.

“I know. Who's all coming for dinner?’ | asked, stirring the pot again before placing
the strainer Lorelai had given me in the sink. “Looks like there is going to be enough
food to feed and army.”

“Well, we asked Lucas and Ella, Dylan and Aurora, of course, and the two new
players on the team, Levi and Colton. But so far, we've only heard from Dylan and
Aurora. It's okay though, because even if no one else shows up, Dylan and Knox eat
about as much asthe four of usdo.” Lorelai giggled.

“That they do,” Mom said. “Y our grocery bill must be huge.”

“Itis”

“Oh, did you hear if Clay was coming? He seems like such a nice young man,” Mom
asked.



My head perked up when | heard Clay’s name. | wasn't expecting to see him this
visit.

“No, Clay hasn't accepted either,” Lorelai answered. “Although, | don't know if
Knox even asked him when | told him to. He was supposed to invite him when | first

brought it up, which was when they were out in Vermont, but the man apparently had
other things on his mind. Something about winning some hockey game.” Lorelai

giggled.

“That sounds like my son.”

“1 don’'t know how you dealt with him, Reese. | really don’t.” Lorelai giggled.

“Has he asked him yet?’ | questioned, swallowing hard. | could hear the anticipation
in my voice.

“He's apparently doing so today. We shall see,” Lorelai said, still crumbling the
cheese and not paying any attention to the sound of my voice, thankfully.

| glanced over to see my mother staring at me. Her face held another questioning
look, but all she did was give me asmall smile.

“Peyton, honey, those noodles are probably done,” she said.

| shut the stove off and drained the pot of noodles into the strainer, then placed the
strainer inside the pot and filled it with cold water to stop the noodles from cooking,
just like my mother had taught me.

“S0, | know Dylan and Aurora, but Lucas and Ella?’ | questioned.

“Yeah, Lucas Clark and Ella Larson, although now it's Clark. Ella works in the PR



department, but they aren’t coming. They already had plans to have dinner with her
father. He owns the Dominators,” Lorelai said.

“Oh, he' s dating the owner’ s daughter?’

“More like married the owner’s daughter. In Vegas, she thought the entire thing was
fake. It was crazy.”

“Fake?’ | questioned.

“Y ep, she thought those little chapels all over Vegas were all fake. | guess she'd read
somewhere that some of them were fake and figured they all were, so when his
mother put forth the idea of marriage, she accepted.”

“Oh wow, I'd loveto hear their entire story. Too bad they won't be here.”

“Don’'t you worry. When you move here, you'll be on the inside. I'll drag you to
every game and we'll have girls' nights when the guys are on the road. Y ou're going
to love it. Maybe we can even find you an eligible bachelor on the team,” Lorelai

said, shoving the bowl of ricottainto the centre of the large kitchen island.

“Clay would be a good option; don’t you think Lorelai? Do you know if he is
involved with anyone?’

“Don’'t believe so, at least | never hear him speak of anyone.”
| could feel my face heat at her suggestion. | looked over at my mother and noticed
she was watching me, a curious look on her face. | had to do something besides just

stand here with flushed cheeks, so | let out a laugh and held up my hands.

“No, no hockey guys for me. | lived with my brother, remember? | know what sort of



trouble they can be. Plus, I’ ve had my fair share of trouble with the guys | have dated,
so | think, to be fair to myself and give myself a chance to heal, | might just stay
single for awhile,” | said.

“You say that now but just wait. Wait until one of them sinks their teeth into you.
They are persistent when they set their eyes on something. Just as persistent as they
are about the game. Trust me.”

“Did Aurorafeel that way, too?’ | asked.

“Oh goodness, yes. Her situation was different, though, but Dylan wouldn’t give up
either once he found her again. Another thing about these men, they can also be hard

to say no to.”

“Reminds me of Knox’s father. He was like that as well, persistent and impossible to
turn away,” Mom said.

“That must be where he getsit from.” Lorela giggled.

“Be thankful that is the only quality he got from that man,” Mom said, building the
layers of the lasagna.

“ S0, Peyton, when are you thinking of moving out here?’ Lorelai questioned.

| glanced over at my mother. Lorelai hadn’t been with Knox and Mom when they’d
picked me up last night, and while | didn’t know her al that well, | knew she always
made me feel welcome when | was here.

“1”m thinking maybe a month from now,” | answered.

The moment the words fell from my mouth, my mother turned and looked at me. |



could see she was wondering why | hadn’t answered her that way last night, but until
I’d talked to Elsie and she’'d made me realize that, even if Tor was the father of my
baby, | wouldn’t want him in my life, | knew moving was the option to choose.

“Well, we can’'t wait to have you closer. Same with you, Reese. | am so happy that
you' re both moving out here.”

“Well, hopefully we are. If we can find a place to live, that is. That last place was
gorgeous, but man, it was costly.”

“It was, but like Knox said, he has no problem paying the rent for the year until you
are situated here and have a job. Especialy if you liked the place. Plus, the doctors
here pay way better too for any office administrators than they do out there as well. If
you get into a speciaist’s office, which | can't see you having a problem with what
with your experience, then you’ll be set.”

“We'll have to see. | want Peyton to like the place as well. I'm sure she'll want a
say.

| nodded and passed Mom the noodles, just as my stomach spun.
“Peyton? Are you feeling okay?” Mom guestioned.

“Yes, why?" | asked.

“Honey, you're pale.” She said coming over and placing her hand on my forehead.
“Clammy to the touch aswell. | think you should go lie down for a bit.”

My stomach spun again, and this time a rush of saliva filled my mouth. Swallowing
hard | nodded, “I think I"'m just going to go lay down for a bit,” | said, looking at both
Mom and Lorelai.



Neither of them said anything as | left the room. | felt hot but cool at the same time.
I’d just shut the door to my room and sat down on my bed when the door opened, and
my mother walked in.

“Peyton, are you alright?’ Mom asked sitting down next to me. She yelled at Lorelal
to bring a glass of water.

“I'mfine. Just tired,” | answered. “1 didn’t sleep all that well last night.”

| felt my stomach turn, and before | could shove Mom out of the way and run to the
bathroom, | grabbed the garbage pail in my room and emptied the contents of my
stomach.

Lorela appeared in the doorway with a glass of water, just as| threw up again.
“Lorelal, honey, can you grab a cool cloth,” Mom asked, holding my hair back.

When | felt the cloth on the back of my neck and my stomach stopped spinning, |
looked up a my mother. She cleared her throat as she placed the cloth on my face,
wiping away the sweat from my forehead.

“How far along are you?’ she questioned, giving me a knowing look.

| could feel my cheeks heat as she stared at me. Then | looked over at Lorelai to see
her standing there, watching everything unfold.

“1 don’'t know. I'll find out when | see the doctor next week,” | replied knowing there
was no point in trying to hide this.

“Do you know who the father is?” Mom questioned.



| Slowly nodded but didn’t respond.

“You don’'t have to tell me, but | hope you will confide in me when you're ready. |
want you to know that this won’'t go any further than the confines of this room, right,
Lorelal.”

“You got it. Secrets are safe with the two of us,” she added.

Mom handed me the cool cloth and got up off the bed. She walked to the door,
pulling it closed, and the two of them left me to rest. | was sure that | wasn't fooling
either of them. They weren't dumb, they’d be able to put two and two together. My
guestions about Clay, the sound of my voice, surely would have given the answer
away as to who the father was. | just prayed they’d keep the secret away from my
brother.
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Clay

| glanced down at my phone and saw | had an unread text message from Peyton. A
smile came to my lips as | glanced around the room, making sure that Knox wasn’t
behind me, before | opened her message.

PEY TON: When you get a minute, I'd like to talk to you. Can you please message
me?

| frowned. We'd been messaging on and off since we'd gotten back from Vermont,
and she had never started a message this way. Normally, they were fun and playful,
some were flirty, and occasionally her messages were sexy as hell. Our phone
conversations had been the same, but this, this was different. It was direct and to the
point.

| quickly typed back, asking if everything was okay, and waited for a few seconds to
see if she responded. When | heard Knox’s voice and then his laugh coming toward
me, | quickly shoved my phone into my locker. He came walking in with Levi and
made hisway over to hislocker, before turning to me.

“Hey, man, Lorela wants to know if you are planning on joining us for dinner
tonight?’ Knox questioned as he pulled his jeans and sweater from his locker. “Her
and Mom are making a huge Italian meal—Ilasagna, garlic bread, meatballs and some
sinful desert that will probably add ten pounds to us. We probably shouldn’t eat it
before the game, but what the hell?’

“Isthat an invitation or isthat Lorelai telling me | should be there?’ | chuckled.



Ever since Lorelai found out that something had happened to my family, she’d been
trying to include me anywhere and everywhere she could, which | appreciated, but |
didn’t want it to become a habit because | didn’'t want her to feel that she had to.

Knox laughed. “Let’s just say you better be there. | forgot to ask when we were in
Vermont, so I’ ve sort of been in the doghouse, until last night that is,” he said, raising
his eyebrowsin gest.

We'd just finished practice and had tonight off, along with most of tomorrow, when
we played the sixth game of the seven with the |ce Hawks.

“Anyone €else from the team coming?’ | asked, dropping my towel and slipping into
my grey Dominator joggers and sweatshirt.

“Dylan and Aurora will be there. I’ve put the invite to Lucas and Ella, and Levi and
Colton, as she would like to meet them, but the only ones we' ve heard from are Ella
and Lucas, until today that is. They unfortunately cannot make it. Poor guy is having
dinner with her dad. Levi here said he has some sort of date to go on, and Colton still
hasn’t answered yet.”

“Shit, glad I'm not Lucas.” | chuckled.

The last person I'd want to have dinner with was Larson. Yet he took the news of
them marrying way better than we all thought he would. We'd been prepared to give
Lucas a sendoff, but thankfully, it didn’t come to that. Although, if Knox ever found
out that his sister and | had been together, maybe I'd wish | were having dinner with
Larson and fucking his daughter instead. He seemed less scary than Knox; and |
knew when Knox found out, because let’'s face it, it was only a matter of time, |
probably wouldn’t be playing hockey any longer, because Knox would make sure |
couldn’t.



“Yeah, sure, I’'ll bethere. Don’t want you in the doghouse with Lorelai.” | chuckled.

“1 don’t want to be in the doghouse, either. It'sahell of a placeto be.”

“I"m sure. I’ ve got to get going. See you at what, seven?’

“Be there for six. We'll have drinks and talk game talk while the girls help my mom
getting everything out on the table.”

“ Sounds good.”

| splashed a bit of cologne on my neck, grabbed the two bottles of wine I’ d picked up
earlier for tonight, and headed out the door. | still hadn't heard a response from
Peyton and wondered if | should call her on my way for dinner but decided against it.
She was probably at work and wouldn’t be able to talk. It was the only reason | could
think why she hadn’t messaged me back, and since I'd have limited time to talk, |
made a mental note to call her later tonight once | was home, when we could have
some privacy.

“Clay, I'm so glad to see you,” Lorelai greeted as she opened the door and stepped to
the side, letting mein.

She smiled as | handed her the two bottles of wine I’ d brought. “Thank you, these are
lovely,” she said, leaning in and placing a kiss on my cheek. “You really didn’t have
to go to the trouble.”

“1 wanted to.” | winked, pulling her against me for a hug and another quick peck on
the cheek.

“Hey, hey...no man better be kissing my wife.” Knox chuckled as he came over,
greeting me with afist bump, handing me a bottle of water.



“Slow down there, she's still fair game. Sheisn’'t your wife yet.” | chuckled.

“Watch him!” Dylan shouted from inside the house. “He loves kissing Aurora, too.”

“Are you really that insecure?’ Aurorayelled back as she poked her head around the
corner from where she was in the kitchen. She waved and then smiled my way.

“Yeah, what she said. Besides, what's the problem, jealous?’ Lorelai questioned,
looking at Knox before leaning in and kissing my cheek again. “Afraid | may run off
with Clay and that he'll satisfy me better than you do,” she said, patting my chest.
“Hey, don’t you dare bring me into your little love den. Y ou will run away with me if
you do,” | said, pulling her against me as she giggled. “Don’'t deny it, you know it's
true.”

Knox shook his head. “Kill it, Harris.” He chucked, looking at Lorelai.

“Yes, please, kill it!” Dylan shouted again, causing us all to laugh.

“Just stating facts,” | said.

“Remember that thing | did last night?” Knox questioned, his voice low enough, even
| could barely hear him as he looked her straight in the eye.

| looked at Lorelai and saw her cheeks flush as she looked at me.
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“Would you like it again? If you do, you won’'t go kissing another man.” He pulled
her to his side and chuckled as he hugged her tight.



“Insecure much...” | chuckled as | looked at Knox.

“Shut up! I’'m not insecure. Just reminding her what she has.”

“Why do you feel the need, she never had me to begin with, so it’s not necessary.”

“Guys, that’s enough. Thisis astupid conversation.” Lorela giggled as she looked at
me and smiled as she shook her head. “I’m not running off with anyone, and thanks
for the wine, Clay.”

“You're welcome.” | winked, following Knox into the living room to find Dylan
watching the sports channel.

“Hey, man,” | said, grabbing a seat on the couch across from Dylan, who was
chugging back a bottle of water.

“’Bout time you got here. We need to talk strategy for the game tomorrow,” he said,
leaning forward. “Rest of the guys should be here, too. After al, we are the starting
lineup.”

“Ah, we'll plan, then fill themin,” | said.

| glanced into the kitchen to see a very pregnant Aurora sitting on a kitchen stool
making a salad, while Lorelai and Reese were busy rolling meatballs. | was just about
to turn my attention to what the guys were saying when | saw movement in the
hallway.

Peyton came around the corner wearing a dark pair of jeans and a beige sweater. My
eyes ran over her curves as she glanced in my direction. She gave me a tiny but
awkward smile and then went to stand beside her mother. | had no clue she was going
to be here, but | was glad she was. Like before, she'd not been far from my mind, and



| hoped that we' d have a chance to talk at some point tonight.

The three of us got down to business and began planning our strategy for the
upcoming games, and then, when asked, Dylan and Knox got up to help the girls out
in the kitchen. I'd noticed Peyton had excused herself from the kitchen a while ago,
and | was curious about where she’d gone, so | quietly took off down the hall toward
the bathroom.

| was just about to open the door when the door pulled open, and Peyton stood before
me. Her eyes were bloodshot, amost like she' d been crying.

“Everything okay?’ | asked quietly, not wanting anyone to hear me. She looked a
little pale.

She looked over my shoulder down the hall and then pulled me into the bathroom and
closed the door, locking it.

Standing there, ringing her hands together, she looked to the floor instead of at me.
Something was wrong, | could tell. I'd never seen her like this before. Even the night
that I'd run into her in the bar after she'd dealt with security and the police for
shoplifting, she wasn't this worked up.

“Where is my brother?’ she asked, quietly.

“Everyone’ s in the kitchen putting the finishing touches on dinner. It's almost ready.”
“Shouldn’t you be out there helping?’ she questioned.

“Don’t worry about me.”

She nodded and then turned away from me and began pacing back and forth. “I



messaged you.”

“1 know. | responded, but you didn’t answer me back.”

“1 know. | don’t know why | didn’t respond,” she mumbled, still not facing me.
“When did you get here? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?’

“Knox picked me up last night,” she whispered, finally turning to look at me.
“Areyou feeling okay?’ | questioned, taking in her pale skin tone and flushed cheeks.
| placed my hand on her cheek. Her skin was cool to the touch; despite looking like
shewason fire.

She bit her bottom lip and brought her eyes to mine and shook her head.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“1 um, | found out...I’m pregnant,” she whispered.

As | stood there, Peyton watching me, | went from being fine one moment to my
mind whizzing as her words registered in my mind. She was pregnant. She was
pregnant. The words repeated over and over as | stared at her.

| was certain the color had drained from my face as well. Then as | stood there
looking at her, while she waited for aresponse, | mentally did the math from the first
time we were together until now. It had been aimost six weeks, and from what |

remembered, that was about the time Aurora had showed signs of morning sickness.

Was it mine?



We'd used a condom. I’'d checked to make sure the sucker hadn’t ripped, which it
hadn’t. As | stood there staring back at her, it came to me. The last time we'd done it
that first night, I’d run out of them. Desperate for more of her, I’d sipped inside of
her without a condom. I'd planned on pulling out...

| guessit didn’t matter now, | thought to myself. The one and only time I’ d ever gone
unprotected... My eyes landed on Peyton’s, and | was about to ask her what | should
have immediately questioned, instead of trying to conclude myself, but she’'d aready
walked over to the door and opened it, stepping out into the hall. She didn’t even look
back at me. She walked out and shut the door, leaving me in the bathroom.
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Peyton

Clay had been quiet all during dinner. He'd barely said two words, even when the
conversation had turned toward the game, despite my brother and Dylan trying to pull
him into the conversation. He wouldn't even look at me once we moved into the
living room, where we all enjoyed the dessert Lorela had made. I'd even attempted
to speak with him when he helped me bring the dessert dishes into the kitchen. It
hadn’t helped that Mom came buzzing in and started making coffee for everyone.
Shortly after, he quietly dlipped from the house.

Once everyone was gone and we'd al turned in for the night, | lay in my room, my
mind spinning. Even though I’ d thought | wanted Clay to know, perhaps it had been a
mistake to tell him tonight. Maybe it was the wrong time. Maybe | should have
waited until | was certain that the baby was his. Or maybe | shouldn’t have said
anything at all. That might have been better, | thought to myself.

| shoved my phone on the charger and pulled the blankets up over me, trying to get
comfortable. | rolled over, hugging the pillow close to me, when my phone vibrated.
I’d already spoken to Elsie, and it was late. | ignored it instead, but it started vibrating

again afew minutes later, and then once more.

Maybe it was Elsie again, needing to tell me something, so | reached for the phone
and opened the text message.

CLAY: You still awake?

CLAY: I'dliketo tak...we need to talk



CLAY: I'll even come get you if you want...that way we can talk in person. | think
this is an in-person conversation to be honest instead of a virtual one. Let me know.
I’m close to your brothers. I’'ll give you ten minutes to get back to me. If | don’t hear
from you, we can plan something before you leave.

| tapped the edge of my phone, a feeling of anxiousness and excitement building
inside of me.

PEY TON: Hey. | can meet you outside in five minutes.

Almost immediately, those three little dots jumped around, and then my phone
vibrated.

CLAY: I'll meet you two houses down. Don’'t want to take a chance on waking
anyone.

| got up out of bed and quickly slipped out of my pajamas and into a pair of yoga
pants and a sweater. | pulled my hair up into a clip and slipped from my bedroom. |
could see the light on under Knox and Lorelai’s door, and | could hear the TV onin
my mother’s room. They were all still awake. Once past their rooms, | tiptoed around
the corner into the kitchen and jumped when | saw movement out of the corner of my

eye.

“My god...Lorelai, you scared me,” | said, placing my hand on my chest.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “I thought everyone was asleep. Are you going
somewhere?’ she asked, looking at me, noticing my purse in my hands.

“l was just going to take a walk. Needed my bag for my phone so | can listen to
music,” | lied.



“Oh, okay. Is everything okay?’ she questioned, taking me in with a curious
expression.

| nodded. “Yeah, of course. Just wanted to get a little air and walk off dinner.” |
smiled.

“Well, make sure you take a coat. It’'s cool out. Don’'t go too far, and if you want a
ride home, just message me and I’'ll come get you.”

“Thanks, but | won’t go far. I'll stay in the neighborhood.”

“Oh wait, before you go. Here's my key,” she said, grabbing her keys and handing
them to me. “Just put them back on the counter when you’ re back. That way, | won't
have to bother you in the morning when | leave for work.”

“Thanks,” | said, heading toward the door and slipping my shoes on. | turned back to
see her take a plate of cut-up fruit, cheese and crackers along with two glasses of
water down the hall.

| opened the door, pulling it closed behind me and locking it, then | took off down the
driveway and made my way to the house two doors down from where Knox and
Lorelai lived, and waited.

| slipped my shoes off and then my jacket and hung it on the hook on the back of the
door to Clay’s place.

“Take a seat in the living room. I’m going to grab us a couple of bottles of water, a
little snack, and I’ [l be right in,” he said, waiting until | turned and made my way into

hisdimly lit living room.

| sat down on the couch, in the same spot I'd sat that very first night that had started



this entire thing. My mind drifted to the memory of us together, and | pulled my legs
up under me, grabbing one of the side cushions, hugging it to me. This was my
comfort position, one I’ d always resorted to when | needed comfort.

| sat there, quietly, looking out at the city lights. There was something so peaceful
about being way up high in this city, | thought to myself. If only being this high up
could take me far away from the problem that | was currently facing.

“Here you are,” Clay said, coming into the living room with a plate of crackers and
cheese, some apple dlices, grapes, and two bottles of water.

“Thanks,” | said, taking the bottle of water from him, watching as he placed the plate
down on the table in front of us, then sat down beside me.

| took a sip of water at the same time he took one and then placed the bottle on the
table, looking over at him. | was expecting to see anger, but he seemed at peace, as if
he wasn't the least bit worried about anything. It always amazed me how some
people could be that way.

“S0, how long have you known?’ he asked.
It was just like Clay to jump right to the point. | mean, he told me he didn’t dance
around things; when he wanted to know something, he'd ask. He certainly didn't lie

about that.

“1 found out once | returned from Vermont. So, I’ ve only known for a couple of days.
| haven’'t even seen my doctor yet.”

Clay nodded and averted his eyes from mine. He leaned forward and grabbed an
apple slice, popping it into his mouth.



“Can | ask you something?’ he questioned.

| nodded.

“Am | the father?’ he asked, raising his eyesto mine.

“1’m thinking the baby is yours, but until I know how far along | am, | am not sure |
can really answer that.”

“l see,” he said, getting up off the couch, moving to the window, looking out over the
city.

He shoved his hands in his pockets as he stood there, rocking back and forth on his
feet. I’d never seen Clay this quiet, or this wrapped up in his thoughts. He had always
seemed so sure of himself, like he always knew what it was he wanted.

“You’ ve been with Tor since we were together?’

“No, not since we were together, but | was with Tor about five weeks before you, so
until I know for sure how far along—"

“Fair enough,” he said, holding out his hand for me to stop. “Please don’t fedl you
need to explain anything else. It’s not like we were together or anything.”

| swallowed hard, unsure what he meant by that. | felt | needed to explain and make
sure he knew | hadn’t been with anyone but him since the first time we'd been
together.

“What did you want to do about this?’ he questioned, not giving me a chance to ask
him anything or to comment on his last comment.



| thought for a moment.

“lI mean, if it is mine, what do you want to do about this? Obvioudly, if it isn't mine,
then | won't have any say...”

“l don't know. | mean, it's all so fresh. I’ve barely even grasped the idea that | am
pregnant, so trying to decide what should happen is almost surreal to me at this
point.”

“You'retelling me,” He muttered.

“What does that mean?’ | asked, feeling my emotions piling up.

Clay sat down beside me and ran his fingers through his hair. “I guess it means I’'m
shocked aswell. Thiswasn’'t exactly in my plans.”

“You think it wasin mine?’ | questioned, feeling tears building.

“1 didn’t mean that,” Clay said.

“Then what did you mean by it?’

He grew quiet as he sat there, staring ahead. | could tell his mind was going amile a
minute, as mine had been ever since | found out. | focused on breathing while |
waited for him to respond. The last thing | needed was to have some sort of panic
attack.

“Peyton, | don't know why | said that. | guess I'm just as shocked as you are, maybe
even alittle more so. | keep playing the first night we spent together over in my mind,
the one time, the only time, | ever slipped inside awoman without a condom, and this
happens. My entire world has flipped upside down in a matter of about three



minutes.”

“Your world? Are you suggesting mine hasn’t? Hell, it was already bad enough, what
with everything that’ s gone on in the past few months. Now, with the talk of moving
here, or more like Knox forcing us, this was the absolute last thing | needed. So, if
you think it's only your world that has turned upside down because of this, you're
wrong.” | sniffled. “Oh, and just so you know, | didn’t tell you to make you feel you
had to be involved. | didn’'t tell you to make you feel trapped, either. So, if you don’t
want to be involved, even if it is your baby, that is okay. I'd just rather you tell me

now.

“Peyton, that isn’'t what | meant,” he said, his voice a little louder this time than
before.

“It's fine, Clay. | think I’'m going to go.” | sniffled, getting up off the couch and
heading toward the door.

“I"d prefer if we talked this through, Peyton.”

“Why, so you can sit here and regret the time we were together and make me feel as
If | was just amistake?’

“Whoa! First, | never said that our time together was a mistake. Don’t put words in
my mouth.”

“Well, from the moment | told you, the only look on your face was one of sickness
and worry. You don’t even know if it’s your baby yet, and without even opening your
mouth, you've already let me know you aren’t happy about any of this. It's not a
wonder my brother has aways been adamant about me not getting involved with
players from the team.”



“Peyton, please. I’'m shocked, nothing more.”

“Try being me,” | cried. “Think about what it’s been like for me. I’ ve taken six tests,
all of which shoved those two pink lines in my face each time. | had no one to call. |
have no one | can go to. No one knows we' ve been together, aside from the pair of
us. | aready know if |1 go to my brother, he'll just be al high and mighty and say |

told you so.”

“Peyton, | never said | would not be here for you. What about your mom and
Lorelal.”

| stopped, my eyesfalling to the floor.

“They know, don’'t they?’ he questioned.

| slowly nodded. “Mom figured it out before | told her.”

“Have they told your brother?’

“No, Mom probably thinksit’s Tors. Other than that, she didn’t really say much.”

“Well, if she knows and Lorelai knows, then why did you come to me? Especially
when you really don’'t know if it's mine or not.”

“Oh my god, are you seriously standing there and asking me that?’ | cried.
“I am.”
| paced back and forth across his living room, anger and hurt building inside of me.

“It'samost like you think | only fucked you to get back at my brother. | came to you
for support. If it's yours, | wanted you there, but only because you want to be, not



because you' re being forced to be here.”
“Dammit, Peyton, calm down, would you? I'm entitled to my feelings, just like you
are. I'm navigating this as well, and for the love of God, don’'t put words in my

mouth.”

| stared at him. | could see the anger on his face. He didn’t need to say anything else.
| spun around and made my way to the living room door.

“Where are you going?’

“I’'m leaving. Maybe we can talk another time, when I’ ve found the answers | need,
or better yet, the answers you need, then we can take it from there,” | said, slipping
my shoes on and grabbing my jacket.

“Peyton, | don’t want you to leave.”

“That’stoo bad. I'm leaving.”

“Give me a minute then and I'll take you home,” Clay said, walking to the door,
dlipping his shoe on. “I don’t want you walking across the city alone at night.”

“No need. | wouldn’t want to put you out. | mean, fun time is all over now, isn't it.
I’ll just take acab,” | said, pulling the door open and slamming it shut behind me.
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Clay

The slam of the door echoed through my apartment. How the hell had things
escalated so fast? The last thing | wanted her to do was leave. What | wanted was to
pull her into my arms and assure her |’ d be there every step of the way, regardless of
whose baby it was. Instead, I’d blown that because I'd not been able to take a step
back and look at the situation rationally.

It wasn't just the news of a baby that had me feeling off. I’d felt off ever since our
first night together. I’d not been able to concentrate on much of anything without the
thought of her invading my mind. I’d not understood the excitement 1’d felt seeing
her in Vermont that weekend either, or how | felt seeing her earlier tonight after I'd
arrived for dinner. These feelings weren't something | was used to.

I’d aso struggled with the events from the night I’d run into Sonya, the only woman
I’d gone back to time and time again. She lived in Vancouver, so when | needed to
blow off steam, she was only a phone call away. It didn’t happen often, but when it
had, it had always been a good time. Only this time, when | ran into her, something
was different. She did absolutely nothing for me. Even her rubbing against me that
night, dancing, normally would have made me hard as a damn rock, but nothing. It
was as if my cock had broken.

After that, | started wondering if I’d ever be okay again. Then I'd remembered Dylan
talking about how he'd felt after he and Aurora had slept together for the first time.
They’d shared a one-night stand while on vacation in Mexico, and he'd freaking
kicked himself for amost an entire year for not getting her number. All he kept
telling us was that no other woman could ever compare to how he'd felt that night



with her.

I’d thought he was being ridiculous. | mean, sex was sex, wasn't it? It was all good.
Then, when he'd admitted not being able to look at or get aroused by another woman,
| thought he was crazy. He claimed he was in love with this one-night stand girl. 1I'd
thought there was something wrong with him. We'd even tried fixing him up with
some girls, none of which worked. Now, | was wondering about the same thing.

Was | in love with Peyton? Had she really rocked me that hard in bed that I’ d wanted
to give up other women and, dare | say, settle down? Was this another Dylan-Aurora
situation? | wondered. Was it even possible?

What was | doing? All | knew was that right now, there was no way | could let her
leave. Not like this, not upset. There was also no way | was letting her take a fucking
cab home. She could either come back upstairs with me and talk this shit through or |
was driving her home, and we' d revisit this in a couple of days before she returned to
Vermont. Come hell or high water, we were going to figure this shit out.

| should have remained calm, | thought as | took off out the door and down to the
lobby. The moment the elevator doors opened, | ran out in time to see that Peyton
was already in the back of a cab, pulling the door closed. | ran to the main door and
opened it, just to watch the cab pull away.

Running my hands through my hair, | took off back upstairs to my condo where |
flopped down on the couch and looked out over the city. As peaceful as the night
lights were, my mind was screaming. | realy needed my boys—at least one of
them—so | grabbed my phone and pulled up what | was certain was the last one of
our message threads—the one without Knox. This had to stay away from him. | typed
feverishly, re-read the message, and then hit sent.

CLAY:: | have a hypothetical question for you, jerks. Anyone around?



Before | could close the chat, those little dots bounced around. I'd figured they’d all
be in bed, but | should have known better. It seemed one of us was aways around
when we needed one another.

DYLAN: Shoot

LEVI: Gofor it.

LUCAS: What's up?

| smiled as those three messages came in at amost the same time.

CLAY: What would one of you do if, let’s say, you got agirl pregnant?

DYLAN: Have you forgotten? | already have one, and you already know what I've
done.

LUCAS: Uh dude, wish that hell on me. | swear...

CLAY: No Dylan | haven't forgotten, and no Lucas, I'm not wishing it on you. Poor
Ella has been through enough, what with marrying you aready. I’d never curse that
gorgeous girl with something like that.

LUCAS: I'm not sure how to take that? Fellas?

DYLAN: What adick thing to say...

LEVI: Who are you wishing this on? Better not be me?

CLAY: It'sjust a hypothetical question.



LUCAS: | don't think so. Who got someone knocked up? Levi, you've been seeing
some chick, isit you?

LEVI: Nope, | awayswrap it...god how did | even get pulled into this?

LUCAS: Colton

COLTON: What? I'm single as single can be. In fact, I'm wondering if my dick even
still works. It s been that long.

LUCAS: Isit Knox?? Is Lorelai pregnant??? We can’'t have both our therapists off on
mat |leave at the same time. The team will fall apart. My knee has been acting up
again. She' sthe only one who knows how to treat it.

CLAY: Any therapist can treat aknee...don't panic...

KNOX: WHAT the fuck? Don’t you fucks start spreading those types of rumors?
Last thing | need isto be pulled into Larson’s office, or Thompkins office...

| glanced at my screen, my heart in my throat, when | saw Knox respond. | thought
I’d grabbed the chat we' d started when Lucas wasin Vegas. As| scrolled back up the
screen, | saw | was wrong. 1'd grabbed the wrong fucking chat. Panic filled me as |
watched the conversation continue to unfold.

DYLAN: No rumor, just hypothetically guessing who might be pregnant.

KNOX: Pregnant? It’s your woman, dumbass, in case you haven’t noticed.

DYLAN: For the love of god, see what you've started, Clay.

CLAY: | started?



DYLAN: Yeah, it was your hypothetical ...

LEVI: Just spill it....Who'd you knock up?

COLTON: Clay, You knocked someone up? Way to go...didn’t they teach you to
wrap it before...

DYLAN: Careto share, Harris?

CLAY: | said, HYPOTHETICAL...

KNOX: Isit thegirl | heard you with when we were in Vermont?

| swallowed hard as | stared at the screen. He'd heard me with a girl in Vermont?
He'd heard me with Peyton? How the hell had he heard us? | seriously wanted to
delete this entire set of messages and go back in time, wishing I'd sent nothing.
Instead, they were like a shiver of sharks going after a meal. They wanted the goods,
and while I'd tried to play it off as a hypothetical question, | should have known
they’d all know it wasreal.

CLAY: Girl in Vermont?

| figured if | played dumb, I’d at least figure out how the hell he'd heard us.

KNOX: One of the guys mentioned he saw a woman enter your room. I'll admit, at
quick glance, he thought it was Peyton, but | know you know better than that. Plus,
I’d moved rooms and was put in the room next to yours. FYI, I’m not deaf. Sounded

like ahell of agood time though. Just ask Lorelai about our call that night.

DYLAN: WHOA...way too much information that none of us need to know there
Evans.



LUCAS: Yeah...didn't need to know that...

LEVI: Kill me now....

COLTON: Why did | need to read that...my eyes will never unsee those words...

DYLAN: However, Clay, this would explain the shitty games you’' ve been playing.
Remember how badly | played after | first found out about Aurora being pregnant?

LUCAS: Yeah, you played like shit. Probably exactly how you'll play in a couple of
weeks after the baby is born.

DYLAN: Thanksfor that.

LUCAS: Just saying it likeit is.

CLAY: | haven't been playing like shit and serioudly, it was hypothetical.

KNOX: Fine, provided | was in arelationship, I'd be excited as fuck. If | wasn't, I'd
probably be getting in touch with my lawyer, you know, to cover my ass from her.
She could take all my damn money for support, hypothetically speaking, of course.

COLTON: Same

LUCAS: So, if | were to get someone pregnant, it would be Ella, so | have no
wWorries.

DYLAN: Already there, and you already know what | did.

LEVI: Hypothetically, I'd be finding some new friends. The advice in here sucks.



KNOX: That too...but serioudly, if you need to get alawyer.

COLTON: Who was the broad you shacked up with that night?

LEVI: Yeah?

LUCAS: It really looked like Peyton from far away ...

KNOX: Drop that now, Lucas. It's my sister you're talking about and besides, she
aready told meit wasn't her.

| squirmed at the last comment. He'd asked his sister. Jesus, | could only imagine
how she must have felt during that interrogation, because | knew Knox well enough
to know it wouldn’t just be a question. It would also come with alecture.

CLAY: Didn't catch her name and | don't need a fucking lawyer. Jesus, it was a
hypothetical.

| placed my phone on the table and ran my fingers through my hair. They’d been
absolutely no help. All I'd wanted was an answer to my question, | thought to myself
as my phone continued to ping with unread messages.

Finally, | reached for my phone, going to turn the ringer off, when | glanced at the
screen. There was a private message from Dylan there while the conversation
between the guys continued.

DYLAN: Iseverything okay? Are you in some trouble? It will stay between us.
| knew without a doubt he'd keep it between us, but | was still alittle hesitant to say

anything. There normally wasn't anything | wouldn’t tell these guys. Thistime, it was
only different because of who the girl was. Otherwise, it wouldn't have been a



hypothetical question at all and I'd have spilled it all.

CLAY: You'resure?

DYLAN: I've spilled nothing you' ve ever told me. No reason to start now.

CLAY: It can’t leave this chat, I'm serious. | regret even starting the other chat. It
was a stupid move on my part.

DYLAN: That’'s fine. It will stay between us and won't be revealed unless you do it
yourself.

CLAY:: It's Peyton.

As | hit enter, | closed my eyes, instantly regretting telling him. | pinched the bridge
of my nose, waiting for areply.

DYLAN: Peyton?

DYLAN: ...Asin Evans?

CLAY: Yep.

DYLAN: Holllleeeee... fuck... me....

DYLAN: Please, for the love of your actual hockey stick, tell me this is
hypothetical 7?7??

CLAY: No, this... is...red life...

DYLAN: *whistles*



CLAY: | know...I’'m awalking dead man

DYLAN: you're certain?

CLAY: Yep...shetold metonight

DYLAN: How? When?

CLAY: Started six weeks ago...l ran into her at The Tilted Flask the night | was
supposed to meet up with the guys. Some creep was hitting on her, so | stepped in.
One thing led to another...

DYLAN: My god, no wonder you were quiet tonight.

CLAY: | didn't know what else to do. It's bad enough I’'ve been so off my game
because of her.

DYLAN: Areyou saying all the shitty playing has been because of her?

CLAY: Yes, since thefirst night I’ ve not been able to get her off my mind.

DYLAN: So before you got the news?

CLAY: Yep...

DYLAN: Okay...don’t panic. Leave it with me, let me sleep onit.

CLAY : Please, don't mention thisto Aurora. I'm sure Lorelal will tell her in time.

DYLAN: Lorelai knows?



CLAY: Yep...and Reese...

DYLAN: and Knox doesn’'t?

CLAY: I'mstill dive...

DYLAN: Don’t worry. She owns me, but what you and | talked about here will never
be disclosed and the conversation will be deleted from my phone once the
conversation is done. Best to be safe.

CLAY: Thanks man...please come up with something...

DYLAN: One question: do you want to be involved? That might change how |
answer your question.

CLAY: | don't know if she even wants me to be a part of anything. Peyton came over
here tonight and we tried to talk things through, but | acted like an ass. She's scared
and feels very alone...and before | knew it everything went to shit, and she | eft.
CLAY': Honestly, I'd like to be involved very much but only if she wants meto be.

DYLAN: So you have athing for her...

CLAY: More than a thing...to be honest, I've never felt this way about a woman
before...

DYLAN: When did that happen?

CLAY: Thefirst night | spent with her...she blew my fucking mind...

DYLAN: | get it, no need to explain that to me.



CLAY: Didn’t think so.

DYLAN: I’'m gonna get some sleep, come up with an answer for you and take it from
there

CLAY': Thanks man.

DYLAN: You re welcome. Oh, and don't worry, we'll get it worked out.

CLAY: Thanks, | knew | could count on one of you...

DYLAN: Always.

| sat there for amoment, feeling a little better than | had afew moments ago. | got up,
shut the lights off, and wandered down the hall to my bedroom. | threw my phone on
the charger and then crawled into bed.

| lay there, staring at the ceiling. The only thing on my mind right now was Peyton.
God, | wished I'd kept a level head earlier. Instead of her being back in her room
alone at Knox and Lorela’s, she could have been here in my bed, wrapped in my
arms, where she should be anyway.

“Fuck it,” | muttered to myself and reached for my phone.

| quickly opened the chat she and | had going between the two of us.

CLAY': Just so you know, if the baby is mine, | will be there with you every single
step of the way. You aren’t alone in thisand I’ m only going to tell you that once. I'm

also going to say that tonight, | wasanidiot. I’m sorry.

The moment | hit send, | felt alittle better. At least she now knew how | felt. It would



be up to her what she did with that information.

| placed my phone back down on the charger, placed my hands behind my head, and
closed my eyes. Morning came early, practice came earlier and so did tomorrow
night’s game. One that was far too important for the team to lose.
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Peyton

When | woke up this morning, I'd seen Clay’s message from last night and
immediately | wanted to see him, but they were at practice and then gearing up for
tonight’s game. | didn’t want to distract him from what | knew was important.

| didn’'t respond to his message. Instead, |I'd waited until everyone had left for the
game, then | left a note letting Mom, Lorelai, and Knox know | was going out with
some friends and wouldn’t be back until morning. I’d come to Clay’s building and
waited outside until someone came along and | could sneak in. | took off to his floor
and parked myself in the hallway, waiting for him to come home.

| glanced at my watch. It was just after eleven. The game finished half an hour ago.
They’d won, allowing them to advance to the second round of the playoffs. Part of
me had wished I’ d gone to watch them play, so | could be a part of the excitement.

| jJumped when | heard Clay’s voice coming down the hall. | quickly got up, brushing
off my pants and straightening my shirt. | knew Knox had to head straight home after
the game because he was taking my mom to see another condo early in the morning,
so | knew he wouldn’t be with Clay.

As the voices got closer, | looked up in time to see Clay and Dylan coming down the
hall, neither one of them noticing me at first. They were laughing and talking about
the game, and then Dylan made eye contact with me. It was then Clay looked up,
surprised at seeing me here.

“Peyton? How long have you been—"



“l...1 shouldn't have come,” | said, wanting to bolt as Dylan stood there looking
between the two of us.

“Clay, how about | see you in the morning?’ Dylan said, placing his hand on his
shoulder.

Clay nodded, still looking in my direction. “ Sure thing. Thanks for the lift.”

“No problem. Peyton, good to see you, as aways,” Dylan said, before he turned and
made his way back toward the elevator.

“What are you doing here?’ Clay asked, pulling his keys from his pocket and slipping
one into the lock.

“It was stupid of me to come without warning you. Fuck, now my brother is going

to—
“Don’'t worry, Dylan won't say anything. Come on in,” he said, holding the door with
one hand and waiting for me as | looked down the hall in the direction Dylan had

gone.

“How do you know that?’ | asked, still looking down the hall in the direction Dylan
had gone.

“Trust me, okay. | know. Come on.”
| walked into Clay’ s apartment and waited while he shut and locked the door.
“Here, give me your coat,” he said, waiting while | slipped out of it. He hung both

our jackets in the closet and then placed his hand on my lower back, guiding me into
his living room.



“Want something to drink?’ he questioned as | took a seat on his couch.

| nodded and watched as he made his way to the fridge, where he grabbed two bottles
of water and returned, sitting down beside me.

Immediately, we both spoke, only for us both to stop and smile at one another.

“Go ahead,” he urged, taking my bottle of water and cracking the lid for me.

“Thank you. | got your message this morning. | thought it would be best if | came to
see you instead of messaging.

“I"'m glad you did. I’ ve been wanting to talk to you as well. First, | want to say | am
sorry for panicking yesterday.”

“No, it'sokay. | don’'t blame you. | wasn’'t exactly calm myself.”

“It' s understandable,” he said, placing his hand on my upper thigh and squeezing.

| looked down at his hand, then met his eyes, placing my hand on top of his.

“You really want to be a part of this?’” | questioned.

He nodded, his eyes on mine, before they fell to my lips. “I do,” he whispered,
leaning forward, his lips grazing mine. “I don’t want to miss athing.”

A wave of warmth filled me as | leaned forward, meeting hislips. | closed my eyes as
he ran his hand through my hair. | shifted on the couch, kneeling on the couch as he

sat back a bit, tapping my hip.

| straddled hislap, just like I’ d done the first night, resting my hands on his shoulders,



and leaned forward, kissing him as his hands travelled down my back, until they were
resting on my ass. He gripped my cheeks as he kissed me deeper.

| could have gotten lost in his kiss, but all | could wonder was how he was going to
be a part of everything when | was going back to Vermont in a couple of days. |
placed my hands on his chest and broke the kiss.

“What isit?’ he asked, knowing something was on my mind.

“Thisis how we got into thismess.” | giggled.

“Uh-huh, I know.”

His eyes met mine, studying them. “What else?’

“Clay, how is that going to work, though? You're here...and I'll be back in Vermont
in acouple of days.”

“Y ou mentioned something about you moving here.”

“Yes, but—"

“No buts. Until then, I'll be there when | can. Most of it for now will have to be via
text or video chat, at least until the season is over. I'll try to be available whenever
you need me to be, minus game time and practice, of course, but once you are

back...”

“Once I'm back, what? Once I’'m back, I’ m sure my mother will have told my brother
and I’'ll be under lock and key. You'll never get near me.”

He smiled. “Peyton, I'm not afraid of your mother. She actually likes me, and I'm



sure it will be arelief for her to know that it isn't Tor’'s, and as for your brother, he's
going to have to face the fact that you aren’t akid, and that shit happens between two
consenting adults.”

“Try telling him that.”

“I plan onit. I'll take his beating, I’ll take his words, but he’s the one who is going to
have to facethefact that I...”

Clay stopped speaking and swallowed hard as he looked at me.

“That what?’ | questioned, watching him as he now averted his eyes.

When he said nothing, | placed my hand on his cheek and turned his head toward me.

“Clay...what isit?’

He swallowed hard, then licked hislips before raising his eyesto mine.

“Peyton, you need to know that | haven't been able to get you out of my mind. Ever
since the first night we were together. What you told me should really have scared the
hell out of me, but once you left last night, | realized it was more a leg jerk reaction
than truthfully being scared.”

“Really?’

He nodded and smiled softly.

“Once | realized it, al | wanted to do was hold you and have you here by my side. |
felt like an absolute piece of shit knowing you were at your brother’'s, alone and

scared.



My body flooded with heat as | leaned forward and wrapped my arms around him.

“Please, you don't need to fedl like a piece of shit. | probably should have handled
things alittle differently. I’m used to being with guys—"

He placed his fingers on my lips, stopping me from going any further, the look in his
eyes so intense and full of need.

“You aren't with those guys anymore, Peyton. You're with me now, if you'll have
me. I'll never treat you as a second option. From here on out, you are my main
priority. I’ll do anything for you, and | hope I’ll never let down.”

| could feel my eyes burning at his admission. In less than six weeks, I'd gone from
having someone who treated me like garbage, who stole, cheated, and lied to me, to a
man who sat here, wanting me to be a part of his life and wanting to be a part of
mine.

When | felt the tears slide down my cheeks, he brushed them away with his thumb
before meeting my lips with his. Then, with his arms wrapped securely around me, he
lifted not only himself but me as well from the couch and carried me down the hall to
his bedroom, just the way he had the very first night I’ d been here.

He kicked the door closed behind us and carried me over to the bed where he put me
down. Without a word, he walked over to his dresser, opened one of his drawers, and
pulled out a Dominator’s T-shirt, and gently tossed it to me.

“For you.” He smiled.

“For me?| don’'t understand.”

| was certain he was bringing me down here for sex, only when he turned to look my



way, | saw none of that in his eyes.

“Yes, for you, to wear to bed. It's late. You need your rest, | need mine, and | want
you to spend the night in my arms.”

| watched as he headed toward his closet. It felt weird that he didn’t want to have sex.
I’d never spent the night with any guy without sex. Actually, that was the only time |
was in their bed. After that, they’d drive me home and drop me off, or they’d simply
leave.

| sat down on the edge of his bed and slipped my jeans off, neatly folding them and
placing them on the floor, then slipped my shirt over my head, removed my bra, and
then dlipped the shirt he'd given me over my head.

“I"ll be right out,” he muttered, and | turned to see him enter the bathroom, returning
only a couple of minutes later. “There is a new toothbrush on the counter for you,
along with a set of towels for you in the morning.”

He pulled back the covers on his side of the bed and crawled in. | sat there, unsure of
what to do. This was a foreign concept to me. When | felt his hand on my hip, |
glanced over my shoulder at him.

“Areyou getting in?’

| stood up and went to pull back the blankets, but he beat me to it. He tapped the
mattress, waiting for me to dip in. | crawled in and laid down while he dropped the
covers on me, then dlipped his arm under my neck and slid up against me, resting his

arm around my waist.

“Comfortable?’ he asked quietly before placing a kiss on the side of my neck.



The heat from his body enveloped me. | closed my eyes and placed my hand on top
of his.

“Very,” | answered, allowing my body to sink into the soft mattress while welcoming
his warmth.

| could feel him move away and was about to say something when the light went out,
bathing the room in darkness. | felt him pull me a little into the centre of the bed,
against his body.

“Y ou warm enough?’

“Yes.

“You’re sure, because you are shaking.”

Yep, | was, there was no denying it, but it wasn’'t because | was cold. It was because
I’d never in my life been treated thisway, and | wasn’t sure how to react.

“l know, I'm sorry...”

“Don’t be sorry. |Is something wrong?’

| was quiet. How was | going to tell him this was new to me, so new that | didn't
know how to react. Maybe | should have just come out with it, be more like Clay, say
what was on my mind.

“Can | share something with you?’

“Of course. No secrets with us.”



“I’ve never been treated this way before.”

“What way?’ he questioned, rubbing my shoulder as he pulled me alittle closer.

“Spending the night without being expected to...”

| could feel his body tense. He rolled up onto his arm, and | could see him looking
down at me.

“Peyton, I’'m so sorry that has been what you’ve gotten to think is acceptable,” he
said, looking down into my eyes. “Please, from now on, | want you to remember that
part of your lifeisover. If there is ever anything you don’t want to do in any aspect of
our relationship, especially in this bedroom, there will never be questions asked.

“Asfor tonight, thisis what | want right now. | need this, and | think thisis what you
need as well. You need to know that | am here for you, and | want to let you know |
am here for you without the confusion of adding sex to it. Sex complicates things,
and it’s not the way | want to deal with our situation. That doesn’t mean | don’t want
to either, so before you get too far into your own head and start thinking that | am not
interested, know | am interested.”

| couldn’t help it as more tears slid down my cheeks as he pressed his lips to mine in
the most tender kiss I'd ever experienced in my life. Somehow, | knew without a
doubt in my heart that Clay meant every word he’' d said, and the moment he wrapped
his arms around me, | knew this was where | wanted to be, regardless of the flack |
was sure would come our way.
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Clay - Wednesday

“Any news yet?’ Dylan asked, sitting down on the bench next to me while we both
took a break after completing our drills.

| glanced down at my phone and shook my head as we watched the rest of the guys
on the team still going.

Peyton had been back in Vermont for afew days now, and | knew that today was the
day she had her doctor’'s appointment. In fact, she was probably in the office right
now, | thought to myself, noticing the time.

“Not yet, but she told me she’d message me right away once the appointment was

over,
“How did the other night go?’ Dylan questioned, squirting water into his mouth.

Dylan and | had talked in the car the other night when he’d driven me home after the
game. He was going to come in, have some food, and talk a little more about how |
should go about breaking the news to Knox. | firmly believed | should be the one to
tell him. As|I’d told Peyton, I'd take his hits, I’ d take his words, and then I’ d prove to
him | was there for her. She shouldn’t be the one to shoulder the brunt of that. Dylan
had apparently devised a plan, but then we' d found Peyton in the hall, so he'd left. |
had mentioned nothing about how things had gone between the two of us.

“Went well. | made sure | let her know | wanted to be part of things. Then she spent
the night at my place. | am worried though. I’m not sure what sort of guys she’'s been



with, but it bothered me she was more nervous just to lie in my arms than she was the
first time we'd slept together. She admitted to me she wasn’t used to being with
someone in that capacity, where they didn't want sex. Makes me wonder if Knox
even knows the type of guys she's been with.”

“Probably not, or maybe he does. | can’'t say. All | know is that he's fought with her
frequently to get her away from the ones she’'d been dating. Which makes me think
he knows the truth about how she'd been being treated. Although I'd have thought
that these guys would be alittle worse for wear.”

“No doubt.”

Dylan cleared his throat just as the guys came off the ice, al piling into the area. |
glanced at my phone again, anticipation building inside of me.

“Harris, what the hell is so important?’ Coach Thompkins questioned, as he stood in
front of us, prepared to give us one of his usual lectures. “You haven't stopped
looking at that damn thing all morning, which is why they aren’t supposed to be at
practice.”

The guys all turned and looked in my direction. They all waited as | shifted on the
bench, the conversation I’d started the other night surely in the forefront of their
minds.

“Just hypothetically speaking, of course,” Colton said, causing them all to chuckle.
“Sorry, coach, I’m just waiting for some news.”

“What sort of news?’ Levi questioned. “Hypothetical news or actual news?’

Each one of them was now watching me, trying not to laugh as | glanced at them,



then cleared my throat again before taking a drink of water.

“I"m waiting to find out if I’'m going to be afather,” | muttered.

It was then | felt a pat on the shoulder and looked up to see Knox standing behind me.

“Congratulations, man. | did not know. | mean, after the conversation the other night,
I’[l admit | was wondering, but seriously, that’s fantastic. Who's the lucky lady?”’

All the guys looked at me, waiting for me to answer. Instead, | just shrugged.

“1’m going to wait to announce that once | know for afact that it’ s happening.”

“Alright, fair enough,” Knox muttered.

“Okay, well, Harris, congrats. Now, men, let's get down to business,” Coach
Thompkins said, waiting while we all took a seat.

I’d just left the treatment room after having a massage and was on my way back to
the locker room, where | planned to take a hot shower. I’d checked my phone before
my appointment and again the moment the therapist had left the room, but there was
still nothing from Peyton.

| was starting to worry as | entered the locker room; the place was quiet. | walked
over to my locker and began pulling out my stuff for my shower when my phone
finally went off. | grabbed it and relief flooded me when | saw Peyton’s name.
Opening our chat, | read her message.

PEY TON: Sorry the Doctor was running behind. | wanted to let you know that the
test results were correct. I'm approximately four weeks along. Call me tonight when
you are home after the game. | have to run to school to see about getting a transfer



and then get into work for a meeting with my boss, besides | know you are probably
at the arena

| was about to respond when the door to the locker room opened and in walked Knox
and the rest of the guys. Immediately, | shut my phone down and dumped it into my
locker.

“Well, big guy...any news?’ Knox questioned, smiling.

| turned around and met Dylan’'s gaze. The rest of the guys were already digging
through their lockers, and he subtly shook his head. | could tell from the look on his
face he was warning me that now probably wasn’t the best time to say anything, but
for whatever reason, | didn’'t heed his warning. | really needed to get this out in the
open because it was literally killing me to be lying to one of my best friends.

“Knox, we need to talk.”

The rest of the guys froze and slowly turned around, looking in my direction as Knox
stopped what he was searching for in his bag and glanced over his shoulder at me.

“What for?’ he questioned, a smile on his face that slowly washing away the longer
he looked at me.

The guys all froze to their spots as they stared at the pair of us.

“Why exactly should we talk, Clay?’ he questioned, straightening up to his full
height, turning his body to me.

| struggled to find my words as he stared at me. No one ever could grasp how Knox
could be one of the scariest guys on the team until they were in my position. Then
and only then would they understand.



“| asked you a question,” he said, crossing his arms.

| looked around the room, praying something would come to my mind to ease the
tension in the room. | wanted to say something lighthearted and funny, but again, |
came up with nothing.

“Knox, I...”

It was then his eyes grew wide, and he dropped his arms, his fists clenching at his
sides. “So help you...” Heyelled, “PEYTON?

The guys al watched in horror as Knox crossed the room and grabbed hold of me by
the shirt. | couldn’t deny it, and | wasn’'t about to fight one of my best friends. I'd
done the deed, and just like I’ d told Peyton, I’ d take the lumps that were to come with
it if need be. Apparently, they need be.

“Oh hell, ishe going to kill him?’ | heard Levi mutter. “What do we do?’

The room was silent as Knox stared at me, his arm cocked back, ready to beat me.

“It's Peyton.”

“God, you fucker,” Knox said through clenched teeth, his jaw tighter than 1I'd ever
seen it. “How could you do this?’

“Knox, before you get angry—"

“Little too late for that, don’'t you think?’ he gritted.

“Look, | didn't mean for it to happen. In fact, | was only trying to save her from
making a huge mistake,” | said, looking him directly in the eyes.



| wasn't lying. That was al I’d intended to do. To save her from getting with that
guy, and I'd accomplished that, but I'd also accomplished the results that | now
faced, and while I’ d had no intention of doing that, it had somehow happened.

“You didn’t mean for it to happen?’ he repeated, staring at me.

“Exactly. | didn’t mean for it to happen the first time, and | certainly didn’'t expect for
it to happen again.”

“Exactly how many times has it happened ?’ he asked, emphasizing the word it.

| wasn't sure | should answer that now that | knew he’' d heard usin Vermont.

“Wait aminute...”

| could see that Knox had already figured it out. | didn’t need to say another word.

“Knox..." | mumbled.

“You mean to tell me it was her | listened to moan and cry that night in Vermont as
you banged the hell out of her?’ he yelled, frantic.

He gripped my shirt tighter, and | already knew there was no getting it out it, his fist
was coming directly for my face. Then | felt the hit, and another.

“Grab him!” | heard someone shout as Knox let go of my shirt and | fell against the
lockers.

A searing pain ripped through my ribs as Knox kicked me in the side, taking my
breath away.



| was expecting another hit but heard a scuffle and Knox swearing to let him go. |
opened my eyes and saw Dylan and Colton holding Knox up against the lockers. Levi
and Lucas came over to me and helped me up off the floor.

“Knox, cam down. Don’t do something you' re going to regret,” Dylan said, holding
hisarm.

“Yeah, man, it's not worth it. Let’s just get out of here and calm you down,” Colton
added.

“Dylan, Colton, let go of me and stay the hell out of it! He's getting what he
deserves—"

“1 won't stay out of it. Clay serioudsly didn’t mean for this to happen. He's taking it
serioudly...and he' strying to do what isright.”

“Oh right, the playboy, the manwhore of the group, is taking this seriously. Right!”
Knox yelled. It was then he realized what Dylan was saying and stopped, looking
over at him. “How do you know he's taking it seriously?’ he questioned, thinking it
through. “Wait, you knew?’ he questioned.

Dylan looked at Colton but said nothing. He just stood there, staring back at Knox.

“You fucking knew, and you didn’t come to me? What about you, Colton, did you
know too?’

“1 know shit,” Colton said, holding his hands up.

Knox turned back to Dylan, shoving him in the chest, throwing him right into the
bank of lockers behind him, turning his sights on him instead of me.



“1 did, but Clay asked me to keep it under wraps,” Dylan argued, trying not to be
confrontational .

“What kind of fucking friend are you?’ Knox yelled, glaring at Dylan. Then he
turned and looked at me. “You...you' re dead to me, and don’'t you even dare think
about coming near me, or my family, especially Peyton, ever again? Do so and you'll
find the fuck out. | should have your ass kicked right off this fucking team for what
you’'ve done...”

He whipped around, slamming his locker door shut and took off out of the room. The
entire room was quiet as we all stood there looking at one another, the tension still
thick inthe air.
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Peyton

| lay in bed, trying to force myself to stay awake. | watched the game. Clay hadn’t
played tonight, which was odd, yet | knew he was there because I'd seen him skate
onto the ice at the start.

| glanced over at the clock on my side table—a little after eleven. | was certain the
guys would be back home by now. They normally were when they played a home
game. | picked up my phone and checked to seeif | had any messages, but there was
nothing.

| rolled onto my side and closed my eyes. | felt uneasy all afternoon, especially after
the doctor’s appointment. 1'd given my notice at work and then had come home and
started packing. Mom had let me know she'd finally found a place and that she had
told William that the money he'd received from Knox for this month’s rent would be

the last.

| let out a sigh and rolled onto my back when my phone rang. Grabbing it, | brought
the phone up to my ear.

“Hey, how are you doing??’ Clay’s voice asked over the phone.
“Okay, you?’ | asked.
“Tired. It's been aday. Did you watch the game?”’

“l did. | noticed you didn’t play tonight,” | said, bunching the corner of my sheets in



my hand as | lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling.

“Nah, not tonight,” he muttered. “Doctor’'s appointment went well?” he asked,
changing the subject.

| frowned. | didn’t like that he hadn’t expanded on the reason he hadn’t played. Clay
only ever stepped out of the game when injured or sick. | knew that much from my
brother.

“Y eah, how did you feel about the news?’

I’d been worried about telling him how far along I’ d been through a text message. 1’d
wanted to see his face when | told him the news. That way | could gauge his reaction
myself, because | still feared somewhere inside, he wasn't serious about being there
for me.

“I’d planned to be there for you no matter what. Even if it wasn't mine,” he said,
going quiet for a few moments before clearing his throat. “What I'd like to know is
how you see this going?’

“What do you mean?’ | questioned, not sure what it was he wanted to know.

“Well, what do you want? Did you want to try to co-parent, or do you want to be
together?’

| knew what I'd always wanted if | were to have children with someone, but |
certainly didn’t want to force him to want the same things. However, | knew | needed
to be honest with him instead of dancing around the subject or trying to hint or maybe
never tell him what it was | wanted. This wasn't just me | was messing with. | had
someone else to think about now, which totally blew my mind when | thought about
it.



“To be honest, | always thought that when | had kids, or was lucky enough to have
them, 1’d be with the father, in a solid relationship.”

| swallowed hard when the line went quiet. It stayed quiet for afew minutes.

“When are you coming back out here?’ he asked. “Maybe we should try to settle
things?’

“I’ll be out this coming weekend,” | answered.

“Okay, that sounds good.”

Once again, he went quiet. | wanted to see him, to see his expression.

“Clay, before | go to sleep, do you think we could video chat?’ | asked.

Clay cleared histhroat. “I don’t know if that isagood idearight now,” he said.

“Why?' | questioned, fear running through me. He hadn’t played tonight...now he
didn’t want to video chat.

Then, as if he could read my mind, the line went dead, and my phone rang, a video
chat invite popping up.

| pulled up the video call and then saw the reason Clay hadn’'t wanted to be on video.
The cut across the bridge of his nose was red and bloody, but the swollen shut black
eye and bruising were horrific.

“What the hell happened to you?’ | cried, horrified.

Clay chuckled alittle. “Don’t freak out, but your brother happened.”



Tears came to my eyes first because of the damage Knox had caused, and then for
another reason. “Why would he have done that?’ | questioned; positive | knew the
answer already.

“l told him,” Clay answered. “ About us.”

“What?’ | questioned, panic filling me.

“1 told him today. | couldn’'t keep it from him any longer. Like | told you, | was
prepared to take what was coming my way.”

“God...I"'mgoing to let him haveit,” | said, anger rising in me.

“No, you aren’'t. We are going to let him cool off, and then we are going to deal with
him like the adults we are. He'll come around. | am sure it was just a shock to him.
Now, I’m going to get some ice on my face so | don’t miss any other games and get
to bed. | want you to do the same, and | will see you on the weekend.”

“But, Clay, he can’t do this—"

“It’ s done, Peyton. He did it and | expected it. Don’'t worry, he'll be fine.”

“I"m not worried about him.”

“Peyton, we'll be fine,” Clay said, the confidence in his voice reassuring me. “Now,
go get somerest and I'll see you in afew days.”

| was just placing the load of towels I’d washed into the dryer and started it when my
cell phone rang. | glanced at the screen to see my brother’ s name. Swearing under my
breath, | contemplated not answering it but then reconsidered. | was pissed with him,
and he needed to know it. How dare he hit Clay.



“What?' | barked into the phone, not caring how | started this entire conversation
between the two of us.

“Don’'t you dare start off a conversation like that with me. I’'m beyond pissed with
you!” Knox yelled.

| could hear Mom or Lorelal in the background muttering something, but he covered
the mouthpiece and mumbled something at them.

| had nothing to say because he had no right to be angry at me. | was an adult, and if |
wanted to have arelationship with Clay, | had every right to.

“l see you have nothing to say. That figures, it's very much like you. | don’t know
why | ever expected anything different from you, Peyton.”

Tearsfilled my eyes as he spoke. His tone was harsh, his words even more so.

“What do you mean by that?’

“God, you sat right there that night and lied to my face in Vermont. | asked you
point-blank if you were in his room and you fucking lied to me.”

“That’ s because it wasn’t any of your business.”

“Not my business?’

“That’ sright, you heard me. It’ s not your business.”

“Serioudly, Peyton, of all the guys on the team, Clay?’

| frowned. Was he upset about the fact that 1I'd messed around with one guy on the



team or was he more upset at the fact that it was Clay?

“What is that supposed to mean? | would imagine it would upset you regardless of
who it was that | messed around with.”

“Correct, but Clay?’

“Yes, Knox, Clay. What'’ s the problem?’

“It's Clay, manwhore of the team. Jesus, if you even knew how many women—"

“Knox, it's none of my concern, and it’s not like you are a saint, either. Hell, I'm sure
you’' ve had your fun just as much as any of the others on the team.”

“Peyton, thisisn't about me and my fun. Thisis about you and your choices and—"
“It’ s dways about me and my choices, isn’t it? Well, my choice was Clay, Knox, like
it or not. It honestly didn’t even start out being that way. | ran into him the night you

forced me to face the security after | shoplifted.”

“What are you talking about? The night you lied about being at my place tucked into
bed, the night you came home drunk and staggered down the hallway .. .that night?’

How had he known? He' d been asleep when I'd left, | was certain of it, and I'd been
asquiet asamouse, or so | thought when | returned.

“Yes, that night.”

“S0, you' ve been fucking him this entire time?’

“No, | never said that. If you really need to know, | slept with him when you forced



Mom and | to go to Vancouver after | called you. | was in trouble that night. I'd
stopped into some little dive bar there and some guy was trying to pick me up. He
was touching me and saying all these things, making me feel not only uncomfortable
but super dirty. | didn’t know how to handle it, and then | saw Clay across the room.
He'd promised me that if ever | needed anything and you weren't around, | could
count on any of the guys on the team.”

“Oh, | see how it is. Y ou were horned up and wanted to get laid.”

“You are impossible. No. | needed help. He came over and chased the other guy
away. We talked for quite a long time after that, and then one thing led to another.
WE're attracted to one another, and it just sort of happened.”

“Spare me the details, Peyton. Clay is nothing but ajoke.”

Once again, irritation, followed by anger, flooded me. It wasn’'t awonder | never told
Knox anything but lies. When this was the reaction, | always got in return, no matter
if 1 told him the truth or not.

“You might think that Knox, but let me tell you, he is so far above and beyond the
guys|’ve dated. He's a man—"

“l don't want to hear it, Peyton. In my books, Clay Harris is nothing but a fool, and
he is dead to me from here on out.”

“You know what, big brother...you best watch who you are talking about, but that
fool that’s dead to you is the father of my baby. Now, I’ve got to go. Oh, and don’t
bother to pick me up from the airport on Friday. I'll have Clay doit.”

| ended the call, then shoved my phone into my pocket. | didn’t have another thing to
say to my brother on this subject, and if | had my way, I’d make sure not to see him



when | wasin Vancouver this weekend.



Page 17

Source Creation Date: July 23, 2025, 7:32 am

Clay

| pulled up outside the airport early Friday morning and parked the car. Reese and
Lorelai had called me to seeif 1’d be able to pick Peyton up from the airport tonight
and take her back to my place for the night, since Knox was still angry and
unbearable to be around. | told them it wasn’t a problem since she'd already asked.

| looked over to the door to see Peyton pulling a small suitcase behind her with a bag
slung across her body. | quickly jumped out of the car and took off over to where she
was, quickly taking both bags from her.

“Clay don’'t be silly. I’ve got it.”

“I know, and now | haveit.” | winked.

Once | had everything in the trunk of my car, | wrapped my arms around Peyton and
placed akisson her lips.

“Good to see you. How are you feeling?’ | questioned, placing my hand on the flat of
her stomach.

She let out a cute giggle and shook her head. “I’m good. Honestly, I'm glad to be
back here. | needed a break from packing.” She softly smiled as | opened her door
and waited while she climbed in and buckled up.

| walked around the car and climbed into the driver’s side and took her hand in mine
as| pulled away from the curb.



“Well, you can rest the weekend away. Have you talked to your brother again?’

Peyton had caled me after her blowout with Knox over the phone. She was upset,
angry, hurt, and it took me forever to calm her down. I’d told her to give it a couple
of days and then call him to talk it through, but she refused. She told me that unless
he called and apologized first, she'd not do it, and as far as | knew, he'd not called

her.

“1 don’'t want to talk about him, please. | want to have a good weekend, watch you
play hockey, and get some rest before | return to Vermont and go back to packing.”

“Fair enough, but you remember he plays on the same team.”

“Don’'t remind me. | was trying to pretend he didn’t, and honestly, if he touches you
again, I'll haveto hurt him.”

She was honestly adorable when she was angry, | thought to myself as | looked over
at her. | placed my hand on her upper leg and gave her alight squeeze.

“Areyou hungry?’

“Starving,” she said, placing her hand on top of mine.

“You can put your stuff in here,” | said, opening the top dresser drawer I’d emptied.

“Thanks, but really, you didn’t have to. | can just keep everything in my suitcase.

| shook my head. “Not a chance.”

She smiled and began unpacking, placing her things inside the drawer.



“You can put your toiletries in the bathroom too. | made room on the right side of the
double sinks. Isthat okay?’

“More than okay. Thank you, but | feel you've sort of turned your stuff upside down
to accommodate me.”

| walked over, wrapping my arms around her, and pulled her close. “I’m definitely
not turning my life upside down,” | whispered, pressing a kiss to her lips. “The
drawer was aready empty, and the right side of the sink wasn't being used.” |
chuckled as | kissed her neck.

She let out a giggle and hugged me tighter before turning in my arms and pressing a
Kissto my lips.

“Before you continue unpacking, come with me for a minute,” | said, taking her hand
in mine.

“Where are we going?’

“You'll see”

We walked down the hall, and when | came to the closed door, | stopped. | put my
hand on her lower back. “ Close your eyes.”

“Clay, what are you doing?”’

“Just close your eyes. | have something to show you.”

She looked at me and rolled her eyes, then closed them while smiling.

“Okay, keep them closed.”



| opened the door and gently pushed her forward, and together we stepped into the
room.

“Okay, open them,” | said, flipping on the light.

She opened her eyes and looked around the room, her jaw dropping when she saw
what was over against the wall.

“Clay...whatis...”

“1 had someone come in and paint, and | ordered in afew baby things. Not too much,
because | wanted you to have a choice as well. | thought we could organize some of
this while you were here this weekend.”

| watched as she moved over to where I’ d placed some things I’ d ordered. A crib and
agliding rocking chair, a change table and a small dresser. She ran her hand along the
white crib and then sat down in the glider rocker and looked up at me, tears in her

eyes.
“Wow, | can't believe you did this.”

“Do you like the color of the room? If you don’t, we can have it redone. I’ ve kept the
painter on standby. | have the chips in the kitchen. | just chose what | thought would
work for both aboy and a girl.”

Peyton got up from the rocker and walked over to me, wrapped her arms around my
neck, and brought her lipsto mine.

“It’s perfect. It's al perfect,” she whispered as she brought her lipsto mine again, this
time kissing me deeper.



Pulling her into my arms, | kissed her neck as my hands explored her body. As |
gripped her ass, gently nibbling on her bottom lip, she let out a moan. | lifted her up,
and supporting her ass with my hands, | carried her down the hall toward my
bedroom and placed her on the bed.

| knelt beside her, laying her back, undoing one button at a time on her shirt until it
was open. | ran my hand down the center of her chest, down to her navel, and flicked
the button on her jeans open.
She looked up at me. | could see the want, the hunger in her eyes. | felt her hand run
along the inside of my thigh and then over my aching bulge. Heat ran through me as
she gently squeezed my cock.

“1 want this,” she whispered, her eyesinnocently watching me.

| flicked the button on my jeans open and unzipped them, giving myself alittle room,
and bent down and kissed her lips as her hand slipped into my pants.

“1 want you,” | whispered. “All of you.”

She undid the front clasp of her bra, and the moment | saw her hard pink nipples, |
bent down and took one in my mouth, sucking and teasing her with my tongue and
teeth. | gently bit down, only to have her jump alittle as she inhaled.

“Did | hurt you?’ | questioned, running my thumb over them.

“They are just alittle more sensitive than normal,” she said, her cheeks flushing with
color.

“Perfect,” | whispered, taking one into my mouth again.



She let out alow moan, arching her back off the bed as | gently sucked, then moved
to the other side, sucking that one into my mouth.

“Feels so good.” She moaned, running her fingers through my hair.
| stood up, dropping my pants, and pulled my shirt off while Peyton did the same. As
she scooted into the center of the bed, | turned, and that was when she caught sight of

the bruise on my ribs.

Immediately, she reached out and placed her hand over my ribs. “What the hell
happened?’ she cried.

I’ d forgotten about the bruise, about the kick.

“Don’t worry about it,” | mumbled, crawling into bed and taking her in my arms,
kissing her.

| held myself up, resting on my forearm as my hand explored her body. | drew circles
on her belly, lowering down and peppering her stomach with light kisses as she ran
her hands through my hair.

| ran my hands down her legs, my fingers skimming over the skin of her inner thighs
as | watched her. She was beautiful. She lay there with her eyes closed, biting her
bottom lip each time | brought my fingers close to her center.

“Y ou want that baby?’ | whispered, drawing my fingers up again.

“Please,” she cried.

| drew my hand away, slowly bringing it back up, only to draw it away again as she
squirmed under me, a small whimper escaping her lips.



“Please, Clay, don't tease...”

The moment she said the word tease; | gave her what she wanted and ran my fingers
through her dlick center. The moan that escaped her sent a wave of excitement
through my body, causing my cock to throb.

As my fingers danced over her clit, | felt her hand take hold of my cock and stroke it.

“God...it feels so good,” | whispered as she took her thumb and smeared the bead of
pre-cum that had formed over the head of my cock.

She pushed me back until | was lying down on the bed, then she scooted down and
took me into her mouth. | ran my fingersinto her hair, resting my hand on the back of
her head as | watched her take my cock to the back of her throat repeatedly.

She looked up at me, wiped her mouth, and then straddled me, bending and kissing
me as she slid down onto my cock. | gripped her hips and focused on her breasts as

she rocked her hips back and forth.

“Remember what | said to you the first night?’ | asked, breathlessly as | tried to hold
back my release.

She nodded, looking down at me, her eyesfilled with want and need.

“What did | tell you?’

“That this pussy belongsto you,” she whispered.

“Doesit?’ | questioned.

| could feel my release coming faster than | wanted it to. | could aready feel her



tightening around me. She began rocking faster, and | held her hips hoping to slow
her pace.

“It does...” shecried. “Only to you.”
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Peyton

“Where are we going?’ | questioned as Clay came out of the bedroom dressed in a
nice pair of jeans and a sweater.

“1 told you. We're headed to dinner, and before you ask, you look perfect,” he said,
walking past me and slipping his feet into his shoes.

I’d worn the only sweater I’d brought and a pair of jeans. | looked down at myself
and pulled a piece of lint off my sweater before slipping my feet into my shoes as

well.

“Yes, but where for dinner?’ | questioned. “1 wish | had brought something a little
dressier.”

“You'll see.” He smiled as he held my coat for meto dlip into.
After our afternoon romp, we'd showered and then got ready to go out for dinner. |
sat in the passenger’ s seat as he drove through Vancouver, finally turning into an area

| recognized.

“Wait, where are we going?’ | asked again, this time knowing full well where he was
headed.

“Well, Lorelai called, and she and your mom wanted to have us for dinner.”

Anger flooded me. This felt like a bit of a setup. Neither of them had called and



spoken to me. Instead, they talked to Clay.

“No way. | told you, I’m not stepping foot in my brother’ s house until he apologizes,
and | don’t want you to go in there. He' s apt to kill you.”

“Look, we are going to be adults about this. We've been invited to have dinner with
Dylan, Aurora, Candance, and Phil, and your mom, Lorelai, and Knox. He' |l behave.
He will have too many witnesses otherwise.” Clay chuckled.

“You don't get it. | want him to be the bigger person and to accept things for what
they are. | want him to apologize to me. | won’'t go begging him for an apology. He
was absolutely awful to me and look at what he’ s done to you.”

“That is what we all want. So that is what this night is all about,” Clay said, pulling
into their driveway.

| sat there staring at the house, anger coursing through me. | didn’t move as Clay
climbed out of the car, nor when he opened the door. Instead, | waited until he placed
his hand inside, waiting for me to take it, but when | didn’t, he cleared his throat.
“Peyton, comeon,” he said. “Let’s be an adult. Thiswill pass over.”
“You'reimpossible,” | muttered as | reluctantly undid my seatbelt and climbed out of
the car. We walked up the walkway to the door, where Clay rang the bell. It was only

a couple of moments before the door was opened and Lorelai smiled.

“Come in, you two. Don’'t worry, the big bad ogre isn’'t here yet.” She winked as we
both stepped inside.

Immediately, she wrapped her arms around me, giving me an enormous hug.



“I’m so glad you came,” she whispered. “I’m sorry my other half is such an ass.”

“No need for you to apologize. | know what my brother can be like.”

“Well, things are going to be remedied tonight,” she said, taking my coat along with
Clay’s. “Come on in. Dylan called. Aurora isn’'t feeling great, so they are staying
home, but Candace and Phil are in the kitchen with Reese.” She winked.

Clay didn’t wait. He placed his hand on my lower back and guided me to the kitchen
where, the moment my mother saw me, she came right over and wrapped her arms
around me.

“Darling, how are you feeling?’ she questioned.

“Fine, Mom, don’t make afuss, please.”

Mom hugged me again and then shook her head, turning to Clay. “Hey, Clay. I'm
glad you got her here.”

“Of course,” he said, hugging Mom quickly and then letting her go.

“Your eye is looking much better,” she added. “I can't believe my son actually did
thisto you.”

“If you think that is bad, you should see hisright side,” | muttered.
Mom looked at me and then back at Clay. “What did he do?’ she questioned.
“Don’'t worry about it. That remedy you gave me worked wonders. I’ ve had so many

black eyes and nothing has ever worked as well as what you gave me. I'll try it on my
ribs.”



“I'm glad it worked well for you,” Mom said, smiling. “I'd like to see your ribs
though.”

“No need, really. It'salmost healed.”

| shook my head as | watched Clay shake hands with who | imagined was Lorelai’s
brother Phil before he turned and introduced us.

“Hey, Peyton, nice to finally meet you,” Phil added, coming over and pulling me in
for a hug, then he turned to his wife and introduced me.

“Nice to meet you.” | smiled.

“We've heard lots about you,” Phil added. “And we won't judge you based on
anything Knox has told us.”

“Thanks.” | smiled, leaning into Clay while he placed his hands on my upper arms
and rubbed them.

“Have aseat,” he whispered. “Want awater?’

| nodded and took a seat.

“How isthe packing coming? Mom questioned.

“Good, just about done. Hopefully, only another two weeks, and then everything will
beready.” | smiled.

“Perfect, and | wanted to let you know the apartment will be ready by then as well.”

“Great.”



We talked alittle about things while we laid in bed last night, and Clay had expressed
an interest in living together when | moved here. | wasn’t sure if now was the time to
tell my mother or not. | looked over and met Clay’ s eyes, but he only subtly shook his
head, so | said nothing more.

“So, Auroraisn't feeling so good?’ | questioned.

Lorelai looked over at me and shook her head. “No, she was having some dight
contractions today at work, so we sent her home early. She still wasn’t feeling too
great tonight, and her doctor told her just to rest. | told her she should be off now, but
she's stubborn.”

“l hope she is okay.”

“She’ll be fine,” Mom added. “Dylan will call if anything happens. Lorelai made sure
of that.”

Lorelai let out alaugh and nodded. “That | did.”

“I’m home. Everyone ready to eat?’ Knox yelled as he shut the front door.

| looked over at Clay, who came over to where | sat and stood behind me, placing his
hand on my shoulders to comfort me. He placed a kiss on the top of my head and
whispered in my ear that everything would be fine.

“Y ep, bout time you got your ass home!” Phil yelled, winking at me.

“God, who the hell invited you?’ Knox chuckled as he came around the corner, a
smile on hisface, until helaid eyes on Clay and me.

“What the hell are you two doing here?’ He frowned. “Lorelal, aword, please.”



Lorela glanced over at us and rolled her eyes and followed Knox down the hall to the
bedroom, where we heard the door slam. Muffled voices carried down the hall for a
bit, and then Lorelai appeared, her eyesred and glassy.

“Ready to eat?’ she said, smiling through what | was sure were tears as she nodded
toward the table.

“Clay, Peyton, how about you take the seats down there? Phil, Candace, how about
you guys sit across from them? Reese, please take the seat beside Peyton. I'll sit here,
and Mr. Grumpy Pants can sit at the head of table.” She winked in my direction and
gave me a fake smile before heading to the kitchen, where she began bringing full
dishesto the table.

The moment she sat down, Knox appeared and took a seat without so much as even
glancing in our direction. The table was quiet as the food was passed around, and
once all the main dishes were back in the center of the table and we'd dug into the
food, Phil cleared histhroat. | glanced over at Clay, only to feel his hand on my thigh
and give it a gentle squeeze.

“For fuck’s sakes...” Knox muttered under his breath. “If I'm going to be forced to
allow you to eat at my table against my wishes, the least you could do is respect
where you are and not grope my sister. After all, | think you’ ve done enough,” Knox
muttered.

| could feel tears welling in my eyes at Knox’s words. | looked over at Lorelai, who
sat there with a frown on her face and a look of disbelief. Phil then met my eyes and
cleared histhroat.

“How are the wedding plans coming, Lorelai?’ Phil questioned, as if nothing had just
happened.



“Fine, we are trying to still decide on invitations and cake flavors.”

“Oh, have you narrowed it down?’ Candace asked.

“l have picked three invitations and two cake flavors. It's my other half who is
undecided. He doesn’t like any of my choices.”

“l never said | didn't like your choices. | said it redly didn’'t matter to me which
invitation you chose. However, you know my feelings on the red velvet cake,” Knox
muttered, keeping his head down.

“1 just wanted your input. It's your wedding as well,” Lorelai said, glancing across
thetable at us.

“Jesus, can’'t anyone just do what | tell them to. | told you | was fine with the
invitations, any of them. Pick one. The cake, | wanted vanilla, not butterscotch, not

that stupid orange, whatever it was called, and | hate red velvet. As for the meal, put
the damn choices down on the card and let the guests decide what they want to eat.”

| looked over to see Lorelai was now really on the verge of tears. My mother wore a
shocked expression, and then | glanced over at Clay. It was at that moment that Knox
threw his napkin down on the table and stood up.

“Where are you going?’ Mom questioned.

“I’m done.”

“Donewhat?’ Lorelai asked.

“I"'m done with this meal. It clearly doesn't matter what | want, or who | want to
share meals with. It was as much as told to me twenty minutes ago down the hall



what | was going to do. So, I’m done. I’'m going out.”

Knox took off toward the door, and seconds later, we all jumped when we heard the
door slam shui.

“I’'m so sorry. This is so embarrassing,” Lorela cried, while Mom did her best to
console her.

“I’ll go after him,” Phil said, getting up from the table.

We heard the door close moments later. I'd lost my appetite. | knew this outburst was
because we were here, and | felt terrible for Lorelai, who'd worked so hard on this
wonderful meal.

“1 think considering everything, Clay and | are going to go,” | mumbled.

“No, Peyton, please don't leave,” Lorelai said. “Eat your dinner. | invited you here,
and therefore you' re allowed to be here. | should have cleared it up with him and told
him what my plans were, to have the two of you to work things out. | figured dinner
would be a good time to do that. I’ m so sorry that the pair of you had to witness this.”

“Lorelai, don’t you worry. I’ ve seen this man throw plenty of fits over the years. One
more will not change my thoughts on him now. He's angry, he's hurting, and I'm
sure he feels betrayed,” Clay added. “He'll also get over it.”

“Yeah, but he's doing this to you. Someone who has lost so much aready. He should
be happy for you that you have found someone who makes you happy.”

“1 know in my heart he will be once he gets over everything. Somehow, | knew he'd
react this way to the news. I’'m sure he thinks Peyton is just another notch on my belt,
but heis so wrong,” Clay added.



“Well, I'm glad to know that,” | whispered.

Cadence, Mom, and Lorelai all laughed at what | said, while Clay took hold of my
hand in his.

“Guess I'll see you in a couple of weeks,” Clay said, his forehead resting against
mine as he squeezed my side, kissing me.

The rest of the weekend had flown past, and while nothing had gotten resolved at
dinner that night, I’d wondered what the meaning behind Clay losing so much meant.
| finally broke down and asked him on Sunday morning, and he shared his story with
me. It broke my heart knowing what he' d been through. Shortly after, he’d promised
me he’ d work on talking with Knox at the next practice. They had two games left of
the second round, and they were down by one game, so if they didn’t win the next
onetotieit up, they would be out of the playoffs.

“Maybe wait until after you guys play the next game,” | whispered, not wanting to
bring more stress to the team than was already present.

“Why?" he questioned. “I"'m only going to talk with your brother.”

“If you talk to him before the game, and then you lose, he will blame us even more
for the loss. Please, just wait.”

“Alright, I’ll wait,” he said, pressing his lips to mine. "Don’'t stress over it. Things
will work out.”
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Clay - Four Days Later
“Thisbox isready to go!” Peyton yelled from one of the upstairs bedrooms.

| climbed the stairs to find her taping one of the last boxes shut. | walked over,
grabbed the box from the bed, and carried it downstairs, where | placed it in the
hallway. I'd flown out after we lost the last game, sending the Boston Enforcers to
the playoffs.

| didn’t think it really surprised many of us. We'd been struggling as a team, for the
better part of the end of the year. Phil had retired at the beginning of this season.
Then Levi and Colton joined the team, mid-season, throwing our entire game play
strategies off. | think we'd all been surprised that we'd made it to the second round of
playoffs, but when we got the news that Aurora had gone into labor the day before
our last game, | think we all knew we were going to lose.

Instead of staying back in VVancouver, | immediately booked a flight to come out here
to help Peyton pack up the rest of the things and get ready for the movers. I'd been
here two days, we'd accomplished a lot, but we still didn’'t have any word on how

Aurorawas.

| went back up the stairs, grabbing two more boxes Peyton had packed, and was
about to head down the stairs when | heard a knock at the front door.

“I"ll be back for these,” | said, heading down the stairs.

| was about to pull the door open when it burst open, and Lorelai walked in. Her hair



was pulled back, and she wore the pink jogging suit she loved.

“Hey, more help ishere!” she said, smiling, only | noticed it didn’t reach her eyes.

“We weren't expecting you,” | said, shutting the front door, but when | felt resistance,
| stopped.

Knox came in behind her, an irritated look on his face. He walked past Lorelai and
headed straight for the kitchen. Then he turned and looked in my direction.

“You weren't expecting us because we weren't going to come, but Lorela forced
me,” he mumbled, looking at the boxes that were piled in the hallway.

“Peyton!” Lorelai called from the base of the stairs.

Peyton came around the corner and glanced down at us, a look of shock quickly
replaced with asmile as she saw Lorelai.

“What are you doing... here?’

“Well, we thought you could use some help. So, we flew in first thing this morning.
“What can | do?’ she said, shedding her jacket and placing her hands on her hips.

“Well, if you want to come up and help me here, | am just about done with the last
bedroom, and then we can get started in the kitchen. This may go faster than |

thought,” Peyton said, sounding excited to amost be finished.

“Outstanding,” Lorelal said as she climbed the stairs two by two. “Don’t you two kill
one another. Hear me, Knox?”’

Knox muttered something under his breath as he looked in my direction, shaking his



head. | chuckled and took off to grab the two boxes I’ d |eft at the top of the stairs and
made my way back down and into the kitchen.

“The moving pod should be here any minute. We can get some boxes loaded and out
of the way as soon as it arrives, which will make it easier to move around,” | said,
pulling two beers from the fridge, handing one to Knox. “Let’s go out back, shall
we?’ | said, opening the back door. “I can use aquick break.”

“How big of a bin is coming?’ Knox questioned, taking a swig of beer, closing the
door behind him.

“Well, | ordered it based on how many rooms this place had, so they assured me
everything should fit into one.”

“When will it be on its way to Vancouver?’

“The day we head back to Vancouver, Saturday morning. It’s scheduled to be picked
up at eight in the morning. We fly at three. What about you guys?’

“Same. It wasthe only flight Lorelai could get, apparently.”

| could fedl the tension between us. The same tension I’d felt that night at dinner, on
the ice, even during our last game. It was different, though, from that day in the
locker room when he’'d hit me. Yet | was still tired of the tension. | knew he was
angry, but this had to blow over, and it needed to blow over now.

“Any news on Auroraand Dylan?’

Knox shook his head. “Nope, Lorelai messaged before we got on the plane this
morning. Still nothing.”



| nodded, taking another swig of my beer. Tension continued to build, and we stood
in the backyard like we were strangers instead of friends.

“Look, can we just clear theair? | can't take this anymore, this barely speaking to one
another.”

Knox sat there, arms resting on his knees, hands wrapped around the bottle he was
drinking from, looking down at the ground.

“l don’t want thisto ruin our friendship. You guysare al | have,” | said.

“Look, I've had time to think things through, and | will admit, | flew off the handle a
little and didn’t keep arational, levelheaded mind. Peyton hasn’t made sound choices
lately, you know that. The guys that she's dated have always used her, some doing an
awful lot of damage I'm sure, even though she hasn’'t seen it. | was afraid when |
found out that she was pregnant that you too would eventually just walk, that maybe
you had been using her.”

“l get that, and | can certainly see where you are coming from. Most guys would
bail.”

“Damn straight they would. I’ve known you a long time, and I’ ve known your track
record...”

“Yeah, and don't forget, | know yours, but I’ve never gotten a girl pregnant, at |east
not that | know of, anyway.”

“Nor have I,” Knox added. “I guess | just jumped to conclusions that you'd do what
probably all the guys she’s dated would do. It was wrong. | shouldn’t have assumed.”

“You are right. You shouldn’t have assumed shit. I’ll admit, | won't lie, | was scared,



and after she told me. | contemplated just disappearing, but when it came down to it, |
also knew how | felt about your sister. It was something like the Dylan-Aurora
situation. So, while | was scared and | wanted to run, a huge part of me knew |
couldn’t. I'll always do right by her, | promise you that.”

“1 know Lorelai has beat that into me. She said she was tired of my irrational attitude.
She also told me | wasn’t being fair to either of you.”

| couldn’t help but chuckle. “Sounds like Lorelai, but she is right. I'm surprised she
hasn't cut you off.”

“Buddy, you seriously have not got the faintest idea.”

“Uh-oh, what happened?’

“Well, the night of the dinner when | lost my shit, once everyone left and | returned,
in the privacy of our bedroom, she gave me my ring back.” He said, avoiding my
eyes.

“What?' | gasped. “No.”

“Yep, she basically told me there was no way she was marrying someone as pig-
headed as me. So, | spent the night alone for the first time since she’d moved in, and
let me tell you, it's been the worst night’s sleep I’ ve ever had. She's been sleeping in
the guest bedroom ever since.”

“Isthat why she' s alittle of f?”
“Yep, I've tried to talk to her to get her to reconsider, but she’'s as much as told me

that once we get this move for Mom and Peyton out of the way, she'll be looking for
her own place again. | firmly believe that if Mom hadn’t been staying with us, she'd



have moved out already.”

Knox looked so defeated, | truly felt bad for him, but | also knew Lorela wouldn’t
take his shit either.

“$0, isthat why suddenly you' re willing to talk?’ | questioned.

Knox shrugged. “That and other things. Phil gave me shit. He told me | needed to
remember who Lorelai really was, his sister, and that | really had no room to talk.
Then, my mother gave me a piece of her mind too the following morning and then
told me | was acting worse than my father ever would have been. That struck a
fucking chord with me because, as you know, he was terrible, so when | heard that, |
sort of gave things a second thought.”

“$0, you pulled your head out of your ass?’

“You could say that. | also hated being told | was worse than my father. My entire
life, I’ve worked hard to be better than him. | think that was why | cared so much
about Peyton and her decisions. | need to remember that she is an adult.”

“Sheis, and | swear to you once again that I’ll always do everything in my control to
do right by her.”

“l know you will. I never should have doubted it, man. Seriously, | should have
known that, out of everyone, after what you' ve been through losing your entire
family, that you'd do right no matter what, especialy if you had feelings for her.
Ultimately, what happens is between the two of you. It has nothing to do with me.”

Knox surprised me by standing up and giving me a quick bro hug, but he quickly
pulled away right after because the back door opened.



“Well, no one is bleeding,” Lorela said, stepping into the backyard, followed by
Peyton.

“Thank god for that.” Peyton smiled.

Peyton glanced over at her brother and, without another moment being spared, Knox
walked over and hugged her.

“Just wanted to say | am sorry for how | acted. I'm happy for you, and if you want to
be with this loser, then by all means, go for it. But don’'t say | didn’t warn you.”

| looked to the ground and smiled as Peyton hugged Knox and then placed a kiss on
his cheek.

“l love you, kid, no matter what you might think. I’'m sorry for the things | said to

you.

“1 love you too,” Peyton said.

When he let her go, he walked over to where he' d been standing and picked up his
beer, taking another drink.

| turned to Peyton and took hold of her hand. “I’ ve had enough of a break. Let’s go
get the rest of the boxes from upstairs. | think these two need to talk.”

Peyton only nodded and then slipped her hand into mine. | was certain she aready
had heard everything from Lorelal.
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Peyton - Three Months L ater

It's been a little over three months since I'd moved to Vancouver. My plan had been
to move in with Mom when I'd first moved here. The place she found was an equal
distance between Knox and Clay, but once | got here, things changed.

Clay wanted to be involved in al medical appointments, he also didn’t want to miss
anything, and once he'd patched things up with Knox, there was no holding him
back. The first thing he did was ask me to move in with him. | took some time to
think about it, talking things over with my mother, and then finally said yes.

| walked up to the door of the Sip and Stir and pulled it open, immediately spotting
Lorelai in abooth against the wall with Auroraand Ellie.

“Hey!” | smiled, taking a seat beside Lorelal.
“Morning,” Auroraand Ellie said in unison.
“All unpacked?’ Lorelai asked.

“Yes, finally. The only thing that would have made it easier would have been if Clay
had asked before we had everything dropped at my mother's.” | giggled. "I'm
seriously happy to be home here, though.”

“Well, get used to it. These boys do nothing in the order it should be done. At least
you had the help from Knox, Lucas, Dylan, Levi, and Colton, and Clay. You
probably didn’t have to lift afinger,” Aurora added.



“Nope, all | had to do was tell them where to put boxes.” | smiled.

“That’ s good, and Knox was on his good behaviour?’ Lorelai questioned.

They had patched things up before returning from helping in Vermont those couple of
days. That had been a blessing because poor Lorelai had cried on my shoulder for the
entire time the boys had been outside patching things up, worried that this was the
end of them. | knew, deep down, that it wasn't, because | knew they were in love
with one another. Plus, I’d kill my brother if he'd not fought for them. He was so
lucky to have Lorelai.

“Hewas. They are getting along way better. What about you guys?’

Lorela smiled. “Well, the wedding planning is back on. We finally came to an
agreement on the invitations—went with a completely different one—and even
picked the cake flavor.”

“I"'m glad to hear that,” Aurora added.

“Yes, how is the wedding planning coming for you guys?’ Lorelai asked, looking
over at Aurora.

“Well, the complete lack of sleep we are both getting is not helping. Jackson hardly
makes it a couple of hours before he's awake again. It's been hell, honestly, and he's
only been with us for a month. | think Dylan secretly wishes we could just put him
back, and all | can say is thank goodness Dylan is off now. At least we can take turns
getting up with him.”

“Is thisreally what | have to look forward to?’ | questioned, looking at Aurora more
closely, noticing the dark circles under her eyes.



“Unfortunately, yes. | just hope that for you, your baby at least sleeps a little longer
than Jackson does.”

“Me too. By the time he or she is born, Clay will be back in the full swing of
practice.” | sighed.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure between the four of uswe will help you,” Lorelai added.

“Speak for yourself. Y ou could be pregnant by that time aswell.” Auroragiggled.

“Only if the man watches his attitude,” Lorelai said, balling up the sugar packet and
throwing it at Aurora.

“So, what are you guys up to tonight?’ Ellie asked. “Lucas mentioned something
about dinner out?’

“Yeah, Knox said Clay was taking you to the Sunset,” Lorelal added.

“Oh, that is my favorite restaurant. I’'m hoping that maybe one of you guys will
babysit for us one night, and Dylan and | can get out for some adult time,” Aurora
said, pulling out a bottle from her bag and holding it for Jackson. “I think we could
both useit.”

“Get us some dates. We'll figure something out,” Ella said, turning her attention to
me. “Now about The Sunset?’

“Well, he's been secretive about tonight. All | know is that the place is called The
Sunset. Other than that, | know nothing,” | added.

“You'll love it. They have the best food. Serioudly, oh, and make sure you have the
chocolate fudge cake, the one that is covered in roasted coconut. Y ou won't regret it,”



Aurora added.

“Oh, that is my favourite too. | tried it after you told me about it.” Lorelai giggled.
“Maybe | should talk to Knox about seeing if they can cater the dessert at our
wedding instead. That would be such a hit, although he' d probably be irritated that
I”’m wanting to change my mind.”

“Sure would be!” Aurora added. “What about a sweets table for later?”’

“Gresat ideal” Ellaexclaimed, taking asip of her coffee.

Once on the topic of desserts and weddings, we began talking more about Lorelai and
Knox’s wedding. We aso set a date to try on bridesmaid dresses, and by the time |
left, we'd also set up our first girls' night. Nothing big, just dinner and drinks, but it
was something for the four of usto look forward to.

| sat across from Clay in the restaurant, the entire room bathed in dim candlelight. It
was already dark, and we could see lights from the ships in the harbor. It was the

prettiest view |’ d ever seen.

| took a sip of my tea and took a bite of the chocolate fudge cake that had been
recommended to me this afternoon.

“Well? What do you think?’ Clay asked.

| opened my eyes and swallowed, savoring the sweet flavor of the cake.

“So good. Honestly, I'm glad Aurora mentioned this, otherwise I’d have ordered the
lemon cake, and | think I’ d have been disappointed.”

“There is no disappointment when it comesto cake.” Clay winked.



| dug my fork into the cake and took another mouthful. “You're so right. There really
isn't.” 1 giggled.

“Y ou have chocolate on the corner of your lip,” Clay added, pointing to his mouth.

| reached up and wiped at my lip, but Clay only smiled when | was finished.

“Lean forward. Y ou missed.”

| leaned forward and Clay took his napkin and wiped away the chocolate.

“How did you enjoy dinner?’ he questioned.

“1 think it was the best meal I’ ve ever eaten. |’ ve never seen shrimp that size before,
and the steak was so tender | could have cut it with my fork.”

“Y eah, the shrimp are crazy huge.” He winked.

“l just...l don’'t understand why such an expensive place?’ | gquestioned, not used to
being treated like this.

“Well, first, get used to it. | know you're feeling alittle uneasy.” He winked.
| smiled. It made all the difference that he knew | was feeling uncomfortable.
“| wanted tonight to be special. We haven't officially had areal, intimate evening out
because of all the work that needed to be done getting you here. Now that you are
here, | wanted to change that. | want to wine and dine my girl,” Clay said, placing his

hand on mine.

“S0, | need to get used to this?’



Clay nodded. “There is something else aswell,” he said, swallowing hard.

He looked a little off, like he was nervous. He shifted in his chair and checked his
right suit jacket pocket, then his left, then the breast pocket, a shocked look coming
over hisface as he frantically started searching.

“What isit?’ | questioned, watching as he began panicking.

“Give me asecond,” he said, getting up and heading out of the restaurant.

Minutes later, he returned and took a seat across from me and nodded to the server to
bring us two more drinks.

“What were you going to say?’ | asked, frowning. “Did you forget your wallet?’

He looked at me and chuckled. “Nope, got that right here,” he said, patting his back
pocket.

“Then where did you go?’

"Had to makeacdl...”

| frowned. “Y ou had to make a call on a date with me that couldn’t wait until we got
back home?’

Clay nodded. It was then he looked behind me, alook of relief coming to his face.

“Peyton, the last couple of months have been crazy. There have been so many
difficulties, but finally things are coming together.” He took hold of my hand.

“If you ask me, the crazinessisn't over yet. Are you going to tell me who you had to



call?’ | asked, getting annoyed.

| heard Clay’s name and looked around, catching sight of Lucas coming toward the
table.

“Hey, man!” he said as Clay stood up. They shook hands, and then Lucas looked at
me.

“Sorry, sweetie, | won't interrupt. Just wanted to say hello,” he said, winking at Clay
before taking off.

“That wasweird,” | muttered as | watched Lucas |eave the restaurant.

“Tell me about it. The guy is super weird. Anyway, | want you to know that | have
spoken to both your mother and your brother, and they have given ustheir blessing.”

“There blessing?’ | asked, swallowing hard. “What for?’

Clay took my hand in his and then reached into his jacket pocket, pulling out a
diamond ring.

“Before the baby comes, | need to know, Peyton. Will you be my wife?” he asked.

My eyes burned as | looked at him and then looked toward the door Lucas had exited
from.

“He cameto bring that to you, didn’t he?’

A smirk rested on Clay’s lips as he looked at me. “The girls warned you we do most
things backward. | forgot it...| was nervous.” He shrugged.



| couldn’'t help but laugh as | looked at him sitting there looking adorably cute and
sexy, his cheeks red with embarrassment.

“Clay, I’d be happy to be your wife,” | whispered, leaning across the table and
placing akisson hislips.

| closed my eyes as he kissed the side of my neck. He pulled the material of my dress
and continued trailing kisses down my shoulder, sending tiny waves of excitement
through my body.

My center already ached for his touch as his hands came around me and rested on my
stomach. | placed my hands on his as he continued placing kisses along the back of
my neck and looked at my hand, at the beautiful solitaire diamond ring staring back at
me.

In such a short time I’d gone from a broken relationship with my brother because of
being in one hell of a shitty relationship with a guy who couldn’t care less about me,
to finding out | was pregnant. Now | was engaged to a man who | hadn’t realized |
was completely and utterly in love with. | never realized how fast one could fall in
love with someone until now.

| felt the material of my dress fall down my body, the cool air of the room hitting my
skin. | pressed my head back against his shoulder. His hand gently rested against my
cheek, and he turned my head, meeting my lips. His tongue forced my lips apart,
washing through my mouth.

| let out a soft moan as hislarge hands ran over my bra, gently cupping my breasts.

“1 love you.” He moaned into my mouth as his hand slid down my body and into my
panties.



| closed my eyes as his fingers found my center. “I love you too,” | moaned, my voice
shaking.

“What do you say we climb into bed, make our engagement officia? Clay
whispered, sucking the lobe of my ear into his mouth.

| spun in his arms, wrapped my arms around his neck, and met his lips. | wanted
nothing more but for thisto last forever, this feeling of us being together.
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Clay

The hot sun poured down on us as we sat in Knox and Lorelai’ s backyard.
“Want to help me get the shade screens up?’ Knox asked.

Levi, Colton, Lucas, Dylan, and | jumped up and went straight to work. Within
minutes, the backyard was shaded, providing more comfort for not only us, but the
girlsand little Jackson.

“That is so much better,” Peyton said, picking up her lemonade and taking a sip.

“It is. We're lucky it didn't end up raining or we'd be stuck inside,” Lorelai said,
bringing out atray of appetizers.

It was late in the summer for us to have our end-of-season get-together, but at |east
we'd found a date for all of us to get together. We started up practice in another
week, and soon we'd be on the road once again; this year we were determined to win
the cup.

“Figures one of the only weekends we were al able to get together it would want to
rain. Guess luck was on our side,” Ella said, grabbing one of the appetizers from the
tray and popping it into her mouth.

“Sure was. Just like this year. We are going to crush it, aren’t we, fellas,” Colton said,
grabbing another beer.



“With al this support, how could we not,” Lucas said, wrapping his arms around
Ella

“Support? You mean strict rules,” Lorelai added. “ That’s the only type of support we
give, right, ladies.”

| couldn’t help but chuckle. “I don’t know about all you guys, but I’'m not living with
another coach.”

“Nope, definitely not,” Knox added at the same time Dylan and Lucas said the same
thing.

Colton and Levi both laughed at the four of us. Both were still very single and living
the bachelor lifestyle we all once had.

“Keep laughing, you two. We can easily send any one of these girls over your way. |
mean, three of them aready work for the team, so it’s not like they can’t torture you
aswell,” | said, pointing at them both.

“They wouldn't dare do that,” Colton added.

“Don’'t bet on it. We love torturing large, grown men, don’t we, Aurora?’ Lorelai
giggled.

Aurora nodded. “I can’t wait to get back to work. Listening to men scream is one of
my favorite things.”

| couldn’t help but laugh. I’d been under her torturous hands plenty of times, and I'd
always thought she enjoyed every single second of it.

“S0, any wedding plans yet?” Aurora asked, looking over at Peyton and me.



“We've decided to wait until after the baby comes,” Peyton said, placing her hands
on the little baby bump that had appeared in the last couple of weeks.

“Plus, we didn’t want to have a third wedding going on in the group at the same time.
So, we thought we'd wait until they were over. It will be busy enough what with the
guys schedules, and two weddings this coming year.”

“That it will,” Knox added. “Not to mention, interviews, promotiona opportunities,
and all the travel with the upcoming season.”

“Exactly. Speaking of interviews, did any of you get contacted by...God what was
the name of the magazine?’ | asked, pulling my phone from my pocket and opening
the email. “Ice Insiders...”

“lI did. | sent it over to Pamela to look at it. Any word on that, Ella?’ Lucas
questioned.

Ella shook her head. “Last | heard, she was still looking into it. She was having a hard
time finding information on them. | think they may be new.”

Colton cleared his throat. “They aren’t new. They may be new to the area, but they
aren’'t new. Ice Insiders was one of the largest publications in hockey when | played
for Boston. Their following is quite large, and last | heard, they were trying to expand
into the Canadian territory.”

“Then why could Pamela not find any information on it?’ | questioned.

“Beats the hell out of me. I'm surprised none of you have heard of them. You've
heard of them, haven’'t you, Levi?’

“Oh yeah. I’ ve never been interviewed by them, but I’ ve heard of them.”



“Well, they have interviewed me, and I’d suggest, if they reached out, that you take
the interview. Who was the reporter? Did it say?”’

“A Scarlett Green,” Lucas said, looking down at his email.

Levi’'s head shot up faster than I'd ever seen at the mention of this woman’s name. |
glanced over at Peyton who had also noticed. She gently took hold of my hand and
smiled.

“Do you know her?’ Lorelai questioned.

Apparently, Peyton and | hadn’t been the only ones who had noticed Levi’ s knee-jerk
reaction.

He shook his head and took a drink of water, then got up from his chair and grabbed a
plate of appetizers.

“Nope, never heard of her.”

“Anyways, | guess I'll just wait then for Pamela to get back to me, and once I'm
given the green light, I'll reach out.”

“Sounds good. What do you say we get the steaks on?” Knox questioned.

We all headed over to the barbeque to talk while the girls got busy bringing out the
rest of the food. Occasionally, I’ d glance over and see Peyton watching me.

Life was good. | was excited about what our future held together, and | couldn’t wait
to meet our little one. Knox had recently come to me without Peyton knowing, and he
thanked me for helping her. We both knew he hadn’t been overly happy when we'd
gotten together, but he'd seen such a difference in her since he said he had no choice
but to put credit where credit was due. Knowing that he truly felt that way had made a



difference to me.

Peyton walked over to me, handed me a cold bottle of water, and wrapped her arms
around me, placing a kiss on my neck. “Love you.”

“Love you too,” | whispered, kissing her lips, then tapping her on the bottom as she
took off back into the house to help the girls.

After knowing how much I'd hurt and how lost I'd felt since losing my family, |
realized that | belonged somewhere. My teammates were and always had been my
family, and I’d added to it with Peyton and our unborn child. | had finally found my
place.



