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      Time was running out.

      Luke Carter did his best not to focus on the clock, but with the pressure so damn high, the seconds were practically ticking off in his head. Sweat gathered on his brow. His breath caught as he reached out at the last second and…

      “Whoa, that was close.” One of his best friends, and currently unhelpful bastard Tyler Vanek, waved little arms as Luke carefully moved the thing away from the edge of the table. “You’ve got like no time left, dude. Wanna start over?”

      Shaking his head, Luke grabbed the powder. The white stuff filled the air, making him sneeze. He kept moving.

      At the other side of the table, Scott Demyan folded his arms over his chest. “I wasn’t all that worried before, but now…”

      “Shut up.” One piece of tape. Two. Luke put his hands up in the air as Tyler stopped the clock.

      The doll hit the floor.

      Tyler grinned and slapped him a high five. “That was awesome. You’re gonna make a great dad.”

      Damn, I hope so. Luke wiped his hand over his face, powder making the sweat all gritty. “I’ve never seen Westy move that much, but definitely upped the challenge. A few more tries and I’ll be ready for any scenario.”

      A heavy sigh escaped Scott as he bent over to pluck the practice baby doll off the ground and place it back on the kitchen table. He eyed Luke and Tyler like he was doubting their sanity. “All right, I think we’ve still got a few issues here. The diaper is...on okay, but…” He tapped a finger against the doll’s plastic head. “Babies are fragile. You’d be better off taking your time and not dropping it, than trying to beat your record. And what about dressing it? Or wrapping it up in the blanket? Or leaving the sound on so the crying gives you a clue of what you’ve gotta do next?”

      “The crying was bad, man. If a real baby cries like that, you should probably bring it to the ER.” Tyler backed up a step when Scott opened up the doll’s back to slide the batteries back in. “Seriously, I think he’s good. Changing the diapers is the hard part.”

      Luke nodded, wincing as the doll let out a high pitched wail. “Exactly. I need it to be all natural and speed does matter, I’m gonna have...have two to juggle.”

      Twins. Holy shit, we’re having twins.

      He took the blanket Scott held out, wrapped up the baby, then positioned it carefully against his chest like Oriana had shown him to do with her son, Westy. Usually, when he did this, he got drool and smiles. The cold plastic seemed to want to make him suffer. He patted its back. “Not actually juggle, and I wouldn’t drop them, but… Shit, fine, you’re the expert. What should I do next?”

      “How am I the expert? Casey’s eight.” Scott’s tone was a bit strained, like the noise was getting to him too. “Where are the instructions on this thing? Try the bottle.”

      After shoving the bottle at Luke, Tyler put his hands over his ears. “Pretty sure babies don’t come with instructions.”

      Ears ringing as the evil baby robot got even louder, Luke positioned it lying down on his arm and brought the fake bottle to its lips. A sucking sound cut off the crying.

      So damn obvious.

      Except for the fact he’d done this. Twice. Before the diaper.

      Do babies really eat this often?

      Slumping on the closest chair so hard he almost landed on his ass, Luke tipped his head back. “I’ve got a month left to prove I can be a good dad. Have you seen Richter lately? Every time he visits he gives me this look like… Shit, I don’t know. He might trade me off to some farm team in Saskatchewan instead of letting me go with the new team. Seb’s already been looking at houses. Everything’s ready. I’m the only one who isn’t and he knows it.”

      “Ramos?” Tyler looked over the kitchen, which had taken a bit of a beating during the first two hours of practice. There was baby powder everywhere, every cupboard door was open—Scott’s fault for hiding the damn bottle in random places—and fake soiled diapers and baby clothes and tiny blankets were everywhere.

      His buddy’s Domme and Dom would beat his ass if he ever wrecked their kitchen like this.

      Thank fuck I only have one Dom. One very patient, very understanding Dom.

      Still, he handed the doll to Scott and grabbed the broom, shaking his head at Tyler. “Richter. He’s being decent and all—him punching me really upset Jami and he’s been trying to make it up to her ever since. But he’s still worried. Maybe if I can get him to punch me again, he’ll chill out a bit. I should call him.”

      Before Luke could grab his phone, Scott snatched it out of reach. “Hell no. That’ll stress Jami out and you won’t feel any better.” He passed the doll to Tyler, who immediately took the batteries out as it began to whimper and put it back in the box it had come in. Lips twitching, Scott turned his focus back to Luke, putting his hands on his shoulders. “Being a dad is scary. It’s supposed to be. It’s good that you’re trying to get good at stuff, but give yourself some credit. You’re great with Westy and Amia. Casey adores you. Even Jaxon—who’s real picky with people—is cool with you. When the babies come, you’ll figure things out.”

      Scott was probably right. He’d become an amazing father in a very short time. Even Ford was rocking it on the paternal front. Max had been a bit hesitant at first, but he’d gotten into the flow. Sloan was no surprise, the man didn’t fail at anything.

      But Luke wasn’t any of them.

      He had a lot to prove.

      And he wanted to be ten times the father his had been from the get-go.

      The problem was, he had no idea how.

      “Hey, Scott’s right. Jokes aside, you’ve got this.” Tyler held out his hand for the broom. “We’ll take care of stuff here. Go check on Jami. That thing was making one hell of a racket. Ramos might take the belt to all three of us if it woke her up.”

      Wetting his bottom lip with his tongue, Luke nodded, glancing toward the sunroom, where Seb’s lovebirds were resting quietly on their perch. If the noise hadn’t bothered them, Jami was probably fine.

      Still, it gave him a good excuse to check on her without being accused of hovering. He left his teammates to tidy up the kitchen, making his way out into the hall, then toward the master bedroom on silent steps.

      The door opened quietly, and he held his breath as he slipped in. In the middle of the huge bed, Jami was curled up on her side, hugging the huge body pillow Silver had gotten her when she’d struggled to find a comfortable position to sleep in as her stomach grew.

      Cheeks soft and round, with a healthy pink glow, Jami looked more peaceful now than she had since the doctor had put her on bedrest. With such a high risk pregnancy, she hadn’t hesitated to follow any instructions to make things safer for herself and their babies, but she...was getting worn out by the constant...nothing.

      He couldn’t blame her, it would drive him out of his mind. After seeing what his fiance was going through, he’d never complain again about having to take a few weeks off the ice to heal when he got busted up.

      This was part of the reason he really needed to get being a dad right, though. Once Jami had the twins, he wanted her to be able to do all the things she loved, along with being a mother. Go back to being an ice girl if she wanted—maybe with the new team. Or find a new passion. Whatever made her happy.

      Neither he or Seb had to give up their dreams to be parents. No matter what it took, he’d make sure she got the same options.

      Doesn’t help her right now, though.

      A slight change in Jami’s breaths told him she was awake, so he went to the bed, sitting on the edge and smiling down at her. “Hey, babe. How you feeling?”

      Pressing her eyes shut, Jami shook her head. “Do not ask me that right now. I always feel bad when I get grumpy with you, but I’m tempted. Your sons aren’t going to play hockey. They’re going to play soccer. And they’re practicing with my bladder.”

      Ouch.

      “Do you...umm…” Sometimes, Jami was cool with being offered a hand to the bathroom. Other times she got a bit...grumpy. Yeah, he’d go with grumpy. Moving around with two humans attached to her couldn’t be easy. And from how big they were getting, he was pretty sure they planned to walk out of the womb.

      Jami rose up a bit, then thumped her head against the pillows. “I can manage the bathroom by myself, but if you can help me get up, that would be awesome. Please tell me it's not going to be another month? I’ll love you forever.”

      Lips quirking, Luke gently grasped Jami’s hands, helping her to her feet. “You’ll love me forever anyway.”

      “True.” Jami sighed, rubbing her hand over her stomach, which looked impossibly big for her small body. “I’ll need plenty of reminders until I get my body back, though.”

      The weight she’d gained helped even things out a bit for the first six months, but ‘his boys’—or Seb’s when he was the one fussing over Jami and the twins did cartwheels inside—had gone through a major growth spurt. Funny thing was, none of them knew for sure if they were both boys. Or who the father was.

      Not that it mattered, but his mom had been excited to share what she remembered from her own pregnancy the last time she’d visited. She’d tried to offer some comfort by telling Jami how easy delivering him had been, even though he’d had a big head.

      Jami had gone white, plastering a shaky smile on her lips as she wrapped her arms around her stomach, glancing from him to Seb. Seb was a lot bigger than Luke and had probably been a huge baby.

      The twins taking after either of them probably didn’t seem all that great at the moment.

      Settling Jami back in bed when she returned from the bathroom, Luke searched for anything to say or do to make things a bit easier. It was probably weird, but sometimes he felt guilty for...well, not having to do any of the hard stuff now. No matter how many times he brought herbal teas, or a pack of frozen peas—he still wasn’t sure for what—or poured baths of a specific temperature, it was still like spending a whole game on the pine.

      But he had a feeling telling Jami to ‘Put me in coach’ wouldn’t be considered cute.

      And she might have a harder time moving around, but she still had one hell of a throwing arm.

      The bedroom door swung open, Silver giving him a raised brow as he stood uselessly by the bed. Motioning him back as she, Akira, and Sahara crowded in, Silver smiled at Jami and held up what looked like a makeup kit. “I got your text. Pedicures to the rescue!”

      How the hell is that gonna help anything?

      Apparently, the woman knew what she was talking about, because Jami relaxed against the pillows and grinned. “That would be amazing, Mom. I feel like a beached whale and...it would be nice to feel pretty again. Even though I can’t see my feet.”

      “You’re still beautiful, Jami.” Luke brushed his hand over Jami’s hair as Silver set up the nailpolish and stuff on the nearby rolling tray. He bent down to kiss his fiance’s forehead. “I guess this’ll be relaxing and...nice.”

      Jami blew out a breath. “Why aren’t you with Seb? Seriously, Luke, it sucks that I’m stuck here. I told you I don’t want you both trapped, too. He’s doing sponsor events and volunteer work. It would make me happy if you were doing the same.”

      It was bad enough Luke would have to be away from her for long periods for practice and games, the idea of cramming up his schedule was just...wrong. Of course, Seb had told him Jami had plenty of support and the focus should be on what she needed, not what they wanted to give.

      “I can...paint nails.” All right, not exactly what Seb had meant, but Luke had to offer. “Casey gets me and Tyler and Scott to do hers and each others all the time.”

      Jami pressed her eyes shut. “Luke, I love you. So fucking much. But I really need you to go do something. Anything. Come home later and tell me all about it and—”

      A buzzing from Silver’s phone had everyone going quiet as she answered, leaving Akira and Sahara to sort through the lotions and other strange things coming out of the endless pit of the pink floral patterned kit.

      Speaking quietly, Silver nodded, pacing away from the bed and eyeing Luke like she was setting him up for something that would be difficult.

      Or illegal.

      With one final, satisfied nod, she hung up and faced him. “Go grab your shiny new minivan and swing by Oriana’s place for a diaper bag and Jaxon’s Switch. You’re driving up to Sloan’s father’s place to pick up the kids—Bran’s really homesick so they’re all coming back a bit early.”

      “I’m… What?” Luke took a step back. The woman was out of her mind. “How many kids? You do know I’m still trying to level up for my two, right?”

      Silver’s lips slanted. “Exactly. Which makes this perfect. Oriana is doing a late shift for her residency, Sloan and Max are checking out houses in the new team’s location, Ford’s at work, and...need I go on? Everyone else is working or busy. From what I just saw in the kitchen, you’ve got plenty of time on your hands.”

      This is a really bad idea. But also…

      He took a deep breath and grinned at her. “You know what? This is perfect. I’m totally on it.”

      “Good.” Silver looked uncertain for a moment as she slid her keys out of her pocket, taking the one to Oriana’s house off her keyring. “Landon showed you how to use the carseat? Make sure they’re both secure. Casey and Jaxon are old enough to be fine on the drive, but you still have to keep an eye on them when you stop for bathroom breaks or whatever. Kimber is good with all the kids, but don’t let her do too much.” Her brow creased. “There won’t be enough room for you to bring Scott or Tyler…”

      All the Cobra brats—a name he didn’t dare call the kids of their close group outloud, no matter how affectionately he meant it—had been brought to spend the week with ‘the grandparents’. Chicklet’s family had gone to spend time with Sloan’s father at his cabin and spoil all the little ones rotten during a teacher’s strike. The babies had been brought down only yesterday, the idea being all the parents would get some downtime to prepare for the coming season.

      It made sense to pick them all up at once and Luke was finally comfortable driving the minivan, but he’d never looked after all of them alone.

      If anything could prove he was ready to be a father?

      This’ll be it.

      “Silver, you’ve trusted me with Amia before. And Scott pointed out something earlier. I’ve spent time with all of the kids at some point or another.” Luke’s tone was steady, but uncertainty had him fighting the urge to swallow hard. “It’s a long drive, but I can do this, I swear.”

      Silver pressed the key into his palm. “I know you can. And I trust you. Just...drive carefully. And call if there’s anything.”

      Closing his hand around the key, Luke inclined his head. He glanced over at Jami, who gazed back at him, unblinking. Mouthing his words back at him. ‘You can do this.’

      Nothing else could’ve gotten him moving as much as the faith the woman he loved had in him.

      What she was going through now was damn hard. What came next would be even harder, in so many ways. He needed to show he deserved the faith he saw in her eyes.

      A baby doll might’ve given him some good practice…

      But it was time to level up.
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      Window wide open, breeze whipping over his hair, Luke soaked in the crisp ocean air as he drove and went over his strategy for the Cobra Brats. The older kids would pretty much keep themselves busy. Bran was shy, but he loved listening to music and singing along with familiar tunes, so Luke had downloaded a few he remembered Sahara and Dominik playing for him when the team hung out together and the kid got overwhelmed.

      The young teen, Kimber, had a lot of spunk and little respect for authority, but she seemed to chill when adults spoke to her like she had a good head on her shoulders. Which she did. And he would.

      Only the babies would be challenging—unless they slept through the ride. Since he wanted to be prepared, he planned out what to do if they were fussy.

      He’d grabbed a bottle warmer with a car adapter for if they were hungry. Stuffed enough diapers in the bag to make sure he wouldn’t run out. Had chew toys and pacifiers. Stuffies. Changes of clothes, blankets…

      I’m ready for anything these kids throw at me. Bring it!

      Grinning, he slowed as he pulled onto the wide dirt road leading to Sloan’s father’s cabin. He was a little surprised to see Dean’s mother there, even though she was part of ‘the grandparents’. Her big polyam household didn’t usually give her time to hang out like this, though she made sure she saw her granddaughter as often as possible.

      On the porch, sitting on one of two rocking chairs next to Sloan’s father, the older woman moved a sippy cup away from Amia’s lips as the toddler’s grip slackened on it. Westy grunted as his grandfather adjusted his bottle, grabbing on and fussing as he drained the last few sips. He kicked his legs, arms flailing as the empty bottle was slipped free of his grasp.

      “Oh no you don’t.” Sloan’s father chuckled as the baby made a face at him, then lifted Westy to his shoulder, patting his back. “You could be my son’s own blood, he was just like this as a baby. Make himself sick wanting more of everything if I let him.” When Westy let out a loud belch and settled, he grinned. “There we go. That’s what you needed.”

      Taking a mental note of the elder Callahan’s words, Luke smiled as he walked over to the bottom of the steps. “Sir. Ma’am. I’m here to pick up all the little ones. I’m guessing Silver called you?”

      Dean’s mother stood, giving him an indulgent smile as she came down the steps. “She did. And she mentioned getting you out of Jami’s hair. I appreciate all that you want to do, but it shouldn’t take an intervention. That poor girl can barely sit comfortably at this point. Face it, young man. Needing to constantly reassure one of the two men who got her in this predicament is the last thing she needs. If I were her, I’d be using you as target practice.”

      Ducking his head, Luke gave her a slanted smile. “She’s done that a few times. But she’s...I mean, I think she’s happy?” His brow furrowed. “She’s excited about the twins.”

      “I know she is. That does not make the process any easier.” Dean’s mother laid Amia in his arms. “This will be good for you. But if I ever hear you’re not using the skills you’re learning to give that poor young woman a break whenever you’re home, I’ll take my spoon to you. It’s easy when it’s someone else’s children and there’s an end in sight. The same isn’t true when it’s your own.”

      Cradling Amia close, Luke inclined his head. “I know that, ma’am. And...I’m looking forward to it. I don’t expect easy. I just...want to have enough experience so Seb and Jami know I can handle my responsibilities.”

      Her brow rose as she stepped aside so Sloan’s father could bring Westy—who was snuggled into his carseat and already kicking off his blankets—to the minivan. “Do they doubt that?”

      In all the planning, the talks about schools, fixing up the new house, whether or not to hire a nanny… Yes. It felt like both Seb and Jami believed in him.

      But Dean’s doubt made him question if he’d really earned it. The man might never approve of him, no matter what he did. But...maybe if Luke could prove himself, when Dean walked his daughter down the aisle, he wouldn’t look like he was considering how soon he could make her a widow.

      Not waiting for his answer, Dean’s mother seemed to read his thoughts. “Ah, I see. They’re not the ones you’re trying to convince.” She patted his cheek, then gazed down at Amia. “My son has dealt with too many losses in his life. His wife, who may still be alive, but became a stranger. And...his brother.” The wrinkles around her eyes deepened with pain, but she pressed on. “He also came much too close to losing Jami. He’s cautious, but if he really didn’t trust you, my boy.” She brushed her hand over Amia’s hair. “He’d have found a way to get rid of you. You wouldn’t be holding this one. And you’d never have the chance to get close to his eldest daughter again.”

      Throat tight at the brief mention of Tim, Luke nodded slowly. His own family had gotten so much bigger, and some days, he still couldn’t wrap his head around it. Trust was huge, and other than his mother, he couldn’t give it to anyone who shared his blood. But the family he’d chosen?

      His kids would have that. And it included Dean.

      The man wasn’t his biggest fan, but Dean’s mother was right. He was powerful. Determined. If he wanted Luke out of Jami’s life, he’d have done more than punch him.

      Doesn’t mean it can’t still happen.

      But Luke wouldn’t stop doing whatever he had to until the man was impressed enough that he’d never consider it again.

      He took a deep breath, bringing Amia to the carseat Sloan’s father set up for her and carefully strapping her in without waking her. “I know how important this is. How important they all are.” Glancing over to where Kimber approached with Bran, he straightened and gave a firm nod. “I’m being trusted a lot and...I won’t make them regret it. And then maybe…” He didn’t usually spill to just anyone, but he couldn’t hold back. He met Dean’s mother’s eyes. “I’ll be able to trust myself.”

      “Good man.” Dean’s mother patted his cheek, then shook her head at a shout from the other side of the house. “It’s adorable how new parents think babies are the hardest. Their needs are simple.” She looked over her shoulder as Casey chased Jaxon toward the minivan. “The real challenge comes when they grow into their own little people.”

      With both Dean’s mom and Sloan’s dad next to the minivan, it was probably fine to leave them watching the babies while he sorted out the older kids. Kimber was getting Bran settled into the backseat, with his iPad playing some kind of video that sounded like a Youtuber talking about predictions for the next Game of Thrones book.

      But neither Casey or Jaxon seemed ready to climb in with him.

      “I know you took my teacup! It’s brand new and you’re gonna break it! Give it back!” Casey grabbed for Jaxon’s arm, but he dodged just in time to tip her off balance. She fell hard, crying out as she skinned her knee on the rough gravel road. “I hate you! You’re the worst person in the world!”

      Skidding to a stop, Jaxon stared at her, his eyes tearing. “I am not! Bran broke it and I didn’t want you to be nasty to him, so I threw it away. It’s a stupid tea set and you shouldn’t have left it out! You’re spoiled and I hate you, too!”

      “I hate you more! It’s not stupid!” Casey sobbed as Dean’s mother knelt in front of her, Chicklet’s stepmother rushing out of the cabin with a white metal medkit to tend to the little girl’s knee. Hiccuping, Casey wrapped her arms around Dean’s mother’s neck. “I don’t wanna go with them. I’m staying here until Daddy comes gets me. Where’s my daddy? Where’s Demmy?”

      Lips parted, Luke snapped his gaze from Casey, to Jaxon, who kicked a wheel, then stomped around the vehicle. It sounded like he plunked down on the other side.

      Lifting her gaze to Luke, Dean’s mom watched him expectantly.

      All right, so…

      With twins there would probably be times when he had to decide who to take care of first. Casey was with Dean’s mom. Jaxon was alone.

      Okay, this ain’t so hard.

      Circling the minivan, he crouched down in front of Jaxon, who was glaring at the trees around them. He gave him a bracing look. “Hey. You good, buddy?”

      “No, I want—” Jaxon cut himself off and looked away. “Why did my dad leave me with these people? They seem nice and all, but I know the deal. They’re gonna take her side and I didn’t do shit.”

      Luke patted his shoulder. “There are no sides. You were looking out for Bran, and I think that’s really cool. Casey’s upset because something special was broken. Accidents happen.”

      “Like me. I was a fucking accident.” Jaxon scowled at Luke when he blinked at the cursing he knew Ford had been working on with his son. And had made some progress with. “Don’t do that. Don’t act surprised. I’m a punk and I’m gonna end up bad. Why should I pretend I won’t?”

      That was a statement Luke was all too familiar with. When he was little, there were times when he’d thought the same. Not in the same circumstances, but the pressure from his father to perform on the ice, the constant tension at home, had made him feel like it was all his fault. Like he might as well just accept it.

      Thankfully, he’d pushed past that and invested in the game. But Jaxon was dealing with a past he hadn’t. A lot of trauma he still needed to work through.

      And he needed to get a chance to just be a kid.

      One who was very upset right now.

      “I think you’re pretty tough. And nicer than people expect. And I know your father is damn proud of you.” Luke put his hand on Jaxon’s shoulder, squeezing lightly. “I know he doesn’t think you’re a mistake. You’re his son and he’s been missing you like crazy. But he wants to be able to give you a good life and he’s working really hard. He’d be here if he could, but Bran wanted to go home early. And these people you were with? They’re family. A family he wants so bad for you. Did you have fun?”

      Jaxon wrinkled his nose. “I mean...yeah. And I’m not a baby, so I coulda stayed longer. I want Dad to know he can do his thing. But…” He lifted his gaze to Luke’s. “I’m...happy we’re going back now. I miss him. Thank you
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