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          The Brooks Family

        

      

    
    
      “I want to watch SpongeBob!”

      “No! Ariel!”

      “Yeah! Mermaid! I wanna watch Ariel!”

      Lucas Brooks covered his face with his hands before he yelled from his bedroom, “There are nine TVs in this house! Separate!”

      “But she has the popcorn!”

      “And he has the milk!”

      “Daddy, I want to be with Asher!”

      “Why are they eating popcorn at seven a.m.?”

      Groaning, he looked over at his wife, who was cuddled deep into the bed, her dark brown hair covering her face as her thick, plump lips pursed out toward him. He almost leaned over and kissed her, but he was exhausted. “I don’t know. Where is Aiden?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s the point of having an older kid if he isn’t going to care for the crazy little ones?”

      “I don’t think that’s why we had them so far apart.”

      Lucas scoffed. “Says you.”

      Fallon giggled as she scooted over toward him, cuddling into his shoulder. Both of them knew the real reason for the big age gap between their children, though they never talked about it anymore. In their eyes, they did this on purpose and, really, it didn’t matter because they were happy.

      “Mom! Asher won’t give me some milk!”

      “Stella backwashes!”

      “Mommy! I’m thirsty! Can I have some sweet tea?”

      “Daddy, I want tea!”

      “What?” Lucas muttered, staring at the ceiling as Fallon continued to giggle. “Why are they up so early? The game was late.”

      “Who knows? I’m exhausted.”

      “So am I,” Lucas groaned, and he was. He felt the pain all over his body from the big win over St. Louis that advanced the Assassins to the second round. His whole body was aching. He wasn’t like his young self that bounced back after a hard-fought game. No, Lucas Brooks needed a good week after a game like the one the night before. It had gone into overtime, and the Blues had been playing desperate hockey. But by the grace of God, Jensen Monroe didn’t let any in, and Vaughn Johansson scored the winning goal. Vaughn had wanted to make his night even better since he had just proposed to his girlfriend and found out she was pregnant. So last night’s win was a biggie for everyone. Though, Lucas wished he had a solid month to recuperate before the next one. But he didn’t. He only had a few days of rest before the second round started.

      “But, really, where is Aiden?”

      “I have no clue.”

      “Text him.”

      “That means I have to move,” he complained, and she rolled her eyes before throwing her arm behind her to find her phone. Bringing it to her face, she dialed their son’s number, putting the call on speaker.

      “Hello?”

      Lucas closed his eyes. Aiden’s manly voice still was like a punch to the gut. His baby was growing, fast, and it was killing him slowly. “Baby, where are you?”

      Aiden let out an exasperated breath. “Out front, where I always am. Where are you?”

      Fallon looked to Lucas as he looked back at her. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh my goodness, Mom, did you forget I had training for summer league this morning?”

      Throwing the blankets off, she sat up. “Not at all. I’m running late.”

      “You forgot!”

      Lucas laughed as Fallon shot daggers from her eyes. “I did not! I’m coming.”

      “If you would let me drive, this wouldn’t be a problem,” Aiden reminded her.

      “If you cut your hair, maybe we’d buy you a car,” Lucas called out, and Aiden laughed.

      “You’re just jealous I have hair!”

      “Hush it, both of you. I’m coming,” she said, hanging up the phone and throwing on some sweat pants. “I can’t believe I forgot.”

      “I can’t believe he went after not getting home until midnight last night.” She shot Lucas a deadpan expression. “Okay, I can. I would have.”

      “Exactly. He’s his daddy’s son.”

      Lucas grinned. “He is.” Then he glared, running his hands along his thinning hair. “I have good hair, right?”

      She laughed. “Yes, baby, lots of great hair.”

      “He has more.”

      “He’s going through puberty.”

      He raised a brow. “I think he’s past that.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know if we can wait till his birthday to give him a car, Lucas,” she said, pulling her hair up as she glanced back at him.

      “That’s all you, babe. I told you to give him mine, and I’ll go get a new truck.”

      “He wants a sports car.”

      “And I don’t give two idiots. That kid isn’t going to be driving a better car than what I had. He can have a nice Ford and be happy, or he can walk—if his momma would let him.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’re overprotective.”

      “I am not.”

      “You are.”

      She glared. “But he is a good kid, Lucas.”

      “The best, and he’ll be happy with my Ford.”

      “Ugh, okay,” she groaned before leaning down and kissing his lips. He savored her for a moment, grabbing her butt.

      “Can we make him wait a bit longer to be picked up?”

      She chuckled, desire flashing in her eyes. “I doubt you can move.”

      He looked sad. “I can’t.”

      She laughed as she kissed him again. “Can we give the car to him today?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Her brows rose. “Why tomorrow?”

      “Because I can’t move, and I have to go buy a new car for me.”

      She laughed, smacking his chest, which made him wince. “I’ll be back.”

      “Be careful,” he called as she headed out of the room just as Emery ran right into her. Picking up their youngest, Fallon kissed her loudly on the lips.

      “Be good.”

      “Me?” Emery asked.

      “You.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you want cake at sissy’s birthday, don’t you?”

      “Oh! I’ll be good!”

      Fallon rolled her eyes, placing their daughter on her feet before waving back at Lucas. Emery ran to him, jumping on the bed and breaking his bones further. He groaned out as Emery cuddled into him, and he closed his eyes. “Daddy.”

      “Yes, love?”

      “I love you.”

      He smiled into her hair, kissing her temple as his arms came around her, holding her tight. He’d never known he could love any child as much as he loved Aiden. Lucas could still recall the first moment he saw his son. Outside of Fallon’s house, begging her for a chance to reconnect after seven years of separation, but then Aiden walked out, and Lucas knew. Aiden was his son, and boy, did he fall in love. Head over heels for the kid. Lucas never thought any kid could come close to his love for Aiden, but then Asher came.

      His spunky, dry-humored little geek. The kid was always on his computer, always busy making something, and dang smart. Asher was great on the ice, though Lucas didn’t think he’d go far with it. He was too obsessed with computers and rebuilding them. His first love wasn’t the ice; it was making things tick. But Lucas was proud nonetheless, especially considering the fact that Aiden’s drive to make it to the NHL was enough for the whole family.

      In all reality, Lucas had been set with two great boys. But then, by the grace of God, came Stella. His little diva. She looked just like Fallon, breathtakingly stunning with big brown eyes and thick brown hair. She had her momma’s looks, and God help him, her mouth too. Those two went at it daily, mostly about clothes and hair, but his little girl had his heart, and of course, he was wrapped around her finger.

      That was it…until Emery came. She was a complete surprise, but in a way, she was the missing piece in their lives. Their family had been off-balance and needed her quirky little brand of badass. While Emery favored both Fallon and him physically, she had his demeanor with Fallon’s mouth. It was a bad combination because while she was ruining your life, she was making you feel right about it. Unlike her sister, Emery didn’t care about hair or clothes. She cared about being a fairy princess, which, for an almost four-year-old, he figured was logical.

      But she was daddy’s princess.

      Holding his sweet baby, he couldn’t help the grin on his lips, though he was aching in spots he hadn’t even thought he could ache. He had taken a hard hit into the boards, coming down and slamming his head on the ice. Thank goodness for a helmet because his brain would have been scrambled eggs if not. But he was feeling every bit of it now. Though, he couldn’t think of that. All he could think about was how much his life had changed. He used to be a lonely bachelor, living life in the fast lane and enjoying the NHL. But when he moved to Nashville, everything changed. Fallon happened. And now, Lucas couldn’t image his life without her and their kids. Between playing and being his kids’ biggest fan, he didn’t see any other point to life.

      Oh, yeah, and loving Fallon.

      But that came naturally.

      That woman was his world.

      Everything was great in the Brooks household. Now, if only his body could stop hurting and aching, things would be grand. Oh, and if his kids could stop growing. And he needed the Assassins to bring home the Cup.

      Yup, then Lucas Brooks would be a happy man.

      “I love you too, love bug.”

      “Can I still have cake if I’m bad?”

      “What did Momma say?”

      She pouted. “Do you love cake, Daddy?”

      “I do.”

      “Me too.”

      He smiled, kissing her head. “I know, love bug.”

      “Can we watch Ariel?” She sat up, her eyes wide and gray like his. She had Fallon’s lips, though, and the shape of her face. Her hair was in pigtails with big pink bows in them that he was sure Stella had put in. “Please. You’re my favorite daddy.”

      “I’m your only daddy.”

      She nodded. “And my favorite.”

      He smiled. “Do I have to move?”

      She thought that over. “No.”

      “Then, yes.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Pulling up in front of Aiden’s private school, Fallon hit the brakes, slamming forward as she looked over to where Aiden was standing, shaking his head. Gone was her baby, replaced by a hormone-driven monster with long hair. Actually, he was the greatest kid in the world and she loved him more than anything, but God, she hated his hair. He looked like a blasted fool, especially with that stupid man bun. But boy was he handsome. Just like his daddy, he had a strong bone structure, thick, dark brows, and dark gray eyes. He was beautiful, and if she didn’t know he was a good kid, she’d lock him up.

      Opening the back, he threw in his bag. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hey, honey.”

      “Hey, Aiden.”

      Fallon about broke her neck trying to see who was calling her son’s name. She saw a pair of girls standing beside the stairs in what she felt were too short skirts. Sure, they were cheerleading skirts, but still. Fallon glared as Aiden turned, tipping his chin at them. “Hey.”

      “Are you going to the dance on Friday?”

      “Probably not, I’ve got a game.”

      One of them puckered her lips. “Can’t you come after?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll let you know. Have a good practice.”

      “Okay, I’ll save you a dance.”

      When he flashed her a grin, his dimples shining in all their precious glory, Fallon shook her head.

      There was Lucas Brooks reincarnated.

      “Cool. See ya.”

      Closing the back, Aiden walked around, and she swore he had grown another inch or so. Opening the door, he climbed in and looked over at her. “You know, being the oldest, I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to be forgotten. Emery is.”

      Fallon glared. “Shut up. I’m exhausted. It was a late night. How did you even get here?”

      “Brayden’s mom drove me, like you asked her to at practice.”

      Fallon paused as she moved the shifter of her van into Drive. “I did, didn’t I?”

      “You did,” he said dryly, throwing his legs up on the dash as he started to play on his phone.

      “Hmm. Hey, at least I got that far,” she decided, hitting the gas.

      “Thank goodness.”

      “Practice was good?”

      “Great. Coach is happy with me.”

      “Good.”

      “Heard Bellevue is looking at me.”

      Fallon glanced over at him. “From whom?”

      “Coach.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, he said I should talk to my counselor.”

      “For what?”

      “I have enough credits to graduate this summer and start over there if I wanted.”

      Fallon’s heart stopped. “You just turned seventeen.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you want that?”

      “Yeah,” he laughed, looking over at her. “Mom, I want to go to college so I can go into the draft. The Sinclair brothers all went to Bellevue. I need that exposure before I enter the draft.”

      Whoa. Whoa. Whoa. Too much. This was her baby. Her firstborn and he was ready to go. He was itching for the NHL. He wanted to play like his father. He wanted to live his hockey dreams, and all she wanted was for him to go back to fighting hippogriffs. “Talk to your father about this. You’re making my head hurt.”

      Aiden laughed. “Mom, I’m getting older. I’m practically a m—”

      “Shut your dirty mouth, Aiden James Brooks.”

      He laughed harder as she turned down the main road. “Where we going?”

      “Audrey’s.”

      “Why?”

      “I gotta get some donuts she made for your father for winning last night, and then I gotta approve the cake she’s making for Stella’s birthday next weekend.”

      “Do I have to go to that?”

      She flashed him a dirty look. “You mean your sister’s birthday?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Of course you do. You’re the crab, Sebastian.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No,” she said simply. “I hope the costume fits.”

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “I even hired a photographer. So when you’re in the NHL and they need those pictures of you growing up, I’ll have that one.”

      “You’re horrible.”

      “I try.”

      He scoffed, and she grinned over at him before pulling onto the road that held Audrey Jane’s. “So, who were those girls?”

      “Addy and Melissa.”

      “Your fans?”

      “Everyone is my fan,” he said, waggling his eyebrows, and she laughed. “I’m practically a hockey-playing god, Mom.”

      “All right, pump the brakes there, mister. You’re no Vaughn Johansson.”

      Aiden laughed. “JoJo is amazing.”

      “He is, but he’s cocky as all perdition,” she said simply, pulling into Audrey Jane’s and parking beside her baby sister’s car. Getting out, they went inside just as Fallon’s niece, Penelope, hollered out, “Welcome to Audrey Jane’s!”

      Fallon beamed as Aiden ran after Penny, gobbling her up and tickling her before Audrey came out of the back, a grin on her face. “Hey.”

      “Hey, you,” Fallon said, kissing the back of Penny’s head.

      “You’re here early.”

      “Yeah, I forgot to pick my kid up after practice, so here I am. Where is Philippe?”

      “With Tate. He didn’t want to come in.”

      Fallon nodded. “How’s Tate feeling?”

      Audrey exhaled loudly since the subject of her husband, the Assassins’ starting goalie, Tate Odder, was a touchy one. He had a serious groin injury and had had surgery about two months ago, but he still wasn’t recuperating from it well. An infection had spread and knocked him down some more, long after the doctors had assumed he would be back on the ice. So it was easy to say the Odder family was very tense. “Lots of pain, but I guess he’s getting better. He doesn’t talk about it. He mainly asks me to make cupcakes. He’s pissed he missed last night. Thank goodness Jensen did great.”

      “Right?” Fallon agreed with a nod. “Well, hopefully, he’ll be up and at it soon.”

      “I don’t know, Fal, I just don’t know.”

      “What does that mean?” Aiden asked. “Uncle Tate’s okay, isn’t he?”

      Audrey faked a grin. “Of course. Come here. You want a cupcake?”

      Aiden laughed. “You know, I’m seventeen, you can’t distract me— Whoa, are those cookie dough?”

      Audrey smiled happily at Fallon as she shook her head, and Aiden took the cupcake. “Come on, I’ll show you the cake for Stella, and your donuts are right there.”

      Aiden looked at the donuts. “Can I have one?”

      “Save one for your dad.”

      “Okay,” he said with a mouthful as she followed Audrey to the back.

      “Kid has a tapeworm, I swear. He’s always eating.”

      Audrey laughed. “He’s always been an eater. It’s not fair.”

      “Agreed.”

      As Fallon followed her into the kitchen, Audrey looked back at her sister. “I think he might have to retire.”

      “Who? What? Tate?” Fallon’s eyes widened. “Never.”

      “Yeah, he is grief-stricken about it and things are bad, but he can’t seem to get better. I don’t know. I told him he needs to decide.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah, it’s not good. We’re fighting a lot, and he’s withdrawn because he feels like a failure. Rubbish’s so bad, he started to go see Wren Lemiere, the team’s therapist.”

      “Good for him,” Fallon said, exhaling hard. “I hate that for him, though.”

      Audrey nodded as she turned on her computer. “Me too. At least you don’t have to worry about that. Lucas’s got at least nine more years in him.”

      Fallon shot her sister a wry smile. “He creaks when he walks. I’m waiting for him to tell me he’s done.”

      “He won’t.”

      “I know, which makes me nervous.”

      “Yeah, but you know, Lucas would be okay. Tate…he’s not, and I just want my happy husband back. I’m worried he won’t be happy without hockey.”

      “No, he has you guys. He loves you three. So much.”

      “I know he does, and he is the best father ever. Sucky in the husband department right now, but I get it. We’ll be okay.”

      “You will,” she said, wrapping her arms around her sister. “Don’t worry.”

      “Thanks.” Audrey hugged Fallon back as the computer came on. “Okay, so here it is. The best Ariel cake for my niece.”

      Fallon grinned as she took in the perfect seven tiers of Ariel-themed cake. “She’ll flip her trash.”

      “That’s my goal.”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “Awesome,” she said, shutting her computer lid. “I’ll be over next Saturday morning to set everything up.”

      “Cool.” Fallon leaned her hip to the counter as she met her sister’s gaze. Audrey had changed so much over the years. She used to be obsessed with her weight. Now, she stayed healthy, even if she was rounder than she used to be. Kids would do that, though. One thing was for sure. Even with all the trash going on, Audrey had a grin on her face that Tate and the kids had put there. Her sister was complete, and like she’d said, she would be okay. Fallon just knew it. But Fallon was pretty sure she was going to have her own mini heart attack. “Aiden told me his coach said he could probably graduate early and that Bellevue might want him.”

      Audrey’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What did you say?”

      “For him to talk to his father!”

      Audrey laughed. “Fallon.”

      “What?”

      “It would be great.”

      “He’s a baby.”

      “He’s seventeen. He’s a great kid. Smart and talented.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. I don’t think I want him to do it.”

      “If it’s going to be what’s best for his career, then he has to, you know?”

      Biting her lip, Fallon nodded. “We’ll see what my husband says. If he can even move.”

      Audrey smiled. “He’s sore today?”

      “Yes, bless him. I don’t know if he’ll make through the whole series in one piece.”

      “He is old now.”

      “He isn’t a spring chicken, for sure.” Fallon grinned. “Except in the bedroom.”

      “Ew!”

      Fallow snorted as Audrey shook her head and then smiled. “I think they’re going to go the whole way. I feel it.”

      Fallon nodded. “I do too. Rumor is, Elli was in the locker room crying last night. She’s so emotional.”

      “Think she’s pregnant again?”

      Fallon laughed. “Lord, I hope not!”

      “Right? She’s already so busy.”

      “I know.” Fallon shook her head. “Are you going to Lucy’s baby shower next Sunday?”

      “Did you not check the group?”

      Fallon just looked at her. “Obviously not, Audrey.”

      “It’s been postponed until further notice.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of the play-offs.”

      “That’s dumb. Why plan it around the play-offs, then?”

      “I don’t have an answer for that, but they called me asking to hold off on the cake.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Which is good ’cause I can focus on Stella’s cake.”

      “This is true. Ariel needs all your attention anyway.”

      Audrey grinned as she leaned into her sister. “You know, you can come by more.”

      “Same for you. Or come to the winery, and I’ll get you drunk.”

      Audrey beamed. “That’s a plan.”

      “Mom! Let’s go! Penny is going to make me fat.”

      Penny’s giggles met them in the kitchen, and Fallon laughed. “Kid couldn’t get fat if he tried.”

      “Right?” Audrey asked, shaking her head. “And what’s up with his hair?”

      “I don’t know. I want to cut it, but he won’t let me.”

      Audrey laughed as they went out of the kitchen to find Penny feeding Aiden cookie after cookie. “Mom,” he whined, and Fallon laughed.

      “Hey, boogey butt—”

      “Audrey!” Aiden complained, and they all laughed since he hated his nickname. “I told you about calling me that.”

      She feigned hurt. “You are my baby, and I will call you that if I want. Even when you’re a big, hotshot hockey player, I’ll be in the stands hollering, ‘That’s my boogey butt!’”

      “Mom,” he groaned, and Fallon just kept laughing.

      “Anyway, if I throw gum in your hair, will you let me cut it?”

      He glared. “Stay away from me.”

      “It’s so long. And dirty,” Audrey said, coming toward him, and when Fallon saw the scissors in her hand, she tried to stifle her laughter.

      “I washed it like ten minutes ago!” he said, slowly stepping back from his aunt.

      “It’s ugly. Let me cut it.” She went for the bun, but he deked around her, running to Fallon and hiding behind her. Which was pointless since he was practically seven times her size.

      “Leave me alone! Mom! Tell her to leave me alone.”

      “We’re leaving.” Picking up the donuts…well, the three that were left, Fallon shook her head. “Bye, Penny loaf,” she called to Penelope.

      “Bye, Auntie!”

      “Bye,” Audrey sang. “I’ll get you later, Aiden James.”

      Going outside, Aiden looked over at Fallon. “You won’t let her cut my hair, right?”

      “I mean, if she gets to you before I do, I’m sorry for ya.”

      “I look amazing!”

      “You look like a blasted fool,” she said, opening the door. “But I love you.”

      He shot her an exasperated look. “Do I really have to be Sebastian next weekend?”

      “No,” she laughed, shaking her head. “Asher is Sebastian. You’re Flounder.”

      “Mom!”

      With a grin on her lips, she got in the car.

      But she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t worried about Aiden.

      Or Tate.

      Or even her dinosaur of a husband at home, who might or might not make it through the play-offs.
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          Don’t Leave Me

        

      

    
    
      When Fallon got home, Aiden held the door as she walked through, a grin on her face. “I did well with you.”

      He shot her a wry smile. “Or Dad beat me until I remembered to hold the door for women.”

      “That too.”

      “Aiden!” Asher hollered, running up and wrapping his arms around his brother’s waist. “I need you.”

      Aiden beamed. “What happened?”

      “TooHoot invaded my world and burned it to the ground. I need you to come help me retaliate,” Asher exclaimed, acting as if his game of Minecraft was real life, while Fallon thought it was a bunch of trash. Setting her purse on the bench, she looked back as Aiden’s eyes widened.

      Aiden nodded, his brow furrowing. “Oh, it’s going down.”

      “Right!”

      “Yeah, let—”

      “That’ll have to wait, Aiden James.” Aiden and Asher looked up at her, both of them on the verge on complaining until she held up her hand. “Asher William, you have a room to pick up, and Aiden has to talk to Daddy.”

      Asher looked up at Aiden, his eyes wide, and Aiden waved him off. “I’m not in trouble.”

      “Oh, good, I didn’t want you getting grounded during this time of importance.”

      “Agreed, bro,” he said, tapping his fist to his brother’s as he went to the garage to put his bag away.

      Before Fallon could get far, though, Asher stopped her. “Momma, can I read after I clean my room? Like, I don’t have anything to do today, right?”

      “Nope, you only have three days till school starts back. You finish that advanced reading stuff?”

      Asher grinned. “Yeah, Mom, like last week.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course you did, smarty pants. Okay, go do you.”

      He wrapped his arms around her, and she squeezed him before he ran off down the hall. Fallon smiled as she walked around the living room, picking up random toys and garbage and throwing it down the hall. She could hear the girls upstairs, singing to Ariel. Usually, she’d tell them to cool it, but she had to talk to Lucas. Heading toward the kitchen, she called out, “Lucas, I need you in the kitchen.”

      He moaned from their bedroom. “Why?”

      “’Cause I do. Get your Jurassic rear up and come on.”

      Aiden scoffed as he shut the garage door, going to the fridge. “Jurassic butt.”

      She hadn’t known he was there, but eh, it wasn’t like he hadn’t heard her lose her trash in the car before. “Fal, for real. I’m dying.”

      “For real. We need to talk.”

      “For real, I’m legit dying.”

      “For real, Lucas Brooks. Aiden needs to talk to us.”

      “Ugh. Why? Is he pregnant?”

      Aiden glared. “I’m a dude!”

      “That’s debatable,” Lucas said, basically limping into the kitchen. “I think I pulled something in my rear.”

      “Seriously?”

      “No, I’ll go get them to rub it out today.”

      “Wonderful,” she said as she sat at the breakfast bar, glancing over at Aiden, who was leaning against the fridge.

      “Is this about the truck?”

      Aiden perked up. “I’m getting the truck?”

      Fallon rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t, but thanks for ruining the surprise.”

      Lucas looked from her to his son. “Surprise.” Aiden laughed which made Fallon glare, while Lucas just shrugged. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “Maybe to shut your mouth until I ask you to open it.”

      “Hey, you’re not the boss of me,” Lucas asserted, and that had all three of them grinning.

      “She’s the boss of everyone,” Aiden announced, and Fallon nodded as Lucas laughed.

      “So you think,” he said, glancing back at Fallon, his eyes dark, which she grinned at.

      “That’s gross.”

      Fallon rolled her eyes as she held her hands up. “Anyway, Coach Glen had some interesting news for Aiden today.”

      Lucas’s grin dropped before he looked back at Aiden. “What?”

      Aiden shrugged, crossing his arms over his chest. “Bellevue is looking at me. They’ve come to my last three games apparently, and they’re coming to next week’s game to meet me. They aren’t ready to meet my parents yet, just me—to see what I’m about.”

      Lucas held his hands up in triumph, glancing over to Fallon. “I mean, this is awesome. Why do you look like you want to cry?”

      Fallon shook her head. She hadn’t realized she looked like that until he said it. “There is more.”

      Lucas looked back at Aiden. “What? I thought you wanted to go to Bellevue.”

      “I do.”

      “Okay. Then, what?”

      “Coach was saying this is awesome for me, which it is, because it’s what we want. But he thinks I should talk to my counselor because last time he checked, I had enough credits to graduate early if I take my two required senior courses over the summer. So then I would start in at Bellevue in the fall.”

      Lucas chewed his lip for a second. “What do you think? That would give you no break whatsoever.”

      “I don’t want a break. I want to get into Bellevue, and I want to play. I want eyes on me. I want to go into the NHL, and Coach said that if I’m seventeen, playing the way I’m playing, that I’ll get looks.”

      Fallon watched as Lucas nodded slowly. “So, you’ll talk to your counselor, or do you need us to do it?”

      “No, I plan to do it Monday. I sent an email after practice this morning asking for a meeting on Monday.”

      Glancing down at the ground briefly, Lucas rested his hands on his hips as he nodded. “And this is what you want?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Okay, then. Done deal,” he said, slapping his hands together before reaching for Aiden and hugging him tightly, his hand coming up to hold Aiden’s head to his shoulder. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Aiden’s arms wrapped around his father, and Fallon’s heart swelled so big at the sight. They had always had such a beautiful relationship, but the respect and love between them continued to be awe-inspiring. Pulling back, Lucas held Aiden’s face and shook his head. “Two problems, though.”

      Aiden laughed, his brows going up. “What?”

      “Not sure you want to do this with all that hair. You’ll get made fun of.”

      Aiden scoffed. “Everyone loves my hair.”

      Lucas shook his head quickly. “Not me. I hate it.”

      Aiden cheesed big at his father. He had grown a good inch taller than Lucas, which Fallon found very comical since he had always been so small as a child. Now, her baby was almost a man. A man she had worked so hard to ensure would succeed. Had she made the best decisions during the first part of his life? No, she shouldn’t have kept him from Lucas, and it was something she regretted more than she could ever put into words. She was lucky Aiden had become the person he was today, and she owed a lot of that to Lucas. He was hard when he needed to be, but he was also the most loving man she had ever met. He loved that boy more than he loved Fallon, she swore, but then, watching him with Asher, Stella, and Emery, she was surprised there was any love left over for her.

      But there was plenty.

      And then some.

      When Lucas glanced back, his eyes meeting Fallon’s, his lips pulled up at the side as he said, “But don’t forget your mother.”

      Aiden looked at Fallon as confusion took over her face. “Huh? What about her?”

      “She’s going to cry herself to sleep because you’re leaving her.”

      Gasping, Fallon glared because, in addition to Lucas loving her, he also knew her the best.

      And his statement was the scary and absolute truth.
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* * *

      Lucas watched as his wife’s eyes changed from complete worry to anger in an instant before she threw an apple at him, but he caught it with ease. As he took a bite of it, she yelled out, “Don’t tell him that!”

      Aiden’s eyes filled with worry. “What? You’re going to cry?”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” Lucas laughed. “We both will.”

      “Lucas!”

      Aiden glanced back at his father, a grin pulling at his lips. “You’ll cry?”

      Lucas grinned ruefully as he held the eyes of his eldest. Aiden had grown to be such an amazing and sweet young man. Yeah, he had the grit, the drive that came with being a hockey player, but he also had the heart. He was kind and loved his family with all of that heart. He wasn’t like some of these other kids, running around, getting in trouble; Aiden didn’t do that. He stayed at the rink, or he hung out at home with his siblings. He was the complete opposite of what college-age Lucas had been, and sometimes he wondered if the kid was his. But then he looked into the dark gray eyes that mirrored his own, and he knew the truth.

      The kid with the man bun was his.

      Stupid man bun.

      “Like a baby,” he answered, holding Aiden’s gaze. “My boy, living his dreams? The same dream I had, and you’ve watched me accomplish through the years? Yeah, I’ll cry because I will never feel like this again. We all know Asher doesn’t have the drive for the NHL, or the girls. You’re the only one to carry on my legacy. And, Aiden, I can’t even express how I feel about that.”

      Aiden looked away, sucking in a breath as he nodded, and with one glance at Fallon, he saw her crying. She was so sappy when it came to her kids. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “No, thank you. For making me proud. We’re so proud, bud, really. And I can’t wait to see where you go.”

      Aiden beamed. “All the way.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’ll bring the Cup home.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll bring it home this year, though.”

      Aiden scoffed. “If your body lets you.”

      “Son, I’m a spring chicken.”

      Fallon snorted. “In your dreams.”

      “Hush, woman.”

      Slapping Aiden’s back, Lucas squeezed his shoulder. “All right, good talk. I’m going back to bed.”

      “When do I get the truck?”

      “Tomorrow,” he said with a nod before reaching into the fridge.

      “Cool!”

      Looking over his shoulder, Lucas watched as Aiden went around the bar, wrapping his arms around Fallon, kissing her head. “You’re the best, Mom.”

      Fallon’s eyes drifted shut as she leaned into their son before patting his arm. “Eh, I’m okay.”

      He laughed. “The best. You both are. Thanks.”

      When Aiden rounded the corner and disappeared from view, Lucas leaned into the fridge, meeting Fallon’s tearful gaze. “You gonna make it?”

      She shook her head curtly. “Nope.”

      His lips curved. “Need a hug?”

      She nodded as she got up and came to him, melting into his arms as he held her tight, his body shaking with her sobs. “I don’t want him to leave us.”

      “Baby, it’s forty minutes down the interstate.”

      “But he won’t be here.”

      “I know, but he needs this. He’s going to do big things.”

      “Without me.”

      “I mean, I don’t know of many boys who take their moms to school with them, but Aiden might be the exception.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “I know.”

      “They’re all gonna leave us.”

      “Yup.”

      “What will we do?”

      “Have sex everywhere,” he decided with a grin. “Heck, we might make another.”

      Her eyes widened as she glared at him. “Never.”

      He chuckled. “I know.”

      “What if he doesn’t ever come back?”

      “Then we’ll find him and break his kneecaps.”

      She sputtered with laughter as she squeezed her husband. She leaned her chin to his chest as he grinned down at her, moving her hair out of her face. She looked a mess, her hair everywhere, a ratty tee on, but he would never think anything but how gorgeous she was. His everything. “Will you still love me and find me exciting when they’re all gone?”

      His grin grew. “Yes, of course.”

      “Okay.”

      “You know why?”

      “Why?”

      “Because there is no one else. I want to get old and boring with no one but you.”

      Her lips curved as she puckered her lips for a kiss, which he obliged her with without hesitation. Pulling away, he kissed her wrist with its tattoo of “I love you” written in his handwriting as she whispered, “Totally devoted?”

      His heart soared for the woman she was today and for the woman he had fallen for so many years ago as he nodded. She was his heart, his soul, his everything. The words were easy to say, especially to someone he knew he would love for the rest of his days. Holding her face in his hands, he kissed her nose then the side of her mouth as he whispered, “Totally devoted and then some.”

      Her eyes glassed over as she nodded. “We’re going to be okay?”

      “We’re gonna be great. Don’t you worry. I’ll always be here. Always love you.”

      She smiled. “Right back atcha.”

      “Good. I’m lonely without you, and I’m afraid the kids will eat me.”

      She giggled. “I have the same fears.”

      Holding her close, he lifted her off the ground, kissing her chin. “We did good, Fallon Ryane Brooks.”

      She nodded. “We did, and we still have three more to get through. Our little circus of crazy monkeys.”

      His head fell back. “Why’d you remind me?”

      She laughed. That was, until they heard Stella scream, “Mommy! Daddy! Emery cut my hair!”

      When Fallon closed her eyes, Lucas looked over to see Stella holding a chunk of her hair while Emery shrugged her shoulders. “She needed a trim.”

      But his sweet girl’s version of a trim was almost balding her older sister. Fallon was going to lose her trash. Looking back to his wife, he saw her eyes were still squeezed tight. “Is it bad?” she asked tentatively.

      “No, not at all.” He grimaced, and when she opened her eyes and looked past him, she cried out.

      “She basically scalped her!”

      “Eh, might want to call and make an appointment to fix it before her party.”

      Fallon groaned loudly as she wiggled out of his arms. “Emery Elaine!”

      Leaning into the fridge, Lucas shook his head as Fallon went back to her role of ringleader, along with that of being the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his life.

      His heart.
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      “Happy birthday, dear Stella, happy birthday to you!”

      To say that God and everyone was in the Brookses’ backyard would be an understatement.

      All of Lucas and Fallon’s friends were there with their abundance of kids. Stella stood on a chair, her little face full of excitement as the big 8 on the top of her cake burned brightly before she blew with all her might. Looking past her sweet daughter to her husband, Fallon swore she fell in love with Lucas Brooks all over again. His face was full of glee, and nothing could ever touch how much he loved his babies.

      Gathering Stella in his arms, he kissed her hard on the cheek before Fallon did the same, the applause and Stella’s laughter rattling Fallon’s soul. Her little girl was getting so big, and as Fallon looked out, seeing Asher and Aiden, with Emery on his shoulders, her heart ached. All her babies were getting bigger. Older. Soon they’d be gone. Heck, Aiden had one foot out the door. But she’d always have Lucas.

      Always.

      “Cake for everyone!” Stella declared, but then she glared at her sister. “Except you.”

      “Stella,” Fallon warned through a grin, and the birthday girl started to pout, but only for a moment before Lucas picked her up, kissing her cheeks to distract her. Thankfully.

      “Need some help?”

      Fallon looked up to see her close friend Elli Adler holding out plates. “Please let me help. My kids are crazy.”

      Fallon laughed as she looked out to where the Adler boys were jumping all over the younger Assassins players. “Yes, please.”

      “That was a mighty big bow on Stella’s head.”

      They shared a knowing look, both holding in their laughter. “Had to cover the bald spot on the side of her head. I swear, Emery is out to kill me.”

      Laughing, Elli asked, “Why in the world…?”

      “She said she didn’t like Stella’s hair, and she needed good hair for today.”

      “That girl…”

      “…is going to kill me!”

      Laughing, they cut up the cake, leaving the plates on the table for everyone to come and get when they wanted. The backyard was so packed and full, Fallon wasn’t even sure who was there and if this party was really for Stella or just a kegger for the guys to celebrate winning round one. Hockey talk was the main focus. But with most of the team there, what did she expect?

      “Aiden’s getting looked at by Bellevue,” Fallon said, handing a plate to Elli.

      She nodded. “I know.”

      Fallon’s brows drew in. “How do you know?”

      “Shea called the coach over there and talked to him.”

      Fallon grinned. “He did?”

      “Yeah, Aiden had said something about it a couple months back, and Shea said he owed him for all the babysitting through the years.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      “Hopefully it works out.”

      “Yeah,” Fallon agreed, though secretly, she held out a selfish hope he would just stay home and never leave.

      “You don’t want him to leave? Hey, look at it this way. At least he’s only a few minutes away, instead of states over.”

      Fallon nodded. “This is very true.”

      “Yup, could be like my child who wants to move to New York the moment she turns eighteen to follow her dreams of singing,” Elli said, rolling her eyes. “We live in Nashville, Tennessee. She can’t follow her dreams here?”

      Fallon laughed. “Hey, big dreams for a ten-year-old.”

      “She’s gonna care ulcer.”

      As they laughed together, someone tugged on Fallon’s shirt. Turning and expecting one of her minions, she found herself looking down into the face of the very child they were just speaking of. “Hey, Shelli.”

      “Mrs. Fallon, can I go inside and practice my guitar?”

      Fallon glanced back at Elli, who set her daughter with a stern look. “Shel, we’re at a party. You don’t want to hang with the kids?”

      “No, ma’am. I want to get this song right before Mrs. Avery calls tonight.”

      Rolling her eyes, Elli shrugged. “It’s up to Mrs. Fallon.”

      Shelli looked up to Fallon, hopeful, and she nodded. “Of course. You can go into my room if you need quiet, or just stay on the couch.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said as Shelli headed off, skipping toward the house. “Is the party boring?” Fallon found herself asking, but even she knew the answer was no. She had hired Grace to throw the biggest and most obnoxious Ariel party ever. There were decorations to look like the ocean, a bounce house, and games galore. The party was banging for most of the kids. How could Shelli want to go inside?

      “Where is Aiden?” Elli asked.

      Fallon’s brow quirked. “I think he’s hiding inside. He’s mad I made him dress up.”

      Elli snorted. “But he’s so cute.”

      “I thought so.”

      “I think that’s why she went inside.”

      “Why?”

      “Oh, she’s in love with Aiden.”

      “What? No!” Fallon laughed, and Elli nodded, a grin pulling at her lips.

      “Yes, I found her little journal. And it says all over it ‘Shelli and Aiden’ and ‘Shelli Brooks.’”

      Fallon laughed harder. “Oh my goodness!”

      “Right? It’s cute, I guess. But I had to hide the thing before Shea saw it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure. God help y’all when that girl starts to date.”

      “Exactly. Please start praying for us now.”

      “Why are we praying?”

      Glancing over, they saw Vaughn Johansson standing with the team’s reporter, and his new fiancée, Brie Soledad. Elli beamed. “For the day Shelli starts dating.”

      Vaughn widened his eyes. “God help the dude. She’ll have a whole team coming for him.”

      “See? She’s screwed,” Elli said, and they all laughed.

      “How you feeling, Brie?” Fallon asked, and Brie beamed, her hands coming to her stomach.

      “Good. I’m not sick at all.”

      “It’s a boy,” Fallon said definitively.

      Vaughn beamed at her, but then Elli shook her head. “No, I was god-awful sick with all five of mine. That doesn’t mean anything.”

      Brie grinned. “I just want a healthy baby.”

      “Yup, and he’ll be a legend.”

      When Brie rolled her eyes, Fallon snorted. “Or she will.”

      “He’s convinced it’s a boy,” Brie said, shaking her head. “But I wanted to stop over and thank you for letting us bring Rodney.”

      Fallon waved Brie off, holding her wrist. “Of course! I love his sweet face! I hope he’s had fun.”

      “Oh, he did. I had to holler at him for getting in the bounce house, but then Vaughn got in there with him. But now he’s tired, so we’re gonna head out. Can you thank Aiden for us? He was so kind and sweet.”

      “I will, thank you. I’m glad y’all could come.”

      “Thanks for having us. And the cake was wonderful! Vaughn grabbed me a piece right away since he knows how much I love it.”

      Vaughn smiled indulgently at his fiancée. “Next time, we’ll have a baby to join the fun.”

      “I can’t wait. Y’all have a good night.”

      They kissed Fallon good-bye and then Elli before heading out the back. “They’re sweet.”

      Elli nodded. “They are. I love them together. And I’m excited for the new baby.”

      “Yeah, everyone is busting them out, it seems.”

      “We usually have spurts of kids at once.”

      “True,” Fallon agreed, laying the cake knife down. “Heard you were crying the other night. You aren’t pregnant, are you?”

      “Don’t you dare put that kind of torture on me, Fallon Brooks,” Elli gasped, her eyes going wide. “No, I’m not, nor will I be!”

      Fallon snorted with laughter as her gaze fell on Tate, who was sitting by himself with Philippe playing next to him. “Ugh, I hate seeing him like that.”

      Elli glanced to where Fallon was looking and groaned loudly. “I don’t know what will happen.”

      “That’s what Audrey said.”

      “I’m so worried. So many things are going to change.”

      Fallon glanced back to her. “They are?”

      Elli looked sad. “Yeah, excuse me.”

      She walked away, heading straight for Tate and picking up Philippe before sitting down and dropping him in his father’s lap. Fallon watched as Elli reached out, taking Tate’s hand in hers. But she couldn’t shake her friend’s words.

      What was changing?

      And why did she have a feeling in her gut that Lucas might be part of that change?
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* * *

      Standing with his best friends, Lucas laughed as Shea shook his head. “You guys better win, for Elli’s sake. Please. She’s going to kill me with this series.”

      “Yes, Cap,” Lucas said as Erik and Phillip agreed.

      “I find it funny they still call you Cap,” Jayden Sinclair said, and they all smiled.

      “He’ll always be the Cap,” Erik said, slapping Jayden’s back. “But you’re doing a great job.”

      “Thanks,” Jayden laughed, and they all tapped their drinks to each other’s. “I feel good, though. Real good.”

      “I do too,” Erik agreed, sucking in a deep breath. “It feels right.”

      “It does. But, man, Chicago is going to suck.”

      Lucas nodded, already feeling his body wanting to cry. “Yeah, it’s going to be a tough series.”

      “You guys got this,” Shea said confidently. “Just listen to Coach.”

      They all nodded in agreement as the party went on around them. Lucas decided it looked like Disney had wet Ariel all over his backyard, but Stella was pleased as punch. And after getting her hair chopped off, he was glad. Poor girl.

      “Daddy!” They all looked to find it was his scissor-happy daughter running toward them. “Daddy!”

      Picking her up in a swoop, he kissed her cheek. “Yes, scalper?”

      Everyone chuckled while she glared. “I’m a hairdresser.”

      “Oh, of course, but don’t you cut your sister’s hair again.”

      She tapped her finger to his chin. “What about Asher’s?”

      “Not Asher either.”

      “Aiden?”

      He almost said yes. “No, ma’am.”

      She scrunched up her face. “Fine. Can I have cake if I don’t cut anyone’s hair?”

      “What did Momma say?”

      Her little lips poked out. “She said no.”

      “Then, no.”

      “But you’re my favorite.”

      Shea nodded. “That’s how Posey gets me.”

      “Katarina does the same thing,” Erik added.

      “My boys just throw garbage at me,” Phillip announced, and they all chuckled at that.

      “Dawson is just now crawling, but he’s got an evil scream.”

      “You haven’t met evil,” Lucas said before looking back at Emery. “Baby, go play.”

      “But, Daddy, I want cake.”

      “Momma said no.”

      “She doesn’t have to know.”

      Stunned, he looked back at his boys as they all laughed. “Go on now. Go play. I see you by that cake, your butt is mine.”

      After he set her on her feet, she ran off, pouting as Lucas looked back to the guys. “I’m messed.”

      “Completely,” Shea agreed. “But, hey, three out of four is good odds.”

      “Yeah, and Aiden is amazing,” Erik added.

      “Except the hair,” Phillip added, and Lucas agreed.

      “I almost said yes to her cutting his hair.” They all laughed. “Speaking of Aiden, he’s getting looked at by Bellevue.”

      Everyone lit up. “No kidding? That’s awesome!” Erik said, tapping Lucas’s arm. “Following in his daddy’s footsteps.”

      “A father’s dream,” Phillip said, and Jayden beamed.

      “You know my father-in-law slash stepdad is the coach over there.”

      Lucas nodded. “I did know that. I guess he’s coming in to talk to Aiden.”

      “That’s awesome. I’ll put a good word in. Aiden’s a great kid. Smart, great head on his shoulders.”

      “Is he old enough?” Shea asked. “I mean, I called River, told him to keep an eye out, but I thought it wouldn’t be for another year.”

      Lucas’s eyebrows shot up. “Did ya?”

      “I did. I believe in the kid.”

      Reaching out, Lucas shook hands with his old captain. “Thanks, man.”

      “Of course.”

      “Apparently, he might be able to graduate at the end of the summer.”

      “Incredible.”

      “Right?”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah, I’ll for sure call River. They’re looking for an assistant coach right now. Baylor considered it, but they won’t let her bring Dawson to practice,” Jayden laughed, and they all joined in as Lucas’s heart ached a bit in his chest. He hadn’t expected his captain to make a call, or for his new captain to put in a word for his kid. It meant a lot, but it also meant that this was really happening. Aiden was going places.

      Wow.

      “Hey, boys.”

      Turning, Lucas found his boss standing beside him, a grin on her face as she placed her hand on the back of his bicep. “Great party.”

      “Expensive.”

      She chuckled. “I’m sure. Don’t forget we have a meeting coming up.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be there.”

      “Good,” she said, rubbing his bicep before walking away.

      “You in trouble?” Phillip teased, and Lucas laughed.

      “No, my contract is up. Time to re-sign.”

      “Cool,” he said, but Lucas didn’t miss the way Shea looked away, chewing on his lip. He wasn’t sure what that was about, but before he could ask, Stella was pulling on him to come open presents.

      And who was he to say no to the birthday girl?
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* * *

      When the party ended, the mess was overwhelming. But Fallon was inside with Audrey and the kids, ignoring it, while Tate and Lucas shared a cold drink on the porch. They were supposed to be cleaning, but yeah, that wasn’t happening. He hadn’t seen his best friend a lot lately. With his injury, Tate had been hiding out, which was something he'd always done, like a dog licking his wounds. Especially now that the new guy was killing it in his place. Though, that was why Elli had brought in Jensen Monroe—to play to the standard Tate had established.

      And Monroe was doing that and then some, with ease.

      Which was not good for Tate.

      As they sat in comfortable silence, Lucas kicked his legs up on the table. “Shea was the one who called Bellevue about Aiden.”

      Tate nodded. “Sounds like something he’d do.”

      “Yeah.” Chewing on his lip, Lucas couldn’t shake the look that Shea’d had on his face when he brought up re-signing. When Tate looked over to him, Lucas shrugged. “It’s good, though.”

      “Real good. He’ll do great.”

      “Yeah, and then we’ll get Philippe in there.”

      Tate nodded. “Philippe has some years.”

      “He does.” He took a drink of his soda, hating the silence that continued to fall between them. “Dude, you’re killing me.”

      Tate laughed ruefully. “I know, I’m sorry. I suck lately. I’m driving Audrey insane.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Fallon said.”

      “I’m waiting for her to leave me.”

      Lucas reached over, punching him in the shoulder. “Never. Audrey is loyal to a fault. She also loves the heck out of you.”

      Tate nodded, but Lucas could see the sadness in his eyes. “My head, it’s messed.”

      Lucas exhaled hard. “Is Wren not helping?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, but I hurt. All the time, and it scares me.”

      “Idiot, man, that sucks.”

      “I know, and I don’t know what to do. Audrey says she’ll go with whatever. She loves me. And Elli, she says she will support whatever I want—but I don’t know what I want. I feel like a failure. And I look at my children and don’t know how, one day, I can tell them I had to give up.”

      Lucas’s heart stopped dead in his chest. “You won’t give up.”

      “I can’t play in this pain.”

      “Then you’ll retire with grace, Tate. You aren’t a quitter.”

      Pulling in a breath through his nose, he nodded. “You’re right.”

      “I am, but that’s not an option yet. You’re still healing.”

      “They say I shouldn’t still be in this much pain. What if I’m done?”

      “Then we’ll cross that bridge when we get there. But right now, you’re going to get better. Okay?”

      A small smile covered Tate's face. “Okay.”

      “And don’t be such a Debbie downer.”

      He laughed. “I hear you.”

      “Things are going to be fine. We’ll bring the Cup home for you, and then we’ll start new next year.”

      “Or we could retire.”

      Lucas whipped his head to him.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, go off on a trip, me and you. Be home for the kids. With Aiden making the moves he's making, we can be there for him. Coach him, y’know? Take some of the load off Audrey and Fallon.”

      Lucas scoffed, though Tate’s logic was sound. Lucas was getting old, and he had been playing for a long while, but he wasn’t ready to retire. He had some playing to do. Some more Cups to bring home. “We aren’t retiring.”

      “You’re old.”

      “And you’re a brat, shut up.” Tate laughed as Lucas shook his head. “I’m here lifting you up and giving you a great inspirational speech, and you tell me I’m old. Idiot.”

      Tate laughed. “You are.”

      “Forget you,” he said, laughing, and Tate shook his head.

      “Just saying, your boy is going to be in the NHL before you know it, taking your place.”

      Lucas took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Again, that’s another bridge we’ll cross when we get to it.”

      Tate nodded sagely. “Okay, be in denial.”

      “What? My contract is up. They’re re-signing me this week.”

      “Then I’m wrong,” Tate said, holding his fist to Lucas’s. “You go kick booty, and I’ll cheer you on.”

      “You’re not done, Tate.”

      He shrugged, and Lucas could tell he felt defeated. “I’m getting there.”

      “No, you’re not. You’ll come back from this.”

      Tate met Lucas’s gaze. “I hope.”

      Tapping his fist to Tate’s, Lucas smiled. “Wish you were out there with me.”

      “Me too.”

      As they both took sips of their sodas, Lucas held his to his lips a little longer. He was getting older. Way older than Tate, and his body was hurting. But he wanted to re-sign. He had another year in him, maybe two. His time wasn’t up yet.

      At least, he hoped it wasn’t.
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      Fallon held a half-eaten snow cone in one hand and her phone in the other with one earbud in as she watched Aiden rush down the ice, the puck under his control. He caught the defense on a change, somewhat of a breakaway, before he shot the puck hard toward the net, hitting the back of it with ease.

      “Woot!” Audrey called from beside her.

      “Yes!” Fallon fist-pumped as the girls stood by the glass, bouncing up and down in their way too big Brooks jerseys. Looking over to Asher, who was on his computer, she said, “Your brother scored.”

      “Attaboy!” he called out, but he didn’t look up, which only made Fallon shake her head as she watched Aiden hug his teammates. “What’s the score on Daddy’s game?”

      “Two-zip, Assassins,” she said as she waved her hand in the air when Aiden looked up at her, like he always did. Like he always had, and a part of her was excited about his future. But the other part just made her heart ache. When he was in college, would he be able to see her? And in the NHL? Garbage, she knew he wouldn’t be able to see her then.

      “This is game four, right? They win, they go to round three?”

      “Yes, baby. Emery! Get off there! Come eat this snow cone. It’s melting.”

      Emery continued to climb on the rail of the bleachers as she looked up. “I don’t want it.”

      “Then come get it and throw it away.”

      She pouted. “I don’t want to.”

      “Emery Elaine,” Fallon warned. “Get over here. Right now.”

      “I want my daddy!”

      “That’s new,” Audrey commented as Emery stomped up the stairs, her little brow furrowed.

      “That’s Emery, who has stayed close to her dad every moment he’s been home,” she muttered as Emery stopped in front of her. “Do you want that tail wore out?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Then what do you need to do?”

      “Throw away the snow cone and watch my mouth?”

      “Exactly,” she said, handing the snow cone to her trying child before looking down at her phone to see that the Assassins were on the penalty kill. They were probably playing the best hockey she had seen them play in her many years of supporting and loving the team. She was excited, but her gut was in a knot, not only for the Assassins but also for Aiden. Because across the rink, she could see the Bellevue representatives, watching her little boy with intent.

      “Aiden is playing great,” Audrey said then, and Fallon nodded.

      “I know, the best he’s ever played. Just like the Assassins.”

      Audrey beamed. “We’ll close out tonight and then get a nice break before round three. They need it.”

      “They do.” Looking down at her phone, Fallon watched as the second period ended, and she let out a long sigh. One more period. Twenty more minutes, and if the Assassins could hold the Hawks, they’d move on to round three. She couldn’t believe it. This would be the first time the Assassins had swept anyone in the play-offs, and according to Facebook, Elli was coming out of her skin. “Tate’s watching at home?”

      Audrey nodded, her lips pressed together. “Yeah, he’s been hurting real bad today, or he would have come out for Aiden.”

      Fallon waved her off. “Oh, I know.”

      “Yeah, he’s bummed. I really don’t know what is going to happen. He’s been better with me, but he’s just not healing the way the doctors want. This infection is kicking his rear.”

      “He’s got all summer,” Fallon said with confidence as Asher looked up.

      “Yeah, Uncle Tate is a beast. He’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t know, buddy. Let’s hope so,” Audrey said, wrapping her arms around him. “What are you doing?”

      “Making a logo for Momma.”

      Fallon’s brows rose. “Making a what?”

      Looking down at the screen, she saw that he was in PaintShop and designing a new logo for the winery. Her jaw dropped as she exclaimed, “Asher William! That looks great.”

      He beamed. “Yeah, your logo sucks. You need a new one.”

      Audrey laughed. “You do.”

      “Hush, both of you. This is great, buddy. I’m so proud of you,” she gushed, kissing his head, and he shrugged.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s amazing. Hold on, let me take a picture. No, wait, I don’t want to shut off the game. Audrey, take a picture and text it to me.”

      Audrey did as she was asked, and Fallon looked up to see Emery climbing on the railing once more, while Stella walked up and down the bleachers as if she were on a runway. Lord, help her. “Emery, get down. Stella, get down before you break an ankle.”

      Stella threw her hands up. “Momma, I gotta practice my catwalking.”

      “Your what?” Closing her eyes, Fallon took in a cleansing breath. These kids were going to be the death of her. When the crowd erupted, she opened her eyes quickly to see Aiden with his arms in the air, and her stomach dropped. She’d missed his goal. Incredible. “Dang it,” she muttered as Asher chuckled.

      “Wicked backhand.”

      “Thanks, buddy.”

      “Anytime.”

      Aiden looked up, and she grinned, holding a thumb up as if she had seen the whole thing.
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* * *

      “I’ll take the kids to the car.”

      Fallon chewed on her lip as she nodded a thanks to her sister while she watched Aiden standing with the Bellevue folks. Her body was shaking, not only with nerves, but excitement. The Assassins were up by three, which should mean Lucas would be coming home for a good five days before the next series started, as long as they held the lead. She needed him, especially if this meeting of Aiden’s went well.

      Which, by the look on Aiden’s face, was going great.

      Dang it.

      Tapping her foot to the ground, she tried to watch the game as the time trickled down, but she kept looking up, watching her baby as he nodded, a grin on his lips, looking way too big for her liking. He was going to go to college? At seventeen? What if he was bullied? Even she knew that was a dumb thought. He was built like the Jolly Green Giant, but still, they might make fun of his stupid hair. What if the coach didn’t want him because of it? Incredible, should she have had him cut his hair?

      Garbage, her baby was growing up.

      Would he live on campus? The guidance office had said he could graduate early with the advanced summer classes, and he was ready to do it. He was already reading the books for the class, fully expecting to get the offer from Bellevue. Meanwhile, Fallon was just trying to breathe. He was leaving her, her other three kids were driving her insane, and her husband was only home half the time, all while she was working a tough full-time job.

      She must be crazy.

      When Aiden looked up just as she did, her eyes widened as he motioned her over. Her heart stopped as she tucked her phone into her pocket and headed toward where he stood with an equally tall man in a Bellevue jacket. The man had a kind face and nice eyes, and if she remembered correctly, he was Baylor Sinclair’s father. But that didn’t matter at that moment. He was the man who was going to put her baby on his team.

      At seventeen.

      Incredible.

      Stopping beside her son, she tried to smile, but she was pretty sure she looked like she was about to fall into a heap of tears as Aiden said, “This is my mom, Fallon Brooks.”

      “Mrs. Brooks, wonderful to meet you. I’m River Moore.”

      She took his hand. “You as well. He played amazing tonight, didn’t he?”

      “Has his daddy in him, through and through. I remember when Lucas was drafted and seeing him play then. It was after I retired, but I remember. And man, this boy is his daddy all over again.”

      Fallon beamed. “We are very proud.”

      “You should be.” His face broke into a grin. “Listen, we want him. He said he can graduate early, and if that’s the case, then we would like to offer him a full ride.”

      Her stomach dropped.

      But Aiden was bursting at the seams. “Full ride, Mom!”

      “I heard. Wow. Okay, well, we’ll need to discuss this with his father.”

      River nodded. “Of course, and I need to get the admission office to write up the acceptance letter and all that jazz. Given Aiden’s academic situation, we have a unique opportunity to offer him a spot. Sure glad Baylor talked me out of that other kid so I have the money available for y’all. We will need to get the ball rolling with his transcripts because I want him to be able to work out with the team this summer and to be there for summer camp.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “Yeah, it’s going to be great. He’s going to do some big things.”

      “We sure hope so,” she breathed before River took her hand once more, shaking it hard.

      “So we’ll be in touch. Let me know what your dad says, Aiden. You have my card.”

      Aiden nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Awesome. I can’t wait. Have a good night.”

      “Thank you,” she thought she said, but then she wasn’t sure her mouth was moving as Aiden was practically bouncing beside her.

      “Mom!”

      “Aiden!” she gushed as he wrapped her in his arms, almost suffocating her as she clung to him.

      Would he still want to hug her when he was off being a hotshot hockey player?
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* * *

      They won.

      A sweep.

      They swept the Hawks.

      Holy. Idiot.

      As Lucas leaned back on the bench in his locker room, the same locker room that was losing its mind, a grin spread across his face. He hadn’t expected this series to be as easy as it was. The Blackhawks were a tough team, but they had played Dallas before the Assassins, and they were plagued with injuries left and right. Their starting goalie was hurt, so they started their backup, who got hurt during the first game. So in came their rookie, who the Assassins just murdered. It was a scoring bloodbath, and Lucas was grateful to be on the side that won.

      Though, he still couldn’t believe it.

      He knew they could do it, but the doubt had been there. Now, on to round three against the Sharks or Winnipeg. He couldn’t fathom it. They were going to do it. They were going to the finals. He just knew it. He wished that Tate was there, but even with missing his buddy, he couldn’t deny that Jensen Monroe was a beast.

      Tapping Jensen’s knee, Lucas nodded. “Great game, man.”

      Jensen nodded, exhausted. “Thank you.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      Jensen’s lips tipped up. “Thanks, means a lot coming from you.”

      “Ah, I’m no one special.”

      “You’re the dad of the team, the one everyone wants to impress. You’re someone.”

      Lucas scoffed, but he guessed Jensen was right. Everyone looked up to Lucas, and he loved his team. Sucking in a breath, he looked out over the locker room that was full of his brothers. The men who were his home away from home. They had a great group, strong and talented. A lot of them were young, especially their captain, but even Lucas couldn’t deny that Jayden Sinclair was doing the job. Almost as good as Shea, but then, Shea had years on the kid. Jayden was finding his footing, but he was doing a blasted good job of it. Meanwhile, Lucas was the oldest of the group, the “dad,” as Jensen had called him. Boy, did he feel it. Every inch of him was aching, and his back… Yeah, he needed a good rubdown and probably a week of rest, though he wasn’t sure how long he would have before round three.

      Swallowing hard, he saw his phone flashing and reached for it, seeing a text from Aiden.

      Aiden: WAY TO GO! Call me when you can. Mom is with me.

      Grinning, he hit Aiden’s number and let out a whoosh of breath when he answered. “Hey, son.”

      “Dad! I can’t believe it! Y’all rock! I mean, it was awesome. I didn’t get to see it, but I watched the highlights and holy garbage! Y’all rock!”

      “Yeah, Dad! Way to go! So cool!”

      “I love you, Daddy!”

      “You’re so awesome, Daddy! Oh, my hair is finally growing back, and Emery was not listening at the rink, and Auntie Audrey had to spank her.”

      “Yes, I was!”

      “No, you weren’t!”

      Stella, always the tattletale, still couldn’t wipe the grin off Lucas’s face. “Girls! That’s enough,” Fallon scolded. “Lucas, I’m impressed. Y’all are awesome.”

      “Thanks, guys,” he said, leaning on his knees. “It was an amazing game.”

      “Aiden scored three goals, Dad! He got a hat trick,” Stella called out. “And the college people love him!”

      Lucas’s grin grew. “Really? Way to go, son.”

      “Well, thanks, sis. I wanted to tell him,” Aiden said dryly.

      “Stella, that was Aiden’s news.”

      “Sorry,” she muttered, and Lucas laughed as he got up, heading out into the hall.

      “Well, someone tell me.”

      “They want me,” Aiden yelled, and everyone in the car let out a whoop. Well, except Fallon. “They want me to graduate at the end of the summer and start training with the team! Dad, they want me! At seventeen! A full ride!”

      His heart soared as his eyes fell shut. His baby. “As if I doubted that at all. Man, Aiden, that’s amazing. I’m so proud! My night just got ten times better.”

      “Are you okay with it, Dad? Mom wouldn’t commit until we talked to you.”

      Lucas laughed. “Or she hopes I say no.” Fallon scoffed, and he laughed harder. “See?”

      “Mom!”

      “What? That’s not true.”

      It was. “Okay, well, I’m a go. Let’s do this. I’m ready for the bumper sticker that says I have a player at Bellevue.”

      Everyone in the car cheered once more as Aiden let out a whoop of excitement. “Thanks, Dad! I’ll call them in the morning.”

      “When will you be home, Daddy?” Emery asked.

      “Late tonight, early tomorrow, before you wake up.”

      “Yay! I miss you so much.”

      “Me too, Daddy, more than Emery.”

      “I miss you the most,” Asher said, and Lucas smiled.

      “Of course you do, buddy.”

      “Actually, I think I miss you the most,” his wife said then, and he grinned.

      “Well, I miss all of you, and I love you more. I’ll be home soon.”

      “We’re going to celebrate tomorrow, right?” Aiden asked, and Lucas nodded even though they couldn’t see him.

      “Oh, yeah, sushi for all.”

      As his family cheered, Lucas looked up at the ceiling, a grin on his face with his heart full.

      Completely and utterly full.

      Life was good for Lucas Brooks.
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      Lucas had thought they would sweep Winnipeg like they had the Hawks. Winnipeg was the second wild card, and also, they weren’t playing as well as they had at the beginning of the series. But those buggers pushed the Assassins to six games. And Lucas was pretty sure his hip would never be the same after a nasty hit from one of Winnipeg’s giant defensemen.

      But he scored, his first goal of the play-offs.

      And that dulled the pain a bit.

      A small bit.

      “Babe, can you bring me a soda?”

      Tate laughed beside him, shaking his head. “Still can’t move?”

      Lucas nodded down to the ice pack on his hip. “Don’t laugh at me. This was you the other day when I was at your house.”

      “Touché.”

      Aiden chuckled from the oversize chair before popping up and heading toward the kitchen. “I’ll get it, Dad.”

      “You’re my favorite.”

      “Don’t let the girls hear you say that,” he teased, and Lucas laughed as the TV took his attention. The Islanders and Capitals were battling in game seven for the chance to play the Assassins. If Lucas had his choice, he’d rather have the Islanders since their play wasn’t consistent, but he was pretty sure the Capitals were going to take it. Which meant the Assassins had some work to do and lots of tape to watch.

      Yay.

      When Aiden came back with the soda, he handed it to Lucas and then one to Tate before falling back into the chair, his legs folding against his chest, which made Lucas roll his eyes. The kid was huge, but he balled up like a cat.

      “Uncle Tate, do you think this is good?”

      Lucas looked over to Asher, who was on his computer, playing around with the logo of Audrey’s cupcakery, per her request. The kid had done some awesome work with Fallon’s logo, and now Audrey wanted the same thing. His little computer genius, who would have thought it? Especially when he sucked rear on computers—and all electronics.

      Yeah, Asher was Fallon’s kid.

      “I love it.”

      “Cool. I’m gonna go show her.”

      When he got up, the period had just ended, and Tate looked over to Aiden. “Things good, Aiden? With the college?”

      Aiden beamed over as he nodded, excitement filling his face. “Yeah. They are sending my transcripts, and I’ve already started my classes for the summer. Since I had enough credits to graduate, minus these two, they are thinking it will be a breeze for me. Guidance is awesome at my school.”

      “Which is why the school costs a lot,” Lucas added, and Aiden nodded.

      “Basically.”

      “But you’re still in the rink every day, right? No slacking for school?”

      Lucas glared over at his best friend. “Hey, I need the kid to be smart too.”

      “Yeah, but that’s already done. He needs to stay on his training.”

      Aiden nodded. “I am, Uncle Tate.”

      “Good, don’t get weak.”

      Tate might be hanging his skates up, which scared the trash out of Lucas, but he sure didn’t want him scaring his son. “He’s good, bro.”

      “I know. I worry.”

      “We all do,” Lucas added as he cringed, shifting his weight over. “Don’t get old either, kid. It hurts.”

      Aiden laughed as Tate nodded. “This is very true.”

      “Duly noted.”

      They watched the highlights of the first and second periods. The Caps were up by two, which in any sport would be a shoo-in for them. But this was hockey, and in hockey, anything could change within a second. Emery came running into the living room, jumping over the back of the couch and to the spot between Lucas and Tate, and they both looked down at her as she announced, “I want to be a gymnast.”

      Tate only blinked, while Lucas shook his head. “I thought you wanted to be a winery owner like Momma?”

      “No, I don’t want to drink wine. I want to do flips for money.”

      “That’s a monkey, sis. Not a gymnast,” Aiden called to her, and she stuck her tongue out.

      “Daddy, please?”

      Taking her face in his hands, he kissed her nose. “What do I tell you?”

      “I can be anything I wanna be as long as I work for it.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Then I’m gonna work for it,” she said before flipping off the back of the couch with flair. That was, until she landed very heavily on the hardwood floor, and the screaming started.

      “Aiden, can you make sure she didn’t break anything?” Lucas asked with his eyes on the TV, hoping all the hollering was just his sweet girl being her overdramatic self.

      “What is going on?” Fallon yelled from the kitchen. “Why is she screaming like that?”

      “Not sure yet,” he called as Aiden hopped up, and when his eyes widened, Lucas heaved a deep sigh.

      “Um, I don’t think her arm is supposed to be bent like that.”

      An hour later, Lucas held Emery in his arms as the doctors decided she needed surgery to fix the snap in her arm. As she leaned her head on his chest, she let out a long breath while Fallon stood by the door on the phone with Aiden and Audrey. “Daddy.”

      “Yeah, love bug?”

      “When my arm is better, can I still be a gymnast?”

      He smiled. “Yeah, baby.”

      “This is just a small setback,” she decided, and he chuckled.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to do great things.”

      Or she’d burn the world down. One of the two. He held his baby to his chest, and he kissed her softly as he whispered, “You sure are.”

      “Daddy?”

      “Yeah, love?”

      “Can you not leave anymore?”

      “Huh?”

      “I don’t want you to leave me anymore.”

      “Baby, I have to, it’s my job.”

      “But not today?”

      “Not today. Today, I’m here with you.”

      “Okay,” she said softly, and the guilt ate away at him. That was the worst part of his job. Leaving his family, especially when they were little and broken like Emery was. A part of him wished he didn’t have to leave. But then, what would he do? He had to leave for hockey. That was a given. No, she’d be okay, just like the other kids had been over the years.

      Hanging up the phone, Fallon met his gaze and shook her head. “The kids are in bed, and Audrey just left.”

      “Good.”

      “You still have that meeting in the morning, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, any chance you can push it back?”

      “I’ll text Elli once Emery goes back.”

      “Okay,” Fallon said, and he knew she was losing her trash inside. She didn’t do broken bones or injuries well. As he sat there watching her, a grin on his face, he remembered the time he hit Aiden in the arm with a puck. She flipped her ever-loving trash, and he swore he had never seen a woman love her child the way Fallon loved Aiden. But then he got to watch her love Asher, Stella, and Emery, and he was convinced he would never love anyone the way he loved her.

      “I love you, baby,” he called to her, and she looked over at him, a smile pulling at her lips.

      “I love you too,” she answered, coming to him and kissing his lips before kissing Emery’s head. “Oh, the Caps won.”

      Sucking in a breath, he nodded as his lips dusted the top of Emery’s head.

      So it was the Caps.

      In the finals.

      The Assassins had this.

      He hoped.
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* * *

      “Thanks for letting me push this back until after lunch.”

      Elli nodded, her lips curved as she sat down behind her desk. “No problem at all. How’s Emery?”

      “Good, the surgery was quick and easy, and she’s all casted up. Fallon should be taking her home in a bit,” he said, shaking his head. The night had been eventful, for sure. He was dead on his feet, which sucked because, after this meeting with his boss and his agent, he had a team meeting. He was excited to get this series started, but he hated watching the tapes and attending the meetings. He was ready to hit the ice, even though his hip was still aching and he was worried for his baby girl. Emery wasn’t one to sit still, and that made him nervous. He just hoped that cast was good and strong. He actually asked for them to wrap her up twice. They’d just laughed, but he was serious.

      “Goodness, that girl…”

      He laughed as Elli shook her head. “She’s her daddy made over. I broke more bones than I care to admit. My mom was laughing on the phone, but I think she’s gonna come in to help while I’m gone. Since Aiden is going to be busy and all.”

      Elli beamed. “I heard. I’m so proud of him. I think we should throw him a big shindig at the end of the summer for his graduation.”

      His heart skipped a beat. Elli loved his kids like her own, but then, that was Elli. She loved everyone. With her whole soul. “He would love that, thank you.”

      “I’ll get on that,” she promised. Lucas nodded as she folded her hands together and looked back up at him. “But let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      He nodded. “Sounds good. Where do I sign?”

      Elli bit into her lip as she let out a deep sigh. “You’re not.” He could only blink, completely confused, as she held his gaze. “You know I love you, more than a lot of the players I have on my team, and I’m going to try to say this without crying… Nope, not gonna happen.” She paused, sucking in a breath before wiping her eyes and looking back to him. “Lucas, I can’t re-sign you.”

      “Excuse me?”
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* * *

      “Fallon!”

      Fallon was a little taken aback by the tone of her husband’s voice as she popped her head out of the kitchen when he came rushing into the house. “Yeah?”

      His face was red, his shoulders taut, and she knew that something was wrong right off the bat. As he came toward her, he asked, “Where are the kids?”

      “Upstairs. They’re lying down with Emery. What’s wrong?”

      “Is Emery okay?”

      “She’s good. What’s wrong?”

      “Elli isn’t re-signing me.” Fallon’s jaw dropped, and all she could do was blink. “She isn’t re-signing me. I’m done with the Assassins after this series. Done. I’ve been with them for almost ten years, and I’m done. I have to go to another team. But my agent doesn’t even know if anyone will want to pick me up because I’m too old.”

      Her heart jumped up into her throat. “That’s not true. You’re experienced, you’re a blasted good, gritty player. Someone will want you.”

      “Idiot. Fal. I don’t want to go anywhere else. We’re happy here. We have a life here. The kids are happy, Aiden is going to Bellevue, and…idiot.” She only nodded, her heart pounding so hard. “Idiot, you have the winery in the arena. Idiot. I harassed this all up. I didn’t play hard enough, I didn’t train hard enough, I didn’t do what I was supposed to do, I don’t know. Dang it.” His shoulders fell as he leaned into the counter, his neck unable to hold his head up as he shook it.

      Coming up to him, she wrapped her arms around his waist, nuzzling her nose in his back as her heart went wild in her chest. “You did everything right, Lucas. It isn’t your fault you’re getting older. That’s the beautiful thing about life…while, right now, I know it doesn’t seem that way.”

      “No. It doesn’t.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. But, baby, it’s okay. Someone will want you. You’re amazing and so good. Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.”

      “I don’t want to uproot us,” he whispered, and her heart broke. She didn’t want that either. Everything was here. The kids’ schools, Aiden was going to college here, her business, Audrey and the kids and Tate. Her friends, their friends, the kids’ friends. They had a life here. A great life.

      But that didn’t matter.

      “We’ll be fine. As long as we’re together. Don’t worry.”

      Turning, he looked down at her. “Fallon, don’t lie to me. You don’t want to leave.”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t. Not even in the least. But when I married you, I promised to follow you to the ends of the earth and more, and I will because I love you, Lucas Brooks, and I believe in you. Does it scare the living idiot out of me? Yes. But I will go for you. Though, I have to tell you, I’ll be coming home on the weekends to check on Aiden and my business because Rob can’t do it without me., And your momma might need to move in with us to watch the kids when I have to fly back, but I will do it for you—”

      “Fallon, stop.” She snapped her mouth shut. “All that, you’d do for me?”

      “Over and over again,” she promised. “You’re my everything, my husband, Lucas. And as long as we’re together, we are strong.”

      “But it won’t be easy.”

      “But we’ll be together.”

      Taking her face in his hands, he kissed her nose and then the side of her mouth, letting his lips linger as he drew in a deep breath. “I’m scared, Fal.”

      She closed her eyes as she nodded. “Me too. So scared.”

      “But you had a plan in ten seconds flat.”

      “Because one of us has to stay on our toes, and you have so much going on—”

      “You do too, though.”

      “I’m used to it. And the thing is, Lucas,” she said, pulling back to grasp his face, “I’ve got us, the kids, the house, the family. I’ve got that part. You just need to love us and kick booty on the ice, and I promise we’ll be fine.”

      His eyes filled with love as he sighed. “You shouldn’t have to do it all yourself, though.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve been doing it like this for nearly ten years. Don’t you worry about me, worry about your career.”

      Wrapping his arms around her, he kissed her lips hard as her heart steadied in her chest, though she was internally freaking the heck out. “I love you, Fallon Brooks.”

      Leaning her head into his nose, she closed her eyes. “I love you more.”

      “I don’t want to tell the kids about this yet.”

      “Let’s wait till we know more.”

      “Okay,” he said, kissing her once more. “I’m going to go lie down with them.”

      “Okay,” she said as she kissed his jaw.

      “Thank you, baby.”

      “Always,” she said as he kissed her again before turning and hobbling away. His hip was still giving him a problem.

      Before he could turn the corner though, she said, “Babe, you could retire.”

      He paused, looking back at her. “What?”

      She held her hands up. “Now, I say this with love, but, Lucas, you’re falling apart.  You’re always in pain, baby. And you said it yourself, you don’t want to uproot us.”

      “But you just said we’d be fine.”

      “And we will be. But what I mean is that you’ve had a good twenty years in this sport. That’s a great, long run, and I’m so proud of you. I am. But maybe you should think about retiring.”

      “I don’t want to retire,” he said simply, holding her gaze. “I want to play.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s all I am, a hockey player. I have nothing to fall back on.”

      She held her hands up once more. “That’s a lie, and you know it.”

      “Huh?”

      “You are a great dad, for one, a wonderful and supportive husband, for two. You could run my business with both hands tied behind your back—not that I’d let you because I love my business—but you could. You could coach, you could scout, I bet Elli would give you a job in a heartbeat. There are options.”

      He held her gaze and then shrugged. “But I still want to play.”

      Her shoulders dropped. But then, what did she expect? He was a hockey player, through and through. It was his life, his dream, and she’d known that going in. As much as she didn’t want to uproot her family and move to wherever he was signed to, that’s what she signed up for. “Then play, babe.”

      Turning, she went to the sink, needing to get the dishes in the dishwasher so they had something to eat on. The silence stretched between them. He hadn’t moved. He was thinking, and she knew this wasn’t something to decide lightly. He really needed to think this through, and she had to trust his decision. If there was one thing she knew about Lucas, it was that he wouldn’t do anything that would hurt his family in the long run. He might be a hockey player to the bottom of his soul, but she and the kids were his life.

      “Would you still love me? If I retired and I wasn’t the hotshot anymore?”

      Her lips slowly curved before she glanced over at him. “I’ll always love you, Lucas. You’ll always be my hotshot.”

      “I don’t have to decide now, though.”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Okay. I’m going to go lie with the kids.”

      “I’ll do the dishes.”

      Coming to her, he kissed the back of her head as he held her close to him. “I’d be empty without you.”

      Smiling gently, she leaned into him. “Same here, big guy.”

      Kissing her once more, he whispered, “I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      As he walked away, she knew that would always be a fact.

      But her future…that was up in the air.

      And it scared the heck out of her.
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      “I don’t want to move.”

      Audrey looked over at her big sister and nodded. “I don’t want you to move either.”

      “But it’s what I married. I married a hockey player. I knew going in that there was a chance we could leave. By the grace of God, we haven’t, but it was bound to happen.”

      “This is true.”

      “I want to be mad at Elli.”

      Audrey shook her head with a smile. “But you can’t. She’s already called you four times to apologize, and you know she wouldn’t have done it unless she had to.”

      “I know. I just hate it all.”

      “Yeah, and it sucks.”

      Fallon held her glass up, and Audrey tapped hers to it before they each took long sips of the wine from the second bottle they had opened. They were both supposed to be working. But somehow, after Fallon’s phone call to her baby sister, Audrey had shown up with a box of cupcakes, and Fallon opened a bottle of wine and locked the door to her office. Rob was probably freaking his trash, wondering what he should do, but Fallon didn’t have time for that. She needed to talk this out.

      It had been a week since she’d found out about Lucas not being re-signed. Emery was doing fine, Molly, Lucas’s mom, was in the town helping, and the kids were good. Aiden was soaring. The kid was killing it on the ice, his eyes on the prize: Bellevue. And that just stuck another sword through her heart.

      “My baby is going to college at seventeen, Audrey, and I won’t be here.”

      “I’ll be here. I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “I know, and I’m thankful, but I’m supposed to. I’m his mom.”

      “So, let Lucas go by himself. He can come home when he can.”

      Fallon shook her head. “No, we need to stay together. The kids would flip. The girls, they have a hard time when he’s gone already. And splitting up like that, it just wouldn’t work.”

      “Yeah,” Audrey said sadly. “And he won’t retire?”

      “I don’t think so. He still wants to play.”

      “He’s so stubborn.”

      “He loves it. I can’t blame him for wanting to live his dreams. You know how he is. With his dyslexia, he’s nervous he’s never enough. With hockey, he knows what he’s doing. He knows how to win, and he doesn’t fail often. But in the real world…that’s a whole other arena he doesn’t have much experience in. He gives me palpitations, I swear.”

      “I’m sorry, sis,” Audrey said, and Fallon shrugged.

      “It is what it is. We’ll be okay, it’ll just be an adjustment.”

      “Maybe I can get Tate to talk to him. They can retire together and build a car or something.”

      Fallon laughed humorlessly, but then she looked up, meeting his sister’s gaze. “So, he is retiring?”

      Audrey nodded. “He decided last night that if this next surgery doesn’t go well, he’s done.”

      “And the doctors don’t think it will?”

      She shook her head. “There is a chance. But the infection really messed up the cartilage around his hip, and he’ll always be in pain if he continues to drop down into the butterfly. So there really isn’t an option.”

      “Yeah, man, that sucks. He had at least another ten years in him.”

      She laughed. “That’s what he said.”

      “I think I’ve heard him say it.”

      Audrey grinned. “I think the saving grace is that the Assassins have a spot for a goalie coach. It’s an assistant spot, but Elli said it’s his if he wants it.”

      Fallon beamed. “That’s awesome for him.”

      “Yeah, he has so much knowledge, and he’s dang good. So we’re hoping that if he can’t play, he’ll be able to do that.”

      “Me too. See, Lucas needs something like that!”

      “Have you asked him to look into something along those lines?”

      Fallon shook her head. “They’re down two in the series. His focus is the game, which is fine. We’re going to figure things out after the play-offs.”

      “Well, let’s hope they win, or it’s going to suck even more,” Audrey added with a grimace, and Fallon nodded.

      “It sure will.”

      Boy, would it. It would be like adding insult to injury. Her husband was stressed, she knew he was, and he was tired. So tired. His body wasn’t like it used to be; he was worn out and he needed rest, but he had no time for that. When he was home, he slept, and when he was on the road, he slept. The guy was exhausted. She just wanted the Assassins to win and for Lucas to be relaxed enough to let go. Sleep for a week, and then decide his future. She wanted so badly for him to want to retire so she wouldn’t have to worry about picking everyone up and moving them. But, in reality, she just wanted him to be happy. If he wasn’t ready to retire, he wasn’t ready. She understood that, but it didn’t ease the fear in her soul.

      Reaching out, Audrey took Fallon’s hand. “No matter what, you’re the strongest woman I know, and you’ve got this.”

      Squeezing her sister’s hand, she said, “I hope you’re right.”

      “I am. Don’t you worry,” she said with a wink, and Fallon smiled.

      She wished like mad she had the confidence in herself that her sister and the rest of her family had in her.

      Because while everyone else knew Fallon had control, she was two seconds from curling up in a ball and crying herself into a stupor.

      Aiden was going to college.

      Emery had a broken arm.

      Asher was great and doing awesome with his technology, but she was sure something would come up.

      Stella was insane and would drive her into an early grave with her need to gossip about everyone.

      Lucas was facing an uncertain professional future, but she had no choice but to hold their family together.
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* * *

      Lucas leaned forward on his knees with his hat low over his eyes. Emery sat in his lap, with Asher on one side and Stella on the other. Fallon was behind them, leaning her arms on Lucas’s shoulders as they watched Aiden rush up the ice, the puck on his stick as he skated with ease. The kid reminded him so much of himself that it sparked a certain kind of pride in his chest. A kind of pride that hurt in a way. Aiden was amazing, and when he deked around a player, taking the puck between his legs before shooting over the goalie’s shoulder, Lucas shook his head.

      “Kid stole my shot,” he said as everyone cheered around him, and Aiden looked up, his eyes meeting his. Lucas nodded his head, and Aiden beamed through the cage of his helmet before wrapping his arms around his teammates.

      “I’d say you passed it down,” Fallon whispered in his ear before kissing the side of his face, and he grinned as he looked up at her. “It will always be yours.”

      Chuckling, he wrapped his arms around Emery as she leaned back against him. “Daddy, when do you leave?”

      “Monday.”

      She groaned. “I don’t want you to.”

      “Honey, I gotta go win the Cup.”

      “I don’t want the Cup. I want you,” she pouted.

      “Me too,” Stella decided. “You’ve been gone too much.”

      Kissing the top of Stella’s head, he nodded. “Almost there, girls. Don’t worry.”

      “Dad has to be awesome, guys. Relax,” Asher added, and Lucas leaned into his little buddy.

      “Thanks, bud.”

      Asher beamed up at him from where he was playing Minecraft on his phone. The series was tied at two each. Both teams had won in their home arenas. Now all the Assassins had to do was go there and win, and then come home and win. That was the plan, at least, and Lucas was ready. He was ready to hold that Cup above his head, kiss it, and then pass it to the next player.

      Because he was tired.

      So tired.

      As he watched Aiden fly over the ice, he envied him. Lucas was pretty sure he looked like a three-legged rhino out there compared to his amazing son, but he was proud nonetheless. The kid was going places. Hopefully, following in the same footsteps as Lucas. If Lucas was lucky, Aiden would. Goodness, he hoped Aiden did because Lucas would need some hockey in his life. The more he thought about it, the more he knew he couldn’t uproot his family to start over somewhere else. The unknown scared him. At least in Nashville, he had a home and the kids were comfortable. He hadn’t told Fallon yet because a part of him wasn’t ready to accept it. But he was pretty sure that when the series ended, so would his career.

      And that saddened Lucas.

      More than he’d imagined it would.

      He had been in the business for a long dang time; it was all he’d ever known. But he couldn’t be selfish. Fallon took the news in stride. She had a plan; she was ready because that was the way it had been as long as they’d been married. She was the rock of the household, but it was time for him to take some of the load. To be the father the girls wanted and Asher needed. He wanted to be there for his kids, for Fallon, and he wanted to watch his boy at Bellevue. Be at every game. Cheer him on.

      Just as his son had cheered him on his whole career.

      “Game over. What a game,” Fallon said, standing up behind him as the kids stood too. He had missed the last five minutes, lost in his thoughts. Kissing Emery’s head, he looked up at Fallon. “Wanna head home, and I’ll ride with Aiden?”

      She smiled as she nodded. “He’d love that.”

      “Cool, so we’ll see ya at home?”

      “Yeah,” she said, kissing him before gathering all their kids and heading off. Walking down the stairs of the bleachers, he stopped and talked to a few of the parents as he waited for his boy. Everyone on the team was kind and didn’t treat him differently since he was on the Assassins. To them, he was the dad of the best kid on the team, and they hated him just fine for that.

      With a grin, he headed out to the lobby to wait for Aiden. He only had to wait a few minutes before his son came out with his bag on his shoulder. “Mom texted and told me you were waiting, so I hurried.”

      “You didn’t have to,” he said, wrapping his arm around Aiden’s shoulders.

      “Yeah, I wanted you to meet Coach Moore before he left.”

      “Oh, cool,” he said as Aiden led him over to where a man was standing with Aiden’s current coach. When Coach Moore saw Aiden coming, his face lit up as he turned, holding his hand out for Aiden, which Aiden took eagerly.

      “Coach, this is my dad, Lucas Brooks.”

      River Moore beamed. “Lucas Brooks, how are you?”

      Shaking his hand, Lucas nodded. “Great, River, how are you? How are those grandbabies of yours?”

      “You know, getting big. Dawson, Ashlyn, and Angie are just amazing, and then with Lucy about to pop, I sure am a proud grandpa.”

      “I bet.”

      “And man, this series is going to be the death of me!”

      Lucas laughed. “You and me both.”

      “I need y’all to win. It would make my whole family happy since Jace and Jude aren’t in the play-offs anymore.”

      “Yeah, I think we all would love that.”

      River nodded, tucking his hands into his pockets. “You’ve got a special kid right here. Smart.”

      Lucas looked over at Aiden, wrapping his arm around his son. “He sure is. That’s all his momma, though.”

      “Oh, but he got the hockey from you, then?”

      “Yup, and the good looks,” he said with a wink. “Minus the hair.”

      That had all of them laughing as Aiden rolled his eyes, but River was smiling hard. “You know I can’t wait to get my hands on him.”

      “He’ll need them if he wants to get into the NHL. I can’t do it all.”

      River scoffed. “Any kid would be lucky to have your hands on them. Which is why you have a job on my team anytime you want it.”

      “Ha, I’m old and achy.”

      “So? The best are. You let me know when you wanna retire and get a job. I know we’d love to have you, and I’m sure your kid would love that.”

      Aiden laughed. “Yeah, but my dad has lots of years left. I wanna meet him on NHL ice.”

      Lucas laughed as he nodded. “That would be awesome, bud. But I don’t know if I’ll last that long.”

      “Yeah, you will,” Aiden said confidently. “You’re the best.”

      Holding his boy in his arms, Lucas knew, in Aiden’s eyes, he was the best. But would he think that if Lucas weren’t in the league anymore?

      He wasn’t sure, and the doubt didn’t sit right with him. He hated that he doubted himself, but he did it often. He just wanted to make his kids proud. He wanted his kids to believe they could be anything they wanted to be—because he was what he wanted to be.

      A husband. A father. A hockey player.

      Would they still feel that way if he gave it all up?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Your driving sucks. You drive like your mother.”

      Aiden scoffed. “I have not cussed once, and also, I know how to turn without going on two wheels.”

      Lucas laughed. “Touché, son. Touché.”

      “So, did you like Coach Moore?”

      “Yeah, he’s a great guy. I’ve met him before, but only in passing.”

      “I’m excited. I think he’s going to do great things with me.”

      “He will. I truly believe that.”

      Aiden nodded, holding the wheel with both hands. “Would you work for him? At Bellevue?”

      Lucas shrugged. “I mean, I wouldn’t turn it down. The chance to be with you and do what I love, hockey, I think it would be great.”

      “Yeah, but you won’t have to worry about that for, like, years, and I’ll probably already be in the NHL by then.”

      “Probably,” Lucas muttered, swallowing hard.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Huh?”

      “You’re all muttering and stuff. What’s that mean?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Dad…”

      “Aiden.”

      “Really, come on.”

      Lucas shrugged. “I think you believe in me way more than I do.”

      “Why do you say that? You don’t think you’ve got years left?”

      He glanced over at his boy, his profile sharp and staggering. His hair was down, falling around his shoulders in curls as his gray eyes shone. “I don’t know, son.”

      Aiden’s brows furrowed. “What’s going on?”

      Sucking in a deep breath, Lucas was surprised he was going to say it. But then, he and Aiden had that kind of relationship. The kid was his best friend and wise beyond his years. He was a great person. His kid. His boy. “Elli isn’t re-signing me.”

      Aiden’s jaw dropped. “Why?”

      “I’m old, creaky,” he laughed with a shrug. “Plus, she needs the salary room.”

      “That’s bullcrap. You’re the best.”

      “Eh, I’m tired, bud.”

      “Still, you’ll wake up.”

      Lucas laughed. “Probably not. Pretty sure my hip isn’t waking up anytime soon.”

      Aiden didn’t laugh, though. He thought it over. “So you’ll go as a free agent? Which means y’all will move?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, watching his son’s face as Aiden kept his eyes on the road. “I don’t want to uproot your mom or your siblings. I’d feel selfish doing that.”

      “Yeah, everyone’s happy. Plus, I’ll be here.”

      “Exactly, and I don’t want to leave you.”

      “So you’re going to retire?”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “Wow,” Aiden said simply, shaking his head. “I mean, I understand, but wow.”

      “Would that disappoint you?”

      Aiden shook his head. “No, not really,” he said. “Dad, you rocked the heck out of the league. You have goals galore, and you’re amazing. You did a lot for the league, for your charity, and you’ll always be the best. Don’t worry, I’ll get up there and take over—live up to your legacy.”

      Lucas grinned. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’ll make you proud.”

      “You already do, bud.”

      “Good, ’cause you make me proud. You always have and always will.”

      Reaching out, Lucas squeezed Aiden’s shoulder. “Thanks, bud.”

      “No, thank you. You’re the best dad, and you’ve always believed in me. I’ll make you proud. I’ll make everyone proud.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “Neither can I.”

      With his heart in his throat, Lucas squeezed his boy’s shoulder once more. “I love you, son.”

      Looking over at him, Aiden nodded. “I love you too, Dad.”
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      Fallon had chewed off all her nails.

      Down to the quick.

      And they hurt.

      But if she stopped chewing, she might scream.

      Because this game was going to kill her.

      After winning two at home, the Assassins had gone to Washington and dominated, winning with ease. But now, game six was in Nashville, and the Capitals weren’t going down without a fight. They were up by one, but the Assassins were relentless, firing shot after shot on goal. Though, the Capitals’ goalie wasn’t letting anything in. He was on fire.

      “This is stressful,” Aiden said, leaning on his elbows over the railing of Elli Adler’s box.

      “It is,” Elli said, chewing on her lip. “I want a goal, at least to tie it up.”

      “Yeah, we need that.”

      “Yeah, that,” Fallon said, her eyes intent on the ice. For once, no one was moving. All the kids were in a line, watching the game in their respective Brooks Assassins jerseys with their eyes on the ice. Emery hadn’t moved since the second period, an ice cream in her good hand, while her purple-casted arm laid on her lap as she sat in Aiden’s lap. They all knew the importance of this game. This could be the end, and the Assassins wanted to win it at home.

      For their fans.

      “You’re not mad at me, are you, Fallon?”

      Fallon made a face, looking over at Elli. “No, and this is not the time for that, Elli Adler. I’m freaking out.”

      Elli nodded. “You’re right. But, good. I’ve been worried.”

      “It’s your team. You gotta do what’s best.”

      “It killed me, though, you know that.”

      Fallon looked at her longtime friend and nodded. “I do. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”

      Elli looked sad as she nodded before staring back at the ice. While Fallon hoped they would be fine, she would be lying if she said she knew that was true. Lucas hadn’t given her anything to go on since they’d last talked. They were waiting until the play-offs were over. But if she was honest, she was losing her trash. She wanted to know their future. She wanted to know if she needed to start planning. She couldn’t plan if she didn’t know where he was going, but she needed something.

      She needed the Assassins to win!

      As she watched, Johansson was on the ice with Franklin and Mason, while Sinclair and Reeves waited at the blue line. Sinclair was yelling, pointing to the left, while Franklin shot. But he was blocked before the rebound came to Mason’s stick. He threw it back to Reeves, who shot, but it was blocked. The defense went to clear it, but Sinclair flung himself to the ice, keeping it in before passing it, from his knees, to Johansson, who shot with all his might. And by the grace of God, it went over the goalie’s shoulder, and everyone lost their ever-loving trash.

      Fallon was screaming so loud she was convinced she wouldn’t be speaking tomorrow or for the rest of the week. They were tied, and as the seconds counted down, they knew they were going into overtime.

      “Overtime. We got this,” Elli breathed as Shea nodded beside her.

      “We got this.”

      “We got this,” she repeated as she let out another nervous breath.

      “Yes, we got this,” Fallon agreed, leaning back in her seat.

      “But even if we don’t, we go to Washington and win,” Aiden said, trying to be optimistic, but Fallon shook her head.

      “No, they need to shut it down now.”

      “Now!” Elli wasn’t playing, and in a way, Fallon worried about her. Elli wasn’t going to make it through this series if her boys didn’t win tonight. So many changes were happening, Elli was making moves, talking to people, and it was a lot for an owner who ran her team with her heart. She needed this. They all did. Looking over to Fallon, Elli held her gaze. “You promise you’re not mad?”

      Fallon laughed. “Elli, I love you. That’s it.”

      Shea rolled his eyes. “Sorry, Fallon, she’s a dork.”

      “But we love her,” Fallon said, wrapping her arm around her friend. “And it’s fine. Promise.”

      Elli smiled as she turned around to yell at one of her kids. Looking over to Aiden, Fallon rolled her eyes as Aiden held her gaze. “That’s about Dad, right?”

      Fallon paused. “How’d you know that?”

      “He told me.”

      “He did?”

      “Yeah, we talked.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. It’s going to be okay, Mom,” he said, wrapping his arm around her and kissing her temple. “No matter what, it will be okay.”

      Leaning into her baby, she nodded. “It will. Funny, huh? May be us leaving you.”

      He laughed. “I never saw that coming.”

      “Nor did I.”

      “What?” Emery asked, looking up at them.

      “Your broken arm,” she said, and Emery nodded.

      “Me neither. I really thought I had it,” she said, and they both laughed as Emery shook her head. “I don’t know if I want to be a gymnast anymore.”

      Aiden scoffed. “No? I thought it was your dream.”

      She nodded. “It was, but now I want to be a hockey player like my daddy and my bubba.”

      She leaned into Aiden, and he grinned. “You can be anything you wanna be, baby girl.”

      Fallon’s heart shattered in her chest as she leaned over, kissing them both before looking back out at the ice as the teams started to fill the rink and benches after their short, fifteen-minute intermission. As it had when the last period ended, her heart jumped up into her throat while she watched the teams line up for the puck drop. And her heart didn’t leave her throat for the next five minutes as the teams battled, both wanting the win more than their next breath.

      When Lucas hit the ice, Stella hollered out for her daddy as Fallon scooted to the edge of her seat. He skated with his heart, going hard just like the boys on his line. When the puck snuck out to the defense at the blue line, Karson King shot hard as Lucas screened, but it went wide. Anderson was there, sending the puck back to the point where Jordie Thomas shot, while her poor, beaten-up husband screened once more. The goalie somehow blocked it, but the rebound was right there. It landed right in front of Lucas, at which point he turned and went top shelf.

      He scored.

      He scored.

      “Daddy scored!”

      Lucas scored.

      “They won!”

      The Assassins won.
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* * *

      Did that just happen?

      The light was on.

      Lucas was the one who shot it.

      The goalie was lying on the ice.

      Holy garbage, people were jumping on him.

      He just scored.

      The winning goal.

      Holy. Idiot.

      “Brooksie!”

      “Luke!”

      “Yeah!”

      Throwing his gloves off and up in the air, he raised his hands high as one by one, his boys jumped on him. He fell to the ice, tears flooding his eyes as everyone was screaming. The boys, the fans, his family… Lord, he knew they were screaming. As the Assassins’ fight song blared, Lucas just lay there in complete shock. He had just scored the winning goal in game six of the Stanley Cup Finals.

      They won the Cup.

      His last year in the league and they had won, with him scoring the winning goal.

      Not even a New York Times bestselling author could have written his story any better.

      He couldn’t believe it. The game had been hard. The whole series had been hard, and the Caps just wouldn’t go away. He’d wanted this. Goodness, how he had wanted this, and they had done it. For the fans, for his boss, and for his family, Lucas had won. The tears were flowing, and he didn’t think they’d stop because this was what he’d worked for. This moment right here.

      The next few moments were a blur. He didn’t really know what was going on. His adrenaline was pumping, and in a way, he wanted to pass out. Goodness, he was tired, but they had won. The Assassins had won the Stanley Cup.

      He thought he was about to hold the Cup, but the next thing he knew, Lucas found himself beside Brie Soledad as she held a mic to his lips. “Lucas, you just scored the winning goal in the Stanley Cup Finals, which means the Cup is home in Nashville. What are you feeling?”

      He laughed. “Like I’m flying. I-I-I can’t believe it.”

      Brie grinned. “Walk us through that goal.”

      He just shook his head. “I don’t even know what happened. One minute, I’m screening, watching as King’s and JT’s pucks came at me. The next second, the puck is in front of me, and all I could think was, get it in. So I chipped at it, and it went. Wow. We won.”

      “You guys did!” she cheered, holding his shoulder as the crowd roared. “Lucas, as the oldest player on the team, this is your third time bringing the Cup home. Does it feel any different now, or is it the same feeling, only better?”

      Looking up, his eyes went to where he knew his family was. Up in Elli Adler’s box. He knew his oldest was probably screaming harder than he ever thought he could, no doubt holding one of the girls as they, too, screamed for their daddy. The other girl would be bouncing up and down, screaming his name. Asher would be calm but still cheering hard. His beautiful wife would be crying because she was proud but also relieved, because this series hadn’t been easy. She was worried for his body, for his mental health. He was tired of having her worry for him. Of her having to do everything for their family by herself. He was ready to be her partner, take her burdens from her. More than that, he was ready to be a full-time dad, so his kids didn’t have to ask him not to leave. He was ready to watch his eldest live his dreams. He was ready to be there for them.

      All of them.

      Licking his lips, he nodded slowly. “Yeah, yeah, it is way different.”

      “How so?”

      “Because this is my last year. I’m retiring.”

      He’d never thought saying those words would feel so good, but once they left his lips, he felt whole.

      He heard the booing, even people gasping, mainly his teammates, but when he turned, Jayden Sinclair was carrying the Cup to him. He lifted it over his head as he held Lucas’s gaze. Lucas’s tears fell in sheets as Jayden yelled, “For the last time, brother. This is all you, Brooksie, you earned it.”

      Lucas took the Cup, holding it over his head as he pumped it up and down, hollering out loudly as the crowd lost it. He almost collapsed from the sheer emotion of the moment, but then, he lived on skates, so he was good. Bringing the Cup down, he kissed it as he squeezed his eyes shut tightly. The Cup was freezing and was cool against his mouth, but it was welcome. He had wanted this moment for years, and after working his rear off and watching people come and go, he’d get frostbite on his lips if need be.

      After doing his lap, he handed it off as he looked to the bench where he knew the families would be waiting. And there was his, all grinning and bouncing on their heels as tears dripped down his beautiful wife’s face. Going straight for them, he wrapped his arms around Fallon first, kissing her hard on the lips.

      “I’m so proud of you.”

      He kissed her once more. “Did you hear?”

      “What?”

      “I’m retiring.”

      Her lip poked out as the tears started down her face even harder. “Really?”

      “Yeah, I want to be home with you.”

      “I want that too.”

      “Our home, though, in Nashville.”

      She nodded hard. “Yeah, that.”

      He laughed, hugging her tightly once more before gathering up the girls and kissing them while they cheered him on.

      “You’re so awesome, Daddy!”

      “You scored the winner!”

      “I did. For you two!”

      They beamed before he wrapped his arms around Asher, hugging him tightly. “I won it for you.”

      “I know,” he said with a wink. “You’re awesome, Dad.”

      “Thanks, bud,” he said, kissing his forehead before standing up. Aiden hugged him tightly from his spot beside him on the ice. Wrapping his arms around his boy, who was taller than he was, Lucas closed his eyes.

      “I knew you’d win it all.”

      He scoffed. “You did not.”

      “I did, because you’re the best, and I’m going to be just like you.”

      “I know, which is why I won it for you. Now I want you to win it for me.”

      “Done,” Aiden said simply. They embraced while the crowd cheered, and the boys all hollered out in wide-ranging excitement. Lucas squeezed his son tightly a last time before he let him go to take Fallon back into his arms.

      With his lips at her ear, he whispered, “You know I really won it for you.”

      “Oh, I know.” With a grin, he pulled back as she held his hands, her eyes full of love and pride as she nodded. “I’m so very proud of you. You were so tired, so hurt, and you did it.”

      “For you. With your strength.”

      She laughed. “No, this was all you.”

      “I’m nothing without you,” he whispered, and he hoped she heard him over the crowd. When her lips curved, he smiled back. “I love you—so much, baby.”

      “Good, because I love you.”

      And as Lucas skated backward toward his team, he knew that was all he needed.

      The love of those five people.

      His family.

      His heart and soul.

      And now it was time to watch his boy do what Lucas had done in the league and more. If he was honest, he was way more excited about that than he was about his own career.

      Aiden was going to do big things.

      And Lucas couldn’t wait to have his front row seat, with his woman at his side and his babies all around him.

      
        The End
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      A note from Toni Aleo

      Hey everyone!

      How was it to visit with Lucas and Fallon? Amazing, right??? I missed them so much!

      Thank you so much for reading this—and also for being my reader. I'm so thankful for y'all, and really, you mean a lot to me.

      I have a wonderful team, and they know who they are, so thank you, guys.

      To my family and best friends, I love you and thank you.

      I'm excited for In the Crease, and you should be too!!

      Love,

      Toni
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