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      “Jansen makes a spectacular interception, cutting off the offensive play from Baker in what could be a game saver for the Florida Cubs!”

      The commentator's voice rings through the arena, giving a second-by-second description of play. The game has gone to overtime, so the first team to score will win the match.

      “Jansen passes off to Johnson, who takes off down the ice! Oh, wow, folks! That was a nasty hit by Baker as he takes Jansen down in what surely must be a foul!”

      I jump to my feet, screaming obscenities at Baker, the player who’s just swiped Cade’s feet out from underneath him, sending him crashing to the ice. My heart stops for a minute as Cade lies motionless. After what seems like an eternity, he rolls onto his side, shaking his head. He pulls himself to his feet, and I release the breath I was holding.

      “Asshole! Are you blind, ref? He didn’t even have the puck!” I holler, turning my attention to the referee. I wave my arms around even though he can’t hear me from the enclosure reserved for family members where Annie and I are sitting.

      “That was dirty.” Annie adds her objections. “Get your eyes tested, ref!” she shrieks, making a rude gesture with her hand.

      I sit back in my seat, my eyes finding Cade again to ensure he’s okay. Watching the games is always a mixture of exhilaration over the gameplay and anxiety about the players getting hurt.

      Annie grins across at me as she retakes her seat. “Listen to you, little miss potty-mouth.”

      Annie knows I rarely curse but living with Cade—who’s not averse to expressing himself through colorful language—has loosened my inhibitions.

      “Oh, that’s a great pass from Johnson back to Johnson! This could be the opportunity the Cubs need to take the game!”

      The commentator picks up the action, and this time Annie and I are up on our feet in excitement as Blake thunders up the ice like a mini-tornado.

      “Johnson, still in possession, dodges one, two, of the opposition! He passes wide to Hodges, who smashes the puck over the line to win the game!”

      Annie throws her arms around my neck and I hug her back as close as her swollen belly will allow while we celebrate the victory.

      “Thank God, it’s the last game of the season,” she says breathlessly, pulling back and patting her round stomach. “I don’t think my pelvic floor can take any more of this.”

      I laugh. “Is baby sitting on your bladder?

      “Not sitting. Jumping,” Annie replies with a grimace.

      “Only eight weeks left to go!” I say excitedly. “Then you get to meet your little one! Find out if it’s a boy or a girl!”

      “Don’t care as long as it’s healthy,” Annie replies firmly. “Can you believe it’s only a matter of weeks away? Seems like only two minutes ago I was telling Blake he was going to be a daddy on our wedding night.”

      I nod. “Time flies, huh? Little Grace will have a playmate soon.”

      “Meri will love that.” Annie sighs. “It’ll be fun to hang out with them. Talking of time passing quickly, only two weeks till your and Cade’s big day,” she says, grabbing my arms and giving me a little shake.

      My stomach flips over in excitement at the thought of our upcoming wedding. “I know. I can’t wait. It feels like a long time coming.”

      I glance down at the ice, smiling at the sight of Cade goofing around with his teammates as they celebrate their win. He’s removed his helmet and his sweaty hair is plastered to his head. He’s pumped from the game, and I shiver with anticipation, knowing that excess energy will lead to some pretty hot sex when we get home.

      “It is,” Annie agrees. “Took the man long enough to propose.”

      “We can’t all get married within months of meeting our soul-mate,” I tease, returning my gaze to Annie.

      She laughs. “Blake and I did move kind of fast, huh?” she says wryly, glancing down at her belly.

      “I think it’s wonderful,” I reply. “You guys are made for each other.”

      Annie sighs dreamily. “Sometimes, you just know. I love that man more than chocolate.”

      I burst out laughing. “I’m sure Bake’s relieved to know that. It took Cade and me a little longer to figure things out.”

      “Nah, you had them all figured out when you were kids. Just took a little longer for your stars to align,” she sighs dramatically.

      “Listen to you getting all astronomical.” I smirk. “Talking of stars aligning, is everything set up for your mom’s birthday surprise?”

      Annie nods enthusiastically. “Yep. Daryl’s told her he’s taking her to dinner at her favorite restaurant, and Blake and I are meeting them later for drinks. He’s going to suggest they take a stroll along the beach first, and we’ll all be waiting there with the minister.”

      “Oh, my god, she’s going to flip! Who knew Daryl could be so romantic. He’s cutting it a bit close to your due date, though,” I say worriedly.

      “It’ll be fine. It’s two weeks before the baby’s due to arrive, and I know this little one is too comfortable in here to come early. Besides, " Annie says confidently, " Mom was two weeks late with me. The hardest part is keeping my mouth shut whenever I speak to Mom. We tell each other everything. The pregnancy hormones have turned my brain into a cauliflower, so I keep having to bite my tongue in case I give anything away.”

      “Do you think she suspects anything?”

      “You mean, does she suspect that Daryl has secretly arranged for them to get married on the beach here in Gainsville?” Annie asks with a raised eyebrow. “Nope. Pretty sure she hasn’t got a clue,” she says, not waiting for an answer to her rhetorical question. “She probably thinks I’m excited about their visit. Which I am, but what she doesn’t know is she’ll be leaving here as Mrs. Jacobs.”

      “I’m so excited for them.” I grin, clapping my hands.

      “Yeah, well, it’s your turn first. Two weeks from today, you’ll be a married woman too. I can’t believe I’m going to look like a beachball at my mom’s and my best friend’s weddings!” she moans, shaking her head so her auburn hair swishes around her shoulders.

      “A beautiful, radiant, pregnant beachball,” I reassure her.

      Annie rolls her eyes. “Just call me… ooh! What the…?”

      I frown as Annie suddenly stops talking, following her troubled gaze to the arena. A group of Cubs players, including Blake, are huddled around someone on the ice. I look on, confused, as a medic runs out, pushing his way through the players to reach the downed man.

      My heart stutters and my breath gets stuck in my throat as the players part to reveal the unconscious man on the ground.

      My hand flies to my mouth.

      Cade!
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        * * *

      

      Blake and Annie follow the ambulance to the hospital while I ride inside, clutching an unconscious Cade’s hand in mine. His face is pale and his skin feels clammy to the touch.

      The paramedics arrived in record time, bundling him into the wagon, but no one seems to be able to tell me what’s wrong with him. All I know is what Blake told me: Cade stumbled backward and smashed his head on the ice while they were all goofing around.

      The next two hours are agonizing as Cade’s rushed off for various scans, leaving me, Annie, and Blake in the waiting room. The last time we were in this hospital was when Diego Martinez attacked Annie, and I know those dark memories aren’t far from all of our minds as we sit waiting for news.

      Annie reaches across for my hands, stilling the nervous twisting of my fingers in my lap. “Everything’s going to be okay, honey. Cade’s going to be fine.”

      I squeeze her hand and give her a weak smile, hoping she’s right.

      Blake rests his elbows on his knees and drops his head into his hands, raking his fingers through his dark hair in agitation. “How can something like this put him in the hospital? The man’s head is harder than steel, for fuck’s sake!”

      Annie reaches for his hand, too, bringing it to her belly. Blake gives her an apologetic smile, rubbing his hand gently over her stomach as if drawing comfort from their unborn child. Annie sits serenely between us like some red-headed angel anchoring us to the earth.

      Another hour passes before a man in a white coat with dark hair and glasses approaches us. I search his features as he nears us, looking for a telltale sign of the news he’s about to deliver, but his expression gives nothing away.

      “Miss Manson?” He looks at me questioningly.

      I stand, extending my hand to shake his firmly. “Yes, but please call me Lanie. How is he? Is he going to be okay? Can I see him?”

      “Okay, okay, one thing at a time.” The doctor holds up his hands with a smile. “I’m Doctor Nelson. I’m the consultant neurologist looking after Cade. And to answer your first and second questions, he’s going to be fine.”

      “Oh, thank God!” I breathe. My legs threaten to give way beneath me, and I lean on Blake as he comes to stand next to me.

      “Cade sustained a nasty blow to the head which caused him to lose consciousness. We ran a CT scan to check for bleeding, and you’ll be pleased to hear we found none.”

      I release a shaky breath. “Is he conscious? Can I see him?”

      “Yes, and yes.” Doctor Nelson chuckles. “I’ll take you up to his room myself.”

      “Thank you, doctor.” I cast a relieved look at Blake and Annie, seeing some of the tension leave their faces at the news.

      “Do you want us to come with you or…?” Blake’s words trail off as he looks at me questioningly.

      He smiles as I grab his and Annie’s hands in answer.

      We follow Doctor Nelson up in the elevator, which stops on the second floor. He pauses outside a room, detaining me with a hand on my arm as Blake and Annie continue inside.

      “Don’t be concerned if he’s a little confused and muddled. It’s quite normal after an injury of this type,” Doctor Nelson reassures me.

      I nod, giving him a grateful smile, and follow my friends into the room.

      Cade is propped up on pillows in the hospital bed, his dark hair tousled. He looks a little pale, but he’s a sight for sore eyes as he grins at Annie and Blake.

      I run to him, throwing my arms around his neck with a sob, careful not to jostle him. After a few seconds, I pull back to look at him, wiping the tears from my eyes.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay!” I choke, smoothing my hand across his cheek.

      His brown eyes land on mine, dancing with confused mirth. “Much as I love a hug from a beautiful woman, I usually prefer to know her name first.”

      I stare at him, waiting for the punchline. “Uh, it’s Lanie.”

      His forehead pleats in a frown, and his next words have me taking a step back in shock.

      “Lanie who?”
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