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      Dani

      

      The last game before Thanksgiving is always exciting because I know there’s a day off coming up. 

      But tonight feels different. 

      Standing behind the bench, resting my hands on my aching back, something is off. Nine months pregnant and just past my due date, I’m so ready to give birth it isn’t even funny. As an assistant trainer for the Alaska Blizzard, I keep busy enough not to think about the aches and pains of pregnancy too much, but something feels off tonight. 

      My body is definitely trying to tell me something, but I lean against the wall, determined to focus on the game. 

      My husband Sergei plays for the Blizzard and has just come back to the bench after a long shift on the ice. I avoid his eyes because even though we try not to communicate much during games, he knows me well enough to sense that I’m in pain. Whether or not I’m in labor, I can’t be sure, but the pressure in my abdomen is becoming annoying. 

      I have a high tolerance for pain and I’ve been dealing with Braxton-Hicks contractions for the last few weeks without any issues. But whatever this is feels more serious, and I glance up at the clock anxiously. 

      Two minutes left, and the Blizzard is up 2-0. 

      If they can hold on for two more minutes, I can let someone know what’s going on—or what I think is going on. I’ve never had a baby before, so I’m not completely sure how this is supposed to go. I’ve read the books, taken the classes, and asked my doctor a thousand questions, but now that it’s happening, I’m more nervous than I thought I’d be. 

      And tomorrow is Thanksgiving. 

      Crap.

      “You okay, Dani?” One of the assistant coaches, Drake Riser, glances at me worriedly. “You don’t look so good.” 

      I put a finger to my lips. “Ninety seconds, then we’ll deal with it.” 

      He looks like he might protest but then nods. “Okay.” 

      Luckily, the game ends without incident, and I make my way down the tunnel toward my office. I desperately need to sit down and catch my breath, but then an intense pain shoots through my mid-section, and I nearly double over, grabbing the wall for support. 

      “Dani!” Head coach Laurel Caldwell hurries to my side. “Is it the baby? Are you okay?” 

      “Oh, please, not here,” I mutter. 

      But it’s too late. 

      The guys are coming down the tunnel, and someone calls for Sergei. My burly Russian defenseman husband is instantly at my side, tossing his gloves down as he reaches for me. 

      “Babe?” His eyes search mine as I finally manage to straighten up. 

      “I think—” I look down and grimace. “My water just broke.” 

      “How long have you been in labor?” he asks quietly, a smile playing on his lips. He knows me well enough to suspect it’s been a while. 

      “Since this afternoon.” I smile back. 

      “Do I have time to shower, or do we need to go right now?” 

      “Go shower. I’m going to text Sara and let her know what’s going on.” Sara is my best friend and usually brings Sergei’s and my son Niko to the games. 

      “All right. Let’s get you to your office, and then I’ll take a quick shower.” 

      He keeps an arm around me as we make our way toward the hallway where the team’s locker room and my office are located. 

      “I’m fine,” I say when we get to the main hallway. “Go get cleaned up. I’ll get in touch with Sara, and we’ll be ready to go by the time you’ve showered.” 

      Sergei smiles, leaning over to kiss me. “Ten minutes, okay?” 

      “I’m fine. Go.” 

      I get to my office just before another contraction hits and sink into my chair. I want to shower and change clothes too, but there’s no point since we’re probably heading straight to the hospital. 

      I pull out my phone and text Sara. 

      Niko is Sergei’s son from his first marriage, but he’s like my own child, and I worry about how jealous he’s been since we told him he was going to be a big brother. 

      DANI: I think it’s time. 

      SARA: OMG! Are you okay? Are you headed to the hospital? Should I meet you there? 

      DANI: I’m fine. Sergei’s showering and I’m resting in my office. Will you take Niko home with you? It might be a long night. 

      SARA: Of course. He’s gonna be pissed, though. 

      DANI: I know. We’ll come down to the family lounge once Sergei’s dressed so we can talk to him. 

      SARA: Okay. I won’t go anywhere until you get there. 

      Friends and family usually wait for the players after the game in the lounge, and everyone disperses from there. Niko loves waiting for Sergei and me to come get him after games but tonight will be different. We’ve worked hard to help him get excited about the new baby, but he hasn’t been impressed. 

      After being an only child for so long and losing his biological mother, he isn’t thrilled about having to share his parents. I thought he’d come around by now, but it hasn’t happened. 

      I put my head down on the desk and clench my fists as another contraction rips through me. I have a funny feeling this baby is coming sooner rather than later. 

      “Babe?” Sergei is suddenly there, crouching beside me with one hand on my back. I didn’t even hear him come in, I’m so focused on the pain, and I take a breath. 

      “The baby’s coming,” I whisper. “We have to see Niko right now and then get out of here.” 

      “Okay.” He helps me stand up, and we make our way to the elevator that will take us up a level. 

      “Mommy!” Niko comes barreling down the hall in our direction, and I wince as he throws himself at me. 

      “Easy, buddy.” Sergei catches him in the air, hugging him before setting him down. “Mommy doesn’t feel good.” 

      “Are you sick?” Niko asks, staring up at me. 

      I smile, shaking my head. “The baby’s coming soon, honey,” I say, reaching out a hand. 

      “Tonight?” His eyes widen. “Already?” 

      “We’re going to the hospital to find out for sure,” I reply, “but yes, I think so. So you’re going home with Auntie Sara and then⁠—” 

      “Nyet!” He shakes his head vehemently, saying no in Russian. “I want to go with you.” 

      “They don’t allow children in the room where we give birth,” I explain. I feel bad about lying to him, but Sergei and I decided we want it to be just the two of us for the birth. 

      Doctors and nurses will be there, of course, but we don’t want any other family members. This is private and emotional for us, and I feel strongly that Niko is too young to watch me screaming in pain, which I assume will happen at some point. 

      “I’m not going.” He sits down on the floor, folding his arms across his chest. 

      Sergei scowls, but I put a gentle hand on his arm as I use his strong legs to balance myself so I can squat down. 

      “Niko.” I gently lift his chin, staring into bright blue eyes. “You know how much we love you. That will never change.” 

      His lower lip juts out a little. “You’ll be too busy for me, and babies are loud. The twins cry all the time.” Our friends Kane and Hailey Hatcher have twin toddlers, and we spend a lot of time together. 

      “I know, but this is our baby.” I pull him to my chest. “And you’re the baby of my heart, remember? You’re my special baby, and you always will be.” 

      His eyes puddle with tears, and he throws himself into my arms. “I don’t want you to love the new baby more than me!” 

      “Oh, honey, that will never happen.” I hug him tightly, stroking his hair. “I’ll love all my babies equally.” I kiss the top of his head. “Now go give Daddy a hug, and then be a good boy for Auntie Sara. In the morning when you wake up, you’ll either have a baby brother, or I’ll be coming home because it was another false alarm.” 

      He sighs, looking into my face. “You promise?” 

      “I promise.” 

      “Okay.” He turns to his father, gives him a quick hug, and then runs off to find Sara. 

      “You’re so patient with him,” Sergei says softly, helping me stand up again. “I just wanted to spank him.” 

      “I know, but this is scary for him. Remember, he already lost one mom, and even though he doesn’t remember it, we honor her by talking about her all the time, so there has to be a part of him that’s nervous. Like what if he loses me too?” 

      Sergei frowns. “You think we should, uh, stop talking about Tatiana?” 

      I shake my head. “No. I think it’s wonderful, and we’re doing the right things, but this is an adjustment, so we’re going to need extra patience.” 

      “I know, but he’s so damn stubborn.” 

      “Sounds like someone I know.” I shoot him a playful grin. 

      “Yeah, yeah.” He looks around. “We should get going.” 

      “Oh, shit.” I fall hard against his chest, holding on to his shirt for dear life.

      “Another contraction?”

      I nod through clenched teeth. 

      “We’re leaving as soon as it passes.” He wraps one arm around me as I bury my face in his chest, and his other hand roams over my taut belly. 

      “This baby is definitely coming,” I say when I can breathe again. 

      “Then it’s time for us to go!”
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      Sergei

      

      I don’t like watching Dani suffer through labor, but it’s going a lot faster than I was expecting. The doctor said first babies are often late and take a long time to come out, but Maxim Zachary Petrov is born less than two hours after we get to the hospital. Holding him in my arms as the doctors finish up with Dani, I stare down at a thick shock of white-blonde hair and tiny button nose. 
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