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      Thursday, August 15th

      Jacey stretched in bed, coming awake to the feel of a warm, firm chest against her back and a strong arm around her waist. She smiled and snuggled into it. A contented bear-like rumble made her laugh. “Carter.”

      “Mmm?” He sounded more than half-asleep, but as tempting as it was to stay in bed all day, they needed to get moving.

      “Are you ready for tonight?”

      A beat of silence, then he groaned, picked his head up, and hit it against the pillow.

      She smiled and peeked over her shoulder. “You realize you’re the only man on Earth dreading his own bachelor party.”

      “I’m the only man on Earth having his bachelor party planned by the Sinners hockey team. And your brother. In Vegas. Which part of that doesn’t worry you?”

      “How many times in your life have you heard the words, ‘you’re no fun’?”

      “As many times as you have.”

      “That’s fair.” She grinned and rolled over, kissing his nose. It earned her a grudging smile. “Come on. What are you afraid is going to happen?”

      “It’s not like I think anyone will get arrested or I’ll wake up with a tiger in the other room. It’s just…it’s gonna be like a funeral.” The sadness in his hazel eyes was so unexpected, she scoffed playfully to deflect from how hard the words hit her.

      “Are you saying marrying me is the end of your life?”

      “No.” He kissed her once then again as if to prove his point. “No, that’s not what I mean. Marrying you is the beginning of my life. Our life. I wouldn’t want it any other way.” His earnestness soothed the worry in her heart and the little voice in her head that popped up occasionally to taunt: This is too good to be true. She smiled a little and nodded.

      He laid his head back on the pillow and met her gaze. “What I meant was, this will be the last time I hang out with the guys as one of them. I’m not on the team anymore. It’s been easy not to think about that because we’ve been celebrating winning the Cup, but next season starts in two months. Just not for me. They all know it too, and this last bash…it really is the last.”

      Her heart ached, and she kissed him softly for a long moment. In all the excitement of winning the Cup and planning their wedding, he must have kept those fears pushed down deep. He’d seemed happy. How could she have missed it? “I’m so sorry.”

      He traced his fingertips lightly along the line of her jaw and shook his head. “The concussion wasn’t your fault. I was careless. I wanted to win so bad. Even if it hadn’t happened this year, it would have eventually. It’s a risk every player accepts.”

      All true, but that didn’t change how much it hurt him to give up the one thing he’d loved his whole life, the only thing he’d worked for. The thoughts must have shown in her expression because he cradled her cheek in his hand and held her gaze. “I’m okay. It’s hard, but it’ll just take time. And I don’t want you to think I’m not happy, because you are the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      The tightness in her chest reminded her to breathe. He couldn’t know how much that meant. Her smile wavered, and she arched a brow. “You just won the Stanley Cup.”

      “I won a lot more than that.” He kissed her again, but this time with heat behind it. The arm around her waist pulled her closer against him and ignited every cell in her body. His words echoed in her head, and warmth blossomed in her chest. He spent the rest of the morning showing her just how happy he was.
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      Carter cracked an eye open. By the amount of sunlight in their room, it had to be mid afternoon. Hard not to feel guilty for spending so much of the day in bed, but one look at the sleeping beauty wearing just his jersey silenced any regret. They certainly hadn’t wasted the day. He smiled and traced her face lightly. She took a deep breath and blinked sleepy, gray-blue eyes at him. “Hmm?”

      He grinned. “Good afternoon.”

      “What?” She scrambled to sit up and threw back the covers. “What time is it?”

      He laughed and sat up on his forearm. “Relax. It’s only two.”

      “Two! Nealy’s picking me up in a half hour for our nail appointment.” She sprung out of bed and padded barefoot to the adjoining bathroom. She scooped up her loose curls, and for a half-second before she closed the door, he saw his last name in bold across her shoulders. His heart contracted, and it hit him. A warm feeling in his chest, a pang in his gut. Mine. If he said it out loud, she’d call him a caveman, but in a few days, it would be her name too. The image produced a smile followed by a laugh as he thought of his tiny terror coach, Nealy Windham, getting a manicure. Except she wasn’t his coach any more. Split feelings about that. Never thought he’d miss the abuse, but he felt a twinge of jealousy that the other guys would get a weekly verbal reaming, and he wouldn’t. Ever again. Damned if that wasn’t messed up.

      What would life be now without hockey? Almost impossible to imagine. There was the option to work behind the scenes in management, but what would be worse? To rip the sport out of his system completely or to hang around on the fringe—in that world but no longer a part of it? Lots of retired players went that way. Jury was still out on whether it was masochism or a way to cope.

      Jacey bounced out of the bathroom looking fresh and so beautiful. His admiration must have been obvious because her smile lit up, and she danced over to drop a kiss on his lips before wiggling out of his jersey. It took a lot of restraint not to throw her back on the bed and forget about the rest of the world until the wedding, but then he thought of Nealy busting in and giving him hell for ruining the bachelorette party. Two women shouldn’t be able to get into much trouble, especially since one of them was his wife-to-be. Except the other one was Nealy, so all bets were off. So he just enjoyed the view while Jacey got dressed. “Promise you won’t let her talk you into anything too crazy.”

      She grinned over her shoulder. “Promise me you and the guys won’t need bail tomorrow.”

      “Deal.”
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      Bachelorettes

      “I’ve never done this before.” Nealy sat rigid with her arms extended on the table, looking like she was being tortured rather than getting a manicure. For her, the two were probably synonymous. It meant all the more that the Sinners coach and her best friend agreed to this day of beauty before they tackled the town. The ‘mighty sprite,’ as the guys called her, wore a fitted, bedazzled Sinners t-shirt, jeans, and ankle boots, and she looked on the verge of bolting.

      Jacey bit her lip to hold back a full-out grin. “You don’t say.”

      Nealy snorted. “Yeah, I bet I fit in here as much as Phlynn would.”

      The image of her husband-to-be getting his nails buffed and polished broke the grin free. “Oh, I think you blend in a little better than Carter.” His name fell off her lips, and she clamped them shut then looked around.

      Nealy laughed. “How’s that for PTSD? You still don’t feel like you can say his name in public without making a headline.”

      Jacey’s cheeks warmed, and she shrugged. “Old habits. Guess I can call him whatever I want now. How do you think he’d handle ‘Sugar Buns’?”

      “Oh yes. Please call him that. In front of the guys. I’ll pay to see it.”

      Jacey smiled so hard her cheeks hurt. “Noo, I couldn’t do that. He’s already sad about losing them.”

      “Losing them?” Nealy quirked a brow.

      Oops. Undefined territory. Carter probably wouldn’t want her sharing his true feelings about retirement, but…Nealy was Nealy. The closest thing to a sister she’d ever had. “He’s afraid not being on the team will create a rift. He won’t be one of them anymore, on or off ice.”

      Nealy went quiet.

      Jacey had expected a flippant objection. She wasn’t ready for the heavy silence. “He’s right, isn’t he?”

      When Nealy looked over, there was pity and a tinge of regret in her eyes. “It’s the way it works, Jace. It’s not that the guys will shun him or anything. They just won’t be able to talk like they used to because he won’t be out there with them, in the middle of it. They’ll stay friends, I’m sure, but things will change. No avoiding that. Doesn’t mean it’ll be all bad. Just take some adjusting.”

      Jacey nodded and stared at her drying French tips.

      “Hey, bachelorette, this is your day. No sad face. If you don’t remove that frown yourself, it’ll just fall off when we jump off the tallest building in Vegas.”

      “When we what?”

      [image: ]

      Jacey stared up at the Stratosphere and felt her stomach somewhere in the vicinity of her feet. “No way. I can’t do this.”

      “Jace, trust me. It’s totally safe, and it’s not even that fast. It’s not a real free-fall. They control your speed. It’s more like a vertical zip line.”

      That was all well and good, but none of it changed the logistics of jumping from one hundred and eight stories. Nealy tugged on her arm, but Jacey felt rooted to the spot. She’d have stayed there too—Las Vegas’s newest living statue—except a crush of tourists flowed around them like a river around a boulder except not as gentle. The pushing and bumping swept them forward, and Nealy guided them to the SkyJump landing area where a crowd gathered, every head tipped up in expectation.

      Nealy looped an arm around Jacey’s elbow, probably considering her a flight risk. “We’re already booked and paid for. Let’s just watch one before we go up.”

      That wasn’t necessarily a good idea, but no escape route presented itself. If she squinted hard, Jacey could see a moving dot at the top of the tower. The dot waved. Holy hell, it was a person. Her skin went cold, and she swallowed to hold back a wave of nausea. “Nealy, I really—”

      “C’mon, Jace. What better way to celebrate taking the big plunge than taking a big plunge?”

      “Does it have to be so literal?”

      “Think of it as cathartic. Everything weighing you down, leave it behind when you jump off the platform.”

      The dot chose that moment to go airborne, itty bitty limbs spread like a starfish, and in seconds it looked more and more like a full-size human
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