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Off The Ice

    by Panda_MA

      Summary

      When Shane is benched by a pregnancy he never planned for, the season keeps moving without him.

In the longest intermission of his life, he has to figure out who he is without the ice—and who he can be with Ilya.



      Notes

        As an avid queer reader, I—along with many others—have had Heated Rivalry completely take over my life.

The AuDHD hyperfixation has me rereading HR and The Long Game on a loop. And if I’m not working, writing, or reading, I’m rewatching the episodes of the show.

For some reason, fanfiction didn’t cross my mind on a way to get my Ilya/Shane fix until I saw a comment left by somebody on a TikTok.

Insert facepalm here.

I don’t have a clear idea on where I want this story to go, other than having baby girl Shane go through it a little bit.

Tehe.

My eyes are open for suggestions. I’ll moderate comments on this story. I’m kind of excited to see what ideas you readers come up with.

I’m a sucker for angst. I know not everyone likes the struggle bus. But if my heart isn’t hurting, I don’t want it.

Anyhoo…

Sorry for the ramble. Here is alternate universe Shane and Ilya set right after The Long Game. So if you haven’t read the books:

1. What are you waiting for?
2. This fic may contain some spoilers.

Also… I kept the team names following the books rather than the show.

Ok. I’m done rambling for real this time.

🐼




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: We’re Back, Baby!
  








  The Ottawa Centaurs’ locker room hums with pregame noise—skates clacking, tape ripping, low voices bouncing off concrete—but Shane hears almost none of it.
He sits at his stall, elbows on his knees, fingers flexing inside his gloves for the third time in a minute. His Centaurs jersey hangs heavy on his shoulders, unfamiliar and familiar all at once. Same league. Same game. Different weight.
Across the room, the name MONTREAL VOYAGEURS glows on the opposing lineup sheet.
His old team.
The one that smiled for cameras while quietly making it clear there was no room for an omega who wouldn’t stay quiet, who loved another man too openly, who wouldn’t be manageable.
Shane swallows and forces his shoulders down.
It’s just a game, he tells himself.

It never is.
“Hey.”
Ilya’s voice cuts through everything—low, warm, unmistakable. Shane looks up to find him leaning against the stall beside his, already dressed, already loose in the way he only gets right before puck drop. Alpha confidence rolling off him like heat off ice.
“You’re thinking too loud,” Ilya says.
Shane huffs. “I’m literally not saying anything.”
“Da. That is problem.”
Ilya’s eyes flick briefly to the Voyageurs logo again, then back to Shane. Something sharp passes through them—protective, furious, controlled.
“They do not get to make today about them,” Ilya says. “Today is first game you play right wing for me.”
Shane feels that land in his chest.
“For you?” he repeats.
Ilya grins, all teeth and trouble. “My center. My omega. My favorite right wing.”
Shane groans quietly and drops his head. “You cannot say things like that in the locker room.”
Ilya leans closer anyway, voice dropping. “Why? You embarrassed?”
“Yes,” Shane says immediately, then glances up, cheeks already warm. “And also—” He lowers his voice. “—quit trying to make me hard before the game.”
Ilya laughs, delighted. “You get hard that easy for me.”
Shane shoves at his knee with his glove. “That is not the point.”
Ilya catches the glove, fingers closing around Shane’s wrist for just a second—grounding, possessive without pressure.
“Listen,” Ilya says, softer now. “If you need reminder of who you are? I take you to the trophy room again.”
Shane stills.
Ilya’s tone turns smug. “Show you Cups. Show you plaque with our names. Show you the picture where you look like you might cry and I look extremely handsome.”
Shane exhales a laugh despite himself. “You always look extremely handsome.”
“See?” Ilya says. “Reminder already working.”
Shane meets his eyes then, really looks at him. Same Ilya. Same fire. Same man who chose him—over secrecy, over fear, over everything.
The nerves don’t disappear. But they soften.
“I’m nervous,” Shane admits quietly. “About playing them. About… being seen.”
Ilya’s expression shifts—not teasing now. Serious. Steady.
“Good,” he says. “Let them see you.”
He taps Shane’s chest, right over the Centaurs logo. “You are not theirs anymore.”
The horn sounds down the corridor. Time.
Ilya straightens, slips his helmet on, then pauses. “Center to right wing,” he says. “Watch my left skate.”
Shane smiles, adrenaline finally starting to hum. “Always do.”
As they step onto the ice together—same sweater, same line—Shane realizes something else too.
This isn’t revenge. It’s better.
It’s proof.
The first hit comes three minutes into the game.
Not a dirty one—just hard enough to make a point.
Shane absorbs it along the boards, shoulder burning as he rides the impact and keeps the puck moving anyway. The crowd roars, half of them hungry for blood, the other half already chanting his name in Centaurs colors.
“Still soft, Hollander?” someone snaps as they skate past him.
Shane doesn’t turn his head. He doesn’t need to. He knows that voice. Knows the smirk that goes with it.
His stomach tightens—but his stride doesn’t falter.
On the next shift, it’s more of the same.
A stick jabbed a little too close to his ribs. A muttered omega under someone’s breath. A shoulder check that lingers half a second longer than necessary.
Montreal is making their feelings known.
All except JJ and Hayden.
JJ lines up across from him at a faceoff in the neutral zone, visor low, expression unreadable. His eyes flick to Shane—quick, careful.
He doesn’t smile.
But he doesn’t sneer either.
When the puck drops, JJ wins it clean and skates away without a word.
Shane exhales. It’s something.
By the end of the first period, his nerves have burned down into something sharper and more focused. His scent shifts—not fear anymore, but adrenaline and resolve. He knows Ilya smells it the second he hops the bench.
“Good,” Ilya murmurs as Shane glides past him. “You are angry now.”
“I’m motivated,” Shane corrects.
Ilya grins. “Same thing.”
On the ice, it’s like muscle memory takes over.
Ilya wins a draw clean back. Shane’s already moving, timing perfect, stick exactly where it needs to be. Luca crashes the net. Troy hangs back just enough to cover the blue line.
They don’t talk. They don’t have to.
Pass—receive—redirect. Shane cuts right as Ilya loops left, drawing coverage with him. The puck snaps back to Shane’s stick without him even looking.
Shot.
Goal.
The red light flashes, and Shane barely hears the horn before Ilya is on him, slamming into his shoulder, shouting something unintelligible and triumphant right into his ear.
“That’s one!” Ilya yells. “They forgot how fast you are!”
Shane laughs, breathless, as they skate back to center. His heart is hammering—not from fear, not from the noise—but from the sheer rightness of it.
This. This is what all those early mornings were for. The drills. The fights. The hours spent learning each other’s rhythms until they could do this blind.
Montreal pushes back hard.
By the third period, the score is tight—3–3—and the Voyageurs are getting louder, meaner.
“Traitor,” someone spits as Shane battles for the puck behind the net.
He shoulders through it anyway, feeds the puck up the boards, and hears Ilya shout his name.
“I see you!”
Shane doesn’t hesitate. He cuts toward the slot, trusts without thinking.
The puck lands on his stick like it was always meant to be there.
He doesn’t shoot.
He dishes it back, just a touch, perfectly placed.
Ilya one-times it past the goalie.
4–3.
The arena explodes.
The final seconds tick down in a blur of blocked shots and burning lungs and Shane bracing himself against the boards as the horn finally, finally sounds.
Game over.
Shane barely has time to breathe before he’s swallowed whole.
Luca is first—arms around his shoulders, laughing and yelling something about buying drinks. Troy crashes in next, solid and grinning, knocking Shane’s helmet askew.
And then Ilya.
Always Ilya.
Ilya barrels into the pile with reckless joy, wrapping Shane up completely, face pressed into his shoulder, voice thick with victory.
“That’s my omega,” he says, loud enough for anyone close to hear. “That’s my winger.”
The rest of the team piles on, but Shane is at the center of it—laughing, breathless, overwhelmed in the best possible way.
For a moment, the past fades.
The heckling. The rejection. The years of being made to feel like he had to earn his place.
Right now, he belongs.
And Ilya’s hand finds his back, steady and sure, like it always does.
—
Troy and Harris’s house is already loud when they arrive.
Someone has music playing too loudly in the living room, someone else is yelling about ordering more pizza, and at least three players are arguing about who actually tipped the delivery guy last time. The air smells like beer, sweat, and victory.
Shane hovers near the doorway for a second, still buzzing from the game, helmet hair flattened and jersey half-untucked. The emotional drop always hits him a little harder than most—adrenaline fading into something softer, needier.
Ilya, on the other hand, is in his element.
He barely makes it three steps inside before he drops to a knee and is immediately tackled by a large, fluffy dog.
“Oh!” Ilya laughs, delighted, hands already buried in fur. “Hello Chiron.”
Chiron’s tail goes into overdrive. He presses his entire body against Ilya like he’s found his soulmate.
Shane watches from a safe distance as Ilya melts.
Fully. Completely.
“Who is good boy?” Ilya croons, voice gone absurdly soft. “You are. Yes you are. Look at this face.”
Chiron licks him straight across the mouth.
Ilya laughs again, unbothered. “I accept this love.”
Shane blinks.
He folds his arms, leaning against the wall, watching his alpha lavish praise, scratches, and absolute devotion on a dog who has known him for approximately thirty seconds.
“…Wow,” Shane mutters.
Luca snorts from behind him. “Jealous?”
“No,” Shane says immediately. Then, quieter, “Okay, maybe a little.”
Ilya is sprawled on the floor now, Chiron half in his lap, half on his chest, receiving what can only be described as worship. Ilya presses his forehead to the dog’s, murmuring in Russian.
Harris passes by with drinks and laughs. “Careful. Chiron steals hearts.”
“He already stole mine,” Ilya says solemnly. Then his smile fades just a touch. “He reminds me of Anya.”
Shane’s chest softens at the name.
Ilya scratches behind Chiron’s ears, slower now. “She does this,” he says, demonstrating, fingers rubbing in a specific way. “Always think she is lap dog.”
Shane crosses the room without thinking and sits beside him, knees brushing. “You miss her.”
Ilya nods once. “Da.”
Chiron immediately shifts, wedging himself between them with zero shame.
Shane sputters. “Okay—hey—excuse you.”
Ilya laughs, delighted again. “He choose me.”
“You’re being chosen very aggressively,” Shane says, as Chiron’s head lands squarely on Ilya’s thigh.
Ilya scratches the dog absentmindedly, still smiling, still not touching Shane.
Shane waits.
And waits.
And then, because he is apparently this person now, he says, “I cannot believe I’m jealous of a dog.”
Ilya looks up, eyes bright. “You are?”
“Yes,” Shane admits. “You haven’t touched me in like… fifteen minutes.”
Ilya’s smile turns slow and dangerous. “You want affection?”
Shane lifts his chin. “I am literally your omega.”
Ilya shifts closer, slides an arm around Shane’s shoulders, pulling him in without hesitation. He presses a kiss to Shane’s temple, lingering just long enough to make Shane’s breath hitch.
“There,” Ilya murmurs. “Better?”
Shane exhales, melting instantly. “Yes.”
Chiron sighs contentedly and flops more of his weight onto both of them.
Ilya laughs. “Okay, maybe we share.”
Shane leans into Ilya’s side, shaking his head. “When we get home, I want you to remember this moment.”
“Oh?” Ilya asks.
“Yes,” Shane says sweetly. “For when you are wondering why I am extra clingy.”
Ilya kisses his hair. “I will survive.”
Shane smiles, surrounded by noise and warmth and the quiet certainty that he’s exactly where he belongs—even if he has to compete with a dog for attention sometimes.
 
By the time they leave Troy and Harris’s house, Shane is barely holding it together.
The post-game high has burned down into something sharp and restless, omega instincts buzzing under his skin like live wire. He sits in the passenger seat with his hands clenched in his lap, knee bouncing despite his best efforts.
Ilya notices. Of course he does.
He doesn’t say anything at first. Just starts the car, pulls out onto the quiet street—and lets his hand settle high on Shane’s thigh.
Shane inhales sharply.
“You are doing this on purpose,” Shane says, voice tight.
Ilya glances over, mouth twitching. “Driving?”
“Don’t,” Shane warns.
Ilya’s hand shifts—barely a brush, barely pressure—grazing Shane’s cock. Teasing in the cruelest, most familiar way.
“You smell like victory and need,” Ilya says mildly. “I am only appreciating.”
Shane stares straight ahead. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to climb over the console.”
Ilya laughs, low and pleased, but his hand stays right where it is all the way home.
The moment the front door opens, Anya barrels toward them, nails skidding on the floor as she launches herself at Ilya with a joyful whine.
“There she is,” Ilya says fondly, dropping to his knees without hesitation. “My girl.”
Shane pauses on the bottom step, watching as Ilya buries his hands in Anya’s fur, murmuring to her in Russian while she wiggles like she’s made of happiness.
Normally, Shane would find it endearing.
Right now, it’s torture.
“I’m going to—” Shane starts, then stops himself. “I’m going upstairs.”
Ilya looks up, eyes warm and knowing. “Go. I’ll be quick.”
Shane doesn’t wait for more reassurance. He takes the stairs two at a time, shedding clothes as he goes, breath shallow with anticipation. By the time he reaches the bedroom, he’s down to his boxers and aching everywhere.
He crawls into the nest they’ve built together—soft blankets, familiar scents, safety woven into every layer—and finally lets himself curl inward.
Please, his body hums. Now.
Footsteps sound in the hall a few minutes later.
The door opens.
Ilya stops just inside the threshold.
Shane looks up.
Their eyes lock—and the room shifts.
Ilya’s gaze drags slowly over Shane’s bare legs, the way he’s tucked into the nest, the way his scent has bloomed unchecked now that he’s home.
“Hm,” Ilya murmurs. “You seem… comfortable.”
Shane swallows. “You took too long.”
Ilya’s smile turns soft and dangerous all at once as he closes the door behind him and locks it. “Did I?”
“Yes,” Shane says, not bothering to hide the tremor in his voice. “I need you.”
Something in Ilya’s expression gentles immediately. He reaches for the hem of his shirt, peeling it off without breaking eye contact, movements unhurried, deliberate.
“I am here,” he says quietly, stepping closer. “Always.”
Shane shifts deeper into the nest, reaching out as Ilya approaches, hands finding familiar skin, familiar warmth. Ilya settles with him easily, like this is exactly where he belongs.
The alpha’s gaze was intense, a dark, possessive thing that made Shane’s skin prickle with anticipation.
Ilya leaned down, his movements deliberate, and captured Shane’s lips in a kiss that was gentle at first, a soft press of lips that quickly deepened.
It wasn't long before the kiss turned heated, a messy clash of tongue and teeth as Ilya’s dominance surged to the forefront. He nipped at Shane’s bottom lip, soothing the sting with a sweep of his tongue before breaking away to press a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the corner of Shane’s jaw.
Shane tipped his head back, a silent invitation, and Ilya accepted. He kissed a path down the column of Shane’s throat, lingering over the frantic pulse point before moving lower. His mouth traced a line over Shane’s collarbone, down his chest, stopping to lave at a pebbled nipple.
Shane arched into the touch, a breathy moan escaping his lips. Ilya continued his descent, his tongue dipping into the hollow of Shane’s navel as his fingers hooked into the waistband of the boxer briefs. He tugged them down slowly, the fabric catching for a moment on Shane’s hard, leaking cock before sliding down his legs and being kicked away.
Shane was completely exposed, his legs falling open instinctively. Ilya didn’t hesitate. He ducked his head and took Shane into his mouth, the sudden wet heat making Shane cry out. Ilya’s mouth was perfection, his tongue swirling around the head before he sank down, taking him deep. He set a relentless rhythm, sucking and bobbing his head as one of his hands came up to grip Shane’s hip, holding him in place. Shane was lost to it, his hands fisting in the sheets as he writhed and moaned, pleasure coiling tight and hot in his belly.
After a few minutes that felt like an eternity, Ilya pulled off with an obscene pop, Shane’s cock falling from his lips, glistening and flushed. He didn’t give Shane a moment to recover. Three of his fingers, already slick with Shane’s own slickness, pressed against Shane’s entrance before shoving inside in one smooth, deliberate thrust.
Shane gasped at the stretch, his body clenching around the intrusion before relaxing into the steady rhythm Ilya set. He pumped his fingers slowly, a maddeningly patient pace, and on every inward stroke, he made sure to curl his fingertips just right, rubbing against the sensitive bundle of nerves deep inside Shane.
That was it. The deliberate pressure on his prostate sent a jolt of pure pleasure through him, and Shane shuddered violently, his back bowing off the bed. "Fuck me, Ilya," he gasped, his voice wrecked. "Please, fuck me."
Ilya’s response was a low growl. He pulled his fingers out, leaving Shane feeling achingly empty for only a second before the thick, blunt head of his cock replaced them. He lined himself up and pushed in slowly, giving Shane’s body time to adjust to the thick length.
They both moaned as Ilya slid deeper, the sound a mix of relief and overwhelming pleasure. When Ilya finally bottomed out, his hips flush against Shane’s ass, he paused, his breath hot against Shane’s ear.
"You okay?" Ilya’s voice was a rough, strained whisper.
Shane could only manage a frantic nod, his words lost. "Oh my god," he breathed out, the phrase a prayer on his lips.
That was all the encouragement Ilya needed. He began to thrust, starting with slow, deep rolls of his hips that made Shane see stars. They kissed again, a messy, desperate thing of tongue and moans shared between their mouths.
The pace quickly escalated, Ilya’s control snapping as he began to pound into Shane, the sound of skin slapping against skin filling the room. Shane gasped with every powerful thrust, the head of Ilya’s cock nailing his prostate with almost every stroke. He could feel his orgasm building, a tidal wave of pleasure rising fast and unstoppable.
Ilya’s rhythm grew erratic, his thrusts harder, more desperate. He buried his face in Shane’s neck, his words muffled against the skin. "Shane… are you there? I'm gonna come."
Shane could only moan in response, his body tensing as the first wave of his orgasm crashed over him. His cock pulsed, painting his own chest and stomach with his release as his inner muscles clamped down hard around Ilya.
At the same moment, Ilya let out a guttural groan, his knot pulsing and swelling at the base of his cock, locking them together as his own release flooded Shane’s heat.
Ilya collapsed, his full weight pinning Shane to the mattress, but it was a welcome pressure. He was still buried deep, his knot tying them together. As they both fought to catch their breath, Ilya began to rub his face against Shane’s neck and shoulder, his scent—sandalwood, safe, his—mingling with Shane’s own vanilla in the nest. He was scenting him, a primal, possessive act that made a wave of profound contentment wash over Shane, leaving him feeling sated, safe, and completely claimed.
The world narrows.
Breath. Touch. Home.
And nothing else matters.






      

  












      Chapter 2: It’s Confirmed
  



    Chapter Notes

      Writing about characters who are not originally my own is harder than I thought it would be.

So Ilya and Shane might not be 100% how Rachel portrays them, but all I can do is try.

🐼


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane dreams in fragments.
At first, it’s ice.
Not the sharp, blinding white of a rink, but something softer—frozen over, smooth and endless, stretching beneath a pale sky. He’s barefoot on it, somehow unafraid, the cold seeping into him without pain.
There’s a sound, distant and rhythmic. A heartbeat. Or maybe skates cutting ice.
“Shane.”
Ilya’s voice carries across the frozen expanse, warm as a hand at his back. Shane turns, and Ilya is there—solid, familiar, wrapped in light instead of gear. No crowds. No noise. Just the two of them.
“You stayed,” Shane says, though he doesn’t remember asking.
“Always,” Ilya replies.
The ice beneath Shane’s feet begins to change. It’s no longer cold—no longer hard. It softens, warming, turning into something else entirely. Snow melts into dark earth beneath his toes, rich and alive.
Shane looks down.
There’s a small hollow in the ground where the ice has parted, cradled and protected, as if it’s meant to hold something precious. He kneels without knowing why, hands pressing into the soil.
“Ilya,” he murmurs, a little frightened now. “Something’s—”
“I know,” Ilya says gently.
He crouches beside Shane and places a hand over his, warm and steady. The earth pulses beneath their palms. Just a quiet, insistent thrum, like a second heartbeat answering Shane’s own.
From the hollow, a faint glow blooms.
Not bright. Not blinding.
Hopeful.
Shane’s breath catches. “Is this…?”
Ilya leans in, forehead resting against Shane’s temple. “It’s us,” he says. “Growing.”
The glow settles deeper, tucking itself away, and Shane feels it. A sense of something beginning, small and sure and utterly unstoppable.
Safe. Held.
The earth closes gently over it, leaving Shane warm to his core, filled in a way he’s never quite known before.
“Shane,” Ilya whispers again, voice layered with something reverent. “Wake up.”
Shane gasps and jolts awake, heart pounding.
Morning light filters softly through the bedroom curtains. The nest is warm around him, familiar scents wrapping him tight—and Ilya is there, solid and real, one arm draped protectively over Shane’s waist.
“Hey,” Ilya murmurs, half-asleep. “You okay?”
Shane swallows, “I had a dream,” he says quietly.
Ilya’s eyes open fully, instantly attentive. “A good one?”
Shane exhales, shaky but smiling. “I think so?”
He shifts closer, letting Ilya pull him in, still feeling that echo of warmth, that strange sense of something having settled into place.
 
Shane decides the dream was nothing.
Dreams are just brains misfiring, after all. Stress, adrenaline, the emotional whiplash of playing hockey. He tells himself that while he showers, while he dresses, while he laces his skates beside Ilya at the rink the next morning.
If anything, he feels… fine.
Maybe a little off. A little hollowed out. But that happens sometimes after a big emotional high.
Coach Wiebe blows his whistle sharp and loud. “All right, boys. Let’s go. Warm-ups, then drills.”
The ice fills with motion. Shane settles into it quickly, body remembering what his mind doesn’t have to think about. The familiar burn in his legs, the glide, the snap of his turns—it all steadies him.
Ilya lines up beside him, already grinning.
“You ready to lose today?” Ilya asks.
Shane snorts. “In your dreams.”
They make it a competition immediately.
Who finishes the drill faster. Who hits the marker cleaner. Who recovers quickest after a hard stop. Luca yells commentary from the boards like an announcer, laughing every time one of them clips a cone.
By the third run, Ilya has a slight edge.
“Slow today,” Ilya teases as they skate side by side. “Too much celebrating last night?”
Shane opens his mouth to shoot back—
And then the world tilts.
It’s sudden and wrong, like someone yanked the ice out from under him. Shane skids to an abrupt stop, hands flying to his knees as his stomach lurches violently.
“Ohmph.”
He barely has time to bend forward before he vomits onto the ice.
The rink goes quiet in a way that’s somehow louder than noise.
“Shane!” Luca is the first to reach him, skates scraping as he grabs Shane’s elbow to steady him. “Hey, hey—”
Ilya is there a heartbeat later, dropping his stick without hesitation, one hand firm on Shane’s back, the other cupping his shoulder.
“Easy,” Ilya says, voice tight with worry. “Breathe. Look at me.”
Shane wipes his mouth with the back of his glove, mortified heat crawling up his neck. “I’m fine,” he says automatically. “I just… missed breakfast or something.”
Ilya doesn’t look convinced. “You stop mid-stride. That is not nothing.”
Coach Wiebe skates over, expression already serious. He takes one look at the scene and jerks his head toward the bench. “Hollander. Sit out.”
“What? No,” Shane says immediately, straightening. “I’m okay. Really. It was just—”
“Shane,” Wiebe cuts in, firm but not unkind. “You’re done for today.”
“I can skate,” Shane insists. “I don’t feel sick.”
Ilya’s hand tightens on his shoulder. “You feel sick enough to puke on NHL ice,” he says quietly.
Shane looks between them, frustration flickering across his face. “I hate sitting out.”
“I know,” Wiebe says. “That’s why I’m telling you to.”
There’s a beat where Shane looks like he might argue again—jaw set, shoulders stiff—but then another wave of nausea rolls through him.
He exhales sharply. “…Fine.”
Ilya guides him toward the bench, skating slow, protective, never letting go. Shane perches there, head tipped forward, embarrassed and unsettled in equal measure.
“You sure you’re okay?” Luca asks, hovering.
Shane forces a smile. “Just dramatic.”
Ilya snorts with humor. “You are many things. Dramatic is one.”
Practice resumes without Shane, but Ilya keeps glancing back, eyes tracking him every few seconds like he’s afraid Shane might disappear if he looks away.
Shane barely makes it two minutes.
He’s telling himself to breathe through it, when his stomach twists again—harder this time, no warning, no mercy.
“Oh—shit.”
He doesn’t even have time to stand.
Shane lurches forward and vomits onto the rubber matting at his feet.
The sound is unmistakable. The smell worse.
Practice grinds to a halt once more.
“Whoa—okay,” Coach Wiebe says sharply, already skating toward them. “That’s enough. That’s enough.”
Ilya is instantly there again, hand firm between Shane’s shoulder blades, rubbing slow, grounding circles like he’s done a thousand times before.
“Hey,” Ilya murmurs, voice low and urgent. “Easy. Easy. I’ve got you.”
Shane wipes his mouth again, face burning, eyes watering—not just from nausea, but embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “I don’t know what’s going on.”
Coach Wiebe stops in front of them, expression shifting from concern to decision.
“Hollander,” he says. “You’re done. You’re going to see the team doctor right now.”
Shane shakes his head weakly. “Coach, I can—”
“No,” Wiebe cuts in, firmer this time. “You’ve puked twice in ten minutes. This isn’t about toughness. This is about health.”
Ilya looks up at the coach, jaw tight. “I’m going with him.”
Wiebe nods immediately. “Okay.”
Shane opens his mouth to protest again, but another small, miserable wave rolls through him, and that’s enough to steal the argument right out of his chest.
“…Okay,” he concedes quietly.
Ilya helps him to his feet, arm solid around his back as they skate slowly off the ice. Shane keeps his gaze down, cheeks flushed, aware of the eyes on him but too tired to care.
As they disappear down the tunnel, Ilya leans in close, voice meant only for Shane.
“You do not get to be stubborn about this,” he says softly. “Not today.”
Shane exhales, leaning into him without thinking. “I’m not trying to be.”
“I know,” Ilya replies. “That’s why I’m worried.”
The door to the medical area swings shut behind them, muting the sounds of practice. Shane feels a flicker of real unease.
The medical room smells like antiseptic and rubber gloves.
Shane sits on the padded exam table, feet dangling uselessly as the team doctor moves efficiently around him. Blood pressure cuff. Thermometer. Pulse oximeter clipped to his finger.
“Any dizziness?” the doctor asks, not looking up.
“A little earlier,” Shane admits. “Not now.”
“Nausea?”
“Yes,” Shane says dryly. “Obviously.”
The doctor hums, makes a note on the tablet. “Headache? Fever? Chills?”
Shane shakes his head. “No. I felt fine this morning.”
Ilya stands a few feet away, arms crossed, jaw set. He hasn’t said much since they came in, but his eyes track every movement, every flicker of Shane’s expression.
The cuff tightens around Shane’s arm, then releases.
“Vitals look stable,” the doctor says. “Slightly elevated heart rate, but that’s not unusual given exertion.”
“So I can go back out tomorrow?” Shane asks immediately.
The doctor finally looks at him then, expression calm but firm. “No.”
Shane stiffens. “What?”
“You’re benched for the next few days,” the doctor says. “At minimum.”
“That’s excessive,” Shane says, frustration flashing hot and fast. “It could just be a stomach bug.”
“Maybe,” the doctor agrees. “Or dehydration. Or stress. Or something else entirely. And until we rule those out, you’re not skating.”
Shane opens his mouth to argue, but Ilya clears his throat.
“That is correct decision,” Ilya says flatly.
Shane shoots him a look. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”
“I am,” Ilya replies without hesitation. “Which is why you are not getting back on ice until someone figures out why your body is betraying you.”
The doctor nods once, clearly pleased not to be the only authority in the room. “I want you to follow up with your primary care physician. Bloodwork. Basic panels. If symptoms persist, we go deeper.”
“And until then?” Shane asks.
“Rest. Fluids. Light activity only,” the doctor says. “No practice. No games.”
Shane exhales sharply, running a hand through his hair. Sitting still has never been his strong suit.
“Okay,” he says finally, even though every part of him hates it. “Okay.”
The doctor taps a few final notes into the tablet. “If you vomit again, feel faint, or notice anything unusual—anything at all—you go to the ER immediately.”
Shane nods. “I will.”
They’re dismissed a moment later. As soon as the door clicks shut behind them, Shane slumps slightly, the adrenaline draining out of him all at once.
“This is ridiculous,” he mutters. “I hate this.”
Ilya steps closer, gentle but unyielding, hand warm at the small of Shane’s back. “I know.”
Shane glances up at him. “You’re really not worried this is… serious, are you?”
Ilya doesn’t answer right away. He just looks at Shane—really looks at him—then says carefully, “I think we listen to your body. That is all.”
Something about the way he says it makes Shane’s stomach flutter again with unease.
—
The clinic smells faintly like coffee and disinfectant.
Shane checks in at the front desk, answers the same questions he always does—name, date of birth, insurance—like this is a routine visit instead of something that’s been coiling tighter in his gut all morning.
“Have a seat,” the receptionist says kindly. “They’ll call you shortly.”
He doesn’t have Ilya beside him this time.
Ilya is at practice, because Shane insisted he go. Because Shane didn’t want to be fussed over. Because this is probably nothing, and he refuses to make it bigger than it is.
Still, the waiting room feels louder without him.
A nurse calls his name a few minutes later and leads him back through the maze of hallways to an exam room. Shane hops up onto the table, swinging his legs once before stilling as another wave of nausea rolls through him.
“You feeling sick today?” the nurse asks gently, wrapping the blood pressure cuff around his arm.
“On and off,” Shane admits. “Mostly in the mornings.”
She hums, jotting something down. “Any vomiting since yesterday?”
“Yesterday was… memorable,” Shane says dryly. “Nothing since.”
“Okay.” She offers him a cup. “I’ll need a urine sample, and then we’ll do a quick blood draw.”
Shane does both on autopilot.
The needle prick barely registers—he’s had worse hits in the corners. The nurse labels the vials, efficient and unhurried, then smiles at him.
“All right. Dr. Klein will be in shortly.”
She leaves, the door clicking shut behind her.
The room goes quiet.
Shane exhales slowly and lies back on the exam table, staring up at the speckled ceiling tiles. He presses a hand to his stomach, more out of instinct than anything else.
“Please calm down,” he murmurs to himself.
The nausea ebbs and flows, never quite cresting, just lingering—an uncomfortable reminder that his body is doing something without his permission. He closes his eyes, breathing carefully, hoping the stillness helps.
Unbidden, the dream flickers through his mind.
Ice melting into earth.

Warmth. Something settling.
Shane opens his eyes again, heart thudding a little faster.
“No,” he whispers. “That’s ridiculous.”
He shifts slightly on the table, trying to get comfortable, trying to quiet both his stomach and his thoughts. He tells himself this is stress. Travel. Adrenaline. A delayed bug.
Anything normal.
Anything explainable.
Outside the room, footsteps pass. Voices murmur. Somewhere down the hall, a phone rings.
Shane lies there alone, waiting. Wishing, just a little, that Ilya were here to distract him.
The door opens softly.
“Shane Hollander?”
Shane pushes himself upright immediately, reflexive. “Yes.”
Dr. Klein steps inside with a tablet tucked under her arm. She’s calm, unhurried, with the kind of presence that makes it hard to lie convincingly.
“Good to see you,” she says, offering a small smile. “Though I assume you’d rather it be under different circumstances.”
“Usually,” Shane agrees.
She washes her hands at the sink before turning back to him. “I understand you had an episode of vomiting during practice yesterday.”
“Yeah,” Shane says. “Twice. Once on the ice, once on the bench.”
“And this morning?” she asks.
“Nauseous,” he admits. “No vomiting.”
She nods, fingers tapping briefly against the tablet. “How long has the nausea been happening?”
Shane hesitates. “A couple days.”
“Only in the mornings?”
“…Mostly,” he says, slower now.
Dr. Klein glances up. “Any changes in appetite?”
Shane shrugs. “I’m not really hungry when I wake up. It comes back later.”
“Fatigue?”
“A little,” he says. “But that’s normal during the season.”
She makes a note. “Dizziness?”
“Yesterday. Not today.”
Dr. Klein sets the tablet down on the counter and folds her hands loosely. “Have you had any abdominal pain? Cramping?”
“No.”
“Fever?”
“No.”
She studies him for a moment, then asks carefully, “Any recent illnesses? Food poisoning? Travel-related issues?”
Shane shakes his head. “Nothing like that.”
Another pause.
“Shane,” she says gently, “are you currently taking any new supplements or medications?”
“No.”
“Any chance you’ve been dehydrated?”
“I don’t think so,” he says. “I’m pretty strict about that.”
She nods again, expression thoughtful now. “Okay. One more question—and I want you to answer honestly.”
Something in her tone makes Shane’s stomach roll unpleasantly.
“When was your last heat?”
The nausea spikes instantly.
It’s sharp and overwhelming, crashing into him so fast he barely has time to react. Shane’s eyes widen.
He slides off the exam table too quickly, staggering as he lunges for the small garbage pail near the door. He barely gets it positioned before he vomits, body folding forward as his stomach empties itself.
Dr. Klein is immediately at his side, steadying him without hesitation. “It’s okay,” she says calmly. “Take your time. Breathe when you can.”
Shane grips the edge of the bin, mortified, throat burning. When it finally passes, he wipes his mouth with trembling fingers and slumps back against the exam table.
“I’m sorry,” he mutters hoarsely. “I don’t know why this is happening.”
Dr. Klein hands him a tissue. “You don’t need to apologize.”
She watches him closely now, all gentleness gone—not replaced by alarm, but by certainty.
“Shane,” she says quietly, “your labs are already being processed. But given your symptoms, your biology, and that just now…”
She pauses just long enough for his pulse to start racing.
“I’m going to ask the lab to prioritize one additional test.”
Shane swallows hard. “What test?”
She meets his eyes.
“A pregnancy screen.”
Shane stares at her.
He actually laughs, short and incredulous, like she’s just made a joke that didn’t land.
“That’s not possible,” he says immediately.
Dr. Klein doesn’t react. She just waits.
“I’m on a birth control shot,” Shane continues, words coming faster now. “I’ve been on it for years. I get it on schedule. I’ve never missed one.”
“I know,” she says calmly. “It’s in your chart.”
“Then this—” He gestures vaguely at himself, at the room, at the garbage pail he’s still holding. “—this is something else.”
“It could be,” she agrees. “And that’s why we test.”
Shane shakes his head, a tight, disbelieving motion. “No. You don’t understand. That shot is designed for high-contact athletes. It’s more effective than most oral suppressants. The failure rate is—”
“Low,” Dr. Klein finishes. “But not zero.”
Shane’s stomach turns again—not enough to vomit this time, but enough to make him grip the edge of the exam table.
“I’ve never had an issue,” he insists. “Not once. No breakthrough heats. No irregular cycles. Nothing.”
“I know,” she repeats gently. “And that’s part of why this is catching your body off guard.”
Shane drags a hand down his face, breath shallow. “This doesn’t make sense.”
“It doesn’t have to yet,” she says. “Right now, it just has to be checked.”
He looks up at her, eyes sharp with a familiar, defensive edge. “If this comes back negative—”
“Then we move on,” she says easily. “We look at hormones. Gastro issues. Stress responses. I’m not locking us into one answer.”
The tension eases a fraction. But not all the way.
Shane swallows. “And if it doesn’t?”
Dr. Klein holds his gaze, steady and unflinching. “Then we talk about next steps. On your terms.”
The door opens briefly as the nurse peeks in. “Doctor? The lab’s ready when you are.”
Dr. Klein nods. “Thank you.”
She turns back to Shane. “Try to rest while we wait. I’ll come get you as soon as I have results.”
Shane nods automatically.
As she leaves, the room feels smaller somehow.
He sits there, hands braced on the table, heart pounding, replaying the words failure rate is not zero over and over again.
His mind reaches for logic. For statistics. For routine explanations.
But beneath all of it—quiet, insistent—something else stirs.
That warmth from the dream.

That strange sense of settling.
Shane closes his eyes.
“No,” he whispers to the empty room.
This is not happening, he tells himself. It can’t.
He’s twenty-seven. In his prime. His body is dialed in, conditioned down to the smallest margins. He tracks everything—sleep, hydration, hormone cycles, recovery windows. He’s been meticulous for years because he has to be.
Because hockey isn’t just his job. It’s the axis everything else spins around.
He just signed with the Centaurs.
A clean start. A team that wanted him—all of him. A system he fits into perfectly. A shot at a Cup this season, not in theory but on paper, on the ice, in the way the lines have clicked like they’d been playing together for years.
He presses his palms to his thighs, grounding himself.
I cannot be benched.
Not now. Not when everything is finally lining up. Not when he’s worked this hard to be more than the omega people expect him to be.
Pregnancy.
Just the word feels catastrophic. Not because of the idea itself, but because of the timing. Because of the implications. Because it would mean months off the ice, his body changing without his consent, his career put on hold while everyone else keeps moving.
He’s seen it happen.
Omegas who disappear “temporarily” and come back slower, heavier, questioned. Omegas who never quite get their spot back. Omegas whose contracts quietly dry up.
Shane’s chest tightens.
I can’t afford this.
He has years left. He’s healthy. He’s disciplined. He has plans—playoffs, travel, records he still wants to chase. He and Ilya finally on the same team, finally able to build something together without sacrifice always falling on their shoulders.
This would be a major life change.
And Shane cannot afford major life changes.
He thinks of Ilya. Of how steady he’d been this morning, teasing him over coffee, promising to see him after practice. Of how protective he’d been at the rink yesterday, how quick to take control when Shane’s body betrayed him.
A flicker of fear cuts through him.
What if this changes things?
Not Ilya’s love—Shane doesn’t doubt that. But the balance they’ve worked so hard to build. The way Shane insists on being equal, capable, not fragile.
He drags in a shaky breath.
“This isn’t real,” he murmurs, more plea than statement. “It’s just stress. Or a bug. Or…”
Or the dream.
He squeezes his eyes shut, frustration spiking hot and sudden. He refuses to give that weight. Dreams don’t end careers.
A knock sounds softly at the door.
Shane startles, heart jumping into his throat. He straightens immediately, shoulders squaring, expression locking down into something composed and professional.
Whatever comes next, he will face it standing.
Because Shane Hollander has built his life on control.
And he is not ready to let that go.
Dr. Klein steps back into the room with a tablet in her hands. Her expression is gentle, professional—and already braced.
Shane’s chest tightens.
“Well?” he asks, voice controlled to the point of strain.
Dr. Klein closes the door behind her. “Shane,” she says carefully, “the bloodwork confirms it.”
He shakes his head immediately. “No. I need absolute confirmation.”
She doesn’t flinch. “Okay.”
She sets the tablet down. “We can do an ultrasound. That will give us visual confirmation and a more accurate estimate.”
Shane swallows hard. “Do it.”
Everything that follows feels unreal, like he’s watching it happen from somewhere outside his body.
The lights dim. Cool gel against his skin makes him gasp despite himself. He stares at the ceiling, jaw clenched so hard it aches, while Dr. Klein moves the probe with practiced ease.
The monitor flickers.
Then—
“There,” she says softly.
Shane turns his head despite himself.
At first, it’s just shapes. Shadows. Static.
And then she adjusts something, angles slightly—and suddenly there is something unmistakable on the screen.
Small. Defined.
There.
Dr. Klein points gently. “That’s the gestational sac. And here—” She shifts again. “—that’s the embryo.”
The room tilts.
Shane’s vision blurs, not with tears exactly, but with shock so complete it steals his breath. His hands start to tremble where they’re clenched in the paper sheet beneath him.
“That’s… inside me,” he whispers.
“Yes,” she says quietly.
He stares at the screen, heart hammering so violently he’s sure she can see it. His brain tries to reject what his eyes are telling him—but it’s there. Undeniable. Growing.
Real.
“Based on measurements,” Dr. Klein continues, keeping her tone even, “you’re right around three weeks.”
Three weeks.
Shane laughs weakly, the sound breaking halfway out of his chest. “I—I play professional hockey.”
Dr. Klein meets his gaze. “I know.”
His hands shake harder now. He presses one to his mouth, breath coming shallow and fast.
“I can’t.” He stops, swallows. “I can’t do this right now.”
“That’s okay,” she says immediately. “You don’t have to decide anything today.”
Shane forces himself to ask the question anyway, because it’s the only thing grounding him.
“How long,” he says, voice barely steady, “do I have to decide if I want an abortion?”
Dr. Klein doesn’t rush her answer.
“Medically,” she says, “you have time. At three weeks, you have several options available to you, and you don’t need to make that decision immediately. We’ll make sure you have counseling, information, and support—whatever you need.”
Shane nods faintly, staring at the screen again.
Something inside him fractures. Because this isn’t theoretical anymore.
This is happening inside his body.
And every future he’d planned—every carefully measured season, every expectation he’s built his life around—just shifted under his feet.
Dr. Klein turns the monitor off and pulls a towel over his stomach, restoring the room to its earlier stillness.
“Shane,” she says gently, “you are not running out of time today. Take a breath.”
He tries. It comes out shaky.
“I need to call my husband,” he says.
Dr. Klein nods. “I’ll step out. Take all the time you need.”
When the door closes again, Shane sits there trembling, one hand resting unconsciously over his abdomen—over the place where everything has just changed.
He has never felt less in control.
And he has never been more afraid of what comes next.
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    In this AU, male omega pregnancies are only six months instead of nine.


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: Let’s Do This
  



    Chapter Notes

      Merry Christmas to those who observe the holiday!

The holiday season is always hard for me. Socializing and family gatherings are hard as someone with AuDHD.

Thankfully my job is closed an extra day so I can recharge, I’ll probably skip my meds and write to mentally recharge.

Is skipping medication a good idea? Absolutely not. I won’t be able to sleep with my mind racing. Only a mild downside.

But hey, more time to write.

Don’t be like me, listen and follow your doctor’s orders when prescribed medication.

Anywho…

Merry Crisis!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane’s hands are shaking so badly he nearly drops his phone.
He stares at Ilya’s name on the screen for a full second before he hits call, chest tight like it’s wrapped in tape. The ring feels too loud in the quiet exam room.
Once.

Twice.
“Shane?” Ilya answers, breathless, like he stepped off the ice to take the call. “Hey. Everything okay?”
Shane opens his mouth. Nothing comes out.
“Sweetheart,” Ilya says, sharper now. “Talk to me.”
“I—” Shane’s voice breaks immediately, splintering right down the middle. He presses his free hand hard against his thigh, trying to ground himself. “Ilya, I—something’s wrong.”
There’s a pause on the other end. Not long, but Shane can hear the shift in it. The way Ilya’s attention snaps fully into place.
“Where are you?” Ilya asks.
“At—at the doctor,” Shane manages. “My primary. They—”
He sucks in a breath, shaky and thin.
“They say I’m pregnant.”
Silence. Just for a beat.
“What?” Ilya says.
Shane squeezes his eyes shut. “They did bloodwork. And an ultrasound. It’s real. I saw it.” His voice climbs, panic bleeding through control. “I’m three weeks, Ilya. Three. And I can’t—I can’t do this, I just signed with the Centaurs, I can’t be benched, I can’t lose this season—”
“Shane,” Ilya says, louder now, cutting through the spiral. “Slow down.”
“I don’t know what this means,” Shane continues, words tumbling over each other. “For my body. For hockey. For my contract. For…” His breath stutters. “For us.”
On the other end of the line, Ilya exhales slowly. When he speaks again, his voice is different. Steady, grounding, the way it gets when he’s afraid but refuses to let that fear take over.
“Okay,” Ilya says. “Okay. I am surprised, yes. But you are not alone.”
“I don’t want this to ruin everything,” Shane whispers.
“It will not,” Ilya says immediately. “Nothing is ruined.”
Shane laughs weakly, hysterical at the edges. “You don’t understand. I’ve worked my entire life for this. If I miss months, if I come back slower, if they don’t want me anymore—”
“Listen to me,” Ilya says, firm now. “You are still you. You are still best player I know. This does not erase that.”
“But it could,” Shane says, voice cracking. “Ilya, it could.”
There’s a sound on the other end. Movement, like Ilya’s pacing.
“I hear how scared you are,” Ilya says quietly. “And that is okay. But you do not get to decide the worst outcome while you are panicking.”
Shane presses the heel of his hand to his eyes, fighting tears. “I don’t know what to do.”
“You don’t have to,” Ilya replies. “Not today.”
A beat.
“Where exactly are you?” Ilya asks again.
“Downtown.” Shane says, then rattles off the clinics address.
“I am leaving practice,” Ilya says without hesitation. “I am coming to you.”
“You don’t have to—”
“I want to,” Ilya interrupts. “You should not be alone right now.”
Shane’s breath catches at that, relief crashing into him so hard it almost hurts.
“…Okay,” he whispers.
“I love you,” Ilya says, softer now. “No matter what happens next.”
Shane swallows thickly. “I love you too.”
“Stay where you are,” Ilya says. “I will be there as fast as I can.”
The call ends, but the echo of Ilya’s voice stays with Shane—steady, certain, anchoring him to something solid when everything else feels like it’s falling away.
He lowers the phone to his lap, hands still trembling.
There’s a soft knock before the door opens again.
Dr. Klein steps back into the room, her expression checking Shane’s face first before anything else. “How are you holding up?”
Shane swallows, throat tight. “My husband’s on his way.”
She nods, unsurprised. “Good.”
He shifts on the exam table, fingers curling into the edge of the paper. “He should be here soon.”
“Then we’ll wait,” she says easily.
She reaches into a folder tucked under her arm and pulls out a few glossy sheets. Shane doesn’t realize what they are until she’s already placing them gently into his hands.
Ultrasound prints.
“I thought you might want these,” Dr. Klein says quietly. “Some people do. Some don’t. You don’t have to look at them yet.”
Shane’s hands tremble as he takes them.
“They’re yours,” she continues. “And I’ll come back once Ilya’s here. We can talk together—options, timelines, what this means medically and professionally. There’s no rush today.”
She offers him a small, reassuring smile, then turns to leave the room again. She pauses at the door, glancing back. “You’re allowed to feel whatever you’re feeling right now,” she adds. “There’s no wrong reaction.”
The door clicks softly shut behind her.
The quiet rushes back in. Shane stares down at the prints.
Black-and-white shapes. Grainy. Abstract. Except he knows exactly what he’s looking at now. He recognizes the curve the doctor pointed out. The space where something is growing, unnoticed, inside him.
His chest tightens painfully.
Don’t cry, he tells himself. You don’t have time for this.
But his vision blurs anyway.
He presses his lips together hard, shoulders trembling as he fights it, thumb smudging slightly over the edge of the photo. His other hand drifts, unbidden, to his stomach again—protective, disbelieving.
“This is not fair,” he whispers.
Tears sting, hot and sudden, and one slips free despite his effort, landing on the glossy paper and warping the image just slightly.
Shane scrubs at his face with the heel of his hand, angry at himself, angry at his body, angry at the timing of everything.
He doesn’t feel ready. He doesn’t feel brave.
He just feels scared.
He folds the prints carefully and tucks them against his chest, curling forward slightly on the exam table, breathing shallow until the shaking eases.
He thinks of the rink. The Centaurs logo. The way the ice felt under his skates just yesterday. The future he’d mapped out so carefully.
Then he thinks of Ilya—of how fast he said he was coming, of the steadiness in his voice even through Shane’s panic.
Ilya is coming, he reminds himself.
And for now, that’s the only thing keeping him upright. He has never felt so small, or so scared, in his entire life.
There’s a knock at the door.
Shane barely looks up as the door opens, a nurse stepping in first. She gives Shane a gentle look, then steps aside.
And there’s Ilya.
He looks like he ran the whole way. Hair damp with sweat, jacket half-zipped, breath still a little uneven. His eyes are red-rimmed, jaw tight like he’s been clenching it since the moment Shane hung up.
For a second, neither of them moves.
Then their eyes lock.
Ilya takes one look at Shane’s face—the storm there, the panic barely held together—and his expression breaks open.
“Oh, sweetheart,” he says softly.
That’s all it takes. Shane crumbles.
He slides off the exam table and crosses the space between them on shaking legs, the control he’s been clinging to dissolving completely. Ilya opens his arms without hesitation, catching him, anchoring him, wrapping him up tight like he’s afraid to let go even for a second.
Shane buries his face in Ilya’s chest and sobs.
“I can’t, Ilya, I can’t do this,” he rambles, words tumbling out between broken breaths. “I can’t be benched, I can’t lose this season, I just got here, I just—this wasn’t supposed to happen.”
Ilya doesn’t interrupt. He just holds him.
One arm firm around Shane’s shoulders, the other hand rubbing slow, steady passes up and down his back, grounding and repetitive. His chin rests against the top of Shane’s head, breath warm in his hair.
“It’s okay,” Ilya murmurs. “You are okay. I’ve got you.”
Shane shakes in his arms, fingers clutching at Ilya’s shirt like it’s the only solid thing left in the world. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to fix this.”
“You don’t have to fix anything right now,” Ilya says quietly.
He lets out a soft, instinctive purr then—low and steady, vibrating through his chest where Shane is pressed against him. It’s not loud. It’s not showy. Just enough to reach Shane’s nervous system and wrap around it like a blanket.
Shane’s sobs hitch, then slowly, painfully, begin to ease.
“I’m scared,” Shane whispers.
“I know,” Ilya replies, without judgment.
The nurse clears her throat softly from the doorway. “I’ll give you some privacy,” she says, already turning away.
The door closes again, leaving them alone in the quiet room.
Ilya tightens his hold just a little. “Whatever happens next,” he says into Shane’s hair, voice steady despite the emotion threading through it, “we decide it together. Your body. Your career. Your choice.”
Shane nods faintly against his chest, still trembling, still crying, but held now. Safe enough to fall apart.
They stay like that for a while—minutes slipping by unnoticed—until Shane’s breathing evens out and the shaking fades to something manageable.
Eventually, he pulls back.
Not far. Just enough to look at Ilya.
His hands are still trembling as he unfolds the ultrasound prints. The glossy paper feels heavier now, like it carries more gravity than it should. Shane holds them out, watching Ilya’s face with painful focus, braced for… something. Fear. Panic. Doubt.
Ilya takes the pictures carefully, like they might tear.
He studies them in silence.
Shane watches every shift of his expression. The way his brow furrows, the way his mouth softens, the way his eyes linger instead of skimming. Ilya’s breathing slows. His shoulders drop.
And then, slowly, a smile appears.
Soft. Almost reverent.
He murmurs something under his breath in Russian, so quiet it’s nearly lost to the room.
Shane swallows. His heart pounds. “What did you say?”
Ilya glances up at him, eyes warm and a little wet. “I said… eto nash rebenok.”
Shane’s brain lags for a beat, translating. He frowns slightly, then realization clicks.
“…This is our baby?” he asks, voice small and incredulous.
Ilya nods immediately. “Da.”
Shane lets out a shaky breath, somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Wow. I really am getting better at Russian.”
Ilya’s smile deepens. He steps closer and presses a soft, grounding kiss to Shane’s lips—no urgency, no heat, just reassurance.
“You are learning very well,” Ilya murmurs.
He looks back down at the photos again, thumb brushing the edge of the paper almost absently, then gently nudges Shane toward the exam table.
“Sit,” he says softly.
Shane does, legs a little weak, hands resting in his lap. Ilya stays close, one knee angled between Shane’s, anchoring him there. He keeps the ultrasound prints in one hand and reaches for Shane’s with the other, lacing their fingers together.
They sit like that for a moment.
Then Ilya looks at him fully, expression steady and serious. “Okay,” he says. “Now we think.”
Shane nods faintly. “I don’t even know where to start.”
“We start with you,” Ilya says simply. “Your body. Your career. What you need.”
He squeezes Shane’s hand once. “And then we ask doctor questions. Many questions.”
Despite everything, Shane huffs a weak laugh. “You’re really calm about this.”
Ilya exhales slowly. “I am terrified,” he admits. “But you are… spiral. So I am calm.”
That lands somewhere deep in Shane’s chest.
Ilya leans in slightly. “We figure out what options exist. We look at timelines. We talk to team doctors. Specialists. People who know hockey and omega bodies.”
He tilts his head. “We do not decide today unless you want to.”
Shane’s throat tightens again—but this time, it isn’t panic.
“…Okay,” he says.
Ilya nods, satisfied, and glances once more at the ultrasound photos before carefully setting them back into Shane’s hands.
“Our next step,” Ilya says quietly, “is information. Not fear.”
Shane looks down at the images again—still terrified, still overwhelmed—but no longer alone in it.
And that changes everything.
There’s a soft knock before the door opens again.
Dr. Klein steps back into the room, tablet in hand, eyes flicking briefly between Shane and Ilya.
“Okay,” she says gently. “Ilya’s here now. Do either of you have questions for me?”
Shane hesitates, still processing, still trying to keep his breathing even.
Ilya does not hesitate at all.
“Yes,” he says. “Can we have sex?”
Shane’s head snaps toward him. “Oh my god.” He turns bright red and swats lightly at Ilya’s arm. “Ilya!”
Dr. Klein chuckles, clearly amused but unruffled. “Yes, sex is perfectly fine,” she says calmly, “as long as Shane is comfortable and feels up to it. The most important thing is to listen to your body.”
Shane covers his face with one hand. “I cannot believe you asked that first.”
“I am very practical,” Ilya says, unapologetic.
Shane drops his hand and exhales. “Okay. Um… when would my due date be?”
Dr. Klein glances at the tablet. “Based on your measurements, mid-April.”
Shane’s stomach drops.
“…That’s basically the entire season gone,” he mutters.
Ilya tilts his head. “Playoffs.”
Dr. Klein gently clears her throat. “I do want to be clear,” she says, voice kind but firm. “Your body will need time to recover after birth. Which means you’ll most likely be out for playoffs as well.”
Shane groans quietly and leans back against the exam table, shaking his head. “Of course I will.”
Ilya shifts closer, hand finding Shane’s knee. “Okay. We breathe.”
Shane exhales through his nose, not convinced.
“What about exercise?” Ilya asks. “Skating?”
“That’s a good question,” Dr. Klein says. “Exercise during pregnancy is generally safe and encouraged—as long as it’s not strenuous and Shane feels well.”
She looks at Shane. “Light skating is okay. Drills should be fine if you keep them controlled and don’t overdo it.”
“No impact,” she adds. “No scrimmages. No games.”
Shane nods faintly. “So… cardio purgatory.”
Ilya smiles slightly. “You will survive.”
Shane mutters, “I’m going to get fat.”
Ilya frowns immediately. “No.”
Dr. Klein keeps her expression neutral, but attentive.
“You’re growing a baby,” Ilya says firmly. “That is not getting fat. And you were just cleared to exercise. Also—” He glances at Shane pointedly. “—you already eat like a bird.”
Shane scoffs. “It’s not your body having to go through changes,” he snaps. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Ilya doesn’t argue.
He nods instead. “Yes. You are right. I could never understand.”
Then he leans in closer, mouth brushing Shane’s ear, voice dropping to a whisper meant only for him.
“But… hormonal sex later down road?” he murmurs.
Shane shudders involuntarily and jerks away, face heating again. “Stop.”
Dr. Klein clears her throat pointedly, though there’s a hint of amusement in her eyes.
Shane straightens, forcing himself back into seriousness. “What’s the recovery time after birth?”
Dr. Klein nods. “Typically, you’re looking at six to eight weeks for physical recovery, depending on how labor and delivery go. Longer before returning to elite-level athletic training. We’d coordinate closely with your team’s medical staff.”
Shane nods slowly, absorbing it.
Six to eight weeks. Plus pregnancy. Plus everything else.
It’s a lot.
Ilya squeezes his knee gently. “One step at a time.”
Shane closes his eyes briefly, then opens them again.
“Do you think,” he asks quietly, “we should… continue?”
Ilya’s brow furrows immediately—not in confusion, but concern. He shakes his head once. “No,” he says gently. “That is not my decision.”
Shane exhales sharply. “I know that. I just—”
“I mean it,” Ilya continues, firm but kind. “This is your body. Your career. Your life. I will not decide this for you.”
Shane huffs, frustration bleeding through. “Okay, fine.” He hesitates, then asks the question that’s been clawing at him since the ultrasound. “Do you want to raise this baby with me?”
Ilya doesn’t answer right away.
Then his expression softens, something warm and steady settling into place.
“I would love to have kids with you,” he says quietly. “Truly.” He reaches out, thumb brushing over Shane’s knuckles. “But it does not have to be right now. If you are not ready, then we wait. Or we don’t. I am here either way.”
That lands harder than any argument could have.
Shane looks down at their joined hands and thinks.
He thinks about calling his parents. About telling friends. About the media. About the team, the coach, the questions that would follow him everywhere. He thinks about locker rooms and headlines and speculation.
He thinks about his body—barefoot, swollen, visibly pregnant—and the image makes him shudder, fear tightening his chest.
Could I really do this?
He lifts his gaze again. And the picture shifts.
Now it’s Ilya making him tea when he’s nauseous. Ilya kneeling to tie his shoes when his balance is off. Ilya’s hands warm and steady at his back. Ilya holding a tiny bundle against his chest, looking awed. Ilya laughing as a toddler barrels down the hallway, chased by Anya.
The fear doesn’t disappear. But something else grows alongside it.
Hope.
Shane’s mouth quirks despite himself. “You’d be insufferable as a dad.”
Ilya smiles softly. “I would be excellent.”
Shane inhales, steadying himself.
“…Let’s do this,” he says.
Ilya’s smile breaks wide and unguarded. He pulls Shane into his arms without hesitation, hugging him tight, careful and fierce all at once.
“Yes,” he murmurs into Shane’s hair. “Okay. We do this.”
A polite throat-clearing interrupts them.
Dr. Klein smiles at the sight. “All right,” she says. “Then we’ll take this one step at a time.” She taps on her tablet. “I’ll prescribe prenatals and something for the nausea. And we’ll schedule your next appointment for two weeks from now.”
Shane nods, still tucked against Ilya’s chest, heart pounding but steadier than it’s been all day.
The future is still terrifying.
But it’s not empty. And he’s not facing it alone.





  
    Chapter End Notes
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Personally I would love if they squeezed a little time for the other couples like they did for Scott and Kip.

Only time will tell!


  


      

  












      Chapter 4: A New Normal
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  Shane wakes slowly, warm and heavy in the way that means he’s deeply cocooned.
He’s tucked into the nest, wrapped in blankets and Ilya, his face pressed into the solid plane of Ilya’s chest. The familiar scent of him—clean, warm, grounding—fills Shane’s lungs. His cheek is smashed right into skin, and when he blinks awake, the first thing he sees is the black curve of Ilya’s bear tattoo.
Shane exhales softly.
He shifts just enough to get comfortable, then pulls back a little, studying it in the early light. The bear looks as ridiculous as ever—bold and unapologetic—and Shane lets his gaze drift upward to the loon near Ilya’s shoulder, elegant and sharp.
How did this happen?
Years of sneaking around. Years of pretending it was just sex, just rivalry, just something temporary. And now here he is—married, nested, waking up like this.
Shane’s chest tightens.
A year from now, there will be a baby.
The thought lands heavily, settling somewhere between his ribs. His life will be unrecognizable—schedules dictated by feeds and sleep, his body changed, hockey shifted to the margins for a while whether he wants it to be or not.
Shane sighs quietly.
Is this the right thing?
The question doesn’t have teeth like it did a few days ago, but it still lingers.
Then nausea rolls in without warning.
Shane stills, breathing through it until the wave eases enough that he can move. Carefully, he untangles himself from Ilya’s arms, easing away so he doesn’t wake him. Ilya makes a small, displeased sound in his sleep but doesn’t stir.
Shane slips out of the nest and pads to the bathroom. Routine helps.
He takes his prenatals first, then the nausea meds, swallowing carefully. He relieves his bladder—already more urgent than it used to be—and brushes his teeth, pausing when his reflection catches his eye.
Bare torso. Flat stomach. Defined abs he’s worked years for.
For how much longer?
He runs a hand over his abdomen, light and almost disbelieving. “Not yet,” he murmurs to himself.
The mirror doesn’t answer.
In the kitchen, Shane moves quietly, mindful of the early hour. He makes himself egg whites and avocado—safe, bland, predictable—standing at the counter while his thoughts spiral again.
Coach needs to know. Soon.
He won’t be able to play anymore, not games, not scrimmages. And once that happens… what if the Centaurs don’t want him? What if they decide it’s easier to trade him than wait?
His chest tightens.
Then there’s his parents. That conversation alone feels exhausting. And the team—does he tell them now? Or wait until it’s impossible to hide?
He’s staring down at his plate, fork idle in his hand, when warmth presses in behind him.
A kiss lands on the top of his head.
Shane startles slightly, then relaxes as Ilya rubs his cheek gently against Shane’s hair, scenting him with sleepy affection.
“Good morning,” Ilya murmurs, voice low and rough.
Shane exhales, leaning back into him without thinking. “Morning.”
Ilya’s arms slip around his waist, careful but firm, chin resting briefly on Shane’s shoulder. He breathes Shane in like he always does, like it’s instinct now.
“You’re up early,” Ilya says softly.
“Couldn’t sleep,” Shane admits.
Ilya hums, understanding. He presses another kiss to Shane’s head, lingering.
“What is happening in that head?” he asks quietly.
Shane exhales through his nose, staring at the plate in front of him like it might offer answers. “I’m trying to figure out… logistics.”
“Mm,” Ilya hums. “Dangerous word.”
Shane lets out a small, humorless huff. “I mean it. Who we tell. When. How.” He finally turns in Ilya’s arms, resting his hands lightly against Ilya’s forearms. “And how we keep this out of public knowledge for as long as possible.”
Ilya’s expression sobers immediately.
“Coach needs to know,” Shane continues, words coming faster now that he’s started. “Soon. I can’t skate games, and I can’t pretend I’m sick for months. But I don’t want it getting out. I don’t want reporters sniffing around before I’ve even wrapped my head around it.”
Ilya nods slowly, listening.
“And my parents,” Shane adds. “I don’t want them finding out from someone else. But once family knows, things leak. Someone tells a friend, a cousin, someone posts something without thinking—”
Ilya leans down and presses his forehead briefly to the back of Shane’s head, grounding him. “Okay. Breathe.”
Shane does, shakily.
“We control the circle,” Ilya says calmly. “Very small. Coach. Team doctors. Maybe GM, if necessary. Family when you are ready.”
“And the team?” Shane asks.
Ilya considers. “Not yet. You are not showing. You are not obligated. This is medical.”
Shane nods, chewing on that. “I hate feeling like I’m hiding.”
“I know,” Ilya says softly. “But this is not shame. This is privacy.”
Shane’s shoulders ease a fraction at that.
Ilya rubs his cheek against Shane’s temple again, scenting him gently. “We make a plan. Not all at once. One conversation at a time.”
Shane glances up at him. “What if the team decides I’m more trouble than I’m worth?”
Ilya’s jaw tightens—not angry, but resolute. “Then they are wrong.”
“That doesn’t stop them from trading me,” Shane says quietly.
Ilya meets his eyes, unwavering. “Then we deal with that if it happens. But we do not borrow fear from futures that are not here yet.”
Shane sighs, leaning fully back into him now. “You’re annoyingly rational in the mornings.”
“I slept,” Ilya says smugly. “You did not.”
That earns a faint smile from Shane.
Ilya kisses the side of his head again. “You do not have to solve everything today,” he says gently. “Today, you eat breakfast. You take your pills. You rest. Tomorrow, maybe we talk to coach.”
Shane nods slowly. “Okay.”
Ilya squeezes him once more before loosening his hold just enough to let Shane breathe on his own—still close, still there.
“We’ll protect this,” Ilya murmurs. “You. Us. The baby. All of it.”
Shane looks down at his plate again, then back up at Ilya.
“Okay,” he repeats—this time steadier.
One minute Shane is still standing in the kitchen, fork abandoned, and the next Ilya is steering him gently toward the living room, nudging him down into the cushions and pulling a blanket over both of them like it’s the most natural thing in the world.
Shane curls in immediately, tucking himself against Ilya’s side, feet tucked under his thigh. Ilya settles around him—one arm heavy over Shane’s shoulders, the other draped along the back of the couch, anchoring him in place.
“Stay,” Ilya murmurs, more request than command.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Shane says, even as his phone appears in his hand.
That’s how it starts.
Pregnancy blogs. Forums. Articles written in aggressively cheerful fonts.
Shane squints at the screen, scrolling slowly, brow furrowing deeper with every paragraph.
“Okay,” he mutters. “Why does everyone describe this like it’s a horror movie?”
Ilya peers down at the screen. “What does it say now?”
Shane scrolls. “Morning sickness that lasts all day. Random crying. Joint pain. Nosebleeds?” He looks up, incredulous. “Why nosebleeds?”
Ilya hums thoughtfully. “Your body is very dramatic.”
Shane snorts despite himself, then keeps reading—and immediately regrets it.
“Back labor,” he reads aloud, then groans. “Why would anyone put that phrase on the internet.”
Ilya tightens his arm around Shane’s shoulders as Shane’s breathing starts to go shallow, the familiar edge of a spiral creeping in.
“Hey,” Ilya says quietly. “You are doom-scrolling.”
“I’m being informed,” Shane argues weakly.
“You are terrifying yourself,” Ilya counters.
Shane scrolls again anyway, jaw tightening. “What if I can’t skate at all after the first trimester? What if my balance gets weird? What if I lose muscle? What if—”
Ilya reaches over and gently takes the phone out of his hand, setting it face-down on the coffee table.
Shane makes a small protesting sound. “I wasn’t done.”
“You are panicking,” Ilya says calmly. “So now we stop.”
Shane exhales, frustrated, then slumps further into Ilya’s chest. “I hate that my body is doing things without asking me.”
“I know,” Ilya says softly.
He shifts so Shane’s ear is pressed right over his heart, steady and slow. He rubs long, soothing strokes along Shane’s arm, thumb tracing absentminded patterns.
“Blogs are written by people who had time to write blogs,” Ilya continues. “Not professional athletes with medical teams and very annoying husbands.”
Shane huffs a laugh. “You are annoying.”
“Extremely,” Ilya agrees.
They sit like that for a while—quiet, the TV playing something Shane isn’t really watching. Every so often, a thought tries to claw its way back in, but Ilya is there each time: a squeeze of Shane’s shoulder, a kiss to his hair, a low hum of reassurance.
Eventually, Shane murmurs, “What if I’m bad at this?”
Ilya doesn’t even hesitate. “You will not be.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I know you,” Ilya says simply.
Shane’s eyes sting a little at that. He presses his face more firmly into Ilya’s chest, voice muffled. “I’m scared.”
“I know,” Ilya repeats. “That is allowed.”
Shane shifted against Ilya’s side. He tilted his head, pressing his lips to the warm skin of Ilya’s neck, tasting the salt of his skin. Ilya hummed, a low, contented sound in his chest.
Shane’s hand slid slowly up Ilya’s shirt, his fingers tracing the familiar, hard ridges of his abdomen. He loved the feel of Ilya’s strength, the power contained in the muscles that flexed so subtly under his touch.
“Pretty soon I won’t have abs,” Shane murmured against his throat, a strange mix of melancholy and wonder in his voice.
Ilya turned his head, capturing Shane’s lips in a kiss that was deep and reassuring. “I bet you bounce back faster than most omegas,” he said, his voice a low rumble.
Shane scoffed softly, pulling back just enough to look at him. He took the hand still under Ilya’s shirt and deliberately lowered it, pressing his palm firmly over the growing bulge in Ilya’s sweatpants.
Ilya’s breath hitched, a sharp exhale that was half-groan. “Are you going to finish what you start, Shane?” he asked, his eyes darkening.
Shane answered by kissing him again, a slow, languid press of lips as his hand slipped under the elastic waistband of Ilya’s pants. He wrapped his fingers around the hot, hard length of Ilya’s cock, giving it a firm, knowing stroke.
They kissed, tongues tangling as Shane found a rhythm, his hand stroking Ilya in a sure, steady beat. Ilya’s hips began to move in small, helpless thrusts, pushing up into Shane’s fist.
After a moment, Ilya pulled back, his gaze heavy with lust. “What about you?”
Shane stilled his hand. He moved gracefully, swinging a leg over Ilya to settle in his lap. He tugged at the waistband of Ilya’s pants, just enough to free his cock, while Ilya did the same for him. Shane took both of their lengths in one hand, lining them up, the sensitive skin sliding together. He began to stroke them, the dual sensation sending a jolt of pleasure straight up his spine.
It felt so good. Shane’s own hips took over, rocking into the tight circle of his fist. His hand slowed, his movements becoming less deliberate as he lost himself to the primal rhythm of his thrusts. He rolled his head back, his eyes falling shut as a wave of pleasure washed over him.
Ilya leaned forward, his mouth hot on Shane’s neck. He licked and sucked, marking the skin, and Shane shivered, a loud moan escaping his lips. His hips snapped faster, chasing the feeling. Ilya watched him, utterly enraptured by the sight of Shane taking his pleasure, so open and unguarded.
Ilya’s gaze drifted down to Shane’s belly, still flat but holding their secret. He slid his free hand up Shane’s shirt, his palm pressing gently against the soft skin of his lower stomach.
The touch grounded him. Shane’s thrusts slowed, and he blinked his eyes open, looking down at Ilya in silent question.
Ilya just smiled, a soft, tender curve of his lips. He took over stroking their cocks, his grip firm and his pace fast and hard.
Shane gasped, the intensity of it pushing him right to the edge.
“Holy fuck, Ilya,” he cried out as his orgasm hit, his body spasming as he came, pulsing over Ilya’s fist.
Ilya grunted, his own release following, a hot mess spilling over his hand and both their shirts.
For a long moment, they stayed like that, Shane draped over Ilya, both of them breathing heavily. Finally, Shane slid off his lap, his limbs feeling loose and sated. They peeled off their soiled shirts, using them to clean up before snuggling back under the blanket, a tangle of limbs and contented sighs.
Shane rested his head on Ilya’s chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. Ilya’s fingers absently combed through his hair, a soothing, repetitive motion. Shane sighed, a deep, happy sound. This was everything.
They stay curled together all afternoon, the world narrowed down to the couch, the blanket, and the quiet promise that even if pregnancy is terrifying, Shane doesn’t have to face it alone—even when the internet insists otherwise.
The next morning comes too quickly.
The parking lot outside the rink is already half-full when they arrive, the familiar bulk of the building rising up in front of them like it always has. Shane sits in the passenger seat for a moment longer than necessary, hands folded in his lap, staring straight ahead.
“You don’t have to do this alone,” Ilya says gently.
“I know,” Shane replies. “But… I need to.”
Ilya nods, understanding. He leans over and presses a brief, grounding kiss to Shane’s temple. “I’ll be in locker room.”
Shane exhales. “Okay.”
They part in the hallway inside the rink—muscle memory taking Ilya toward the locker room, Shane’s feet carrying him the other direction, toward Coach Wiebe’s office.
He stops outside the door and knocks.
“Come in,” comes the muffled reply.
Shane steps inside and shuts the door behind him.
Coach Wiebe looks up from his desk and gestures toward the chair opposite him. “Morning, Shane. Take a seat. What’s up?”
Shane sits.
For a second, his brain goes blank. He blinks a few times, staring down at his hands, fingers interlaced so tightly they’re almost white.
“I—” He stops, exhales, tries again. “I can’t play this season.”
Coach’s eyebrows lift immediately. “Okay,” he says carefully. “Is everything all right?”
“Yes,” Shane says reflexively.
Then, more honestly, “No.”
He drags a hand through his hair, frustration bleeding through the nerves. “I don’t… I don’t really know how to say this.”
Coach waits him out, expression neutral but attentive.
Shane closes his eyes and blurts it. “I’m pregnant.”
There’s a beat of silence.
Then Coach says, “Oh.”
He nods once, as if filing the information away. “Okay. We can figure out the lines while you’re out.”
Shane opens his eyes, startled. “That’s it?”
Coach shrugs lightly. “Hockey’s still hockey. Life happens.” He leans back slightly. “What are your restrictions?”
Shane swallows, relief and lingering nerves tangling together. “No scrimmages or games. But I can still skate—light drills. And work out, as long as I don’t overdo it.”
Coach nods again. “All right. We’ll adjust.”
Then he looks at Shane more closely. “How are you feeling about it?”
The question catches Shane off guard.
“…Honestly?” he says.
Coach gives a faint smile. “Honestly.”
Shane exhales, shoulders slumping a little. “It wasn’t planned. I’m still trying to… navigate my feelings on it.”
“That makes sense,” Coach says simply.
Shane rubs his palms against his thighs, words spilling out now that he’s started. “I really like this team. I like being here. And I feel awful that this is happening now, right after I signed, and I don’t want it to seem like—”
“Shane,” Coach interrupts gently. “Stop.”
Shane looks up.
“This isn’t a betrayal,” Coach says firmly. “And it’s not a failure. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
Shane swallows hard and nods.
“There’s one more thing,” Shane adds. “We’re not telling anyone yet. Me and Ilya. So if you could… not say anything.”
Coach nods immediately. “Of course.”
He taps his pen against the desk thoughtfully. “What would you like me to tell the GM? The team?”
Shane hesitates, then shrugs. “I don’t know. I think… just saying it’s medical should be enough for now.”
“That works,” Coach says. “I’ll keep it vague.”
Shane lets out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “Thank you.”
Coach meets his eyes. “Take care of yourself, Shane. Hockey will be here when you’re ready.”
Shane nods again, quieter this time. “Okay.”
He stands, legs a little unsteady, and heads for the door and leaves.
Shane slips into the locker room and is relieved to find it empty.
The quiet helps.
He changes quickly—practice gear on, skates laced with familiar efficiency—and doesn’t let himself think too hard about how automatic it all still feels. Muscle memory carries him out of the room and down the tunnel, the cold air of the rink greeting him like it always has.
The team is already on the ice, stretching along the boards.
Shane exhales as his blades hit the surface. The first few strides feel good—clean, light. The glide settles his nerves, the rhythm of it grounding him in something normal. He joins the stretch line, bending and rolling his shoulders, letting his body move the way it knows how to move.
For a few precious minutes, he almost forgets.
Ilya skates up to him. “How do you feel?”
Shane shrugs, stretching his calf. “I’m fine.”
Ilya clearly doesn’t believe him, but before he can push, Coach Wiebe skates out onto the ice and blows his whistle.
“All right, listen up,” Coach calls. The team gathers loosely. “Shane’s going to be benched for the time being due to a medical issue. He’ll still be around for drills as cleared. That’s all you need to know.”
A few heads turn toward Shane. Concerned looks. Curious ones. Luca frowns slightly. Troy gives him a small nod.
Shane keeps his expression neutral, jaw set.
“All right,” Coach says briskly. “Get to work.”
The drills start.
Shane moves through them carefully, focused on form instead of speed, on control instead of power. He feels… lighter than usual. Less explosive, but not weak. Just different. He concentrates on stickhandling, on positioning, on timing—things he can still do without pushing.
For a while, it works.
Then he notices it. Ilya hovering.
Always just a little too close. Cutting his speed to match Shane’s. Glancing over every few seconds like he’s waiting for Shane to tip over or throw up again.
Irritation prickles under Shane’s skin.
On the next drill reset, he finally looks at him. “What?”
Ilya blinks. “What?”
“You’re hovering,” Shane says under his breath. “I’m not made of glass.”
“I am watching,” Ilya replies carefully.
“I know,” Shane snaps, then reins it in. “And it’s distracting.”
Ilya frowns. “You puked on the ice only days ago.”
“And now I’m cleared to be here,” Shane shoots back. “I need this. Please stop looking at me like I’m going to break.”
Ilya hesitates, clearly torn, then nods once. “Okay.”
He backs off—just a little.
Shane exhales, refocusing on the drill in front of him. His skates cut into the ice, his stick moves clean and sure, and for the rest of practice he pours himself into the familiar patterns.
Normal.
He clings to that feeling with everything he has.
The rest of practice passes without incident.
When Coach finally blows the whistle and calls for line scrimmage, Shane glides to the bench without argument, settling onto the cold plastic with his elbows on his knees. His skates rock gently back and forth as he watches the team reset, familiar lines snapping into place.
The puck drops.
The scrimmage is fast and sharp—bodies colliding, sticks clacking, Coach barking line changes mid-play like he always does. Shane tracks the movement out of habit, eyes following the flow of the game.
And then, without meaning to, his focus narrows.
Ilya.
Ilya skating hard, confident, effortless. Ilya slotting into open ice, calling for the puck, laughing when Luca chirps him on a missed pass. Ilya exactly where he’s always been—doing exactly what he’s always done.
A sharp pang twists in Shane’s chest.
Jealousy, sudden and ugly.
It catches him off guard—not because he begrudges Ilya his place, but because everything about Ilya’s life will stay largely the same. He’ll play. He’ll travel. He’ll chase the Cup. His body won’t be the one changing, stretching, slowing.
Shane swallows.
Of course it won’t, he thinks bitterly. Why would it?
His gaze drops instinctively to his own midsection, still flat beneath his jersey. Still his. For now.
The thought spirals too easily.
Ilya’s life, unchanged—aside from his omega growing fat and moody.
The words echo in his head, harsh and unkind and absolutely not how he actually feels.
Tears prick at his eyes out of nowhere.
Shane startles at the intensity of it, a shaky breath leaving him. “Oh my god,” he mutters under his breath.
He almost laughs.
A wet, incredulous huff escapes him as he scrubs at his eyes quickly with the heel of his glove, blinking hard until the tears retreat. “Get it together,” he whispers to himself.
He glances back at the ice just in time to see Ilya glance over—eyes flicking to the bench, to him.
Shane straightens immediately, schooling his expression into something neutral and solid, giving a small nod like everything’s fine.
Because it is. Because it has to be.
The scrimmage continues, the game rolling on without him, and Shane sits there watching—heart full and aching and unsteady all at once—learning, slowly, that this season is going to ask him to feel things he’s never had to make room for before.
And that maybe—terrifying as it is—that’s not weakness.
It’s just change.
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  Shane hits the two-month mark on a quiet afternoon, standing shirtless in front of the bedroom mirror longer than he means to.
The changes are subtle—but undeniable.
His stomach isn’t flat anymore. Just a barely-there swell, something he might’ve written off as bloating if he didn’t know better. His pecs ache, tender and heavier, the skin tight enough that he winces when he lifts his arms.
“Hey,” he calls, voice uncertain. “Ilya?”
Ilya looks up from the bed where he’s scrolling on his phone. “Da?”
Shane gestures vaguely at himself. “I think… I think I’m starting to show.”
Ilya’s eyes flick over him immediately, attention sharpening. He steps closer, gaze warm and curious, clearly delighted despite himself.
“I see it,” he says softly. “Very small. Very cute.”
Shane snorts. “It’s not cute. My chest hurts.”
Ilya grins—then, without thinking, reaches out and pinches one of Shane’s nipples between his fingers.
The pain is immediate. Sharp. Blinding.
“—OW!”
Shane yelps and recoils, eyes stinging instantly. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
The tears come fast and uninvited, hot and humiliating.
“You asshole,” Shane chokes out. “Why would you do that?”
Ilya freezes.
The smile vanishes from his face as Shane’s voice breaks, panic flashing across Ilya’s features.
“Shane—oh, no,” he says quickly. “I’m sorry. I was joking, I didn’t—”
Shane’s chest heaves as he turns away, hands fisting at his sides. “My body isn’t mine anymore,” he sobs. “Everything hurts, everything’s changing, and soon none of my clothes are going to fit and—”
He doesn’t finish.
Ilya closes the distance in two steps and pulls Shane into his arms, holding him tight and careful, one hand cradling the back of Shane’s head. He lowers his face into Shane’s hair and begins to scent him instinctively, slow and grounding.
“I’m sorry,” Ilya murmurs again and again. “I should not have touched. I was stupid. I am so sorry.”
Shane presses his face into Ilya’s chest, crying freely now. “I hate this,” he whispers. “I hate not recognizing myself.”
“I know,” Ilya says softly, voice vibrating with the purr he can’t quite stop. “I know. And you are allowed to hate it.”
His hands move in steady, reassuring strokes up and down Shane’s back. “But you are still you. You are not losing yourself. You are changing—and that is terrifying.”
Shane clutches at his shirt. “I’m scared.”
“I know,” Ilya repeats, unwavering. “I am here. I will always be here.”
Slowly, Shane’s sobs ease, his breathing evening out as Ilya holds him like he’s something precious and breakable.
“I won’t touch without asking,” Ilya promises quietly. “Ever.”
Shane nods against his chest, still trembling but no longer falling apart.
His body might not feel like his own right now.
But the arms around him are steady.
And that helps.
Anya barrels into the bedroom like she’s been waiting for permission the entire time.
Her nails click loudly on the floor as she skids to a stop in front of them, tail wagging so hard her whole back end sways. She lets out a soft, insistent huff and shoves her nose between them, determined to be included.
“Well,” Ilya says, sniffling once and blinking like he’s pulling himself back together, “apparently this hug is finished.”
Anya whines in agreement and promptly demands attention.
Ilya laughs quietly and crouches down, rubbing her ears and scratching her chest. “Yes, yes. You are very neglected. Terrible life.” Anya leans her full weight into him, satisfied, and Ilya presses a kiss to the top of her head.
The interruption gives Shane a chance to breathe.
He wipes at his face, embarrassed but calmer now, and turns back to the dresser. He pulls on a soft T-shirt—one of Ilya’s, looser than his own—and then sweats, movements slower than they used to be but steady. The fabric falls easily over the barely-there swell of his stomach, hiding it again, and that helps more than he expects.
Ilya straightens a moment later, Anya trotting happily at his heels.
He watches Shane for a second, expression careful. “Are you nervous,” he asks, “about telling your parents?”
Shane pauses, tugging the hem of the shirt down before looking up.
“No,” he says, surprising himself a little with how sure it feels. He shakes his head. “They’ll probably be happy.”
Ilya tilts his head. “Really?”
“Yeah,” Shane says softly. “They always wanted grandkids. And they love you.” He exhales. “They’ll worry about me, obviously. But… they’ll be happy.”
Ilya’s mouth curves into a small, relieved smile. “Good.”
Anya presses her nose into Shane’s leg, sniffing curiously, and Shane bends to scratch behind her ears. “You’ll have to share attention soon,” he tells her. “Start practicing.”
Anya wags harder, unconcerned.
Shane straightens again, leaning briefly into Ilya’s side. The fear is still there—quiet, persistent—but it’s no longer overwhelming.
Some conversations, at least, won’t be battles.
And that feels like a small, precious win.
The doorbell rings—and before either of them can move, the front door opens.
“Shane?” his dad’s voice carries in, warm and familiar. “We’re here.”
Shane’s stomach flips.
He and Ilya exchange a look—brief, steadying—then head toward the front of the house together. Anya trots ahead of them, tail wagging furiously.
“Hi,” Shane says as they step into the entryway.
Yuna’s face lights up immediately. “There you are.” She pulls Shane into a hug first, careful but tight, then turns to Ilya and hugs him too. “You both look good.”
David claps Ilya on the shoulder. “Good to see you, son.”
“You too,” Ilya replies easily.
Shane’s fingers fidget at his sides. He clears his throat. “Um. Let’s—let’s go sit in the living room.”
Yuna’s brows knit together slightly at his tone, but she nods. “Of course.”
They all move into the living room and settle in. David takes one sofa with Yuna beside him. Shane sits on the opposite couch, and Ilya immediately pulls him in close, arm firm around Shane’s waist. His hand rests there—casual to anyone else, grounding to Shane—warm over the small, barely-there swell of his belly.
The room hums with quiet.
Yuna looks between them, eyes sharp in that gentle, motherly way. “So,” she says softly, “how are you two doing?”
Ilya answers first, voice calm. “We’re well.”
Shane opens his mouth to add something—anything.
“I’m pregnant.”
The words burst out of him, unfiltered and abrupt.
Silence crashes down.
Yuna blinks once. Then twice.
David’s eyebrows shoot up. “You’re—”
“Pregnant,” Shane repeats, heart pounding. He grips Ilya’s thigh reflexively. “I’m about two months.”
For a split second, Shane can’t read either of their faces—and then Yuna’s hand flies to her mouth.
“Oh,” she breathes.
Then she’s on her feet, crossing the room before Shane can brace himself, pulling him into her arms with a soft, choked laugh. “Oh, sweetheart.”
Shane stiffens for half a heartbeat, and then melts into it.
David stands more slowly, shock giving way to something like awe. He looks at Ilya. “You… both of you…”
Ilya nods. “Yes.”
Yuna pulls back just enough to cup Shane’s face, eyes shining. “Are you okay?”
Shane swallows. “I’m… figuring it out.”
She nods immediately. “That’s okay. That’s more than okay.”
David clears his throat, emotion roughening his voice. “We’re happy,” he says simply. “Scared for you, maybe—but happy.”
Shane’s chest tightens, relief washing through him so fast it almost makes him dizzy.
Ilya tightens his arm around Shane’s waist, thumb brushing lightly against his side. Shane leans into him without thinking.
Yuna sits back down, reaching for David’s hand. “You’re going to be parents,” she says softly, like she’s testing the words.
Shane lets out a shaky laugh. “Apparently.”
David smiles—wide, proud, a little stunned. “Well,” he says, “I guess that makes us grandparents.”
Shane’s eyes sting.
This conversation—the one he’d been dreading—lands not with judgment or panic, but with warmth.
Ilya presses a kiss into Shane’s hair, quiet and protective.
The rest of the visit unfolds easily, like Shane’s body finally unclenched enough to let things be normal.
David and Ilya take over the kitchen together, moving around each other with surprising ease—David chopping, Ilya seasoning with the confidence of someone who learned to cook out of necessity and stubborn pride. They argue amicably over spices while Yuna sits at the counter, watching them with a fond smile.
Shane perches on a stool nearby, sipping ginger ale and sticking carefully to his sport performance diet. Egg whites. Greens. Whole grains.
Meanwhile, the rest of the kitchen smells unfair.
Garlic. Butter. Something rich and slow-simmered.
Shane watches David plate food he absolutely cannot have right now, and his mouth waters so badly it almost hurts.
“Oh come on,” he mutters under his breath. “That’s just cruel.”
Ilya catches the look on his face and smirks. “You are drooling.”
“I am not,” Shane says, then immediately swallows hard. His eyes sting unexpectedly, emotion swinging sharp and fast. “Okay, maybe a little.”
Yuna notices and laughs gently. “Oh honey.”
Shane presses his lips together, embarrassed. “I’m fine. I just… really want whatever that is.”
David raises an eyebrow. “You sure you don’t want—”
“No,” Shane says quickly, then softer, “I’ll regret it.”
He pokes at his food and tries not to cry over roasted potatoes.
By the time his parents leave—full, happy, and still buzzing softly about grandchildren—Shane is exhausted in a way that goes bone-deep. He hugs them both at the door, clings maybe a second longer than usual, and watches their car disappear down the street.
The house goes quiet.
Shane leans back against the door and exhales. “Okay. I’m done for the day.”
Ilya kisses his temple. “Bed?”
“Soon,” Shane says. Then he hesitates.
There’s one more thing.
He pads into the bedroom and sits on the edge of the bed, phone in hand. He scrolls until he finds Hayden’s name and just… stares at it.
He’s been avoiding him. Dodging calls. Letting texts go unanswered longer than usual. Not because he doesn’t trust Hayden—but because saying it out loud makes it real in a way Shane hasn’t always been ready for.
But if anyone is going to understand this—really understand—it’s Hayden. And his wife. And their four kids, who have upended his life and somehow made it bigger instead of smaller.
Shane exhales.
Just say it.
He types.
Shane:

So. Uh. Looks like I’m officially joining the children club.
The response comes almost immediately.
Hayden:

…Shane.
Three dots appear. Disappear. Reappear.
Hayden:

Are you joking or should I sit down.
Shane huffs a quiet laugh and types back.
Shane:

Sit down.
There’s a pause this time—long enough for Shane’s heart to start racing again.
Then:
Hayden:

Holy shit.
Wait.
You’re serious.
Shane closes his eyes, fingers tightening around the phone.
Shane:

Yeah.
I’m pregnant.
Another pause. Then his phone buzzes again.
Hayden:

Oh my god.
Okay.
Okay.
I’m coming over tomorrow. You don’t get to do this without me.
Shane laughs, breathless, a little watery.
Shane:

I was hoping you’d say that.
He sets the phone down and sinks back onto the bed, exhaustion finally overtaking him.
In the doorway, Ilya watches him with a soft smile.
“One more person?” Ilya asks.
Shane nods. “Yeah.”
Ilya climbs onto the bed beside him, pulling him in close. “Good.”
Shane lets his eyes close, phone warm in his hand, the day finally catching up to him.
He’s still scared. But the circle is growing.
And that makes all the difference.
Hayden shows up the next morning with coffee in one hand and disbelief written all over his face.
He barely makes it through the front door before he stops short, eyes flicking down Shane’s body and then back up again, like he’s expecting something to visibly announce itself.
“No,” Hayden says flatly. “Absolutely not.”
Shane snorts. “Hi to you too.”
Hayden drops the coffee on the counter and runs a hand through his hair. “You leave Montreal for five minutes and you get married, traded, and pregnant?”
“Ilya had excellent timing,” Shane says dryly.
Ilya, leaning against the counter with his arms crossed, hums. “I am very efficient.”
Hayden points at him. “You. I’m circling back to you later.”
They end up on the couch together, Shane tucked into the corner with a blanket, Hayden turned sideways so he can fully stare at him like he’s still trying to wrap his head around it.
“I just—” Hayden shakes his head, then laughs. “Okay. Wow. How are you feeling?”
Shane shrugs. “Depends on the hour.”
Hayden nods knowingly. “Classic.”
They spend the morning talking—really talking—in the way they haven’t had time to since Shane left Montreal. Hayden asks about Ottawa, about the team, about Coach Wiebe. Shane asks about the kids, listens fondly as Hayden pulls out his phone and scrolls through pictures of four grinning faces in various stages of chaos.
Then Hayden circles back.
“So,” he says carefully. “How’s pregnancy treating you, actually?”
Shane opens his mouth with a joke ready—
And then his throat tightens unexpectedly.
He laughs once, shaky. “I mean, I throw up a lot. My chest hurts. I cried yesterday because I wanted roasted potatoes.”
Hayden smiles sympathetically. “That tracks.”
“And I know this sounds stupid,” Shane continues, voice wavering now, “but I don’t recognize my body sometimes. I feel… off. Like I’m losing control of everything I worked for.”
His eyes burn before he can stop it.
“I’m scared I won’t come back the same,” he admits. “Or that the team will move on. Or that I’ll resent this—even though I chose it.”
Hayden doesn’t interrupt. He just listens.
When Shane finally trails off, embarrassed and blinking hard, Hayden leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees.
“That’s completely normal,” he says without hesitation. “Jackie was exactly like that with the twins.”
Shane looks up. “Really?”
“Oh yeah,” Hayden says. “She cried because her shoes didn’t fit. Then she cried because she felt guilty for crying about shoes.”
That earns a weak laugh from Shane.
“She was terrified she’d disappear,” Hayden continues. “That motherhood would swallow her whole. And it didn’t. It changed her—but not in the way she was afraid of.”
Shane exhales slowly, some of the tension easing out of his shoulders.
“You’re not broken for feeling like this,” Hayden adds. “You’re human. And an athlete. And an omega. That’s a lot of pressure in one body.”
From the kitchen, Ilya finally speaks. “He is also very dramatic.”
Shane shoots him a look. “Excuse me?”
Hayden laughs. “Oh, thank god. I was worried you’d gone soft.”
Ilya smirks. “Only a little. It is hormones.”
Hayden points at him again. “You say that like you’re not about to get wrecked by a very small human.”
Ilya’s smile turns fond. “I am prepared.”
Hayden snorts. “No, you’re not.”
Shane watches them banter, warmth settling in his chest. For the first time in days, he doesn’t feel like he’s floundering without a map.
Hayden nudges Shane’s knee gently. “You’re going to be okay,” he says. “And if you’re not, you call me. Any time.”
Shane nods, swallowing around the lump in his throat. “Yeah. I will.”
He leans back into the couch, exhausted but lighter.
*  *  *  *
A few weeks later, Shane lies awake in the dark, staring at the ceiling while Ilya sleeps beside him.
Ilya is dead to the world—breathing slow and deep, one arm thrown over Shane’s waist like an anchor. Normally, that would be enough to lull Shane back under.
Tonight, it isn’t.
All Shane can think about is chocolate.
Not just chocolate—something thick and rich and sweet enough to make his teeth ache. The craving sits heavy and insistent in his chest, growing sharper by the minute until his eyes sting with frustrated tears.
“This is ridiculous,” he whispers to the ceiling.
His body disagrees.
After another failed attempt at sleep, Shane carefully slides out from under Ilya’s arm. Ilya makes a small, displeased sound but doesn’t wake. Shane pauses, waits, then tiptoes out of the bedroom.
The kitchen is dim and quiet, lit only by the under-cabinet lights. Shane opens cupboard after cupboard, scanning shelves with growing desperation.
Protein bars. Oats. Peanut butter.
“No,” he mutters. “No. Absolutely not.”
He’s about to give up when he spots it shoved toward the back of the pantry.
A tub of Nutella.
Shane freezes. Then he nearly groans.
“Oh thank god,” he whispers reverently.
He pulls it out like it might disappear if he doesn’t move carefully enough, sets it on the counter, and grabs a spoon with shaking hands. The lid comes off with a soft pop.
He doesn’t bother being polite about it.
Shane scoops a heaping spoonful and shoves it straight into his mouth.
The effect is immediate.
The nutty, chocolate sweetness hits his tongue and Shane lets out a sound halfway between a sigh and a sob. Tears spill down his cheeks as relief floods through him, ridiculous and overwhelming.
“Oh,” he breathes, eyes closing. “Oh, that’s it.”
He leans his hip against the counter, spoon still in his mouth, savoring every second like it’s oxygen. When he finally swallows, he presses a hand to his stomach, rubbing the small, undeniable curve there.
“Apparently you wanted this,” he murmurs softly.
Another tear slips free, but this one is mixed with a shaky laugh.
Shane takes another spoonful—slower this time—and keeps rubbing his belly, grounding himself in the simple, absurd comfort of it.
He’s tired. He’s hormonal. He’s standing in his kitchen at two in the morning crying over Nutella.
And somehow… it helps.
Shane is on his third spoonful when he hears bare feet on tile behind him.
He freezes mid-bite.
“Ilya—” he starts, already defensive.
Ilya stops just inside the kitchen, still half-asleep, hair sticking up, T-shirt rumpled. He takes in the scene in one slow, deliberate sweep: Shane bare-chested at the counter, one hand rubbing the small curve of his belly, the other gripping a spoon buried in a tub of Nutella. The faint smear of chocolate at the corner of Shane’s mouth. The tears tracking quietly down his cheeks.
Ilya lifts an eyebrow.
Shane doesn’t wait.
“Don’t,” he says hoarsely, shoving the spoon back in his mouth like it’s a shield. “Shut up. I can’t help it.”
Ilya’s expression doesn’t turn teasing. It softens instead—something warm and fond slipping through the sleepiness.
“I wasn’t going to say anything,” he replies gently.
Shane sniffs, mortified and emotional all at once. “I just—needed it,” he says around the spoon. “Like, needed it.”
Ilya steps closer, close enough that his warmth settles at Shane’s back. He reaches out and swipes his thumb carefully along the corner of Shane’s mouth, catching the smear of Nutella before Shane can flinch.
“Mm,” Ilya says thoughtfully, licking his thumb. “You are correct. Very important.”
Shane huffs a weak laugh that immediately turns into another tear. “This is stupid.”
“No,” Ilya says firmly. He wraps an arm around Shane’s waist, resting his hand over Shane’s, right where it’s rubbing his belly. “This is you taking care of yourself.”
Shane leans back into him, shoulders sagging. “I cried because it tasted good.”
“I have cried because I dropped toast,” Ilya replies. “You are allowed.”
That gets a real laugh out of Shane, watery and exhausted. He takes another spoonful—smaller this time—and sighs, eyes closing.
Ilya presses a kiss into Shane’s hair and murmurs, “Next time you wake me, yes? I want to witness the important cravings.”
Shane wipes at his face with his wrist. “You’d just stare at me like this.”
“Yes,” Ilya says easily. “And then I would get you another spoon.”
Shane smiles.
Ilya presses a gentle kiss to the side of Shane’s head and murmurs, “You should really try to get some sleep, malysh.”
Shane grumbles incoherently, clearly unconvinced. “One more spoon,” he says, already doing it—scooping another generous bite and sticking it into his mouth with zero shame.
Ilya chuckles softly, leaning back against the counter. “I am a little afraid,” he admits. “If this is chocolate now, what will future cravings do to your diet?”
Shane sighs, shoulders slumping as he chews. “I’m gonna get big regardless of what I eat,” he says quietly. “So I’m not going to stress about cravings.”
Ilya nods, thoughtful. “That is… probably wise.”
Shane swallows—then freezes.
A new thought crashes in, sudden and horrifying.
“What if,” he says slowly, voice wobbling, “what if we didn’t have Nutella in the house when I needed it?”
His eyes widen. His breath catches.
“Oh my god,” he whispers—and then nearly chokes on a sob.
He hurriedly scoops another spoonful and eats it like the tub might disappear if he hesitates, eyes shining with fresh tears.
Ilya blinks, taken aback, and reaches for the tub instinctively—more out of concern than intent. “Shane, you have eaten almost the entire—”
That’s the wrong thing.
Shane’s eyes snap to him, glossy and hurt. “Why would you say that?”
Ilya freezes. “I didn’t mean—”
“You’re judging me,” Shane says, voice cracking. “I already feel awful about my body and now you’re counting how much I eat?”
“I’m not judging,” Ilya says quickly, setting the tub down. “I was just—”
Shane’s lower lip trembles. “I can’t even eat chocolate without feeling bad.”
Ilya steps forward immediately, panic flickering across his face. “No. No, no, no—come here.”
Shane doesn’t resist when Ilya pulls him in, Nutella tub abandoned on the counter. Ilya wraps his arms around him, hands warm and steady, scenting him softly as Shane’s shoulders shake.
“I am sorry,” Ilya murmurs into his hair. “I was stupid. You can eat all the Nutella. We will buy ten more tubs if you want.”
Shane lets out a broken laugh through his tears. “That’s… excessive.”
“I am excessive,” Ilya replies. “Especially about you.”
Shane presses his face into Ilya’s chest, breathing slowly until the tightness eases. After a moment, he mumbles, “I might want more later.”
Ilya kisses his hair. “Then we will have more.”
He steers Shane gently back toward the bedroom, one hand warm and steady at the small of his back, guiding him like he’s made of something precious instead of breakable.
“Come on,” he murmurs. “Bed.”
Shane doesn’t argue. The exhaustion hits him all at once as soon as they reach the nest, and he lets Ilya help him settle—blankets pulled up, pillows adjusted until everything feels just right.
Ilya leans down and kisses him, slow and soft, a promise more than anything else. Shane melts into it, eyes fluttering closed.
Then Ilya shifts lower and presses a reverent kiss to Shane’s belly.
It’s brief. Gentle. Intentional.
Shane’s breath catches anyway.
Ilya straightens and crawls into the nest beside him, immediately pulling Shane in close, tucking him securely against his chest. He buries his face in Shane’s neck, breathing him in, and a low, steady purr starts up—deep and soothing.
He kisses Shane’s neck softly, lingering there, grounding him with warmth and familiarity.
“Sleep,” Ilya murmurs against his skin. “I have you.”
Shane exhales, the last of the night’s tension draining out of him as he curls closer, safe and held. The purr vibrates through him, steady and sure, and this time—finally—sleep comes.
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  By two and a half months, there’s no hiding it anymore.
Shane knows it the moment he pulls his practice jersey on and it doesn’t fall the way it used to. The fabric catches instead of skimming, stretching ever so slightly over the curve of his stomach. Not huge. Not dramatic.
But undeniable.
He skates out anyway, shoulders back, jaw set, daring anyone to say something first.
Practice goes on like normal—warm-ups, drills, line rotations—but Shane feels the difference acutely now. The way eyes linger a half-second too long. The way conversations trail off when he passes.
He’s just finishing a stretch at center ice when Troy skates past him, slows, then skates backward a few feet to really look.
“Oh,” Troy says.
Shane freezes. “Oh what.”
Troy points. “You’re pregnant-pregnant now.”
There’s a beat of silence.
Then Luca bursts out laughing.
“I told you,” Luca says, slapping his gloves together. “I said three months max before it was obvious.”
“What?” Shane demands, spinning toward him.
Troy grins and raises his voice. “All right, pay up.”
Suddenly, gloves are being shoved into pockets. Bills come out. Someone groans loudly.
“No way,” Shane says, looking around in disbelief. “You were betting on this?”
“Not betting on you being pregnant,” Luca says quickly. “Betting on when it’d be noticeable.”
“That is worse,” Shane says flatly.
Ilya skates up beside him, eyes wide, looking from Shane’s stomach to the exchange of money happening along the boards. “Why is there money.”
Troy hands over a folded bill to someone and shrugs. “Pool. I called mid-February.”
“It is January,” Ilya says, aghast.
“Exactly,” Troy replies smugly. “I was conservative.”
Shane looks between them, torn between mortification and disbelief. “You all are unbelievable.”
“Relax,” Luca says, grinning. “It was friendly. And you owe me nothing—I lost.”
Ilya squints at Troy. “You won money off my omega.”
“Yes,” Troy says cheerfully. “Thanks for asking.”
Ilya’s expression shifts immediately. “I do not like this.”
Shane snorts despite himself, shaking his head. “You know what? Fine. At least it’s out now.”
Coach blows his whistle from the far end of the rink. “Enough chatter! Let’s move!”
As they skate off, Shane catches Ilya still staring at his stomach like it’s both miraculous and mildly terrifying.
“They noticed,” Ilya murmurs.
“Yeah,” Shane says dryly. “Apparently they noticed weeks ago.”
Ilya huffs. “I should have known. Hockey players cannot keep secrets.”
Shane laughs quietly as they rejoin the drill, one hand briefly brushing his belly out of instinct.
The drill resets and Shane pushes off again, determined not to let the moment—or the attention—get to him.
He skates hard down the rink, eyes up, tracking the puck as it’s fed ahead of him. His timing is a fraction off—not enough to notice until it’s already happening. His blade clips awkwardly, catching just wrong.
Shane goes down.
Hard.
The sound of his body hitting the ice echoes too loudly in the rink.
“Shit!”
He lands flat on his front, the impact knocking the air straight out of him. Pain blooms sharp and sudden, radiating through his chest and shoulders.
The entire rink freezes for half a second.
Then chaos.
“Whoa—whoa, whoa!”
“Shane!”
Skates scrape violently as players abandon the drill and rush toward him. Someone yells for Coach. Someone else drops to a knee.
Shane groans, stunned, then carefully rolls onto his back, one arm curling instinctively toward his stomach as he sucks in a shaky breath.
“I’m—” he starts, then stops.
Because the pain isn’t the worst part.
The realization is.
His hands start to shake. His breath turns thin and fast.
“Oh god,” he whispers. “Oh god.”
Ilya is there immediately, dropping to the ice beside him so fast he nearly falls himself. His face has gone pale, all color drained, eyes locked on Shane like he’s afraid to blink.
“Shane,” Ilya says, voice tight. “Don’t move. Look at me.”
Shane’s chest heaves as fear crashes over him, hot and overwhelming. “I fell,” he gasps. “I fell on my front—Ilya, I could’ve—”
His voice breaks completely.
“I could’ve hurt the baby.”
Ilya’s hands hover uselessly for a split second before he grips Shane’s shoulders, firm but gentle, grounding him. “Hey. Hey. You do not know that.”
Shane’s whole body trembles now, adrenaline giving way to panic. “I wasn’t careful enough. I should’ve—this is my fault—”
“No,” Ilya says sharply, cutting through it. “No. Falls happen. You did not do this on purpose.”
Coach skates up, crouching near Shane’s head. “All right. Everyone back. Give him space.”
The team pulls back reluctantly, worry written across every face. Luca hovers at the edge, jaw clenched. Troy’s hands are braced on his knees, breathing hard.
“Shane,” Coach says calmly. “Talk to me. Where does it hurt?”
Shane swallows hard. “My chest. My arms. I—I don’t know about—” His eyes flick helplessly to his stomach.
Coach nods once, already making a decision. “Okay. We’re getting you checked out. No arguments.”
Ilya’s voice drops low, almost a growl, vibrating with restrained fear. “He needs doctor. Now.”
Coach nods. “Agreed.”
Shane squeezes his eyes shut, tears slipping free despite his effort. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry.”
Ilya leans down, forehead pressing briefly to Shane’s. “Do not apologize,” he murmurs fiercely. “Just stay with me. Breathe.”
Shane does—raggedly—clinging to Ilya’s voice as trainers move in, as the rink blurs around him.
The fall itself might have been accidental.
But the fear—the realization of how much he has to lose—hits harder than the ice ever could.
The stretcher feels too narrow.
Shane lies stiffly on it as the trainers wheel him down the corridor, fluorescent lights blurring overhead. He keeps one hand pressed protectively over his belly, fingers splayed like he can shield it by force of will alone.
“I’m sorry,” he murmurs, over and over. “I should’ve slowed down. I should’ve been watching my edge. I should’ve—”
“Hey,” Ilya says, right there, right beside him. He refuses to let go, walking in step with the stretcher until the doors to the medical room swing shut behind them. “Stop. You are not allowed to punish yourself.”
Shane’s lower lip trembles. “I fell on my stomach.”
“You fell,” Ilya corrects gently. “That is all.”
The ambulance ride is loud and fast and terrifying.
Ilya climbs into the back without even asking, planting himself at Shane’s side as the EMTs work. Blood pressure cuff. Oxygen clipped to Shane’s finger. Calm voices asking questions Shane answers automatically, his mind stuck on a single looping thought.
Please be okay.
When the Doppler finally finds the baby’s heartbeat, the sound bursts into the space—rapid and strong—and Shane sobs outright, chest hitching.
“Oh thank god,” he cries. “Oh thank god.”
Ilya squeezes his hand hard, eyes shining. He leans down and presses his forehead to Shane’s knuckles. “You hear that? Very strong. Just like you.”
Shane nods, tears soaking the sides of his face, but the fear doesn’t fully let go.
At the hospital, everything moves too fast.
Doors open. Doors close. Voices overlap.
Ilya walks with him as far as the ER doors before a nurse gently but firmly stops him. “Sir, you’ll need to wait here.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens. “I’m his husband.”
“I know,” she says kindly. “We’ll come get you as soon as we can.”
Ilya leans down and kisses Shane’s forehead, then his temple, then his hand. “I am right here,” he promises. “Do not forget that.”
“I won’t,” Shane whispers, clinging for one last second before they wheel him away.
The ER room is bright and cold.
Nurses and doctors swarm around him, asking questions—how far along, any pain, any bleeding, where did he land. Shane answers through tears as they hook him up to monitors, strip off his jersey, place gel on his stomach again.
The ultrasound screen flickers to life.
The heartbeat is still there. Fast. Steady.
Then the monitor beeps differently.
“Okay,” a nurse says calmly. “That’s a contraction.”
Shane blinks. “A what?”
“It’s mild,” she reassures quickly. “You probably didn’t feel it.”
Shane hadn’t. Not really. Just a vague tightening he’d brushed off as nerves.
An IV is placed in his arm. Cool fluid floods in. Medication to stop the contractions.
Shane cries through all of it—quiet, relentless tears sliding into his hairline, soaking the pillow.
“I didn’t mean to,” he whispers. “I didn’t mean to scare them.”
“You didn’t,” a doctor says gently. “Falls happen. That’s why you came in.”
Shane nods weakly, exhaustion crashing down on him all at once.
His thoughts drift stupidly, absurdly, to the kitchen at home.
To the Nutella.
“I really wish I had some chocolate,” he sniffles, voice cracking.
A nurse smiles softly. “We’ll see what we can do about that later.”
Shane closes his eyes, one hand still on his belly, IV taped to the other arm.
He’s scared. He’s shaken. He’s exhausted.
But the heartbeat is still there.
And somewhere beyond the doors, Ilya is waiting.
It takes three long, miserable hours before the contractions finally fade.
They come and go in uneven waves—tightening, easing, tightening again—never strong enough to escalate, but enough to keep Shane on edge, crying quietly into his pillow while nurses murmur reassurances and adjust monitors. His body aches from tension more than pain, every minute stretching thin with fear.
When the last contraction finally passes without another following it, the room exhales with him.
“All right,” the doctor says gently. “Looks like they’ve stopped. We’ll keep monitoring a little longer, but this is good.”
Good doesn’t feel like enough—but it feels like relief.
A little while later, the door opens.
Ilya steps into the room.
Shane’s chest tightens at the sight of him. Ilya looks wrung out—hair mussed, shoulders tense—but he’s upright, present. Alive in the room again. He’s holding a small paper bag in one hand.
“Hey,” Ilya says softly.
Shane’s voice comes out barely above a whisper. “Better… now that you’re here.”
Ilya crosses the room in two strides and bends down to kiss him—forehead, lips, knuckles—like he’s checking Shane is real. He presses his cheek briefly to Shane’s, breathing him in.
“I didn’t go far,” Ilya murmurs. “I promise.”
Then he lifts the bag. “Nurses said you asked for chocolate.”
Shane’s heart stutters. “You didn’t,” he breathes.
“I did,” Ilya says simply. “I ran.”
He hands Shane the bag, and Shane opens it with trembling fingers.
Inside: a tub of Nutella and a plastic spoon.
Shane chokes up immediately.
“Oh my god,” he whispers.
He pops the lid, digs the spoon in without hesitation, and shoves a mouthful in. The familiar rush of nutty chocolate hits his tongue and he lets out a small, helpless moan, eyes squeezing shut.
“Yes,” he breathes. “Oh—yes.”
Ilya smiles softly, one hand settling warm and steady on Shane’s thigh.
Shane takes another bite—and then freezes.
His hand stills midair. His breath catches.
“…Ilya,” he whispers.
“What?” Ilya asks instantly, alert.
Shane’s free hand drifts to his belly, palm pressing lightly as his eyes widen. “I—I felt something.”
Ilya goes very still. “Pain?”
Shane shakes his head, stunned. “No. Just—”
He swallows hard.
“Movement.”
For a moment, neither of them speaks.
Ilya slowly lowers himself into the chair beside the bed, eyes locked on Shane’s face like he’s afraid to blink. “Are you sure?”
Shane nods, tears welling again—but different this time. Softer. Awe-struck. “Yeah. Like… a little fish. Or a wing.”
Ilya’s breath shudders out of him. He carefully places his hand over Shane’s, over the curve of his belly.
“Hello,” he whispers, reverent.
Shane laughs weakly through tears, Nutella still on his spoon, IV taped to his arm, utterly wrecked and overwhelmed.
“I almost broke you,” he murmurs.
Ilya leans in, pressing his forehead to Shane’s temple. “No,” he says fiercely. “You are still here. They are still here.”
Shane closes his eyes, one hand holding chocolate, the other cradling the place where life just made itself known.
The flutter comes again.
Stronger this time—undeniable.
Shane sucks in a breath, spoon hovering forgotten in midair. His eyes drop to his stomach like it might explain itself, like he’ll somehow see it happening.
“Oh—there,” he murmurs, half-laughing, half-dazed. “That’s… that’s so weird.”
He keeps eating almost absently, another spoonful of Nutella disappearing as the sensation returns in little bursts—soft taps, tiny rolls, something alive and unfamiliar moving inside him.
Shane presses his palm to his belly, fingers spread, holding his breath.
“Come on,” he whispers. “Do it again.”
Nothing.
He huffs out a shaky laugh. “Of course it won’t do it when I’m trying.”
Ilya lets out a sound that’s suspiciously close to a sniffle. He turns his face away slightly, swiping at his eyes with the heel of his hand, clearly trying—and failing—to get himself under control.
“I am just,” he says thickly, then clears his throat. “I am very glad you and Bobochek are all right.”
Shane blinks. “…Bobochek?”
Ilya freezes, then looks at him, caught. “I—”
Shane thinks for a second, then his mouth curves despite himself. “Little bean?”
Ilya’s face crumples into a smile so soft it almost hurts to look at. “Da.”
Shane laughs quietly, tears slipping free again as another faint flutter rolls through him. “Wow,” he whispers. “Okay. Hi, Bobochek.”
Ilya reaches out slowly, resting his hand over Shane’s, reverent even now. “You scared us,” he murmurs—not accusing, just honest.
“I know,” Shane says softly. “I’m sorry.”
Ilya shakes his head immediately. “No. No apologies.”
He leans in and presses a kiss to Shane’s temple, then to his hair. “You are both here. That is what matters.”
Shane nods, still staring down at his belly, wonder slowly threading through the exhaustion and fear.
“It feels strange,” he says again, softer now. “But… kind of amazing.”
Ilya smiles, eyes still bright. “You are amazing.”
Shane snorts weakly. “You’re biased.”
“Yes,” Ilya agrees easily. “Completely.”
Another small flutter answers them both.
Shane just smiles.
The hospital keeps Shane overnight for observation.
By the time the monitors are quiet and the room settles into something resembling calm, exhaustion weighs heavy in his bones. Ilya never leaves the chair beside the bed, arm draped over the rail, fingers always within reach.
Word spreads faster than Shane expects.
The first knock comes late afternoon.
Troy and Luca step in together—Troy trying (and failing) to look casual, Luca already halfway across the room.
“Well,” Luca says, glancing at the monitors and then at Shane, “you really know how to make practice interesting.”
Shane huffs weakly. “Sorry.”
Troy shakes his head and leans against the wall. “Don’t apologize. We just wanted to check on you. You scared the hell out of everyone.”
Ilya snorts quietly. “Yes. Especially me.”
Luca sobers immediately. “You okay?”
Shane nods. “Yeah. Baby’s okay. Just… staying overnight.”
Luca exhales, relief obvious. “Good.”
Wyatt and Zane come by next—Wyatt awkward and earnest, Zane quieter but steady.
“Coach told us you were here,” Wyatt says. “We figured—”
“We’d stop by,” Zane finishes.
Shane smiles faintly. “Thanks.”
They don’t linger long, but the care in their eyes sticks with him.
Evan and Tanner show up later with terrible vending machine coffee and worse jokes, determined to make Shane laugh at least once before they leave. Tanner succeeds, barely, when he offers to smuggle in contraband snacks “for medical reasons.”
Ilya almost accepts.
By the time evening settles in, Shane is drained—physically and emotionally. He’s staring out the window when there’s another knock.
Coach Wiebe steps inside.
The room goes very quiet.
“Coach,” Shane says immediately, pushing himself up a little straighter. “I’m sorry—”
Coach raises a hand, cutting him off gently. “Hey. No.”
He pulls a chair closer to the bed and sits, posture relaxed but serious. “I’m glad you’re okay.”
Shane nods, throat tight. “I shouldn’t have been pushing myself.”
“Maybe,” Coach says. “But falls happen. That’s not why I’m here.”
Shane swallows, bracing himself.
Coach meets his eyes steadily. “Your ice time is suspended until after the baby’s here. No ifs, ands, or buts.”
The words land heavy—but not surprising.
Shane nods slowly. “Okay.”
“I mean it,” Coach continues, firm but kind. “No drills. No skating. Nothing beyond light conditioning once you’re cleared—and even that we’ll reassess.”
Shane’s shoulders sag. “I understand.”
“I know this isn’t what you want,” Coach says. “But your job right now is to take care of yourself and that kid. Hockey will wait.”
Shane’s voice comes out rough. “I’m sorry.”
Coach leans forward slightly. “You do not owe me an apology.”
He glances briefly at Ilya, then back at Shane. “We’ll figure things out on our end. Your only responsibility is staying healthy.”
Shane nods again, eyes burning. “Thank you.”
Coach stands, giving Shane’s shoulder a gentle squeeze before stepping back. “Get some rest.”
After he leaves, the room feels quieter than before.
Ilya reaches for Shane’s hand, lacing their fingers together. “You did nothing wrong,” he murmurs.
Shane exhales, staring down at their joined hands. “I know.”
He’s scared. He’s sidelined. His season is officially over.
But the heartbeat monitor stays steady.
And when Shane closes his eyes, he feels another soft flutter. It’s small, reassuring, real.
For tonight, that’s enough.
—
Shane is halfway through signing discharge papers when his phone starts buzzing against the bedside table.
He glances down at the screen and smiles despite himself. “Rose.”
He answers it immediately. “Hey. How’s filming going?”
A familiar, dramatic sigh crackles through the line. “Delayed,” Rose says. “A storm hit the tiny town we’re stuck in, so everything’s on pause. But never mind that—”
Shane shifts the phone to his other ear as a nurse adjusts his IV bandage.
“—why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant?”
Shane freezes.
“I… what?” He blinks, genuinely confused. “Rose, I did.”
There’s a beat.
“No, you absolutely did not,” Rose says, clucking her tongue. “You told me about Ottawa. You told me about the nest. You told me about Ilya being weirdly domestic. You did not tell me about a baby.”
Shane’s brow furrows as he searches his memory. He could’ve sworn—he remembers saying it. The certainty slips out from under him like ice.
“I—” His voice wobbles. “I thought I did.”
Rose softens instantly. “Hey. Shane.”
But it’s too late.
Tears well fast and hot, spilling over before he can stop them. “I’m so sorry,” he blurts. “Oh my god, I’m such a horrible friend. I swear I thought I told you. I wouldn’t hide that from you.”
“Shane—”
“I don’t know what’s wrong with my brain,” he continues, voice breaking. “I feel like I’m losing pieces of myself. I can’t even remember who I told what anymore.”
Rose’s voice drops into something gentle and steady. “Okay. First of all, breathe.”
Shane sniffs, dragging the back of his hand under his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he repeats weakly.
“Second,” Rose continues, “this is called pregnancy fog brain. It’s very real. It’s very rude. And it is not a moral failing.”
“That’s not an excuse,” Shane insists, tears still sliding down his cheeks.
“It absolutely is,” Rose says firmly. “And I refuse to let you spiral over this.”
Shane exhales shakily and nods, even though she can’t see him. “I’m… I’m about two and a half months now.”
“Okay,” Rose says, all attention now. “Tell me everything.”
So Shane does.
He tells her how he found out. How his chest hurts. How cravings hit out of nowhere. How Ilya has been relentlessly supportive—hovering, purring, bringing Nutella at two in the morning like it’s medicine.
He tells her about the fall at practice, voice hitching again as he explains the contractions, the ambulance, the overnight hospital stay.
“I’m actually getting discharged right now,” he adds quietly. “They stopped the contractions.”
Rose is silent for a moment. Then, softly, “That must have been terrifying.”
Shane nods again, throat tight. “Yeah. It was.”
“And the baby?” Rose asks.
“Okay,” Shane says. “Kicking. Or… fluttering. They’re okay.”
“Good,” Rose says, relief audible. “I’m really glad.” She pauses, then adds warmly, “I’m proud of you, you know.”
Shane lets out a shaky laugh. “For forgetting to tell you?”
“For surviving all of this,” Rose replies. “And still being you.”
Shane closes his eyes, letting that settle. “I miss you.”
“I miss you too,” Rose says. “And when I get back, I expect full access to you, Ilya, and Bobochek.”
Shane smiles through his tears. “You remembered the nickname.”
“Please,” Rose says. “I’m already emotionally attached.”
A thought catches Shane and won’t let go.
“Wait,” he says quietly. “Rose?”
“Yeah?”
“How did you even find out,” he asks, heart starting to thud a little faster, “if I didn’t tell you?”
There’s a pause on the line. A long one.
Rose sighs. “It got leaked.”
Shane goes very still.
“…What?”
“Nothing official yet,” Rose says carefully. “But it’s out there. A couple of outlets picked up on the hospital visit, the practice incident, you being pulled completely. People are… speculating.”
The word feels like a punch.
Shane’s chest tightens painfully. “Speculating how?”
Rose hesitates. That tells him everything.
“They’re saying you’re pregnant,” she admits. “They’re framing it as ‘unconfirmed sources,’ ‘insiders,’ all that bullshit. Some are being respectful. Some are not.”
Shane sinks back against the bed, the room tilting slightly. His hand drifts to his belly without him realizing it.
“Oh,” he whispers.
He can already see it—headlines, comment sections, strangers dissecting his body, his choices, his career like it’s a thought experiment instead of his life.
Omega pregnancy sidelines star player.

What this means for Hollander’s future.

Is this the end of his prime?
“What does this mean for hockey?” Shane asks quietly, fear threading through his voice. “For my career?”
Rose doesn’t sugarcoat it. She never has. “It means people are going to have opinions,” she says. “Loud ones. And some of them are going to be cruel.”
Shane squeezes his eyes shut as a fresh wave of tears burns behind them. “I didn’t want this yet,” he says, voice breaking. “I didn’t want it like this. I wanted it private.”
“I know,” Rose says softly. “And I’m so sorry, Shane. That part isn’t fair. None of it is.”
He swallows hard. “I feel like something was taken from me.”
“It was,” Rose says, without hesitation. “Your privacy. Your timeline.”
Shane’s shoulders shake as he exhales. “I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know how to exist under a microscope again.”
“You don’t have to figure it out today,” Rose says firmly. “You have Ilya. You have your team. You have people who will protect you. And when this breaks properly, we’ll handle it together.”
Shane nods faintly, even though she can’t see him. “Okay.”
“And Shane?” Rose adds gently. “No headline gets to decide your worth. Not as an athlete. Not as a parent. Not as anything.”
He presses his lips together, holding himself together by sheer will. “I’m really scared.”
“I know,” she says. “But you’re not alone in this. Not for one second.”
A nurse clears her throat softly at the door, reminding Shane reality hasn’t paused for his spiral.
“I should go,” Shane says, voice hoarse.
“Call me later,” Rose replies. “And try not to read anything. Promise me.”
Shane lets out a shaky, humorless breath. “I’ll try.”
They hang up.
The phone lowers slowly into Shane’s lap.
The room feels suddenly too bright, too exposed.
His privacy—gone.

His future—questioned.

His body—already public property to people who don’t know his name beyond a jersey.
Shane presses his palm to his belly, grounding himself in the one thing that is still his.
“I’ve got you,” he whispers—not sure if he’s talking to the baby, or himself.
Outside the room, the world is already talking.
But for this moment, Shane just breathes—and braces for what comes next.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Shane didn’t get very far in his pregnancy before ice time went bye-bye. 😭 Our poor babygirl. Don’t worry though, sexy times are just a few chapters away. 🔥

And who knows what Shane’s cravings will have him eat next. 😏
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Anyone listening to Quinn’s Ember and Ice ft. Connor and Hudson? I felt like a voyeur listening to them. 🫣


  


      

  












      Chapter 7: Movement
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      Good morning! 🌅

Or at least it’s morning (5am) for me as I type this.

This work week has kicked my ass, and I totally spaced on posting this chapter.

I got one more work shift standing between me and two days off. I plan on summoning my inner hermit and listening to an audiobook while I write.

Hope everyone’s week has been well, and I’m super excited for those in the UK that will be able to watch the show now!
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  They manage it—somehow.
A quiet side door. A back hallway. No cameras, no microphones shoved into Shane’s face, no shouted questions about his body or his future. Shane doesn’t realize how tightly he’s been holding himself together until they’re finally in the car and the doors are shut, the outside world sealed away.
Ilya starts the engine without a word.
As they pull onto the road, Ilya reaches over and laces their fingers together, guiding their joined hands down to rest over Shane’s belly. His thumb rubs slow, steady circles there, grounding in a way nothing else seems to manage lately.
Shane exhales shakily and leans back in the seat, watching the city slide past the window. “Thank you,” he murmurs.
“For driving?” Ilya asks lightly.
“For… everything.”
Ilya doesn’t answer. He just squeezes Shane’s hand.
Home feels like a relief Shane didn’t know he needed so badly.
The moment the door opens, Anya barrels toward them, skidding on the hardwood before launching herself at Ilya with a happy huff. She ignores Shane almost entirely in favor of shoving her head into Ilya’s thigh, tail wagging furiously.
“Yes, yes,” Ilya laughs, bending to scratch behind her ears. “I missed you too.”
Anya, satisfied, promptly trots off to the living room to gnaw aggressively on a Yak stick, peace restored.
Shane toes off his shoes and slumps slightly, exhaustion finally catching up to him. Ilya follows him inside, closing the door and leaning back against it for a moment like he’s bracing himself.
“There is something,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane looks up. “What?”
Ilya pushes off the door and comes closer, his voice careful—not panicked, but serious. “Yuna and Coach want to meet. About the articles. The speculation.”
Shane’s stomach drops, even as his hand stays instinctively over his belly. “Today?”
“Soon,” Ilya says. “They want to get ahead of it. Decide what to say. Or not say. They’re worried silence will make it worse.”
Shane exhales slowly, the weight of it pressing down again. “I just wanted time.”
Ilya steps closer and cups the side of Shane’s face, thumb brushing gently beneath his eye. “We will still protect you,” he says firmly. “No matter what decision is made.”
Shane nods, eyes burning. “Okay.”
They stand there for a moment—Anya crunching happily in the other room, the house warm and quiet around them.
The world outside might already be talking.
But here, for now, Shane is home.
Ilya guides Shane to the couch and settles them both down, pulling Shane in until he’s tucked securely against his side. Shane melts into him without thinking, head resting against Ilya’s chest, breath finally slowing.
Ilya drapes an arm around Shane’s shoulders and lets his other hand settle over Shane’s belly, palm splayed wide. He rubs slow, steady circles there—absentminded, reverent, soothing in a way that reaches straight through Shane’s nerves.
His voice drops to a whisper. “When… when will I be able to feel them?”
Shane smiles faintly, staring at the far wall while he thinks. “Honestly?” He shifts slightly under Ilya’s hand. “Any day now. They’ve been way more active the last twenty-four hours.”
Ilya’s thumb stills, just for a second.
“By the end of the week,” Shane continues softly, “I bet you’ll be able to feel it too. And with how much movement I’m feeling now… I don’t think it’ll be hard.”
Ilya’s mouth curves into a quiet, wonder-struck smile. He leans down and kisses Shane—slow and gentle, like he’s afraid of startling something fragile. When he pulls back, he rests his forehead briefly against Shane’s.
“What do you want to do,” Ilya asks carefully, “about the articles?”
Shane exhales, long and tired. “I don’t think I can hide it forever.” He pauses, then nods to himself. “Maybe we should just… push out an announcement. Get it over with.”
Ilya watches him closely, saying nothing.
“With the scare,” Shane adds, voice softer, “I don’t want this huge secret sitting between us and the world. I don’t want to feel like I’m constantly bracing for someone else to tell my story for me.”
His gaze drops to his belly, hand overlapping Ilya’s there.
“And,” he says, a hint of dry humor creeping in, “I can’t really hide it anymore unless I start wearing a giant puffy coat everywhere. Which would be… suspicious. And tragic.”
Ilya huffs a quiet laugh and nods.
He leans in and kisses the tip of Shane’s nose, then presses gentle kisses beneath each of Shane’s eyes, right over his freckles—slow, intentional, grounding.
“If you want to let the world know,” Ilya says softly, “I’m with you.”
Shane closes his eyes, leaning fully into him now. The fear is still there. The unknowns haven’t disappeared. But the choice feels like his again.
And that makes all the difference.
“Let’s call Coach,” Shane says suddenly, the words tumbling out before he can overthink them. “Before I change my mind.”
Ilya pulls away and studies his face for a half second, then nods. He fishes his phone out of his pocket and puts it on speaker as it rings.
“Wiebe,” Coach answers.
“It’s Ilya,” he says. “Shane’s here with me. We’ve… decided to announce the baby.”
There’s a thoughtful hum on the other end. “All right. I’ve actually got Yuna and Harris with me right now. Would it be okay if we came over and talked this through in person?”
Ilya looks at Shane.
Shane nods, throat tight. “Yeah,” he says, leaning closer to the phone. “That’s fine. We’ll see you in a little bit.”
They hang up, and the room goes quiet again.
Shane exhales slowly. “Okay. I’m going to go shower the hospital off of me.”
Ilya squeezes his hand. “I’ll stay out here.”
Shane pushes himself up from the couch, movements slower than they used to be, and heads toward the bedroom and en suite.
The shower is hot and grounding, steam curling around him as the water beats against his shoulders. He stands under it longer than necessary, letting the last of the antiseptic smell and adrenaline drain away. When he finally shuts it off and towels dry, he finds himself drifting toward the mirror.
From the front, he almost looks the same. Broad shoulders. Familiar lines.
Then he turns sideways.
Boom.
His belly curves out unmistakably, rounder than it was even a week ago. No sucking it in. No angles hiding it.
“Wow,” he murmurs.
Right on cue, there’s movement—soft but deliberate.
Shane’s breath catches. He presses his palm gently to his stomach, holding still.
Another faint nudge answers him.
“Oh,” he whispers, eyes stinging. “Hi.”
Tears well before he can stop them. He swipes at them with the heel of his hand, laughing softly at himself. “You’re really in there, huh.”
He pulls on stretchy joggers and a soft Henley, fabric skimming his belly instead of fighting it, and heads back toward the living room.
Voices greet him as he steps in.
Coach sits on one sofa. Yuna—calm, sharp-eyed, already assessing—sits beside him. Harris is on the other couch while Anya sprawls happily at his feet, soaking up attention.
Ilya straightens immediately when he sees Shane. “Hey.”
Shane sits beside him, instinctively leaning in.
Coach looks him over. “How are you feeling?”
“Better,” Shane says honestly. “Thank you.”
They get down to it quickly.
“I think a social media post is enough,” Shane says. “I don’t want a press conference. I just want it… out there.”
Harris nods. “Agreed. Pair it with a baby bump photo. Something warm, human.” He glances between them. “You two in your Ottawa jerseys would be perfect.”
Yuna speaks up smoothly. “The team should post as well. Controlled messaging, same timing.”
Coach nods. “Absolutely.”
“We’ll draft something,” Harris says. “Make sure it all goes live around the same time as Shane and Ilya’s posts.”
Yuna hums in agreement, then turns her attention fully to Shane. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”
Shane exhales. “No,” he admits. “But I want to be the one to announce it. Not… have it leaked. Like Ilya and I were.”
The room goes quiet at that.
Coach’s expression softens. Harris nods once, solemn. Yuna reaches over and squeezes Shane’s knee.
“Okay,” she says gently. “Then we do it your way.”
The meeting wraps up quickly after that. Harris stands and gestures toward the hallway. “Jerseys on. Five minutes.”
They do as told.
Ilya tugs his jersey on and then, grinning, pokes Shane’s belly through his own. “Nothing can hide this now.”
Shane blushes instantly and slaps his hand away. “Behave.”
They head back into the living room, where Harris now has a camera hanging from his neck.
“Stand here,” he says, positioning them side by side. “Shane, turn in toward Ilya. Ilya, hand on the belly.”
Ilya does it without hesitation, palm warm and steady over the curve of Shane’s stomach.
Coach holds up a dog toy, squeaking it until Anya trots over and sits obediently beside Ilya, tail wagging.
“Perfect,” Harris says. The shutter clicks a few times. “Okay. I’ve got a couple really good ones. You can relax.”
They sit back down as Harris pulls out his laptop, uploads the photos, and sends them to Shane’s phone.
Shane scrolls through them slowly.
He stops on one.
Ilya isn’t looking at the camera. He’s looking down at Shane—soft, awed, protective in a way that makes Shane’s chest ache.
“…That one,” Shane says quietly. He clears his throat. “I’ll have my post ready by tonight.”
Harris smiles. “Sounds good.”
Coach and Harris gather their things and say their goodbyes. Yuna lingers, eyes sharp and worried as ever.
“You’re really okay?” she asks softly. “After the fall?”
Shane nods. “We’re okay. Truly.”
She studies him for another second, then nods. “Call or text if you need anything.”
When the door closes behind her, the house settles again.
Shane leans back into Ilya, one hand resting over his belly.
The world is about to know.
“All right,” Ilya says, “What if we say something like—apparently we are expanding our roster.”
Shane shoots him a look. “No.”
Ilya grins. “Why not? It is funny.”
“This isn’t the time to be funny,” Shane says, already rubbing at his forehead. “We need to be… I don’t know. Clear. Calm. Adult.”
“That sounds very boring,” Ilya says, winking at him. “People already know I am charming. Let me charm them.”
Shane sighs, long and tired. “I know you can be good at expressing yourself.”
Ilya’s teasing smile softens a little. “Da?”
Shane stares at his phone, thumb hovering uselessly over the keyboard. His mind drifts—unbidden—to that plane scare, the message Ilya had sent him then. The rawness of it. The honesty. The way Ilya had laid his heart bare in what he thought might be his final words.
His eyes sting.
He scrubs at them quickly, annoyed. “God.”
Ilya straightens immediately and rubs a soothing hand up and down Shane’s back. “What is it now?”
Shane shakes his head, embarrassed. “Nothing. Hormones.”
Ilya hums knowingly. “Very rude hormones.”
Shane sniffs once, then inhales and finally starts typing.
The words come slowly at first, then more steadily.
A short paragraph. Simple. Honest.
He announces that he and Ilya are expecting. That the baby is due April 17th. That the baby is healthy. That they’re keeping the gender a surprise.
Then another line—asking for privacy and kindness as they navigate this next chapter.
Over the moon feels cheesy, but true, so he leaves it in.
At the end, they include a P.O. box for anyone who wants to send gifts, something Harris suggested but that Shane finds oddly touching now.
He rereads it twice. Three times.
Then he turns the phone toward Ilya. “Okay. Tell me if this is bad.”
Ilya reads it carefully, jaw softening with every line. When he finishes, he nods once. “It’s perfect.”
Shane lets out a shaky breath. “Yeah?”
“Yes,” Ilya says firmly. “It sounds like you. Like us.”
Shane attaches the photo—the one where Ilya is looking at him instead of the camera—and his throat tightens all over again.
Beside him, Ilya pulls out his own phone and sends a quick message.
Ilya:

We are posting now.
Shane stares at the screen.
“This is it,” he murmurs.
Ilya takes his free hand, squeezing it. “I am right here.”
Shane nods, then taps the post button.
The phone buzzes softly as it goes live.
He exhales—and realizes he’s trembling a little.
“There,” he whispers.
It’s done.
The secret is no longer just theirs.
A reply from Coach comes.
Coach:

That was fast.

Team post will be up in a few minutes. Harris is finishing it now.
Ilya reads it over Shane’s shoulder and hums. “Efficient.”
Shane doesn’t answer. His phone is already vibrating nonstop in his hand—likes, comments, messages stacking on top of each other faster than he can process. He turns the screen face-down on his thigh and leans into Ilya’s chest instead, breathing through the noise.
Ilya wraps both arms around him, chin resting on Shane’s head. “Ignore it,” he murmurs. “Just for now.”
Another buzz.
Shane flips the phone back over despite himself.
It’s from Harris.
Harris:

Team post is live.
Shane’s stomach tightens. “Okay,” he says softly, then opens it.
He reads aloud without meaning to—voice steady at first.
“It basically repeats what we said,” Shane murmurs. “Expecting, due April seventeenth, baby healthy, thank you for the support…”
Ilya listens quietly, thumb rubbing slow circles into Shane’s arm.
Then Shane’s eyes catch on the next lines.
“…Shane Hollander will not be traveling with the team for away games for the remainder of the season…”
His voice falters.
“…Ilya Rozanov will remain on the ice, shifting fully to center position until Shane is cleared to return.”
Silence drops hard between them.
Shane goes pale.
“I can’t travel with the team anymore,” he whispers.
Ilya stiffens slightly, brows knitting together as he leans back just enough to look at Shane’s face. “Why didn’t Coach say this when he was here?”
Shane shakes his head slowly, eyes already burning. “I don’t know.”
The weight of it crashes in all at once.
No flights.

No hotels.

No road games.

No being part of the chaos, the routine, the camaraderie—even from the bench.
Shane’s breath shudders as tears spill over. “It’s just—” He swallows hard. “One more thing taken away from me.”
Ilya’s arms tighten immediately, pulling Shane flush against him, protective and unyielding.
“No,” Ilya says firmly. “It is not taken away.”
Shane laughs weakly through tears. “It feels like it is.”
“I know,” Ilya murmurs, voice low and steady. He presses his cheek to Shane’s hair, scenting him without thinking. “And you are allowed to be angry about it. And sad.”
Shane presses his face into Ilya’s chest, shoulders shaking. “I didn’t even get to say goodbye to that part.”
Ilya kisses the top of his head. “You didn’t know yet. That is not your fault.”
Shane’s hand curls in Ilya’s jersey. “I hate this.”
“I know,” Ilya repeats. “But you are not losing everything. You are still part of this team. And you are part of us.”
Shane sniffles, nodding faintly. “I just… wanted to go with you.”
Ilya’s voice softens. “I wish you could.” He pauses, then adds quietly, “And I will miss you every away game.”
That breaks something open in Shane’s chest—not worse, just deeper. He exhales shakily, clinging to Ilya as the notifications keep buzzing, the world reacting without understanding the cost.
For a long moment, they don’t speak.
Then Ilya murmurs, “We will make new routines. Home routines. Nest routines.”
Shane huffs weakly. “You’re already planning.”
“Yes,” Ilya says simply. “Because this is not the end of you. It is just… a different season.”
Shane closes his eyes, tears drying against Ilya’s shirt, hand drifting back to his belly where everything began changing.
It still hurts. But he isn’t alone in it. And for now, that’s enough to keep him breathing.
“Oh!,” Shane breathes.
He grabs Ilya’s hand without thinking and guides it to his belly, pressing it exactly where the movement is happening. “Here. Right here.”
They both freeze.
For a second, nothing happens—just warmth and quiet and Shane’s heart pounding in his ears.
Then… There.
A definite nudge.
Ilya sucks in a sharp breath. “Oh.”
He looks up at Shane, eyes wide—and then his face splits into the biggest, most unguarded smile Shane’s ever seen.
“We were just talking about it,” Ilya whispers, awed. “And now it’s real.”
Shane laughs softly through the tears still clinging to his lashes. “I first felt it after my shower,” he admits. “I didn’t… I didn’t get a chance to tell you.”
Ilya’s hand stays right where it is, reverent. He rubs Shane’s belly gently, thumb tracing slow circles like he’s afraid to scare the movement away.
Another nudge answers him.
Ilya laughs, breathless and bright. “Hey,” he says softly, leaning closer. “You need to stop making Shane cry all the time.”
Shane swats his arm immediately. “Rude.”
Ilya just grins and leans in, kissing Shane slow and sweet, forehead to forehead when he pulls back. “I love you,” he murmurs. “Even as crybaby.”
Shane scoffs, but he can’t hide the smile that tugs at his mouth. “Shut up.”
He sniffles once and adds, casually, “Is there any Nutella left?”
Ilya arches a brow. “You finished it.”
“Lies.”
Ilya shifts his hand slightly and addresses Shane’s belly again, dead serious. “Next time, ask for McGriddles.”
Shane laughs outright and shoves him playfully. “Absolutely not.”
They settle back into the couch together—notifications still buzzing, the world still loud—but for this moment, it’s just them.
Hands over Shane’s belly. Soft laughter. And the quiet certainty that, despite everything that’s been taken, something extraordinary is growing right there between them.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    What are your thoughts on baby names? I’m still torn between which gender to choose so I haven’t even thought about names.

I had thought maybe a girl and to name her after Ilya’s mom, but with their foundation being named after her, I felt it would’ve been overkill.


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: Needs
  



    Chapter Notes

      What better way to celebrate the end of my work week than with a hormonal and horny Shane?


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane hits the halfway mark of his pregnancy during a stretch of away games, and the house feels too quiet without Ilya in it.
The TV is on, volume turned just a little louder than usual, the glow of the rink lighting up the living room as Ottawa skates hard and fast. Shane’s curled into the corner of the couch, blanket over his legs, one hand absently resting on his belly.
They’re winning.
Again.
The team has been doing really well, even with Shane out, and that thought lands in his chest like a stone every time the announcers praise their depth or adaptability.
They don’t need you, whispers a cruel little voice.
Shane shifts, jaw tightening. “That’s not fair,” he mutters to himself.
He’s been snacking more than usual while Ilya’s away—part boredom, part comfort, part hormones with absolutely no sense of restraint. On the coffee table in front of him sit two things that should never be in the same sentence together:
Ilya’s seasoned beef jerky.

His emotional support Nutella.
Shane’s eyes flick from the TV… to the jerky… to the Nutella… and back to the jerky.
He groans softly and drops his head back against the couch. “No,” he tells his belly firmly. “We are not doing that.”
The craving answers him anyway—sharp, insistent, almost buzzing under his skin.
He forces his attention back to the game just in time to see Troy take off on a breakaway.
“Oh—go, go, go—” Shane leans forward as Troy scores, pumping a fist automatically. “Yes!”
The crowd roars. Shane exhales, heart racing—and then the horn sounds, signaling the end of the period.
Intermission.
The noise fades. The house goes quiet again.
Shane looks down.
His hand is gripping the jerky bag like it personally offended him.
“…God,” he whispers.
He reaches for the Nutella almost angrily, twists the lid off, and doesn’t give himself time to think. He dips a strip of jerky straight into the jar, saturating it until it’s absolutely obscene.
“This is a bad idea,” he mutters. Then he jams it into his mouth.
He chews once. Twice.
His eyes widen—then flutter shut.
“Oh,” he sighs.
Somehow—against all reason—the salty, spiced chew of the jerky and the sweet, nutty richness of the Nutella work. Perfectly. Like they were always meant to be together.
Shane slumps back into the couch, chewing slowly, savoring it as the craving finally loosens its grip.
“…I’m not telling Ilya about this,” he says solemnly to the room.
His belly shifts under his hand, a small roll that feels suspiciously like agreement.
Shane huffs a quiet laugh, wipes his fingers on a napkin, and reaches for another piece.
The team might be winning without him.
But for tonight, at least, he’s found something that makes him feel okay.
Even if it’s deeply, deeply unhinged.
One more piece.

One more dip.

Just until the craving quiets down.
The game comes back from intermission somewhere in the background, commentators’ voices blurring into white noise as Shane curls deeper into the couch.
By the time he blinks back to awareness, the jerky bag is suspiciously light.
“…Huh,” he murmurs.
He tips it upside down. Nothing falls out.
Shane stares at it for a second, then looks at the Nutella jar. He scrapes the spoon along the bottom out of sheer habit and comes up with nothing but a sad smear.
“Oh,” he says quietly. “Oh no.”
He laughs softly at himself, tired and full and hormonally wrecked, and sets both empty containers on the coffee table like evidence he plans to ignore later.
The couch feels impossibly comfortable now. Warm. Safe. The blanket is pulled up to his chest without him remembering doing it. The TV continues to glow, Ottawa still skating hard, Ilya still a flash of motion and certainty on the screen.
Shane’s eyelids grow heavy.
He shifts just enough to get comfortable, one arm tucked under his head, the other draped protectively over his belly.
“Sorry,” he murmurs sleepily to it. “We might’ve… overdone it.”
There’s a faint roll beneath his palm.
Shane smiles, eyes already closing.
The last thing he registers is the crowd roaring on the TV and the quiet hum of the house holding him steady.
Then sleep takes him right there on the couch.
 
The commercial blares to life far too loud, some obnoxiously cheerful voice cutting straight through the quiet.
Shane jerks awake with a startled gasp, heart pounding, drool smeared embarrassingly against his cheek.
“What—?” he mutters, blinking.
Then awareness hits.
Need.

An overwhelming, urgent awareness of his body.
“Oh god,” Shane whispers.
Fragments of the dream flash through him—Ilya in goalie gear, of all things, broad and commanding and ridiculous—and Shane groans softly, burying his face in his hands.
Why was that sexy.

Why was everything sexy lately.
His body answers the question for him in the most humiliating way possible.
Shane freezes, then slowly looks down.
“…You’ve got to be kidding me.”
There’s no denying it. His slick has soaked straight through his pants, warm and unmistakable. He scrambles upright, mortified even though he’s completely alone, and hops off the couch, staring in horror at the damp spot left behind.
“Please don’t stain,” he mutters fervently, like the couch might hear him and cooperate.
His phone is in his hand before he’s fully upright. He checks the time, heart stuttering.
Please be awake. Please be awake.
He dials as he walks quickly toward the bedroom, kicking the door shut behind him. He grabs a thick towel from the bathroom on the way back and tosses it down on his side of the bed with zero grace.
Pants off. Underwear off.
Shane drops down onto the towel, breath shaky, body buzzing and painfully aware of itself.
The phone rings.
Once. Twice.
“If you don’t pick up,” Shane whispers, voice already wobbling, “I might actually cry.”
He presses a hand over his face, the other clutching the phone to his ear, nerves shot and hormones absolutely feral, waiting—desperately—for Ilya’s voice on the other end.
Ilya picks up on the third ring, voice thick with sleep.
“Shane?” he murmurs. “Hey. Everything okay?”
Shane’s breath stutters. He curls slightly on the bed, phone pressed tight to his ear.
“…fuck me,” he whispers.
There’s a pause on the line, followed by a soft yawn. “What was that?”
Shane groans, heat spiking embarrassingly hard. “Fuck me,” he repeats, a little louder, voice trembling.
The silence that follows is heavier now—awake.
“…Ah,” Ilya says slowly. “That kind of call.”
Shane lets out a shaky laugh that almost turns into a sob. “I had a dream. You were—never mind. I’m just—” He swallows. “I’m wrecked.”
Another beat.
“Are you hard right now?” Ilya asks, voice low.
Shane shudders. “Yes. And I’m so wet I might’ve stained the couch.”
Ilya chuckles, soft and fond and entirely unbothered. “Then we will get new couch.”
That does it. Shane laughs breathlessly, relief and need tangling together as he sinks back into the mattress, eyes fluttering shut.
“How are you feeling, lyubov?” Ilya’s voice was a low rumble, a balm to his frayed nerves.
“Big,” Shane sighed, shifting against the towel. His hand rested on the tight curve of his belly. “And so, so empty.”
“I can fix that. Are you in bed?”
“Mmmhmm,” Shane hummed, his eyes already drifting closed as he sank into the comfort of Ilya’s command. “On a towel. Waiting for you.”
“Good boy.” The change in Ilya’s tone was electric, a dominant edge that shot straight to Shane’s groin, making his hole clench and a fresh wave of slick gush out of him. “I want you to run your fingers through your slick, Shane. Get them nice and wet for me.”
Shane’s breath hitched. He did as he was told, sliding his hand down his body, his fingers slipping through the wetness pooled between his thighs. “God, Ilya—there’s so much of it,” he breathed, the sheer volume a testament to how badly he needed his alpha.
“Use it,” Ilya commanded, his voice growing rougher. “Use it as lube. Stroke your cock for me. Show me how you touch yourself when I’m not there.”
A shiver of pleasure ran down Shane’s spine. He wrapped his slick fingers around his aching cock, the glide immediate and perfect. A moan escaped his lips as he began to stroke himself, the friction exactly what he’d been craving. “Ilya… ah—yes—”
“Yeah, just like that,” Ilya encouraged, and Shane could hear the sounds of his own pleasure mirrored on the other end of the line. “Faster. I want to hear you.”
Shane obeyed, his hand moving faster, the slick sounds of his own arousal filling the quiet bedroom. He was so close, the pressure building at the base of his spine, his balls drawing up tight. He was rushing toward the finish line, desperate for the relief only an orgasm could bring.
“Stop.”
Ilya’s voice was firm, a sharp command that cut through the haze of his pleasure. Shane’s hand stilled instantly, a frustrated whine building in his throat. “No—Ilya, please, I was so close.”
“You will come soon, I promise,” Ilya soothed, the promise a tantalizing tease. “Now get your knotted dildo. The thick purple one.”
Shane groaned but the authority in Ilya’s voice left no room for argument. He leaned over, fumbling in the bedside table drawer until his fingers wrapped around the familiar, heavy silicone. “Got it,” he breathed, his heart pounding with anticipation.
“Good. Rub the head of it at your hole. Get it nice and wet with all that slick you’re making for me.”
Shane did as told, dragging the rounded tip around his clenched rim. The blunt pressure was a delicious torment. “Oh, fuck—”
“Now push it in, Shane. Slowly. All the way to the base, then start a slow, deep thrust for me.”
A shuddering whimper escaped him as he began to press the toy inside. It was a slow, deliberate stretch, his body yielding to the thick silicone. He pushed it in to the base, then began the long, deep thrusts Ilya had demanded.
The toy hit his prostate with every pass, a perfect, blinding jolt of pleasure that had him vibrating. His cock, untouched, began to stream precome, a constant, wet drip onto his stomach. “It’s—it’s—ah, Ilya—”
“You sound so wet,” Ilya murmured, his voice a low, possessive growl. “I wish I was there to lick you clean, to taste you.”
The praise sent a jolt of pure need through him. Shane picked up the pace, the wet, rhythmic sounds of the toy moving in and out of him filling the line. He was lost to it, chasing the high Ilya was orchestrating.
“Knot me, alpha,” he gasped, his voice tight with desperation. “Fuck, Ilya, I’m so close. Please, I need it.”
“I’m going to fuck you so hard when I get home,” Ilya started, his voice a low, dirty promise that unraveled the last of Shane’s control. “I’m going to bend you over the side of the bed and knot you until you can’t remember your own name. I’m going to fill you up until you’re dripping with me for a week.”
That was it. The filthy words, the possessive promise, sent him flying. With a sharp cry, Shane’s orgasm began to build.
“Push it all the way in, sweetheart,” Ilya coached him through it, his voice a steady anchor in the storm. “All the way. You’re doing so well for me.”
With a final, choked sob of pleasure, Shane shoved the toy deep, the thick knot breaching his rim. The added pressure and stretch sent him tumbling over the edge. He came with a long, broken moan of Ilya’s name, his release spurting hot and wet across his chest and belly in pulsing waves.
Shane lay panting, his body boneless and sated. “So beautiful, Shane. So perfect for me,” Ilya’s voice was a warm balm.
“Don’t—don’t make me take it out yet,” Shane murmured, his voice thick with sleep. “I need to feel you a little longer.”
He heard Ilya’s soft hum of understanding. Shane rolled onto his side, adjusting the pregnancy pillow, the toy still lodged deep inside him, a satisfying, full feeling.
“Will you—will you stay on the line and talk me to sleep? In Russian?”
“Of course,” Ilya hummed, his voice dropping to a low, gentle cadence.
He began to speak, the soft, melodic words of his native language a familiar comfort.
Shane didn’t need to understand the meaning; he just needed the sound. He did pick up a word or two here and there that he recognized.
The deep, rumbling vibrations washed over him, pulling him down into a warm, safe darkness. His breathing evened out, deepening into the slow, steady rhythm of sleep, the sound of his alpha’s voice the last thing he heard.
The line stays open long after Shane falls asleep.
 
Shane wakes slowly, disoriented by how normal everything feels.
Then awareness creeps in.
The toy—gone.

The towel—gone.

The sheets—clean. Not sticky. Not rumpled.
“What…?” he murmurs.
He groans as he rolls onto his side, his belly making the movement more awkward than it used to be. The baby immediately makes their presence known, stretching and squirming high up under his ribs like they’ve decided that’s prime real estate today.
“Okay, okay,” Shane mutters, rubbing at his side. “I get it. You’re awake.”
That’s when he realizes he’s wearing boxer briefs.
He very clearly remembers falling asleep not wearing them.
“…Huh.”
Anya isn’t in the bedroom, which answers at least one question, but raises several more. Shane shuffles to the bathroom, relieves his bladder with a sigh of relief, brushes his teeth, splashes water on his face—still trying to piece together what happened while he was out.
When he makes it to the kitchen, the mystery resolves itself instantly.
Ilya is sitting at the counter, coffee in hand, looking entirely too awake for someone who played a game last night.
And on the counter in front of him:
The empty jerky bag.

The Nutella jar.
Together.
Shane freezes.
His entire face goes hot in a single heartbeat.
“Oh my god,” he blurts. “I can explain—”
Ilya looks up, takes one glance at Shane’s expression, and just laughs.
He slides off the stool and crosses the kitchen in two steps, cupping Shane’s face and kissing him softly before Shane can dig himself any deeper.
“Good morning,” Ilya murmurs.
Shane stares at him, mortified. “You—those—”
Ilya tilts his head toward the counter. “Jerky and Nutella, hm?”
Shane makes a wounded sound and buries his face in Ilya’s neck. “I couldn’t help it,” he groans. “It was eat it or literally die.”
Ilya chuckles, wrapping his arms around Shane and rubbing soothing circles into his back. “Very dramatic.”
“You don’t understand,” Shane insists, muffled. “It made sense at the time.”
“I believe you,” Ilya says easily. “I cleaned up. You fell asleep very hard. I put clothes on you.”
Shane exhales, tension draining out of him now that he’s not being judged—or teased too badly. He stays tucked against Ilya, one hand drifting to his belly as the baby kicks again, unapologetic.
“They’re really active this morning,” he mutters.
Ilya’s hand joins his there without thinking. “I noticed.”
Shane finally pulls back, still pink-cheeked but calmer. “You’re not mad?”
“No,” Ilya says immediately. “I am impressed.”
Shane snorts despite himself.
Ilya presses another kiss to his temple. “Next time,” he adds thoughtfully, “we try peanut butter.”
“Absolutely not,” Shane says, but he’s smiling as he says it.
Ilya’s voice drops, low and careful. “Are you up to doing what I said on the phone last night?”
The question alone sends heat rushing through Shane’s body, immediate and undeniable. His breath catches, slick responding without permission. Ilya’s nose flares as he picks up the change in Shane’s scent, a slow smirk tugging at his mouth.
“Mm,” Ilya murmurs, pleased. He squeezes Shane’s ass once, possessive but gentle. “So needy for me.”
Shane groans softly, cheeks burning, and lets Ilya guide him to the couch.
“Lean onto the couch,” Ilya commanded, his voice a low, authoritative rumble.
Shane’s breath hitched. He gripped the back of the couch, his knuckles white as he bent forward, presenting himself. He felt Ilya move behind him, then the slow, deliberate drag of his boxer briefs being pulled down his legs, leaving them pooled at his ankles before Ilya tossed them aside. Shane spread his legs, a silent, desperate invitation.
Just then, their baby kicked up a storm, a frantic flutter against his insides. Shane instinctively placed a hand over his belly, a soft smile touching his lips even as his body screamed for Ilya’s touch.
Ilya’s movements stilled. “You okay?” he asked, his voice laced with concern.
Shane nodded, rocking his hips back slightly. “Yeah. Baby’s just moving a lot. Hurry up and fuck me.”
A low growl was his only warning before Ilya dropped to his knees. Shane cried out as a hot, wet tongue swiped over his hole. Ilya licked and sucked, devouring his slick with a single-minded hunger that made Shane’s knees weak.
He grabbed his own cock, which was oozing precome onto the hardwood floor, and moaned at the dual sensations, the pleasure a wave threatening to pull him under.
He needed more. Bending an arm back, Shane tangled his fingers in Ilya’s hair and gave a gentle, insistent yank. Ilya pulled off with a soft, wet sound. “What?”
Panting, Shane’s voice was wrecked. “I need your knot. Fuck me.”
Ilya tsked, a smug sound that sent a shiver down Shane’s spine. “Impatient one.” He rose to his full height, and Shane felt the blunt head of his cock line up with his entrance. Ilya pushed in slowly, a deliberate, maddeningly deep thrust that didn’t stop until he was buried to the hilt.
Shane leaned his head onto his folded arms on the couch and groaned at the exquisite stretch, the feeling of being so completely full. Ilya began to move, his hips snapping in a steady rhythm as he leaned forward, his lips brushing Shane’s ear.
“I’m going to breed you again and again,” he murmured, his voice a filthy promise. “Keep you knocked up and full of my children. I want you to take my come in every hole, every single day. Maybe I’ll chain you to our bed, keep you ready for me to use whenever I want.”
The words were Shane’s undoing. The possessive, depraved fantasy sent a jolt straight to his cock, and his orgasm hit him embarrassingly fast, his body trembling as his release sprayed all over the couch and the floor.
Ilya felt him clench and picked up the pace of his thrusts, chasing his own release. Shane knew they weren’t in the right position for a proper knotting, so he reached back, his hand wrapping around the base of Ilya’s cock. He squeezed, a firm pressure that prevented the knot from locking them together.
Ilya came with a guttural shout, his cock pumping erratically as his release flooded Shane’s insides. Shane kept his grip tight, squeezing rhythmically to prolong Ilya’s orgasm, milking him for every last drop.
Finally, Ilya stilled, pulling out slowly. He watched, mesmerized, as his come began to seep out of Shane’s well-used hole. Leaning down, he pressed a soft kiss to Shane’s lower back before helping him straighten up. He retrieved the discarded boxer briefs and gently helped Shane step back into them, the soft fabric a stark contrast to the lingering heat between his legs.
Shane exhales, loose and sated, then huffs a quiet laugh. “We should… probably shower now.”
Ilya kisses his temple, amused and tender. “Da. Very good idea.”
They linger for a beat longer—breathing each other in—before moving together toward the bathroom, unhurried and connected.
Ilya turns the water warm and steady and eases Shane under it, hands gentle and attentive as if Shane might still be fragile from the night before. He works shampoo into Shane’s hair slowly, massaging his scalp until Shane’s shoulders finally drop, eyes slipping closed as he leans into the touch.
“Relax,” Ilya murmurs, pressing a kiss to Shane’s temple.
He washes Shane’s body with care, palms warm and reverent, never hurried. He kisses Shane’s shoulders, the curve of his belly, the soft skin beneath his ribs where the baby’s been making itself known, then up to Shane’s cheek and mouth—soft, unasked-for affection that makes Shane’s chest ache in the best way.
By the time they step out, the mirror is fogged and Shane feels boneless in the good way.
They dry off together, towels discarded somewhere along the way, and make their way back to the bedroom. Shane sinks into his nest naked and grateful, blankets and pillows welcoming him immediately.
Ilya follows, pulling a blanket up and over them both before drawing Shane back against his chest. He drapes an arm around Shane’s waist, hand settling naturally over Shane’s belly, rubbing small, absent-minded circles there like it belongs nowhere else.
Shane sighs, content, and tucks himself closer.
The house is quiet. The world feels far away.
With Ilya’s warmth behind him and a steady hand over his belly, Shane drifts off easily—safe, held, and no longer alone.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    They’re definitely going to need a new couch.


  


      

  












      Chapter 9: Unrivaled
  








  Hi folks! I just got an e-mail from Barnes & Noble.

Rachel Reid has book 7 coming to the Game Changers series!

Its title is “Unrivaled” and follows Shane and Ilya!!

Screaming. Crying. Throwing up.

I just needed to spread the gospel in case someone hasn’t heard.

I already put in an order for B&N’s exclusive cover.

Release date is September 29th 2026.
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      Chapter 10: Freak Accident
  



    Chapter Notes

      I’m posting this while I’m at work. 😅

I meant to post it yesterday, but I was not in a good headspace. My mind was all over the place.

🐼







  By the time Shane pulls into the parking lot at the Bell Centre, his lower back is aching and the baby has apparently decided his bladder and ribs are enemy territory.
“Yeah, okay,” Shane mutters as another kick lands somewhere uncomfortably high. “I hear you.”
The drive had only been a couple of hours—short enough to justify, in Shane’s mind. No one had said anything about driving being off-limits. Flying, sure. But this? This felt reasonable. Worth it.
He shuts off the engine, sits for a moment to brace himself, then carefully gets out of the car, moving slower than he ever has in his life. He flashes his team badge at security and slips through the side entrance, instantly swallowed by the familiar cool air and echoing concrete halls.
The waddle is… unavoidable.
He makes it about fifty feet before realizing he’s not going to survive much longer without a bathroom. Shane diverts, finds one mercifully close, and practically sighs in relief once he’s inside. By the time he finishes and washes his hands, he already feels marginally more human.
Still uncomfortable. Still kicked relentlessly from the inside. But human.
He continues on, muscle memory guiding him through the corridors without conscious thought—left here, right there—until he slows abruptly.
Home locker room.
“Oh,” Shane murmurs.
He stops short, then pivots to leave and freezes when he spots Hayden nearby, half geared up, talking with Jackie just outside the locker room doors.
Well. Saying hi wouldn’t hurt.
Shane approaches, and Hayden turns just in time to clock Shane’s bump.
“Man,” Hayden says, eyes wide, then bright. “You really weren’t kidding.”
Shane laughs softly. “Nope. Very much happening.”
“This is so weird,” Hayden adds, grinning. “But in a good way. Our kids can have playdates when your little guy gets older.”
Something warm settles in Shane’s chest. “Yeah,” he says. “I’d like that.”
Jackie smiles at him, eyes kind. “How are you feeling?”
“Like the baby has permanently taken up residence in my ribcage,” Shane admits. “Getting comfortable is… not really a thing anymore.”
Jackie winces sympathetically. “That tracks.”
She hesitates, then asks gently, “Did you travel with the team?”
Shane shakes his head. “No. They don’t even know I’m here.”
Hayden’s eyebrows shoot up. “Wait—does Ilya know?”
Shane smiles, equal parts mischievous and fond. “Nope.”
Jackie laughs quietly, shaking her head. “You’re brave.”
She glances at Shane’s belly. “Can I—” She stops herself immediately. “Actually, would it be okay if I felt the baby move?”
Shane pauses, then exhales. “I’m not really comfortable with that. I’m sorry.”
“No, don’t be,” Jackie says immediately. “Thank you for saying so. I just didn’t want to be one of those people who touches without asking. That’s rude.”
Shane relaxes. “I appreciate that.”
A voice calls Hayden from inside the locker room.
“Duty calls,” Hayden says, leaning in to kiss Jackie’s cheek. Then he looks back at Shane. “We should all get dinner after. You, Ilya, me, Jackie.”
Shane chuckles. “We’ll see how I’m feeling after sitting upright for a couple hours.”
“Fair,” Hayden says, grinning. “See you.”
He disappears into the locker room.
Jackie adjusts her bag strap. “I’m heading to my seat. If there’s room, you should sit with me.”
“Of course,” Shane says. “I’m going to see if I can sit with the team first, but I’ll find you if not.”
They wave goodbye, and Shane turns, finally redirecting himself toward the visitors’ locker room.
When he finds it, the door is open—and the noise hits him immediately.
Ilya’s voice is unmistakable.
“…we do not let them breathe,” Ilya is saying, animated and intense. “They think this is their house. It is not. We take it from them.”
A chorus of murmurs and nods ripple through the room.
Shane stops just inside the doorway, hovering at the edge of the circle of players and staff.
Coach spots him first. Then Harris.
Their brows furrow in near-perfect sync before they exchange a look.
Coach steps out of the circle and makes his way over, lowering his voice. “Hey. How was the trip?”
“A little uncomfortable,” Shane admits. “But I didn’t want to miss this one.”
Coach nods. “If it was that important, you could’ve ridden with us. All you had to do was ask. I just don’t want you flying in your condition.”
Shane sighs. “I know. I would’ve if I’d thought about it.”
Coach claps a hand to Shane’s shoulder—firm but careful. “I’m glad you’re here to support your team.” He tilts his head toward the bench. “So—do you want to sit with the team? Or do you have a seat in the stands?”
“I’ve got a seat,” Shane says. “But I’d rather sit with the team, if that’s okay.”
Coach studies him for a moment, eyes flicking—just briefly—to Shane’s belly before his expression settles.
“Yeah,” Coach says. “That’s fine.”
Shane blinks. “Yeah?”
“You’re still part of this team,” Coach says simply. “Sitting on the bench isn’t going to hurt you.” His tone firms. “But if you’re uncomfortable at any point, you say something. No pushing through it.”
“Deal,” Shane says immediately.
Coach gives his shoulder another pat. “Good. Grab a seat at the end.”
He turns back toward the room. “Hollander’s on the bench tonight.”
A ripple of surprise rolls through the players—then grins, nods, quiet cheers.
Shane exhales, something deep in his chest finally easing.
He may not be playing, but he’s still here.
Ilya breaks from the group the second he spots Shane.
His surprise is written all over his face—eyes widening, posture softening—as he closes the distance and leans in without hesitation to kiss Shane, right there in the middle of the locker room.
“Hey—”
A chorus of groans erupts immediately.
“Oh my god,” Luca calls.

“Get a room,” Troy adds.

“PDA!” Wyatt yells.
Ilya doesn’t even look at them. He pulls back just long enough to flip them off lazily over his shoulder, then turns right back to Shane and places both hands over Shane’s belly, palms warm and familiar.
The baby answers him with a roll.
Ilya’s face melts. “There you are,” he murmurs, smiling to himself before looking back up. “How are you feeling?”
Shane exhales. “Back’s sore. Ribs are getting demolished.”
Ilya’s brow furrows immediately. “Then why did you make the trip?”
Shane shrugs, a little helpless. “Part of me misses being in Montreal,” he admits quietly. “Even if only JJ and Hayden will still talk to me.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens, but he stays quiet.
“And,” Shane adds, glancing at Ilya, “I wanted to show my support. For you. For our new team.”
Ilya leans down and kisses him again, slower this time, thumb brushing over Shane’s cheek. “It will be very nice having you so close,” he murmurs. “I can kiss you between every shift.”
Shane snorts and shoves him lightly. “You will not. You will focus on the game and beating the Voyageurs.”
Ilya’s grin spreads, sharp and delighted. “Anything for you.”
Coach’s voice cuts through the room. “All right! Time to head out!”
The team starts moving as one. Shane follows along, sticking close to Coach and the assistants as they file out toward the rink. The air shifts—colder, louder—as the ice comes into view.
Shane settles at the end of the bench, heart pounding with familiar anticipation as the team jumps on for warmups.
He can’t play, but he’s here.
And when Ilya skates past the bench and glances over, meeting Shane’s eyes for just a second longer than necessary, Shane knows he’s exactly where he’s meant to be.
The first period is brutal.
Fast. Physical. Tight in a way that makes Shane’s fingers curl into the hem of his jersey without him realizing it.
Ilya scores first—pure force and precision, ripping the puck past the goalie like he owns the ice. Troy follows not long after, burying one off a messy rebound. Montreal answers back hard, capitalizing on a broken play, and the crowd erupts loud enough that Shane feels it in his bones.
Every time Ilya hits the ice, Shane’s attention locks in.
Ilya is all alpha presence out there—slamming bodies into the boards, shouldering through traffic, barking orders, demanding the puck like it’s already his. He skates bigger than the rink, larger than life, and Shane’s chest aches watching him.
We would be lethal together right now.
The thought hits hard.
Shane’s hand drifts to his belly without thinking. He rubs slow circles there, grounding himself.
“I don’t regret you,” he murmurs under his breath. “I’m just… missing playing.”
A sharp kick answers him, high and insistent.
Shane huffs a soft laugh, eyes stinging. “Yeah. I figured you’d say that.”
The horn sounds soon after—end of the first.
2–1 Ottawa.
The team funnels back into the locker room for intermission, steam rising off gear and bodies. Shane sticks close to Ilya as soon as he gets a chance, talking fast, energized despite himself.
“They’re weak on the left when they try to reset,” Shane says, pointing vaguely like there’s a board in front of them. “Especially when their D pinches too deep. You can exploit that.”
Ilya listens intently, nodding. “I see it now.”
“Also their center’s cheating high,” Shane adds. “You can beat him.”
Ilya grins. “Always.”
Period two starts with a bang.
Ten seconds in, Luca buries one, the bench exploding as Ottawa surges ahead. Shane’s up on his feet before he even realizes it, cheering with the rest of them, heart racing.
From there, Ottawa controls the pace—clean exits, smart passes, relentless pressure. Montreal struggles to generate offense, and Shane feels something settle in his chest watching his team execute.
They’re good.
We’re good.
And even from the bench, even with a baby kicking his ribs, Shane is still part of it.
Montreal answers back late in the second.
Hayden’s the one who ties it and Shane’s chest tightens at the familiar mix of pride and ache as the horn sounds. The period ends on that uneasy note, the building buzzing with tension.
Intermission is a blur.
Shane ducks into the restroom again—because of course he has to—then grabs something quick to eat, barely tasting it. The baby shifts restlessly the whole time, like they can feel the edge in the air too.
By the time the third period starts, Montreal comes out feral.
The pace is relentless—bodies slamming, sticks clashing, every shift played like it might be the last. Shane’s hands curl around the edge of the bench as he tracks the puck, heart pounding, eyes always finding Ilya.
Then it happens.
Montreal takes possession.
The puck moves fast—too fast—and suddenly JJ is lining up the shot.
The puck goes high.
And Ilya drops.
At first, Shane’s brain refuses to understand it. The play keeps moving. The crowd noise swells. Ilya doesn’t get up.
Then—Ilya claws at his throat.
Coughing. Gasping.
The whistle shrieks.
Refs skate in hard, arms up, shouting. Medics are waved onto the ice as the replay flashes on the jumbotron.
Shane looks up and sees it.
The puck slams straight into Ilya’s throat.
Shane’s stomach drops out.
His vision tunnels as he looks back down at the ice, at Ilya still down, still not moving the way he should be. Troy is suddenly there, dropping his gloves, going after JJ in a blind fury, players piling in, refs shouting, chaos erupting everywhere.
But Shane can’t look away from Ilya.
Can’t breathe. Can’t think.
He watches numbly as Ilya is carefully rolled, strapped, lifted onto a stretcher. The medics move fast, practiced, urgent. The crowd’s roar dims into something distant and warped.
The stretcher disappears down the tunnel.
Shane’s hands are shaking uncontrollably.
“Hey—HEY!”
Coach is suddenly right in front of him, hands firm on Shane’s shoulders, voice loud and sharp. “He’ll be okay. He’s getting help. You need to get out of here—now.”
Shane blinks at him, eyes glassy, uncomprehending.
“I—” His voice won’t work.
Harris appears at Coach’s side immediately. “I’ll drive him,” he says. “I’ve got him.”
Coach nods once. “Go.”
Harris’s hand settles at Shane’s elbow, guiding, steering. Shane lets himself be moved because he doesn’t trust his legs anymore. The corridors rush past in a blur of concrete and fluorescent lights. People step aside quickly, faces soft with sympathy, and Shane can’t handle it—can’t look at any of them.
One foot. Then the other. That’s all he focuses on.
He doesn’t remember how they get outside.
Doesn’t remember getting into the car.
He’s dimly aware of Harris talking—something calm, something grounding—but it’s like Shane is underwater, sound muffled and distant, his whole world narrowed to a single, terrifying thought:
Please be okay. Please be okay. Please be okay.
His hand presses instinctively to his belly as the car pulls away, shaking with every breath.
“Ilya,” Shane whispers, to no one and everyone.
Harris pulls up hard to the curb and barely has the car in park before Shane is opening the door.
“I’ll park,” Harris says quickly. “Go.”
Shane doesn’t respond. He’s already moving—half jog, half desperate waddle—through the automatic doors and into the harsh brightness of the hospital lobby.
The front desk is right there.
“My husband,” Shane blurts, breathless. “Ilya Rozanov. He just came in from the Bell Centre.”
The woman behind the desk looks up, calm and professional. “Relation to the patient?”
“Husband,” Shane says again, voice cracking this time.
Her fingers fly over the keyboard. The clicking feels unbearably loud. Shane stands there, hand pressed tight to his belly, heart pounding so hard he feels dizzy.
She nods once, eyes softening. “He was intubated as a precaution. He’s currently being assessed for potential damage and fractures.”
The words don’t all land at once.
Intubated.

Damage.

Fractures.
“Please take a seat,” she continues gently. “Someone will come get you as soon as we have more information.”
Shane nods mutely and turns away.
He finds a chair and sits—but immediately has to scoot, shifting awkwardly as the baby protests the angle, pressing uncomfortably into his ribs. The chair is hard. Too upright. Everything feels wrong.
The discomfort cracks something open.
If I weren’t pregnant…
The thought slams into him with brutal force.
If he weren’t pregnant, he would’ve been on the ice.
If he were on the ice, Ilya wouldn’t have been blocking that shot.
If he weren’t pregnant, this wouldn’t have happened.
His breathing goes shallow.
What if his artery ruptured?

What if he’s bleeding internally?

What if—
No. No no no.
Shane’s hands start to shake. Tears spill over before he can stop them, hot and relentless. He bows forward slightly, shoulders trembling, trying not to make a scene and failing completely.
“I’m sorry,” he whispers, to the empty air. “I’m so sorry.”
A familiar presence appears beside him.
Harris sits down carefully, close but not crowding, and reaches out to take Shane’s hand. His grip is firm and grounding.
“Ilya is a fighter,” Harris says quietly. “He’s not going to let this stop him.”
Shane shakes his head, sobbing. “This is all my fault. If it weren’t for this stupid pregnancy—”
“No,” Harris cuts in sharply, not unkind but absolute. He tightens his grip on Shane’s hand. “Stop.”
Shane looks at him, eyes red and wild.
“If Ilya could hear you right now,” Harris says, voice low and firm, “he’d be furious.”
Shane’s breath stutters.
“You know this isn’t your fault,” Harris continues. “This was a freak accident. You didn’t put him on that ice. You didn’t aim the puck. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
Shane presses his free hand to his belly, shaking. “I just—”
“I know,” Harris says softly. “But blaming yourself won’t help him. And it won’t help you.”
They sit there together in the sterile waiting room, the seconds dragging by like hours.
And all Shane can do is wait and pray.






      

  












      Chapter 11: Fracture
  








  Time stretches into something cruel and elastic.
Hours pass with no word—none at all. That doesn’t stop Shane from returning to the front desk again and again, voice tight but polite, asking if there’s been any update. Every time, he gets the same answer.
“Nothing yet.”
So he waits.
He stands and paces when the chair becomes unbearable, walking slow laps to keep his back from locking up, his ribs from screaming. He makes frequent trips to the bathroom, partly because his bladder won’t give him a choice, partly because the quiet there lets him breathe without anyone watching.
Harris offers to grab food at one point.
Shane shakes his head immediately. “I can’t. I— I can’t eat until I know.”
Harris doesn’t push.
By the time the fifth hour crawls past, Shane feels hollowed out—running on nerves and stubbornness alone.
Then—
“Ilya Rozanov?”
Shane’s head snaps up so fast he nearly loses his balance standing.
“Yes,” he says hoarsely.
A doctor approaches, calm and composed, and gestures for Shane to follow him into a small private room. Harris squeezes Shane’s hand before letting go.
Inside, the doctor offers a gentle smile. “I’m Dr. Seitz. I was the one who performed surgery on your husband.”
Shane goes pale. “Surgery?”
Dr. Seitz nods. “Yes—but let me reassure you right away. It was a minor fracture to the laryngeal area. We were able to avoid a tracheotomy entirely, which is excellent news.”
Shane’s knees feel weak.
“He’ll need some rehab,” the doctor continues, “but given how minor the fracture was, your husband is—” he pauses, then chuckles softly at himself, “—one lucky puck.”
Shane doesn’t laugh.
He swallows hard. “When… when can I see him? And how long is recovery?”
“About a month, maybe two at most,” Dr. Seitz answers. “After that, barring complications, he should be cleared to return to the ice.”
The relief hits Shane so hard it nearly knocks the breath out of him.
A month or two.

Before the baby.

Before playoffs.
Ilya will heal. He will live.
Shane nods rapidly, eyes burning. “Thank you,” he says, voice thick. He stands and shakes the doctor’s hand. “Really. Thank you.”
Dr. Seitz gives a nod and leads him back out to the waiting room. “A nurse will come get you once he’s settled.”
As soon as the doctor leaves, Harris looks up. “How is he?”
Shane exhales shakily. “Minor fracture. No trach. Rehab, but… he’s going to be okay.”
Harris visibly relaxes and immediately starts typing the update to Coach.
“When can he have visitors?” Harris asks.
Shane hesitates. “I’d like some time alone with him first. If that’s okay.”
“Of course,” Harris says without hesitation. “You both went through something terrifying. It makes sense.”
Shane sinks back into the chair, immediately groaning. “God, pregnancy sucks. Please tell me his room has a better chair than this.”
Harris chuckles softly and pats his leg. “You’re more than halfway there. Soon you’ll be complaining about no sleep and running on fumes.”
“Thanks for the reminder,” Shane mutters, closing his eyes for just a second.
When he opens them again, a nurse is standing in front of him.
“Are you family for Ilya Rozanov?”
“Yes,” Shane says, already pushing himself up.
“Follow me.”
The nurse moves fast—too fast—and Shane does his best to keep up, berating himself silently for not being in game shape, for being winded, for his body feeling like a liability.
They stop at a door. The nurse slides it open.
The room is quiet. Dim. Clearly upgraded.
There’s a bed with monitors humming softly, a loveseat along one wall, and—blessedly—a recliner beside the bed.
Shane steps closer.
Ilya is asleep.
There’s a tube, bandaging at his neck, but his chest is rising steadily. His face is relaxed, familiar, alive.
Shane breaks.
Tears spill freely as he presses a hand over his mouth, relief crashing through him so hard his knees wobble. He moves to the recliner, drags it carefully closer to the bed, and lowers himself into it with a grateful sigh, flipping the lever to prop his feet up.
“Oh, thank god,” he whispers.
He reaches out and takes Ilya’s hand, warm and real, and laces their fingers together.
The adrenaline finally drains out of him all at once.
Shane leans his head back, still holding Ilya’s hand, and lets exhaustion take him—falling asleep right there, close enough to breathe him in, grateful beyond words.
 
Shane wakes slowly, dragged up from sleep by the murmur of voices.
For a disoriented second, he thinks he’s still dreaming—until he becomes aware of a weight resting across his belly. Not his own hands.
His eyes snap open.
There’s a doctor standing at the foot of the bed, speaking quietly, and—
Shane looks down.
It’s Ilya’s hand. Warm. Solid. Spread protectively over Shane’s stomach.
His breath catches hard as he lifts his gaze.
Ilya is awake.
He’s watching Shane with the softest smile Shane has ever seen on his face, eyes a little tired but clear, alive. His free hand holds his phone loosely.
Shane doesn’t think. He drops the recliner lever clumsily, stands too fast, and leans down to kiss Ilya—careful of the tubes, reverent and desperate all at once.
“Ilya,” he breathes, voice breaking.
The doctor clears his throat politely.
Shane pulls back, flushed and teary. “Sorry,” he mutters.
The doctor smiles gently and continues, professional and calm. He explains the road to recovery—no vocal usage for at least a week, then minimal speaking after that, gradual rehab, lots of rest. He gestures to Ilya’s phone.
“He’s downloaded a text-to-speech app,” the doctor explains. “Anything he types will be spoken aloud until he’s cleared to use his vocal cords again.”
Shane nods furiously, tears still spilling. “Thank you,” he manages. “Thank you so much.”
The doctor pats Ilya’s shin lightly and exits, leaving the room quiet again.
The second the door closes, Shane falls apart.
“I thought I was going to lose you,” he sobs, clutching the side of the bed. “I can’t lose you. We can’t lose you. I love you—I love you so much—”
Ilya’s eyes shine as he types quickly. The phone speaks for him, the voice mechanical but the words unmistakably his.
“I love you so much. And I’m sorry I scared you.”
Shane lets out a broken laugh through tears. “You did more than scare me. I was a mess. Hours—hours—waiting with no updates, not knowing if you were even alive.”
Ilya reaches out, takes Shane’s hand, and squeezes it firmly. He types again.
“I am okay. I am still here.”
Shane nods, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “How long have you been awake?”
Ilya types, slower this time.
“Long enough to see articles. Everyone is talking about your reaction to my injury. I do not like them using your pain for viewers. You are my crybaby. Only mine.”
A watery laugh slips out of Shane despite himself. “My tears are your fault,” he says hoarsely. “You knocked me up and turned me into this hormonal mess.”
Ilya releases Shane’s hand just long enough to pat his belly gently, smiling, then types again.
“Quit making papa cry.”
Shane smiles through the tears.
Then Ilya types: “Come here.”
Shane steps closer automatically.
Ilya frowns faintly and types again. “No. Join me.”
Shane hesitates, glancing at the bed. “Is there even enough room for both of us?”
Ilya doesn’t hesitate. He scoots over as much as he can and pats the empty space beside him.
“Don’t care.”
Shane exhales shakily and carefully climbs onto the bed, moving slowly, awkwardly, until he’s settled beside Ilya. The second he’s close enough, Shane buries his face into Ilya’s chest and breaks down all over again, sobbing freely now that he’s safe.
Ilya wraps his arm around Shane as best he can, hand rubbing steady, soothing circles into Shane’s back.
He’s here. He’s alive.
Ilya’s fingers move slowly over his phone screen.
“Did we win?”
Shane swallows. “No,” he says gently. “We lost. Shootout. Four-Three.”
Ilya exhales hard through his nose and immediately winces.
“Hey—hey,” Shane says quickly, grabbing Ilya’s arm. “Careful. Your throat.”
Ilya stills, then gives a tiny, unapologetic shrug like the loss physically pains him more than the injury.
Shane rests his forehead briefly against Ilya’s chest. “I don’t think I can stay here too much longer,” he admits quietly. “I’m so uncomfortable. The bed’s not helping.”
Ilya’s brows knit together. He slides his hand—careful, gentle—over Shane’s belly and looks at him, questioning.
Shane nods. “Yeah. Still in my ribs. They’ve been there for days now. No position feels good.” He lets out a tired huff. “The recliner was decent, at least.”
Ilya’s mouth curves into a soft, affectionate smile. He types again.
“I’m glad you’re here. Even though you’re in pain.”
Shane’s eyes burn. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” he whispers.
He leans in and kisses Ilya softly—slow, careful, full of relief more than anything else. Ilya lowers his chin just enough to meet him, eyes closing as if committing the moment to memory.
They stay like that for a beat longer than necessary—two bodies aching in different ways, tethered together by love and fear and stubborn devotion.
Shane doesn’t last another five minutes.
The ache in his lower back sharpens into something insistent, and his bladder chooses that exact moment to make itself known again.
He lets out a low grunt, shifting instinctively—and immediately regrets it.
Ilya’s eyes snap to him. His fingers fly over the phone.
“Are you okay?”
Shane shakes his head, breath tight. “Nope. I’ve gotta get up. Between my back and my bladder, I can’t keep laying here.”
He carefully slides off the bed, movements awkward and slow. The moment his feet hit the floor, he braces both hands against his lower back and winces.
Ilya watches, helpless and worried, then types.
“You are so sexy carrying my baby.”
Shane huffs despite himself. “I do not feel sexy.”
Ilya doesn’t hesitate. He types again, eyes intent.
“You are so sexy. You glow.”
Then—because he’s Ilya—he adds a wink.
Shane snorts. “Don’t make me laugh,” he warns, half smiling. “I’m gonna pee myself.” He points toward the bathroom. “I’ll be right back.”
He hustles as best he can, makes it just in time, and sighs in relief once he’s done. After washing his hands, he steadies himself and heads back out.
Ilya’s gaze never leaves him.
Shane stops at the bedside and reaches for Ilya’s hand, lacing their fingers together.
“Better?” Ilya types.
“Much,” Shane says honestly, squeezing his hand.
His phone buzzes softly in his pocket.
He blinks, momentarily startled, then pulls it out and glances at the screen.
Harris:

When would Ilya like visitors? I’ve got a list.
Shane exhales slowly, thumb hovering as he thinks. He looks over at Ilya, who’s watching him with quiet curiosity, phone still resting in his hand.
“Hey,” Shane murmurs, lifting his own phone slightly. “Harris is asking when you’d want visitors. He’s got a whole list already.”
Ilya raises his brows faintly, amused, then types deliberately.
“Not yet. Too tired. Maybe later. Just you.”
Shane’s chest tightens a little at that. He nods. “Okay. I’ll tell him.”
He types back carefully.
Shane:

He’s awake and okay, but really tired. Wants some time alone first. We’ll let you know when he’s ready for visitors.
Almost immediately, the reply comes back.
Harris:

Completely understood. Take your time. I’ll keep everyone updated.
Shane pockets his phone and turns back to Ilya, still holding his hand.
“They’re all lined up,” Shane says softly. “But they understand.”
Ilya’s mouth curves into a grateful smile. He squeezes Shane’s fingers once.
For now, the room is quiet again—just the soft hum of monitors, the steady rhythm of Ilya’s breathing, and Shane’s hand in his, exactly where it belongs.
The rest of the morning drags.
Ilya sleeps—deep and needed—while Shane does his best to exist in a body that has decided comfort is optional. The recliner, which had seemed like a gift earlier, turns traitorous after an hour. Then two. His back aches, his hips protest, and his feet begin to swell from all the standing and pacing he’s been doing just to take the edge off.
The baby, meanwhile, is perfectly content.
Kicking. Rolling. Stretching up into Shane’s ribs like there isn’t already enough going on.
“Of course you’re fine,” Shane mutters under his breath, rubbing his belly. “Living your best life in there.”
He shifts again and hisses softly. No position lasts more than a few minutes before something starts screaming. Eventually, the frustration builds into something sharp and helpless, and Shane blinks rapidly, willing himself not to cry again.
Finally, he gives up.
He catches a nurse as she passes the door. “Hi—um, is there any chance I could get a pillow or two?”
The nurse smiles immediately. “Of course, honey. We know how uncomfortable the seating is here. And in your condition? It’s gotta be hell.”
Shane lets out a polite, exhausted chuckle. “Yeah,” he admits. “Not great.”
She’s back a few minutes later with two pillows tucked under her arm. Shane thanks her profusely and then spends several minutes rearranging himself in the recliner like a complicated puzzle—rolling carefully onto his side, wedging one pillow under his belly for support and tucking the other behind his lower back.
When he finally settles, it’s… tolerable.
As good as it’s going to get.
Shane exhales, eyes fluttering closed. His hand rests over his belly, feeling the baby shift once more before finally settling. Next to him, Ilya sleeps on.
Shane lets the quiet wash over him.
And, at last, drifts into a light, uneasy sleep beside him.
 
Shane startles awake to a gentle nudge, a warm, wet patch on his cheek.
“…ugh,” he murmurs, immediately embarrassed. He wipes at his mouth with the back of his hand and grimaces. “I drool like an actual Saint Bernard now.”
Next to him, Ilya is awake.
He’s propped up a little higher, eyes clearer than before, phone already in his hands. He looks at Shane with fond amusement and then begins to type.
“I’m okay with a couple visitors. But I want to pick who comes.”
Shane’s shoulders relax instantly. “Of course,” he says softly. “Always your call.”
He pulls his phone out and steps a little into the hallway before dialing Harris.
Harris answers on the second ring. “Hey—how’s he doing?”
“Better,” Shane says. “He’s awake. Can’t talk yet—no vocal cords for now—but he’s up for a couple visitors. We just need to run names by him first.”
Harris laughs quietly, relieved. “As it should be. I’m really glad to hear he’s doing well.”
He doesn’t hesitate before listing them off. “Coach. Troy and Luca. Your parents. And Hayden and JJ.”
Shane’s stomach tightens at the last name.
“…JJ,” he repeats, unable to keep the edge out of his voice.
He ends the call a moment later and walks back into the room, perching carefully on the edge of the recliner. “Okay,” he says, trying to keep his tone neutral. “The list is: Coach, Troy and Luca. My parents. Hayden… and JJ.”
Ilya watches his face closely, catching the flicker of discomfort immediately. His thumbs pause over the screen for a moment.
Then he types.
“They can all come.”
Shane exhales, slow and careful. “You’re sure?”
Ilya meets his eyes and nods once, resolute. He types again.
“I don’t want this to be about grudges. I got hurt playing hockey. That’s it.”
Shane swallows. “Okay.”
He reaches out and takes Ilya’s hand, squeezing it gently. “I’ll tell Harris.”
As he steps away to send the message, Shane can’t help the swirl of feelings in his chest—gratitude, tension, love, and a faint, wary knot at the thought of JJ standing in this room.
But Ilya is alive. He’s healing. And he’s choosing who gets to see him.
That, Shane reminds himself, is what matters most.
JJ and Hayden are the first to come through the door.
They’d clearly been waiting nearby—Hayden gives a small, relieved smile the moment he sees Ilya awake, and JJ looks… tense. Uncertain. Like he’s rehearsed this in his head a dozen times already.
JJ steps forward first.
“I’m sorry,” he says, voice low and sincere. “For my part in what happened. I never meant—”
Ilya lifts his phone and types.
“We are okay. And thanks to you, I get to spend more time with Shane.”
Shane scoffs quietly. “That’s one way to spin it.”
JJ’s shoulders stiffen, discomfort flashing across his face. There’s history there—too much of it—and it hangs heavy in the room. He clears his throat and looks at Shane.
“Uh. Congrats,” JJ says, gesturing awkwardly at Shane’s belly. “On the kid.”
“Thanks,” Shane replies, polite but distant.
JJ nods once, clearly taking that as his cue. “I’ll… let you rest.”
He exits quickly, leaving Hayden lingering behind.
Hayden waits until the door closes before sighing. “He’ll come around,” he says gently.
Shane rubs his lower back, wincing. “Maybe. I’m not holding my breath.”
“Fair,” Hayden admits. Then his face brightens. “Oh—actually. I brought something.”
He reaches down and hands Shane a small bag. “From Jackie. She swears by it. Said it was a lifesaver.”
Shane peers inside. “What is it?”
“An electronic heating pad.”
Shane’s eyes widen. “Oh my god.”
He pulls it out, straps it carefully around his lower back, plugs it in—and the moment the heat kicks on, he lets out a sound halfway between a groan and a sob. He eases himself back into the recliner, relief washing over him so fast it makes his eyes sting.
“Oh,” he breathes. “Oh my god. Tell Jackie thank you,” Shane murmurs, eyes already closing. “Tell her she’s a saint.”
Next to him, Ilya types.
“Thank you, Hayden. Shane has been miserable all day.”
Hayden glances between them, waiting—clearly—for some smartass follow-up from Ilya.
When it doesn’t come, Hayden just nods. “I’m really glad you’re okay,” he says quietly. “All things considered.”
Ilya smirks and types again.
“Please. A single puck can’t stop me. I’ll be back on the ice in a week.”
Shane’s eyes snap open. “Absolutely not.”
Ilya looks offended.
“The doctor said a month,” Shane continues firmly. “Minimum. You’re not magically healing because you’re stubborn.”
Hayden snorts. “I’m with Shane on this one.”
Ilya sighs dramatically and sets his phone down.
Hayden looks back at Shane. “You need anything else? Food? Coffee? Moral support?”
Shane glances at Ilya, who shakes his head slightly. Shane turns back. “I think we’re okay. But thank you. Really.”
Hayden steps forward and pats Shane’s shoulders gently, then reaches down to pat Ilya’s shin.
“Get some rest,” he says. “Both of you.”
With a final nod, he heads out, leaving the room quieter again.
Shane sinks deeper into the recliner, heat easing his back at last, eyes drifting closed as he exhales.
About twenty minutes later, there’s a soft knock at the door.
Shane looks up, and before he can answer, the door opens to reveal Yuna and David stepping inside, both of them smiling gently despite the worry still lingering in their eyes. David’s carrying a bag that smells incredible.
“Hi,” Yuna says quietly, eyes immediately going to Ilya, then to Shane. “We didn’t want to overwhelm you.”
David lifts the bag a little. “But we brought reinforcements.”
He sets it down and starts pulling things out: a container of chicken parmesan, carefully labeled for Ilya—and then, unmistakably, three sausage egg McGriddles stacked together.
Ilya’s eyebrow arches slowly as he looks from the food to Shane.
Shane goes bright red. “Don’t,” he warns.
Ilya doesn’t even have to type yet; the look says everything.
“Shut up,” Shane adds quickly. “This is entirely your child. I’m just stuck growing it.”
Ilya’s shoulders shake with silent laughter as he types.
“Excellent taste already. Very strong baby.”
“Rude,” Shane mutters, but he’s smiling as he unwraps one of the McGriddles anyway.
They eat together—Shane perched awkwardly in the recliner with the heating pad humming against his back, Ilya carefully navigating his meal with quiet focus. Yuna and David sit on the loveseat, watching them with the kind of concern that only parents who love deeply can manage.
“How’s everything going?” Yuna asks gently.
Shane answers between bites, filling them in on the surgery, the minor fracture, the no-speaking rule, the rehab timeline. David nods along, clearly relieved with every detail that confirms Ilya will be okay.
“And how are you holding up?” David asks finally, eyes shifting to Shane.
Shane sags a little at the question, shoulders dropping. “Barely,” he admits honestly. “I’ve been so worried about Ilya, and this baby is just… out to make me miserable in every sense.”
He rubs his ribs unconsciously. “Kicking nonstop. Sitting high. Nothing is comfortable.”
Yuna winces sympathetically. “That sounds about right.”
“But,” Shane adds, gesturing vaguely to the heating pad strapped to his back, “Hayden stopped by and brought this. And it’s been… incredible.”
David chuckles softly. “Jackie knows her stuff.”
Ilya looks at Shane with unmistakable fondness and types slowly.
“You are doing amazing. Even when you feel miserable.”
Shane’s eyes sting, and he swallows around the lump in his throat. “Thanks,” he murmurs.
His phone vibrates softly in his hand.
He glances down at the screen and exhales.
Coach:

Told Troy and Luca not to stop by. They can wait till you guys are home.

Tell Ilya I wish him the best. I’ll stop by in a few days.
Shane reads it aloud, voice low so he doesn’t jostle the calm that’s finally settled in the room.
Ilya’s shoulders visibly relax. He lets out a careful breath and types with slower fingers than before.
“Thank god. I’m getting sleepy.”
Shane smiles and squeezes Ilya’s hand gently. “You should rest,” he says softly. “You’ve had a hell of a day.”
Yuna nods in agreement. “We’ll head out,” she adds. “You both need quiet.”
David stands and gathers the empty containers. “Call us if you need anything. Anything at all.”
“I will,” Shane promises.
As they leave, the room grows still again—monitors humming softly, Ilya’s breathing deepening as sleep starts to claim him.
Shane settles back into the recliner, eyes heavy but heart finally steady, watching his husband drift off.
For the first time since that puck hit the ice, Shane lets himself relax.
Tomorrow can wait.






      

  












      Chapter 12: Seeing Double
  



    Chapter Notes

      Hey all.

Between work being slow because of the arctic temperatures where I live, and the political climate. I’ve been in a pretty bad headspace.

Positive note is I spent more time on Shane and Ilya. I did another rewatch of the show and wrote a lot for this story.

So to cheer myself up, I’m posting this next chapter.

Song that’s been getting me through the week is Clarity by Zedd, Foxes. Throwback.
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  Ilya ends up staying in the hospital for five days.
Shane barely leaves his side.
He’s there every morning before rounds, heating pad strapped on, coffee in hand, shuffling in with that careful, aching gait that’s become second nature. He only leaves when visiting hours are over, and even then it’s begrudging—dragging himself to a nearby hotel with a bed that is, mercifully, comfortable enough to let his back and ribs survive the night.
Every morning, he comes back.
Ilya isn’t allowed to speak, but that does absolutely nothing to curb his personality.
He communicates exclusively through his phone, dramatic eyebrow raises, exaggerated gestures, and an impressive ability to convey sarcasm without making a sound. He flirts shamelessly with nurses via typed compliments, gives the aides thumbs-up like he’s just won something, and at one point types “I feel amazing” while very clearly attached to multiple monitors.
Shane just rolls his eyes.
“You’re impossible,” he mutters more than once, adjusting Ilya’s blanket or fussing with his pillows.
Ilya only grins and types something smug in response.
The nurses find him charming. The doctors tolerate him. Shane knows better.
Despite the antics, the days are quiet in a way that feels earned. Shane reads beside the bed, naps in the recliner with pillows wedged strategically, eats whatever the baby will allow, and keeps one hand on Ilya whenever he can.
Sometimes they just sit in silence—fingers intertwined, monitors humming softly, the world slowed to something manageable.
At night, Shane leaves only because he has to.
He kisses Ilya’s forehead, careful of tubes and bandages, and murmurs, “I’ll be back first thing.”
Ilya always types the same thing before Shane goes.
I’ll be right here.
And he is.
Five days pass like that—long, exhausting, strangely intimate—and by the end of it, Shane is bone-tired, sore, hormonal, and deeply grateful.
Leaving the hospital feels surreal.
Shane guides them through the automatic doors and into the cool afternoon air, the weight of the last week finally lifting just a little with every step toward his Jeep Cherokee. Ilya pauses by the passenger door, then taps Shane’s arm and gestures at the keys with a raised brow.
He types quickly on his phone.
“I can drive.”
Shane snorts. “Absolutely not. You’re still on pain meds and I’m not explaining to a cop why my recently hospitalized husband thought that was a good idea.”
Ilya rolls his eyes but relents, sliding carefully into the passenger seat. Shane takes his time getting into the driver’s seat, adjusting the cushion he keeps there now, shifting until his lower back stops protesting quite so loudly.
“Good enough,” he mutters, then starts the car.
They pull out smoothly, merging onto the highway as the radio hums softly in the background—something low and inoffensive. The quiet is comfortable, earned.
After a few minutes, Shane glances over.
Ilya’s head is turned slightly toward him, eyes closed, mouth just barely open. Completely asleep.
Shane’s smile is immediate and soft.
“Of course,” he murmurs fondly. “Out like a light.”
He returns his attention to the road, jaw tightening a little as another wave of discomfort rolls through his back and ribs. He breathes through it, adjusting his grip on the wheel.
Just get us home, he tells himself. That’s all that matters.
His thoughts drift ahead—what still needs to be done. Anya. She’s at his parents’ place, safe and spoiled, but Shane really doesn’t want to add another drive onto today.
He likes the idea of staying in the car for the shortest amount of time possible much better.
At the next straight stretch, Shane taps the phone mounted on the dashboard. “Hey Siri—text Mom.”
He keeps his eyes on the road. “Hey. ETA is a little over an hour. Any chance you and Dad could bring Anya to the house instead of us picking her up?”
The message sends.
A few minutes later, his phone chimes.
Shane glances quickly at the screen at a red light.
Mom:

Of course. I’m sure Ilya is missing her.
Shane smiles again, warmth blooming in his chest.
“Good,” he whispers, more to himself than anyone else.
Beside him, Ilya sleeps peacefully, chest rising and falling, safe for now.
Shane turns his gaze back to the road, radio playing softly, and drives them home.
By the time he pulls into the driveway, his back is screaming and his bladder is making threats, but they’re home—and that’s enough to get him through the last stretch.
He puts the Jeep in park and exhales. “Hey,” he murmurs, nudging Ilya’s arm gently. “We’re home.”
Ilya startles awake, blinking blearily, then softens immediately when he realizes where they are. He types something quick on his phone—probably a complaint about being woken up—then pockets it and follows Shane inside.
The door barely closes before Anya appears.
She barrels toward them with a happy huff, tail wagging so hard her whole body wiggles. Ilya drops to his knees without hesitation, ignoring Shane’s half-hearted, “Careful—” and lets Anya lick his face enthusiastically.
She whines, paws at his shoulders, shoves her nose under his chin like she’s making sure he’s real.
Ilya laughs silently, shoulders shaking as he wraps his arms around her and presses his face into her fur, giving her every ounce of affection she’s been storing up for him.
Shane watches from the doorway, smiling despite himself. “She missed you,” he says unnecessarily.
Ilya doesn’t argue.
Shane slips away to the bedroom, moving slowly, grateful to peel off his jeans and change into something soft—a loose shirt, a pair of sweats that don’t fight his hips. He pauses for a moment, rubbing his belly as the baby shifts again, then walks to the bathroom to relieve his bladder before heading back out.
The living room is quiet.
Ilya is sitting on the couch now, eyes closed, head tilted back slightly. Anya is curled up beside him, her head heavy in his lap. Ilya’s hand moves automatically, petting her in slow, steady strokes, like muscle memory.
They look peaceful.
Whole.
Shane pulls his phone out quietly and snaps a picture. He posts it without overthinking, captioning it simply:
He’s home. ❤️
He slips the phone back into his pocket, crosses the room, and lowers himself carefully onto the couch beside them, easing his aching body down.
For the first time in days, the house feels right again.
A few days later, they leave the doctor’s office with a very specific set of instructions ringing in Shane’s ears: light vocal use only.
Ilya makes it approximately ten seconds after they get home.
They’re barely inside the door when he clears his throat—careful, deliberate—and says, a little hoarse but unmistakably smug, “I want to fuck you.”
Shane scoffs, already toeing off his shoes. “Absolutely not. Sex is the last thing I want right now.”
Ilya pauses, then steps closer. He presses both palms gently to Shane’s belly, eyes softening as he feels the baby shift beneath his hands.
“What do you need?” he asks, voice quieter now, stripped of bravado.
Shane exhales, shoulders sagging. “I just want to feel comfortable for like… five minutes,” he admits. “I feel huge. Everything hurts. My feet and ankles are basically permanently swollen.”
Ilya hums thoughtfully. “Then let me give you massage.”
Shane groans instantly. “Say less.”
Ilya smiles and guides him toward the bedroom, unhurried. “Find the most comfortable position you can,” he says gently.
Shane does his careful routine—left side, pillow tucked under his belly, another between his knees. It’s not perfect, but it’s survivable.
Ilya starts at Shane’s feet, thumbs pressing firmly but lovingly into sore arches, kneading swollen ankles with practiced care. Shane melts almost immediately, a soft sound slipping out of him before he can stop it.
“God,” he murmurs.
Ilya works his way slowly up—calves, thighs—before settling at Shane’s lower back, hands strong and steady, easing tension Shane didn’t realize he’d been holding for days.
Shane’s eyes flutter closed, his body stops screaming.
And wrapped in Ilya’s quiet care, he gets those few precious minutes of comfort he’s been craving.
Shane doesn’t even remember drifting off.
One moment he’s half-aware of Ilya’s hands working warmth and relief into his lower back—and the next, he’s waking up in a blind panic with his bladder screaming bloody murder.
“Oh—nope,” he gasps.
He bolts upright as fast as his body will allow, which is to say: not very fast at all. He scrambles out of bed, one hand automatically bracing his belly, and waddles at top speed toward the bathroom.
He barely makes it.
Relief floods him as soon as he does, shoulders slumping as he exhales shakily. “Unreal,” he mutters to himself. He washes his hands, splashes a little water on his face, and steadies himself before heading back to the bedroom.
The room is dim and quiet.
He glances at the clock.
“…Eleven hours?” Shane whispers, stunned.
He turns toward the bed.
Ilya is still asleep, sprawled on his side, hair messy, face relaxed in a way Shane hasn’t seen in days. His hand rests where Shane had been, fingers curled loosely like he’s still expecting him there.
Shane’s chest tightens.
He carefully climbs back into bed, easing himself down and settling on his side, facing Ilya. He watches him breathe for a moment—slow, steady, alive—before finally allowing himself to relax again.
In a few hours, Shane thinks, hand drifting to his belly, we’ll see you.
The baby shifts gently in response, like they’re listening.
Shane smiles softly, tucks himself closer to Ilya’s warmth, and lets his eyes close again—already halfway dreaming of the ultrasound screen and the tiny life they’re about to see together.
The next time he wakes, it’s to a familiar, deeply unfair combination of sensations.
His bladder is screaming.

His ribs ache.

His lower back feels like it never fully forgave him.
He groans softly and blinks blearily at the ceiling before realizing something’s off.
“Ilya…?” he murmurs.
The other side of the bed is empty—and still warm.
Shane slowly rolls onto his side, braces himself, and pushes up to sitting. He waddles his way to the bathroom just in time, sighing in relief once again. As he washes his hands and brushes his teeth, he hears the shower shut off behind the curtain.
Ilya steps out a moment later, towel wrapped low around his waist, hair damp. He murmurs a quiet, slightly hoarse, “Good morning,” before leaning in to give Shane a soft kiss.
Then he pats Shane’s belly gently and bends closer, murmuring, “Today I get to see my little bobochek.”
He kisses Shane again—quick, affectionate—and heads out of the bathroom.
Shane smiles to himself, then hops into the shower, letting the warm water ease his back and ribs as much as it can. When he’s done, he dresses in stretchy joggers and a zip-up hoodie and makes his way to the kitchen.
Ilya is already there, cracking eggs into a pan, toast popping up beside him. Anya is stationed at his feet, staring with laser focus at the food like it personally owes her something.
They eat quietly, the morning calm and unhurried.
Anya’s resolve finally breaks Ilya.
He tears off a small piece of toast and drops it down to her. She snaps it up instantly, tail wagging.
“You are impossible,” Shane says fondly, shaking his head.
Ilya just pets Anya’s head, unapologetic.
After a moment, Ilya glances at Shane. “Have you changed your mind about finding out the gender?”
Shane shakes his head. “No. We agreed—it stays a surprise. Avoids gender disappointment.”
Ilya frowns slightly. “I hope it’s a girl.”
Shane shoots him a look. “Quit making my point.”
Ilya blinks innocently.
“Whatever this baby is,” Shane continues, more softly, “we’ll love them no matter what. Right?”
Ilya clears his throat and meets Shane’s eyes seriously. “Of course. I will give them whatever they want.”
Shane arches a brow. “Even if they don’t want to play hockey?”
“Especially then,” Ilya says without hesitation. “They are not us. Just made of us.”
He winks.
Shane groans. “You’re impossible.”
Ilya smiles, unrepentant.
And as Shane rests a hand over his belly, feeling a faint shift beneath his palm, he knows—no matter who this baby turns out to be, they’re already so loved it almost hurts.
Ilya rinses their plates and stacks them neatly in the sink while Shane wrestles his shoes on by the door, grumbling under his breath as he bends and twists in ways that no longer make sense to his body.
“Design flaw,” Shane mutters, straightening with a wince.
Ilya smirks but doesn’t comment. He grabs his keys instead and drives them to the clinic, the ride quiet and calm. When they arrive, he pulls right up to the doors so Shane doesn’t have to walk far.
“I’ll park,” Ilya says gently.
Shane nods and heads inside.
He checks in at the front desk, gives his name, and is directed to take a seat. He lowers himself carefully into one of the chairs, shifting until his back complains slightly less, and rests his hands over his belly.
A minute later, Ilya slips through the doors and spots him immediately.
He sits beside Shane and takes his hand, fingers warm and familiar, and gives him a soft smile. “Are you excited?”
Shane returns the smile. “Yeah.”
And it surprises him how true it feels.
With all the fear, the changes, the hesitation—despite everything—he actually means it. The further along he gets, the less alone this pregnancy feels. The more real it becomes, the more he finds himself accepting it—not as something that took something away from him, but as something that’s slowly becoming part of him.
Shane squeezes Ilya’s hand, heart steady.
The nurse calls Shane’s name, and he and Ilya rise together—Shane a little slower, one hand braced instinctively at his back. They’re led down the hallway into an exam room, the door clicking shut behind them.
The nurse is efficient and kind, taking Shane’s vitals, chatting lightly as she draws blood and collects a urine sample. Once everything’s done, she smiles. “Doctor will be in shortly,” she says before slipping out.
The room goes quiet.
Shane reaches for Ilya’s hand without thinking, fingers lacing together. He smiles at him, nervous energy buzzing under his skin.
“I love you,” Ilya whispers, careful with his voice.
Shane’s smile softens. “I love you too.”
A knock comes a moment later, and Dr. Francis steps in with her usual warm smile. “Good morning, Shane. Ilya. How are we doing today?”
Shane laughs weakly. “Do you want the short list or the long one?”
She chuckles. “Give me what you’ve got.”
Shane rattles it all off—rib pain, back pain, swollen ankles, insomnia, heartburn, constant bathroom trips, feeling huge and uncomfortable. Dr. Francis hums sympathetically as she listens.
“All very common,” she says gently. “Unfortunately.”
She flips through Shane’s chart. “Blood and urine look good, though. Everything checks out there.” She turns the screen slightly. “Let’s take a look at that baby.”
Shane nods and carefully lays back, lifting his shirt and lowering the waistband of his joggers. Ilya scoots his chair closer, thigh pressed to the exam table, hand never leaving his.
The gel is cold, and Shane flinches slightly as Dr. Francis places the wand against his belly. The familiar grainy image blooms onto the screen.
She takes measurements, humming softly to herself.
“…Hm,” she murmurs.
Shane’s heart jumps. “What? Is something wrong?”
Dr. Francis doesn’t look alarmed, but she does frown slightly. “The baby’s measuring a bit small for how far along you are.”
Shane’s stomach drops. “But—then why am I so big?”
She glances at him reassuringly. “Baby looks healthy overall. I’m ruling out excess amniotic fluid.” She pauses, then says, “Hold on a second,” and shifts the wand toward one side of Shane’s belly… then the other.
Her eyebrows lift.
Ilya leans forward. “Please don’t keep us in suspense.”
Dr. Francis turns the screen more fully toward them and smiles. “Right here,” she says, pointing.
Shane squints.
“…Is that an arm?” he asks faintly. “Why are there three arms?” A rush of panic hits him. “Is— is our baby deformed?”
Dr. Francis chuckles softly. “No.”
She adjusts the wand again, and suddenly it’s unmistakable.
Nestled just behind the baby—clear as day—is another.
Shane’s jaw drops.
He slaps Ilya’s arm. “Are you seeing this?”
Ilya clears his throat, eyes already shiny. “Of course,” he whispers.
Dr. Francis beams at them. “Congratulations. It looks like you’re having twins. Baby A has been hiding Baby B this entire time.”
Shane stares at the screen, stunned, one hand flying to his mouth.
“…Twins,” he breathes.
No wonder he’s been so miserable and nothing feels comfortable.
Ilya squeezes his hand, awe written all over his face.
Two heartbeats. Two babies.
And just like that, the world shifts—again.
Shane barely remembers walking out of the clinic.
He’s holding ultrasound photos in one hand, Ilya’s hand in the other, feet moving on autopilot while his brain lags somewhere several miles behind. Everything feels a little too bright, a little too loud.
Just before they reach the car, Ilya stops him.
He turns Shane gently and pulls him into a solid, grounding embrace, kissing the top of his head. “I can hear your brain working from here,” he murmurs. “Are you okay?”
Shane shudders, pressing his forehead into Ilya’s chest. He nods, then shakes his head, then nods again. “Twins,” he whispers. “What did I do to deserve this?”
Ilya pulls back just enough to look at him properly. “Hey. Don’t think like that.”
He gives Shane a small, steady smile. “It just means we need to come up with four names instead of two.”
Shane frowns, then the practical spiral kicks in. “We only have one nursery set. One crib. One changing table. One of everything. Now we need two. And—” His eyes widen. “We’re going to need a bigger vehicle.”
Ilya quirks a brow. “Minivan?”
Shane scoffs immediately. “I will not go that far.”
Ilya laughs, the sound warm and real, and pulls Shane back into his arms. “Everything is going to be okay.”
Shane exhales shakily. “How are we going to tell my parents?”
Ilya hums, thoughtful. “Maybe we don’t. Not yet. Maybe we keep it to ourselves. Make it a surprise.”
Shane leans back to look up at him. “Are you serious?”
“Why not?” Ilya shrugs.
Shane considers it—the inevitable meddling, the double everything, the have you thought about this, have you planned that—and groans. “Okay. Fine. Let’s keep it between us for now.”
Ilya kisses him, then opens the passenger door for him. Shane settles in carefully, and Ilya closes it before circling around to drive. They head home with their hands linked across the console, the ultrasound photos resting in Shane’s lap like proof he still can’t quite process.
At home, Ilya takes Anya out to potty while Shane rearranges couch cushions with the dedication of a man on a mission. By the time Ilya comes back in, Shane is semi-reclined, tolerably comfortable.
Ilya drops beside him. “Should we think of baby names?”
Shane hums. “We need two girl names and two boy names now.”
They volley ideas back and forth—Russian, Japanese, strong names, soft names—shutting each other down with ruthless efficiency.
“No.”

“Absolutely not.”

“That sounds like a Bond villain.”

“I refuse.”
Eventually, something clicks.
Shane takes the paper from Ilya, writes the names down carefully, circles them, and carries it into the bedroom. He places it on the dresser like it belongs there.
His belly wriggles—busy, unmistakable.
Shane presses a hand there, still stunned. “Two,” he murmurs. “I’m growing two.”
A flicker of melancholy slips in uninvited.
He thinks about the ice. About coming back. About what that looks like after twins. About recovery, maybe surgery, maybe longer than he wants. Second line? Third? Would he still feel like himself out there?
He exhales slowly, rubbing his belly.
Footsteps approach.
Ilya comes up behind him, wraps his arms around Shane’s middle, and plants his hands over Shane’s belly. He nuzzles into Shane’s neck, breathing him in. “What are you so lost in thought about?”
Shane blinks, eyes stinging. “Just… trying to figure out how long it’ll take to get back on the ice now that it’s two. Multiples mean higher chance of a C-section.”
Ilya doesn’t rush him. He just holds him.
“You won’t know how you feel until they’re here,” Ilya says gently. “And when they are, you will listen to your body. You’ll come back when it’s ready.”
He presses a kiss beneath Shane’s ear. “Not a day sooner.”
Shane closes his eyes and leans back into him, breathing through the fear, the wonder, the impossible weight of it all.
Two babies. One future.
And the thought doesn’t terrify him—it just feels big.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I’ve chosen names! But my lips are sealed. 🤐


  


      

  












      Chapter 13: A Trip To Pike
  



    Chapter Notes

      Off to visit the Pikes!

Shane of course does what Shane does best—worry.
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  Exactly one month after surgery, Ilya is back on the ice.
Shane tells himself he’s fine with it. Rationally, he knows Ilya wouldn’t be there if the doctors hadn’t cleared him. He sat through the appointments, heard the explanations, watched the scans. Still, his nerves buzz as he sits in the stands, hands folded over the unmistakable curve of his belly.
Four months pregnant now. There’s no hiding it—no angle, no hoodie, no strategic slouch that disguises the roundness. His center of gravity has shifted, his walk turned into a permanent, careful waddle that Ilya loves to tease him about.
“You move like penguin,” Ilya had said that morning, grinning as Shane struggled into his shoes.
“Say that again and I’ll waddle right out of your life,” Shane had shot back.
Now, Shane watches him skate.
Ilya looks… good. Strong. Confident. His stride is solid, his turns sharp, his presence immediately felt. Shane’s chest tightens with something like pride and relief tangled together as Ilya takes center ice and immediately starts chirping.
“Is this how you play when I am gone?” Ilya shouts, voice echoing through the arena. “No wonder you keep losing.”
Groans ripple across the ice.
“Relax,” Troy calls back. “We missed you too.”
“You miss winning,” Ilya fires back. “Pay attention.”
Shane snorts softly, shaking his head. He watches Ilya glide past the bench, tapping sticks, correcting positioning, barking instructions like he never left. It’s familiar. Comforting. Terrifying in the way that loving someone who plays a dangerous sport always is.
Shane rubs his belly absentmindedly as one of the babies shifts, like they’re reacting to the noise.
“I know,” Shane murmurs quietly. “He’s ridiculous.”
Ilya skates a hard stop near the boards, sprays ice, and glances up into the stands. It’s like he can feel Shane watching. Their eyes meet.
Ilya grins.
Shane rolls his eyes, but his mouth curves upward anyway.
He’s nervous. He’s sore. He’s carrying two babies and a thousand worries about the future.
But watching Ilya back where he belongs—alive, loud, and infuriating—Shane lets himself breathe.
For now, this is enough.
When practice wraps up, Shane stations himself just outside the locker room, leaning against the wall with his arms folded loosely under his chest.
He can hear the team inside—laughing, shouting, sticks clattering, showers turning on. It feels strange to be on this side of it, separate, but he doesn’t see the point in squeezing into the locker room when he hasn’t put in the work today.
He waits.
The door opens and the first couple of guys filter out.
“See you, Shane,” Wyatt says easily—and then, before Shane can react, Wyatt reaches out and pats his stomach once, quick and casual, before walking off.
Shane blinks.
“…Uh. See you,” he mutters, staring after him.
Before he can fully process it, Tanner comes next. Pat. Evan. Pat. Zane. Pat.
Shane’s confusion turns into something hotter—embarrassment creeping up his neck as his ears start to burn.
What the hell?
He shifts his weight, trying to make himself smaller, but it doesn’t stop. Troy grins on his way out, gives Shane’s belly a friendly tap like it’s a good-luck charm. Even Luca, usually shy and hesitant, pauses, pats Shane’s stomach gently, and scurries away like he’s done something forbidden.
By the time the locker room starts to empty out, Shane is beet red, flustered, and seriously considering fleeing to the car.
Then Ilya finally emerges.
Still damp from the shower, hair tousled, looking far too pleased with himself. He steps right up to Shane, pats his belly—of course he does—and throws an arm around Shane’s middle like it’s the most natural thing in the world.
“Ready?” Ilya asks, already steering them toward the parking lot.
Shane’s shoulders are stiff, his jaw tight.
Ilya notices immediately. “What’s wrong?”
Shane exhales sharply. “The weirdest thing just happened,” he says. “Everyone on the team patted my stomach on the way out. Like—every single one of them. It was super uncomfortable, but I didn’t know how to stop it without making it awkward.”
Ilya pauses mid-step, then slowly breaks into a grin.
“…Ah.”
Shane squints at him. “What.”
“I told the team,” Ilya says casually, “that I pat your belly for luck.”
Shane stops walking. “You what.”
“I did not think they would all do it,” Ilya adds quickly, still smiling. “But it is kind of funny.”
Shane stares at him, mortified. “Ilya.”
Ilya tightens his arm around Shane, amused and unapologetic. “Relax. They mean it nicely.”
Shane groans and buries his face briefly in Ilya’s shoulder. “I am never waiting outside the locker room again.”
Ilya laughs softly and kisses the top of Shane’s head as they keep walking. “You are very lucky,” he says.
“Apparently,” Shane mutters, one hand instinctively covering his belly protectively now—no more pats allowed.
Ilya just smiles, entirely too pleased with himself.
The drive home is quiet for all of thirty seconds.
Then Shane gasps.
It’s sharp—sudden, electric—and he twists awkwardly in the passenger seat, one hand flying to the armrest, the other bracing his belly as his face tightens in pain.
“Oh—fuck—”
Ilya’s head snaps toward him instantly. “Shane?” His hands tighten on the wheel. “What is wrong?”
Another jolt hits, low and cruel, and Shane lets out a broken sound as he squirms, unable to find any position that helps. “Just—just drive,” he pants. “I’m okay.”
Ilya doesn’t buy it for a second. He signals and starts slowing down. “No. I am pulling over.”
“Don’t,” Shane says quickly. “Please don’t. Just keep driving.”
Ilya glances at him again, eyes wide with worry. “You are in pain. We’ll go to hospital.”
“No,” Shane insists, breath hitching as the sensation eases slightly, leaving him shaky and flushed. “Ilya, no. I promise. It’s not—like that.”
Ilya frowns hard. “Then why does it look like you are dying.”
Shane groans, mortified, and squeezes his eyes shut. “Because pregnancy is bullshit,” he mutters. He swallows, cheeks burning. “It’s… it’s lightning crotch.”
Ilya blinks. “Lightning… what.”
“In my case,” Shane adds weakly, “lightning butthole. Because I’m a man.”
There’s a beat of silence.
Ilya opens his mouth. Closes it. Then asks, very seriously, “Why is there lightning in you.”
Shane snorts despite himself, then winces. “It’s when the baby—or babies—put pressure on the cervix. It sends these sharp, stabbing pains. It’s horrible, but it’s normal.”
Ilya’s grip tightens on the wheel again. “If baby presses on cervix… are the babies trying to come out?”
Shane reaches across the console and grabs Ilya’s hand, grounding them both. “No. At least not yet. I’m not in labor. I swear.”
Ilya looks torn—half ready to floor it to the ER anyway.
“I don’t need the hospital,” Shane says softly but firmly. “I just need to get home. And sit. And maybe never move again.”
Ilya exhales hard through his nose, jaw clenched, then nods once. “If this happens again, I’m taking you.”
“Fair,” Shane says quickly. “But not necessary.”
Ilya doesn’t say anything else. He just grunts and keeps driving, one hand locked in Shane’s, eyes flicking over every few seconds until they finally pull into the driveway—both of them more rattled than they want to admit, but home all the same.
Shane gets out of the car and immediately regrets gravity.
He waddles inside as smoothly as he can manage, every step sending little residual zings through him—sharp enough to be unpleasant, not sharp enough to panic about.
Still, after Ilya’s near–hospital detour in the car, Shane keeps his face carefully neutral, refusing to give anything away.
Anya greets them at the door, tail wagging, and Shane bends just enough to scratch her head before straightening again with a quiet hiss through his teeth.
Ilya watches him like a hawk.
“So,” Ilya says casually, though his eyes never leave Shane. “What day were we going to Hayden’s house?”
Shane opens his mouth. Nothing comes out.
He blinks. Once. Twice.
“…Hang on,” he mutters.
He shuffles into the kitchen and stands in front of the wall calendar, staring at it like it personally betrayed him. His brain feels foggy and sluggish, dates swimming uselessly in his head.
“Oh,” he says finally. “Okay. We’ve got two days. Wednesday.”
Ilya hums in acknowledgment but doesn’t move on.
Instead, he steps closer—slow, careful—and cups Shane’s face in both hands. His thumbs brush lightly along Shane’s freckles as he searches his eyes.
“Are you truly okay?” Ilya asks quietly.
Shane’s chest tightens at the concern. He leans into the touch, turning his head to kiss Ilya’s palm.
“I’m uncomfortable,” he admits honestly. “But that’s nothing new. I promise—I’m okay.”
Ilya studies him for another second, then nods, pressing a soft kiss to Shane’s forehead.
“Okay,” he murmurs. “But you tell me if that changes.”
“I will,” Shane says, resting his hands over his belly as it shifts again. “Cross my heart.”
Ilya exhales, tension easing just a fraction, and keeps one hand on Shane’s cheek a moment longer—like he’s anchoring himself there—before finally letting go.
They stand like that for a beat in the quiet kitchen, the house warm around them.
Uncomfortable or not, Shane is home. And he’s okay.
Wednesday comes way too fast.
One minute Shane is counting days on the calendar, the next he’s back in the passenger seat with Ilya driving, headed toward Montreal.
Shane has the seat reclined as far as it will reasonably go, his body angled halfway onto his side with a cushion wedged behind his lower back. It’s not comfortable, but it’s survivable.
He absently watches his belly ripple and shift beneath his hoodie as the babies move, fascinated and still faintly disbelieving. Ilya keeps his eyes on the road, one hand steady on the wheel, the other occasionally drifting over to rest on Shane’s knee.
By the time they pull into the Pike residence driveway, Shane is very aware of his bladder.
“I need to pee,” he announces immediately, already bracing himself.
“I know,” Ilya says fondly, hopping out and coming around to help him.
Shane takes his time getting out of the car, muttering under his breath, and they make it to the front door just as it opens.
Jackie stands there with Amber in her arms—red-faced, clearly fresh off a cry.
“Hey!” Jackie says warmly.
“Hi—bathroom,” Shane blurts, already waddling past her as fast as his body allows.
Jackie laughs behind him. “Down the hall!”
Shane makes it just in time, sighs in relief, and while he’s washing his hands he can hear laughter from the living room—Jackie and Ilya, then Hayden’s voice joining in.
When Shane comes back out, the house feels alive.
From the other room, Jade and Ruby are arguing loudly with Arthur about nail polish colors.
“That one is mine!”

“You already used it!”

“It’s sparkly!”
Shane finds Jackie, Hayden, and Ilya in the living room.
“Can I get you anything to drink?” Jackie asks.
“Ginger ale,” Shane says without hesitation.
“Coke,” Ilya adds.
Jackie sets Amber down near her toy kitchen and heads off. Shane carefully lowers himself onto the couch beside Ilya, adjusting until his back protests a little less.
Hayden exhales loudly, staring at Shane. “Man. Look at you. You’ve even got that pregnant glow Jackie had.”
Shane snorts. “Do I?”
“It’s bizarre,” Hayden continues. “Like—real bizarre. But real talk—are you sure there’s only one in there? No offense, but Jackie was that big with the twins at this stage.”
Shane and Ilya freeze. They look at each other.
Ilya clears his throat.
Shane opens his mouth, closes it, sputters uselessly.
Hayden’s eyes narrow. “…It is just one, right?”
The three of them stare at each other.
Then Hayden suddenly jumps up. “YOU’RE HAVING TWINS, AREN’T YOU?!”
Ilya bursts out laughing.
Shane turns bright red. “Yes! Yes, it’s twins,” he blurts. “But shut up about it. No one but my doctor knows—well. Except you now.”
Hayden stares, then laughs in disbelief, running a hand through his hair. “I knew it. I knew it. Jackie’s gonna lose her mind.”
“Absolutely not,” Shane says quickly. “You tell her when we tell her.”
Hayden zips his lips theatrically. “Scout’s honor.”
Ilya squeezes Shane’s hand, still grinning. “See? Impossible to hide.”
Shane groans and leans back against him, one hand settling over his belly as it gives a small, insistent kick—like the babies are already protesting their secret being guessed.
“Traitors,” Shane mutters fondly.
Jackie comes back in with their drinks, hands Shane the ginger ale and Ilya his Coke, then settles onto the couch across from them. She studies Shane’s face for half a second before asking gently, “How are you feeling?”
Shane lets out a long, suffering groan. “How did you do this three times,” he demands. “Seriously. I’m uncomfortable all the time, nothing fits, my back hates me, my ribs hate me, and I’m starting to lose sleep. I don’t know how you survived.”
Jackie chuckles, not unkindly. “With a lot of complaining. And snacks.”
“Checks out,” Shane mutters, taking a sip of his ginger ale.
“Have you had any Braxton Hicks yet?” Jackie asks casually.
Shane stares at her.
“…Any what.”
She blinks. Hayden snorts into his hand.
“Braxton Hicks,” Jackie repeats, then pauses when Shane keeps staring at her like she’s grown a second head. She glances at Hayden, then back to Shane and Ilya.
“Okay. So. They’re basically practice contractions. Your uterus tightening and relaxing to warm up for the real thing. They’re uncomfortable, sometimes kind of alarming, but irregular.”
Shane slowly turns his head to look at Ilya. “Why does it feel like everyone else got a handbook I didn’t.”
Ilya frowns slightly and asks, “Then how do we know real labor?”
“When contractions become consistent,” Jackie explains. “Regular timing, getting closer together, lasting longer, not going away when you change positions or drink water. That’s when it’s real.”
Shane’s chest tightens.
He nods slowly, but his mind is already racing—practice contractions, real contractions, timing, hospital bags, twins, surgery risks, recovery, sleep deprivation. The sheer amount of unknown suddenly presses down on him, heavy and suffocating.
“I feel very uninformed,” Shane admits quietly. “Like… I’m already behind and this hasn’t even really started yet.”
Ilya’s hand immediately finds his thigh, grounding. Hayden leans forward, expression softer now.
“That’s normal,” Jackie says gently. “No one feels ready. Not with their first. You learn as you go.”
“And you ask questions,” Hayden adds. “A lot of them.”
Shane swallows and nods, one hand drifting to his belly as it shifts again. “I thought I was prepared. And now it feels like the more I learn, the more there is to worry about.”
Jackie smiles sympathetically. “Welcome to parenthood.”
Ilya squeezes Shane’s leg. “We will learn,” he says quietly. “Together.”
Shane looks at him, eyes stinging just a little, and nods. “Yeah,” he says. “Together.”
Across the room, the kids argue again—something about glitter polish being banned from the table.
Hayden leans back on the couch, nodding thoughtfully. “You guys should really look into birthing and parenting classes,” he says. “It helps—lets you ask questions, hear what’s normal, what’s not. Might help get some of those worries straightened out.”
Shane glances at Ilya, then nods slowly. “Yeah,” he admits. “That… actually sounds like a good idea.”
Ilya nods in agreement. “We can do that.”
For half a second, the moment is calm. Productive. Hopeful.
Then Hayden opens his mouth again.
“And just so you know,” he says cheerfully, “when Jackie had her first C-section, they put up this curtain, and trust me—you do not want to look over it. There is a lot going on. Like, a lot. Blood. Organs—”
“Hayden,” Jackie groans immediately. “Do not scare them.”
Shane’s eyes go wide. “Why would you say that.”
Ilya looks vaguely intrigued and deeply concerned at the same time. “There are organs?”
“INSIDE,” Jackie snaps. “Where they belong.”
Hayden shrugs, unapologetic. “I’m just saying. Mental preparation.”
Jackie glares at him. “You are not helping.”
Shane sinks back against Ilya, rubbing his belly like it might protect him from the mental images. “I officially regret asking for information.”
Ilya presses a kiss to Shane’s temple, voice dry. “Too late now.”
Jackie points at Hayden. “You’re on diaper duty tonight.”
Hayden sighs. “Worth it.”
Despite himself, Shane lets out a small laugh—nervous, but real—and leans into Ilya’s side.
Terrifying details aside, at least they’re not walking into this blind.
…Mostly.
Jackie stands and stretches. “Alright. I should start dinner.”
Shane plants his hands on the couch and makes a valiant effort to stand on his own, then very deliberately uses Ilya’s arm for leverage.
“I’ll help,” Shane says immediately.
“No,” Hayden and Ilya say at the same time.
Shane scowls at both of them. “Too bad.”
He waddles into the kitchen before either of them can stop him. Jackie is already pulling ingredients from the fridge—ground meat, tomatoes, seasonings, vegetables, a baguette still in its plastic sleeve.
“Okay,” Jackie says, amused. “You can chop while I cook the meat and start the sauce.”
She hands Shane a cutting board and a pile of veggies. Shane settles in at the counter, adjusts his stance until his back complains a little less, and starts chopping.
The kitchen fills with the quiet, comfortable sounds of prep—knife against board, the sizzle of meat hitting the pan, the low hum of the stove fan. It feels oddly normal. Grounding.
After a minute, Shane takes a deep breath.
“Can I ask you something?” he says quietly.
Jackie glances at him. “Of course.”
“Were you… scared?” Shane asks. “When you were pregnant with the twins. About the birth.”
Jackie doesn’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”
Shane looks up, relieved by the immediacy of the answer.
“It’s completely within reason to feel scared or unprepared,” she continues. “So many things can happen. I had plenty of late nights scrolling through blogs—other omegas’ pregnancy stories, birth experiences. And no two were the same. That part was terrifying.”
She pauses, then reaches over and places a hand on Shane’s forearm, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “You don’t have to carry all of this alone. Lean on Ilya more. He’s going to have to learn to care about more than just you and hockey.”
Shane smiles softly at that. “He already has,” he says. “He’s been nothing but supportive this whole time. It’s really just been me freaking out.”
He chuckles, then his voice softens. “I cried the other day when I noticed the start of stretch marks.”
Jackie nods knowingly.
“And you know what Ilya did?” Shane continues. “He kissed each one and told me he loved me.”
His throat tightens a little. “I felt like a complete wet noodle.”
Jackie smiles, warm and fond. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to feel.”
Shane goes back to chopping, blinking rapidly, a small smile stuck on his face.
He and Jackie keep talking as they finish cooking—pregnancy symptoms, birth plans, things no one warns you about until you’re already in it.
Shane is still scared, still acutely aware of everything that could go wrong, but the fear feels… quieter now. Less sharp. Like something he can sit with instead of drown in.
Hayden and Ilya wander into the kitchen just as Jackie finishes plating the pasta. Amber is wrapped around Hayden’s leg like a koala, thumb in her mouth.
Ilya goes straight to Shane, kisses his temple softly, and murmurs, “How are you feeling?”
Shane exhales. “Almost done. Could really use a chair.”
Ilya immediately turns to grab a stool.
“Not right now,” Shane says quickly. “I’m fine. Really.”
Ilya hesitates, clearly unconvinced, but puts the stool back.
Hayden raises a brow. “Should he be standing this long?”
Jackie doesn’t even look at him—just reaches out and slaps his chest lightly. “I’m sure Shane knows his limits.”
Hayden holds up his hands. “Okay, okay.”
Dinner gets moved to the table. Shane helps as much as he can—carrying lighter dishes—before carefully lowering himself into a chair beside Ilya. Jackie sits across from him.
Moments later, Jade and Ruby come racing in, immediately arguing about who gets which chair, with Arthur hot on their heels. Hayden follows, Amber now in his arms, and settles her into her booster between him and Jackie.
The table fills quickly. Everyone starts serving themselves, and Ilya quietly takes over Shane’s plate, adding pasta and sauce for him since Shane can’t comfortably reach around his belly.
Arthur stares at Shane for a long moment.
“Why is your tummy so big?” he asks bluntly.
Ilya chuckles.
Shane turns bright red. “Uh—well—”
Jackie saves him immediately. “Arthur, remember when Amber was in Mommy’s tummy?”
Arthur nods seriously.
“Well,” Jackie continues, “Shane has a baby in his tummy.”
Arthur’s eyes go wide. “But he’s a boy. Like me.”
Hayden leans in and whispers to Shane and Ilya, “He doesn’t really understand secondary genders yet. Sorry.”
Shane nods, then smiles gently at Arthur. “Some men can grow babies. And I’m one of them.”
Arthur thinks about this, then turns to Hayden. “Can you grow babies?”
Hayden nearly spits out his food. “No—no no no—not me.”
Then, without thinking, he adds, pointing at Arthur, “But you can.”
Shane’s brows shoot up. “Arthur’s an omega?”
Jackie and Hayden nod. “Found out a couple months ago.”
Arthur beams, clearly proud of this mysterious new fact about himself, even if he doesn’t fully understand it yet.
The rest of dinner is loud and chaotic—kids interrupting each other, Ruby insisting spaghetti tastes better with extra cheese, Jade declaring she hates garlic bread while eating three pieces, Amber dropping noodles on the floor for Anya.
Shane sits back, full and tired and warm, one hand resting over his belly as it shifts beneath his palm.
For all the fear, all the uncertainty, this moment feels good.
Messy. Loud. Real.
Shane lets himself believe that maybe—just maybe—it’s all going to be okay.






      

  












      Chapter 14: Just Practice
  



    Chapter Notes

      Hey all!

This past week I had been feeling pretty off and sleepy. Only to realize I have been forgetting to take my antidepressants. 😩

Thus resulting in ZERO writing happening.

My little spark was definitely snuffed out.

Typically, I like to have a couple chapters drafted to pace my posting instead of having huge gaps in releasing chapters.

As of right now, I have up to chapter 17 written.

I like to reread the drafts every couple days or so to check for typos or tweak something.

So to not have written anything for an entire week has definitely made me a little anxious. But I snuggled up to my biggest comfort: reading.

My latest read has been All Of My Heart by Becca Neil and it gave me exactly what I needed—fluff and angst.

Anyways, sorry for the ramble. Here’s a little bit a of turning point for Shane in his pregnancy as we creep closer to us meeting the babies!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane sits alone in his OB’s office, hands folded over his belly while the paper on the exam table crackles beneath him every time he shifts. Ilya had been apologetic about missing the appointment—practice couldn’t be moved—but Shane had waved him off. He’s done enough of these solo now that it doesn’t feel quite as daunting as it once did.
“Since we’re getting closer,” Dr. Francis says gently, pulling her chair closer, “we should start talking about your birth plan. Do you have any questions or concerns?”
Shane takes a slow breath. This is the part that’s been sitting heavy in his chest.
“What are the odds,” he asks carefully, “that I’ll be able to deliver the twins naturally?”
Dr. Francis nods, unsurprised by the question. “It’s definitely possible,” she says. “There are a few things I want to see as we get closer to your due date—most importantly, the babies’ positions. Right now, Baby A is head down, which is great. Baby B, however, is lying sideways.”
Shane lets out a small laugh and rubs his belly. “Yeah. I thought I wasn’t comfortable before.”
The doctor smiles sympathetically. “That would explain the extra discomfort. That said, both babies’ vitals look excellent, and yours do too. If things continue like this, I think a natural delivery is absolutely on the table.”
She pauses. “But I want to ask you this—if I told you a C-section was safer, would you rather go that route?”
Shane nods slowly. “I’m… not sure,” he admits. “If I can avoid major surgery, that would be nice. But if it’s unavoidable—if it’s safer for me and the babies—then that’s what I want.”
Dr. Francis hums approvingly. “That’s a very reasonable way to look at it.”
She flips a page in his chart. “Have you packed a hospital bag yet?”
Shane shakes his head. “Not yet. Ilya and I are going to a birthing class soon, and we were told we’d get a list of must-haves.”
“Good plan,” she says. “And remember, you can always call the office with questions afterward. Do you have car seats assembled?”
“Yes,” Shane answers. “A set for each vehicle.”
“Excellent,” she says with a smile. “If you don’t have any other concerns, we’ll wrap up. I’ll be seeing you weekly now—we’re in the home stretch, and I want to keep a close eye on both babies’ positions so we know whether we’re going natural or not.”
Shane nods. “Okay.”
As she stands, he adds, “Do practice contractions feel different from real ones?”
“They’ll feel similar,” she explains. “But when it’s the real thing, you’ll know. Contractions will slowly intensify and become consistent.”
Shane takes the appointment card she hands him, thanks her, and carefully waddles out to the parking lot.
His brand-new Jeep Grand Wagoneer gleams in the sunlight. Ilya had given him endless shit for sticking with Jeep when he could’ve gone luxury, but Shane had only cared about space, safety, and practicality.
He eases himself into the driver’s seat, belly brushing the steering wheel now that it juts out so far, and pulls his phone free to text Ilya.
Shane:

Appointment’s done. I’ll tell you everything when I get home.
No response, as expected. Ilya’s probably still on the ice.
The drive home is quiet.
When Shane finally walks through the front door, Anya greets him enthusiastically. Shane bends halfway, winces, and laughs. “I know, I know. I’ll say hi properly once I’m sitting.”
He grabs a ginger ale and a jar of spicy pickles from the kitchen—because obviously—and waddles into the living room. He collapses into the rocking recliner with a dramatic groan just as Anya hops up beside him, tail wagging.
“There we go,” Shane murmurs, finally able to pet her.
He twists open the pickle jar, flicks the TV on, and settles in—sore, full, very pregnant, and waiting for Ilya to come home so he can unload everything he’s learned.
Shane must’ve drifted off at some point, because the next thing he knows, Anya is barking her head off.
He startles awake, heart thudding, then hears the unmistakable sound of the front door opening and Ilya’s familiar voice greeting her.
“Hey, pretty girl. I missed you too.”
Shane stays where he is, sunk deep into the recliner, taking advantage of the rare, fragile comfort he’s found. He doesn’t call out. He just waits.
Footsteps approach.
Ilya appears in the doorway a moment later, eyes softening instantly when he spots Shane curled in the chair. He smiles, leans down, and presses a gentle kiss to Shane’s lips.
“How are you?” Ilya asks quietly. “You and the babies.”
Shane chuckles, careful not to shift. “I’m afraid to move,” he admits. “This is the first position today that doesn’t hurt.”
Ilya huffs a quiet laugh and rests a hand on Shane’s arm as Shane fills him in on the appointment—baby positions, weekly visits, natural birth being possible.
When Shane mentions that last part, Ilya’s eyes widen.
“You want to do it natural?” he asks, voice tight. “What if something goes wrong?”
Shane’s shoulders tense immediately. “Something could go wrong with a C-section too, you know.”
The words come out sharper than he intends. He exhales hard, frustration bubbling up, and then—of course—his eyes start to burn.
“Oh my god,” Shane groans. “I’m so tired of crying.”
Ilya doesn’t argue. He just cups Shane’s face, thumbs brushing gently over his freckles, wiping away the tears as they fall.
“I’m just so scared of losing you,” Ilya admits, voice breaking. “I wouldn’t know how to live without you.”
That does it.
Shane breaks completely, a soft, wrecked sound tearing out of him as he cries harder. Ilya’s own eyes fill, and he leans down, folding himself around Shane, burying his face against Shane’s chest and breathing him in like oxygen.
“I’m so scared,” Ilya whispers.
“Me too,” Shane whispers back.
He cups the back of Ilya’s head and combs his fingers through his curls, holding him there until their breathing evens out.
Ilya pulls back slightly, eyes red. “How am I supposed to just sit there and watch you in pain? Or cut open? I can’t do anything for you. I hate that.”
Shane takes a deep breath, then another, steadying himself. “Omegas have been having babies for a long time,” he says gently. “And I think we’ll be okay, as long as we’re honest with each other.”
He leans forward and kisses Ilya, slow and sure. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” Ilya says, sniffing, his hand settling over Shane’s belly.
After a beat, he adds quietly, “Are you ready for the birthing class?”
Shane lets out a watery laugh. “I need to pee and put my shoes on first. Then I’ll be ready.”
Ilya smiles and helps Shane carefully to his feet. Shane waddles to the bathroom, does his business, washes his hands, then makes his way to the front door. He wrestles his shoes on with zero grace.
Ilya pulls him in for one more kiss—foreheads touching, breaths mingling—before guiding him out to the car.
The drive to the local community center is quiet and calm, the sun starting to dip low as they pull into the lot.
Ilya parks and comes around to Shane’s side, steadying him as he eases out of the car. They follow the handwritten poster-board signs taped to the hallway walls—BIRTHING CLASS → in marker that’s starting to smudge.
“This feels very official,” Shane mutters under his breath.
Ilya smiles and squeezes his hand. “You are doing great.”
He holds the door open, and Shane steps inside.
The room is larger than Shane expected—tables lining the walls, chairs set in pairs, and a wide open space in the middle with yoga mats stacked neatly against one side. There’s already a small cluster of people there, chatting quietly.
And immediately, Shane notices it.
There’s only one other male omega in the room.
Everyone else pregnant is female.
Shane swallows and scans the space a little too quickly, suddenly hyperaware of his body, his belly, the way he takes up space. He feels eyes flick toward them—curious, lingering. A couple of husbands openly stare, their gazes bouncing between Shane’s bump and Ilya like they’re trying to solve a math problem.
Heat crawls up Shane’s neck.
“Okay,” he mutters, mostly to himself.
He spots two empty chairs at a table near the center and heads for them, grateful for something to do. He lowers himself carefully into one, Ilya immediately taking the seat beside him, angling his body protectively without even thinking about it.
Shane forces his eyes forward, focusing on the whiteboard at the front of the room.
WELCOME!

BIRTHING & EARLY PARENTING CLASS

Ask questions. No judgment.
He breathes in, breathes out.
Ilya leans in slightly. “You okay?”
Shane nods, still red, still aware—but grounding himself by locking onto familiar things: Ilya’s shoulder brushing his, the steady warmth of his presence, the simple fact that they’re here to learn, not to be looked at.
“I’m fine,” Shane whispers. “Just… new room jitters.”
Ilya’s hand finds Shane’s knee under the table, a quiet anchor. “If anyone stares too much,” he murmurs, “I will stare back harder.”
That earns Shane a small smile.
He straightens a little in his chair, rubs his belly once as the babies shift, and turns his attention back to the front of the room. Determined to focus on what matters.
The instructor claps her hands lightly, bringing the room to order, and the class begins.
Shane knows—logically—that this is what he signed up for.
Breathing techniques.

Labor stages.

Pain management options.

Interventions.

Recovery.
It all hits him at once.
His chest tightens as the instructor talks, words stacking on top of each other until they feel heavy and loud. Diagrams appear on the whiteboard. Questions are encouraged. Stories get shared.
Shane’s eyes sting almost immediately.
Ilya, meanwhile, settles into it like he was built for this.
He leans forward, attentive, nodding along, asking thoughtful questions in his careful voice. When the instructor demonstrates a breathing technique, Ilya mirrors it perfectly, then gently taps Shane’s knee to guide him through it too.
“In through nose,” he whispers. “Out slow.”
Shane tries. He really does. He focuses on the rise and fall of Ilya’s chest, on the steady rhythm of his breathing, on the grounding pressure of Ilya’s hand on his leg.
But his emotions keep spiking, raw and unfiltered.
When the instructor mentions tearing, Shane swallows hard.
When she talks about emergency scenarios, his vision blurs.
Ilya cracks a quiet joke under his breath at one point—something about how he already knows Shane yells at him under pressure.
Normally, Shane would snort.
Tonight, he doesn’t.
His jaw tightens instead, eyes fixed on the whiteboard, fighting the sudden urge to cry in a room full of strangers.
Ilya notices immediately.
He doesn’t push. He just reaches over and laces their fingers together, squeezing once—firm, reassuring.
Shane squeezes back, grounding himself the only way he can.
The instructor claps her hands again and gestures toward the center of the room. “Alright, everyone—grab a yoga mat and bring it into the middle.”
Shane exhales slowly and pushes himself up with Ilya’s help. They grab a mat and settle near the edge of the circle, Shane lowering himself down with care.
“This is the part where we go slow,” Ilya murmurs.
“Appreciated,” Shane mutters back.
The instructor starts walking them through birthing positions—hands and knees, side-lying, supported squats. Shane does his best to follow along, shifting carefully, but his hips and pelvis immediately make their displeasure known.
Every adjustment sends a deep ache through him.
By the time they’re guided into a supported position, Shane is breathing through clenched teeth, sweat gathering at his temples.
“This is… horrific,” he whispers.
Ilya stays close, one hand hovering at Shane’s back like a safety net. “You are doing amazing.”
Then the instructor announces, “Now we’ll switch to partner work—counter-pressure.”
Ilya’s eyes light up just a little.
He positions himself behind Shane and presses his palms into Shane’s lower back, firm and deliberate, working exactly where Shane needs it.
The relief is immediate—so sudden that Shane lets out a quiet, unguarded groan before he can stop himself.
“Oh my god,” Shane whispers. “You’re gonna have to do this before bed every night now.”
Ilya chuckles softly near his ear. “Whatever you need.”
Shane leans back into him, hips still aching but the edge dulled by Ilya’s hands. The tension in his shoulders eases.
If this is what support looks like, maybe—just maybe—he can do this after all.
The instructor dismisses the class with a warm smile and a stack of packets, handing one to every couple as they pass.
Shane grips theirs like it might float away, fingers tight around the edges while Ilya keeps a steady hand at his back, guiding him out of the building and into the cool evening air. Shane’s hips ache, his pelvis feels like it’s been pried apart with a crowbar, and his emotions are still humming way too loud.
They’re almost to the car when—
“Shane? Ilya?”
Both of them turn.
Two of the husbands from the class are hurrying toward them, wide smiles on their faces. Ilya reacts instantly—pure alpha instinct kicking in as he steps half a pace in front of Shane, body angling protectively.
But the men stop at a respectful distance, clearly excited rather than threatening.
“Oh my god,” one of them blurts. “I can’t believe it’s actually you. Shane Hollander. And Ilya Rozanov.”
The other nods enthusiastically. “Huge fans. Like—huge.”
Shane exhales, rubbing a hand over his face. “Of course,” he mutters.
“Would you—uh—would you mind signing something?” the first guy asks, already tugging his hat off.
The other one offers his shirt, sheepish but hopeful.
Shane lets out an exasperated laugh. “Sure. Why not.”
They sign quickly—Shane’s handwriting a little messier than usual, Ilya’s sharp and bold. The men thank them profusely, grinning like kids on Christmas morning.
Then one of them laughs awkwardly and says, “I gotta admit, I didn’t really believe the pregnancy announcement at first—but I definitely do now.”
Something in Shane snaps.
“You think I’d choose to be off the ice right now,” Shane says sharply, one hand flying to his belly, “and carry a literal bowling ball on my front for fun?”
The smile drops from the guy’s face instantly. “Oh—shit—I didn’t mean—”
Ilya’s hand lands on Shane’s shoulder, grounding but firm. “Come on,” he says quietly. “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it.”
“I’m sorry,” the guy says quickly, clearly embarrassed. “Really. I didn’t think before I spoke.”
Then, digging himself deeper, he adds, “Do you plan on coming back to the ice? Or… retiring?”
Shane’s jaw tightens.
“I’m far from retirement,” he says flatly.
And with that, he turns and waddles toward their vehicle without another word.
Behind him, Shane vaguely hears Ilya murmuring something low and final to the two men. Then quick footsteps—catching up.
Ilya beats Shane to the car, opens the passenger door, and helps him in with practiced care.
The drive home is quiet for about thirty seconds.
“Did he really ask if I was retiring,” Shane finally explodes. “I’m not even thirty-five! I’m pregnant, not dead!”
Ilya keeps his eyes on the road. “He was an idiot.”
“I’m growing two humans,” Shane continues, voice rising. “My body is already doing something insane and people act like my career is just—over.”
Ilya reaches over and squeezes Shane’s hand. “You will come back when you’re ready. And when you do, you’ll remind everyone exactly who you are.”
Shane exhales, shoulders sagging. “…I hate people.”
Ilya smirks faintly. “Yes. But you love me.”
Shane huffs despite himself, leaning back in the seat. “Unfortunately.”
They drive the rest of the way home like that—Shane venting, Ilya steady beside him—both of them knowing this is just another hurdle in a long road they’re walking together.
Ilya barely has the car in park before he’s around the hood, reaching for Shane’s door.
“You okay?” he asks, already bracing to help.
Shane opens his mouth to answer, and freezes.
The sensation hits him all at once. A tight, spreading pressure that clamps down around his belly and wraps into his lower back like a vice. It steals his breath, makes his hands curl uselessly at his sides.
“I—” Shane gasps.
Ilya goes instantly still, eyes wide. “Shane. Look at me. Breathe with me.”
He demonstrates, slow and deliberate. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.
Shane tries to follow, chest hitching at first, then slowly—painfully—finding the rhythm. The tightness peaks, holds, then gradually loosens its grip, leaving him shaky and damp with sweat.
When it finally passes, Shane’s eyes fill instantly.
“I’m not ready,” he whispers, voice breaking. “What if this is it?”
Ilya grabs Shane’s shoulders, grounding him. “Hey. Hey. You still have a month before babies are done cooking,” he says firmly. “This is probably just practice—like Jackie said. Like the instructor said.”
He softens his voice. “Let’s go inside. If you get more, we’ll time them. Okay?”
Shane nods slowly, swallowing hard.
“Okay.”
Ilya helps him out of the car, every movement careful, and guides him inside. Once they’re through the door, Ilya drops to his knees without hesitation and slips Shane’s shoes off.
“Where do you want to go?” he asks.
Shane doesn’t even hesitate. He turns toward the bedroom.
“My nest.”
Ilya hesitates. “Are you sure? Getting on the floor—”
Shane ignores him and shuffles over, lowering himself down with all the grace of a sack of bricks. He settles into the familiar pile of blankets and pillows, curling onto his side just as Anya trots in and immediately tries to lick his face.
“Hey,” Shane mutters weakly, half-laughing, half-crying.
Ilya shoos Anya gently aside and crawls into the nest with him, mirroring his position. He presses their foreheads together, his hand resting warm and steady on Shane’s back.
“I love you,” Ilya whispers.
Shane exhales shakily, closing his eyes and leaning into him. “I love you too.”
The contractions come and go all night.
They tighten, crest, fade—never settling into anything Shane can time with confidence. Long stretches of nothing lull him into thinking maybe that was it, only for another wave to roll through and steal his breath again.
By two in the morning, the last one finally eases off.
But sleep never comes.
Shane lies there in the nest, aching everywhere, hips sore, back throbbing, babies shifting like they’ve decided nighttime is the perfect hour to rearrange furniture. His eyes burn with exhaustion, and he’s right on the edge of tears more than once.
Ilya doesn’t sleep at all.
He stays curled around Shane, one arm firm across his back, grounding. When Shane’s breathing picks up, Ilya breathes with him. When the discomfort turns restless instead of sharp, Ilya talks.
They talk about hockey—old games, stupid locker room stories, arguments about line chemistry and missed calls. Ilya rambles just enough to keep Shane anchored, to give his brain something to grab onto besides what if.
By the time Ilya’s alarm goes off, both of them groan in unison.
“Oh no,” Shane mutters. “Absolutely not.”
Ilya silences it immediately and helps Shane up, careful and steady, murmuring encouragement the whole way. Shane’s joints protest loudly as he straightens, one hand braced at his back.
“Shower,” Ilya decides. “Come on.”
The warm water helps more than Shane expects.
Ilya takes his time—washing Shane’s hair, working soap over his shoulders, down his back, rinsing gently. He presses slow kisses to Shane’s neck, his jaw, his collarbone, grounding him in touch instead of discomfort.
For a few precious minutes, Shane almost feels human again.
They dry off, dress quietly. Shane moves slower than usual, heavy with fatigue, but steadier.
As they’re finishing up, Ilya watches him carefully. “You should stay home tonight,” he says softly. “You didn’t sleep. Your body needs rest.”
Shane huffs, tugging his hoodie on. “I’m not missing a game I can actually attend.”
Ilya opens his mouth to argue, then closes it. He exhales, resigned but still worried. “You are stubborn.”
“Pot, meet kettle,” Shane mutters.
Ilya shakes his head, but there’s a small smile there as he reaches out and squeezes Shane’s hand.
“Okay,” he says. “But you sit. You rest. And if you feel anything off—anything—I pull you out.”
Shane nods. “Deal.”
They’re exhausted. Sore. On edge. But they made it through the night.
And for now, that’s enough.
They arrive at the rink together, both of them quiet in that bone-deep, post-no-sleep way. The familiar smells—ice, rubber, disinfectant—hit Shane immediately as they head inside. Ilya veers toward the locker room with the team, and Shane lingers near the exit where Coach and Harris are standing.
Coach looks him over once, sharp and assessing. “How’re you feeling?”
Shane doesn’t sugarcoat it. “Miserable,” he says honestly. “And somehow equally ready and not ready to be done being pregnant.”
Harris lets out a sympathetic huff. “Sounds about right.”
Coach’s expression shifts, sobering. He folds his arms. “We should talk about timing. When do you think I should pull Ilya off the roster for paternity leave?”
Shane just stares at him.
“…What?”
“I doubt Ilya’s going to want to leave the ice,” Shane says after a beat, disbelief giving way to something firmer. “And I’m not going to force him.”
Harris’s eyes widen. “Okay, but—what if he misses the birth because he’s on an away game?”
The question hits Shane like a puck to the chest.
His breath stutters. The image flashes uninvited—labor starting without warning, a hospital room without Ilya, doing it alone—and his eyes immediately burn.
He clears his throat hard, willing the emotion back down. “I—” His voice wobbles once before he steadies it. “I’ll… I’ll get back to you on that.” He swallows. “I’ve been having practice contractions. So. I don’t think I’ve got a lot of time left.”
Coach studies him carefully. “Should you even be here today?”
Shane huffs, folding his arms protectively over his belly. “I’m fine right now. Baby is snug. They’re not going anywhere in the immediate future.”
Harris nods slowly, clearly unconvinced but backing off. “Okay. Just—keep us in the loop.”
“I will,” Shane says, already feeling the weight of the decision settling heavy in his chest.
As Coach and Harris step away, Shane exhales shakily and presses his palm to his belly, grounding himself.
He hadn’t thought about Ilya missing it.
And now that he has, the idea won’t let go.
He follows the team through the tunnel and watches them do their warmups as the crowd cheers.
He barely has time to think before Ilya is peeling away from the ice and skating straight toward him, blades cutting sharp lines as he stops right in front of the boards.
“What’s wrong,” Ilya asks, breathless, eyes already searching Shane’s face.
Shane shakes his head, throat tight. “What if you miss the birth.”
Ilya frowns immediately. “How would I miss it? Why would I miss it?”
Shane swallows. “Coach asked when he should pull you for paternity leave. Harris said—what if you’re at an away game when it happens.”
Something in Shane’s voice gives him away. The fear. The image he can’t unsee.
Ilya goes very still.
He looks down at the ice for a second, then back up at Shane. He thinks—actually thinks—for a beat that feels far too long.
Then he shrugs, easy as anything.
“Then let this be my last game.”
Shane’s eyes bug out. “Ilya—”
“No,” Ilya cuts in, already shaking his head. He steps closer to the boards, lowering his voice. “I am not missing this. Not for hockey. Not for anything.”
“But—you love hockey,” Shane says weakly. “You’d been itching to be back. You just got cleared not that long ago.”
“I know,” Ilya says simply. “And I got my whole life back when I walked out of that hospital with you.”
He reaches up, gloved hand curling around the edge of the boards like he wants to reach Shane through them. “This is our family. You. Them. That comes first.”
Shane’s chest caves in on itself.
“You can’t just—” Shane starts, then his voice breaks. “You shouldn’t have to give that up because of me.”
Ilya’s expression hardens—not angry, but resolute. “I am not giving anything up. I am choosing.”
He softens again immediately when Shane’s eyes fill. “And if they don’t come tonight, fine. I play. If they come tomorrow, next week, two weeks from now—I am home. No flights. No buses. No missing it.”
Shane blinks hard, tears spilling anyway. “You’d really do that.”
Ilya scoffs gently. “I would sit on the bench and never skate again if it meant I was there holding your hand.”
That does it.
Shane presses his fist to his mouth, shoulders shaking. “You’re ridiculous.”
Ilya smiles, eyes shining. “Yes. But I am yours.”
Shane nods, overwhelmed, and finally manages, “Okay. We’ll talk about it. Together. Not right now.”
Ilya nods back. “Together.”
A whistle blows across the rink.
Ilya skates backward a few feet, then leans in one last time. “Sit. Be comfortable. And if you feel anything—anything—you tell me. I don’t care if I’m mid-shift.”
Shane manages a watery smile. “Deal.”
Ilya taps the boards once, like a promise, and pushes off back toward the ice.
Shane watches him go, one hand resting over his belly, heart pounding. He stays seated through the first period, exactly like Ilya told him to.
He doesn’t move unless he absolutely has to, hands folded over his belly, body angled just enough to take pressure off his back.
The rink noise washes over him—skates carving ice, sticks cracking, the crowd’s low roar—but he filters most of it out, eyes tracking one person and one person only.
Ilya.
Every time he’s on the ice, Shane’s gaze locks on him automatically. The familiar rhythm of watching him skate is grounding, comforting in a way Shane hadn’t realized he missed this much.
Sometime during the first intermission, the tightness starts again.
It creeps up slowly this time—an unmistakable squeezing across his belly, radiating into his lower back. Shane inhales sharply through his nose and exhales through pursed lips, careful not to draw attention.
Okay. Okay.
He shifts slightly, presses his palm into his belly, and waits it out.
When it fades, Shane quietly pulls his phone out and notes the time.
He does it again when the next one comes.
And again.
They’re uncomfortable—bordering on mean—but inconsistent. Ten minutes apart. Then twenty. Then eight. Then nothing for a while at all.
Practice. False alarms. Braxton Hicks.
Shane almost laughs under his breath at how unfair that feels.
With how miserable he is, how heavy and sore and exhausted his body feels, a part of him almost wishes it was real labor—just so there’d be an end point. A direction. Something definitive.
Instead, he’s stuck in limbo.
Another contraction rolls through, sharper than the last, and Shane closes his eyes briefly, breathing the way Ilya showed him. He opens them just in time to see Ilya skate past the bench, barking something at a teammate, focused and intense.
Alive. Here.
Shane exhales slowly, grounding himself in that sight.
Not yet, he tells his body. Just get through tonight.
The contraction fades.
The game resumes.
And Shane keeps watching Ilya, timing the waves, riding out the discomfort—waiting, even if he doesn’t quite know what he’s waiting for yet.
The final buzzer sounds, sealing the 3–1 loss, and the tension in the arena becomes almost tangible.
Shane feels it even from his seat—the sharp edge of frustration rolling off the ice as the team skates off. Ilya’s shoulders are tight, jaw clenched, the familiar storm simmering just beneath the surface. Shane knows better than to head into the locker room right now.
Instead, he waits outside.
He finds a spot against the wall, eases himself down onto a bench, and tilts his head back. His eyes close as another wave of pressure starts to build—tightening, spreading, pulling at his back.
He breathes.
In through his nose.

Out through his mouth.
Just like practice.
He’s so focused on riding it out that he doesn’t hear footsteps approach.
“You’re contracting again, aren’t you.”
Shane startles, eyes flying open. “Jesus—”
Ilya stands in front of him, hair damp with sweat, eyes sharp and immediately worried. He’s already kneeling, hands hovering like he wants to touch but doesn’t know where yet.
Shane exhales shakily. “Yeah,” he admits. “They’re… back. Still not regular.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens. “How long has this one been going?”
Shane glances at his phone. “About thirty seconds. Maybe forty.”
Ilya nods once, like he’s committing the data to memory. He places his hands gently on Shane’s knees and lowers his voice. “Breathe with me.”
Shane does.
The contraction peaks, then slowly loosens its grip, leaving him flushed and tired but still upright.
When it finally passes, Shane slumps forward slightly. “Told you,” he mutters. “Just practice. My body’s being dramatic.”
Ilya doesn’t smile.
“We’re going home,” he says firmly. “Right now.”
Shane doesn’t argue. He’s too tired, too sore, too emotionally wrung out.
Ilya helps him to his feet with careful hands, keeps an arm steady around his waist, and guides him toward the exit.
The loss can wait.
Right now, all Ilya can see is Shane—and the way his body is clearly gearing up for something neither of them can ignore much longer.
They make it home and the night unfolds exactly like the one before it.
Curled together in the nest, Shane rides wave after wave of irregular contractions—some sharp, some dull, all of them cruelly inconsistent. Ilya stays awake as long as he can, timing, rubbing Shane’s back, whispering reassurance into his hair.
At some point in the dark, with Shane half-dozing against him, Ilya quietly messages Coach.
Ilya:

Start my leave now.
No debate. No qualifiers. Just that.
The contractions finally taper off a little after midnight, leaving Shane wrung out and hollow-eyed. By morning, they’re both zombies.
Shane tries to keep himself busy—folding tiny clothes in the nurseries, rearranging bins that don’t need rearranging, double-checking bags that are already packed. Ilya follows him from room to room like a shadow, hovering, offering water, reminding him to sit, to breathe, to rest.
Shane snaps once. Apologizes twice.
Ilya never leaves.
And then, for the third night in a row, it starts again.
The same tightening. The same back pain. The same false hope that this time might be real.
Shane lies awake, staring at the ceiling, breathing through contractions that refuse to settle into any kind of pattern.
Ilya, exhausted beyond reason, eventually slips into sleep beside him. Shane doesn’t blame him—doesn’t begrudge him the rest for a second.
He just wishes he could sleep too.
Hours later, Ilya jerks awake to the sound of quiet, broken crying.
He’s instantly alert, heart in his throat. “Is it happening?” he asks, already pushing himself upright. “Are you in labor?”
Shane shakes his head hard, tears streaming down his temples. “No. They stopped around one.”
Ilya exhales sharply and pulls Shane into him, one arm wrapping around his back, the other settling over his belly.
Shane breaks.
“How am I supposed to know?” he sobs. “How am I supposed to know when it’s real if I’m contracting every night?”
His voice cracks. “What if I don’t catch it in time? What if I second-guess myself again and again and—”
Ilya presses his forehead to Shane’s, steady and grounding. “Hey. Hey. Listen to me.”
He cups Shane’s face, thumbs brushing away tears. “When it’s real, it won’t stop. It won’t give you a break and say ‘never mind’ like this.”
Shane hiccups. “You don’t know that.”
“I do,” Ilya says softly but firmly. “Because your body is already telling us when it’s not real.”
He kisses Shane’s hair. “And when it is real, we go. Even if we’re wrong. Even if it’s false alarm again. We go.”
Shane’s shoulders shake. “I don’t want to keep crying like this.”
Ilya holds him tighter. “Cry. I am here. I am not tired of you. I am not leaving. I will sit through every single fake-out with you.”
Shane presses his face into Ilya’s chest, breathing him in. “I’m so scared.”
“I know,” Ilya whispers. “Me too.”
They stay like that for a long time—Shane crying himself empty, Ilya anchoring him in the dark—until the tears finally slow and the house grows quiet again.
And even then, Ilya doesn’t let go.
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  The next few weeks blur together into something exhausting and repetitive.
Irregular nighttime contractions.

Ilya hovering constantly.

Shane counting down days until his due date while feeling like he’s been pregnant forever.
By the time he’s only days away, Shane feels enormous—like a house with limbs. He’s exhausted beyond reason, short-tempered, and so sleep deprived that everything feels like an insult. His body hurts everywhere at once, and the world feels personally offensive about it.
One afternoon, Shane falls asleep on the recliner in the living room, cocooned awkwardly with pillows jammed under his belly and behind his back. When he wakes, it’s not from pain or a contraction.
It’s from relief.
Shane blinks awake, confused, and takes a slow breath.
Then another.
For the first time in months, his lungs fill completely.
“No way,” he murmurs.
He groans as he pushes himself upright, bracing his lower back as he stretches carefully to his feet. His belly feels… different. Heavy, yes, but no longer lodged up under his ribs like a personal vendetta.
Ilya walks into the room mid-stretch, a chocolate bar in hand, and stops short when he sees Shane standing there, hands on his back, face scrunched in confusion.
“You dropped,” Ilya says simply, taking another bite.
Shane frowns. “I… what?”
It clicks a second later.
“Oh.”
Shane waddles down the hall toward their bedroom, ignoring Ilya’s quiet laugh, and stops in front of the full-length mirror. He turns sideways and stares.
His belly is unmistakably lower.
Shane slides both hands under the curve of it and exhales. “Oh my god. I can breathe.” He pauses, then groans. “Cool. So now it’s all in my back instead.”
Ilya finishes the last of his chocolate and steps up behind him, close enough that Shane feels his warmth immediately. Ilya leans down, presses a kiss just behind Shane’s ear, and murmurs, “Can I try something?”
Shane nods. “Yeah. Sure.”
Ilya gently guides Shane’s arms out of the way and presses his front fully against Shane’s back. He bends his knees, reaches both arms beneath Shane’s belly, and slowly—carefully—lifts.
The relief is instantaneous.
Shane gasps and collapses backward into Ilya with a broken sound. “Holy fuck,” he breathes. “That feels so good.”
Ilya adjusts his grip, holding the weight steadily. “Look at you,” he murmurs into Shane’s ear. “Carrying my babies. Doing all the hard work.” He exhales softly. “God, I can’t believe how heavy they are. Your poor back.”
Shane’s knees go weak as he leans fully into Ilya, hands gripping Ilya’s forearms. “Don’t you dare let go.”
Ilya smiles against Shane’s neck. “Just think,” he continues, teasing but gentle. “They’ll be in our arms soon enough. And maybe I’ll fuck another baby into you after.”
Shane scoffs weakly. “You’ll be lucky if we ever have sex again after this.”
Ilya chuckles and gives Shane’s ear a playful bite before warning softly, “Okay. I’m going to lower you.”
The moment the weight settles back onto Shane’s spine, his breath catches. His eyes sting instantly.
“Oh god,” Shane says, voice wobbling. He presses a hand to his belly and sniffles. “Please rub my lower back.”
“I’ve got you,” Ilya says immediately.
He slides his hands down, thumbs pressing deep into Shane’s aching muscles, slow and grounding. Shane closes his eyes, breathing through it, letting himself sag into Ilya’s chest again.
The babies shift, heavy and real.
Soon. Too soon.
And not soon enough.
Ilya finishes the massage slowly, deliberately, like he’s memorizing the feel of Shane under his hands. Shane exhales, shoulders dropping as the last of the tension eases.
He turns carefully to face Ilya, eyes soft. “I love you,” he murmurs, leaning up just enough to bridge the space between them.
Ilya bends down to meet him without hesitation. Their lips meet in a few short, gentle kisses—nothing rushed, nothing heated, just familiar and grounding.
“I love you too,” Ilya says when they pull apart, forehead resting briefly against Shane’s.
Shane takes a breath, then straightens as much as he can. “Let’s get this appointment over with.”
He waddles toward the entryway and pauses, glancing back. “Can you help me with my shoes?”
“Anything for you,” Ilya says immediately.
He follows Shane, drops to one knee, and helps guide Shane’s feet into his shoes while Shane steadies himself with his hands on Ilya’s shoulders. Once they’re on, Ilya leans in and presses a kiss to Shane’s belly, lingering there for a second before standing.
“Okay,” Ilya says softly. “Let’s go.”
He leads Shane outside, opens the passenger door of the Wagoneer, and waits until Shane is settled before closing it and heading around to the driver’s side. The drive to the clinic is quiet, calm in that anticipatory way—both of them aware this could be important.
Inside, they check in, and a nurse soon calls Shane’s name and brings them back to an exam room. Ilya helps Shane up onto the exam table, steady hands at his waist, and stays close while the nurse takes Shane’s vitals. When she leaves, the room settles into silence again.
Ilya breaks it first. “Do you think this is our last checkup,” he asks quietly, “or do you think there’ll be one more?”
Shane rubs his belly absentmindedly, feeling the weight of the twins shift. “This could be it,” he says after a moment.
Then, softer, almost to himself: “Are we even ready?”
Ilya reaches for Shane’s hand and laces their fingers together. “Yes and no,” he says honestly. “We’re prepared. But we’re also walking into a massive life change.”
He squeezes Shane’s hand gently. “We’re going from just us—and Anya—to two little people. Two humans we’re responsible for. All while balancing careers.”
Shane lets out a shaky breath. “What if I never make it back to hockey?”
Ilya frowns slightly and turns Shane’s face toward him. “Is that what you want?”
“No,” Shane says immediately, shaking his head. “Of course not. I just… how am I supposed to do both?”
Ilya doesn’t hesitate. “We’re rich,” he says bluntly. “We hire help. Caregivers. Plus your parents are nearby, and they’d love to babysit.”
Shane snorts despite himself. “I think the word you’re looking for is nanny, not caregiver.”
Ilya shrugs, utterly unbothered. “What’s the difference?”
Shane laughs softly, tension easing just a little as he squeezes Ilya’s hand—right as there’s a knock on the door.
Dr. Francis slips into the room with an easy smile and greets them both. “Hi, Shane. Hi, Ilya. How are we feeling today?”
Shane doesn’t even hesitate. “Ready to not be pregnant anymore.”
Dr. Francis laughs softly. “I figured that might be the answer.” She tilts her head, giving Shane a once-over. “You’ve dropped. I’m guessing you’re enjoying having your lungs back.”
“Oh, it’s incredible,” Shane says with a small chuckle. “Breathing is very underrated.”
“Alright,” the doctor says, washing her hands. “Let’s check the babies’ positions. I’m going to have you lie back, and I’ll use my hands to feel where they are.”
Shane exhales slowly as he eases back on the exam table. His nerves spike immediately, but he nods and lets the doctor work. Her hands press firmly into his belly—uncomfortable, bordering on painful—and Shane grips the edge of the table, focusing on steady breaths while she hums thoughtfully.
After a moment, she pulls away, satisfied. “Good news. Baby B has turned and feels head-down, and Baby A hasn’t moved. That means you’re cleared for a natural delivery—as long as nothing unexpected comes up during labor.”
Shane’s shoulders sag with relief. “Okay. Okay.”
“And speaking of labor,” she continues, glancing at his chart, “if you don’t go into labor on your own, I’d like to set an induction date.”
Shane swallows. “Alright. When?”
“How about the 20th?” she says. “A couple days past your due date. I don’t want you suffering longer than necessary.”
Shane half-laughs, half-groans. “Going past my due date sounds like a personal attack.”
Dr. Francis smiles sympathetically. “How often are you having Braxton Hicks?”
“At least a few every night,” Shane answers.
She nods. “In that case, I’d like to do a cervical check—if you’re okay with that.”
Shane’s breath hitches. “Is it… going to hurt?” He glances at Ilya like maybe he has insider information.
“It’s not comfortable,” the doctor says honestly. “More pressure than pain.”
Ilya shrugs gently. “We’ll get through it.”
Shane takes another breath. “Okay. Ilya—can you help me down?”
Dr. Francis sets a paper drape on the table. “Cover yourself with this. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Once she leaves, Shane’s nerves spike fully. His hands shake as he fumbles with his waistband.
“Hey,” Ilya murmurs, stepping in. “I’ve got you.”
He helps Shane out of his pants and briefs, guides him back onto the table, and covers him carefully. Then he cups Shane’s face with both hands, grounding him. “It’s okay. We knew this was a possibility. You’re going to be alright.”
Shane trembles, tears gathering. “What if I’m dilating and don’t know it? What if she makes us go to the hospital?”
Ilya smiles softly. “Then we go to the hospital. And we have our babies.”
He kisses the freckles under Shane’s eyes, then his forehead.
Shane pouts. “Kiss me.”
“I just did.”
“On my lips, smartass.”
Ilya chuckles and leans down, giving Shane a gentle, lingering kiss just as there’s a knock on the door.
Dr. Francis returns, sets up the stirrups, and talks Shane through each step, reminding him to breathe. The exam is quick but intense. When she finishes, she smiles.
“You’re at four centimeters, and your cervix is nice and soft.”
Shane’s eyes go wide. “Am I in labor?”
“Not yet,” she says calmly, patting his knee. “But if I had to guess? A day or two.”
She helps Shane get settled, writes the induction date on a card, and hands it to them. “Call my cell when you’re heading to the hospital.”
Then she’s gone.
Ilya helps Shane dress, steady and gentle, and they walk hand in hand back to the Wagoneer.
Once they’re inside, Shane’s composure finally cracks. His hands start shaking. “I’m going to have a baby.”
Ilya corrects softly, “You’re going to have two.”
Shane lets out a manic laugh that immediately turns into tears.
Ilya leans across the console, gripping the back of Shane’s neck, grounding him. “What do you need right now?”
Shane sobs, breath hitching. “I don’t know.”
Ilya nods, starts the car, and pulls out of the lot—already knowing exactly where he’s taking them.
Shane blinks a few times as the car keeps rolling past familiar turns. His brow furrows.
“This isn’t home,” he murmurs, voice still thick from crying. “Where are we going?”
Ilya keeps his eyes on the road, one hand steady on the wheel. “We’re going to relax.”
Shane lets out a watery huff. “That’s very vague.”
“Sit tight,” Ilya says softly. “I’ll tell you when we’re there.”
Shane wants to argue, but the steady hum of the engine, the gentle sway of the car, and the emotional crash finally catch up to him. He sniffles once, then twice—and before he realizes it, his eyes drift shut.
When he wakes, the car isn’t moving.
“Hey,” Ilya murmurs, gently shaking Shane’s shoulder. “We’re here.”
Shane blinks awake, disoriented, then looks out the window.
The cottage.
“Oh,” he breathes. “Why are we here?”
Ilya shrugs as he climbs out and comes around to Shane’s side. “Change of scenery felt like a good idea.”
He helps Shane out of the car carefully, one hand firm at his waist, the other steadying Shane’s elbow. They move slowly inside, the familiar quiet of the cottage wrapping around them like a blanket. No city noise. No ticking clocks. Just stillness.
For the next few hours, Ilya doesn’t let Shane lift a finger.
He runs a bath in the jacuzzi tub, checking the temperature twice before helping Shane ease in, kneeling at the edge to wash his hair and kiss his damp forehead. He rubs lotion into Shane’s aching back and hips until Shane is boneless with relief. He orders food without asking—hard-boiled eggs, Shane’s current obsession—and peels them for him, setting them neatly on a plate.
Shane soaks it all in.
The warmth.

The care.

The quiet way Ilya keeps one hand on him at all times, grounding him.
For a little while, Shane almost manages not to think about Dr. Francis’s words—a day or two—and the way his body feels like it’s holding its breath, waiting.
The sun sinks low outside the cottage windows, painting the lake in muted golds and bruised purples. Shane exhales slowly as the familiar tightness rolls through his abdomen again.
Braxton Hicks, he thinks tiredly.
He presses a hand to his belly, jaw tightening. He can’t even fully enjoy being here if his body insists on running drills all night. He doesn’t bother timing them anymore—what’s the point? He already knows the pattern. They’ll harass him for hours and then, like clockwork, ease up sometime after midnight.
Ilya notices the change in Shane’s posture immediately and guides him toward the master bedroom without a word. They get under the covers, and Ilya pulls Shane close, big spoon to Shane’s smaller, rounder frame.
Ilya nuzzles into Shane’s hair and neck, purring softly as he rubs his cheek against Shane’s temple, scenting him in that grounding, instinctive way that usually melts Shane right down.
Shane sighs, content despite everything, and closes his eyes. He focuses on Ilya’s warmth, the steady rise and fall of his chest, the solid certainty of him.
Sleep, he tells himself. Please.
Time slips by in fragments.
An hour.

Then another.
Shane’s eyes stay stubbornly open.
Another contraction tightens his belly, radiates into his back, and he bites down on a groan so he doesn’t wake Ilya. He shifts slightly, then freezes when it doesn’t help. His body feels heavy and wired at the same time, exhausted but unable to let go.
Beside him, Ilya is dead asleep now, breathing deep and even. Somewhere in the night, he’s loosened his hold, rolled just enough that Shane no longer feels that constant anchoring contact.
Shane stares at the dark ceiling, one hand resting on his belly, feeling the twins move lazily as if utterly unconcerned with the misery they’re causing.
“I’m so tired,” he whispers to no one.
Another contraction grips him, stronger than the last, and Shane squeezes his eyes shut, breathing through it alone, listening to the quiet of the cottage and the distant lapping of water against the shore.
Midnight feels like it’s still impossibly far away.
And Shane gives up on the idea of sleep.
Carefully, he rolls onto his side and pushes himself upright, pausing when another tightening pulls across his abdomen. He waits it out, then swings his legs off the bed and stands, one hand braced on his lower back.
Walk it off, he tells himself. And maybe find eggs.
He shuffles into the bathroom first, relieves his bladder, washes his hands, then makes his way toward the kitchen. Halfway there, a contraction hits hard enough to steal his breath.
Shane freezes, gripping the edge of the counter as his belly goes rock-hard beneath his hand. He leans forward, breathing slow and deep, riding it out until it crests and finally eases.
“Okay,” he mutters, rubbing his belly when it’s over. “Rude.”
He opens the fridge and stares inside until he spots it—still there. A full dozen hard-boiled eggs. Relief floods him.
Shane grabs the entire carton and sets it on the counter. He peels one, eats it, peels another, eats that too. He doesn’t even bother sitting. The rhythm is almost mindless—peel, eat, breathe, repeat.
Before he realizes what he’s done, the carton is empty.
Shane burps, unapologetic, and sets the shells aside.
“Don’t judge me,” he tells the quiet kitchen.
He waddles into the living room and lowers himself onto the couch, fumbling for the remote. He puts something on—doesn’t really matter what—and glances at the clock.
12:23 a.m.
Good, he thinks, settling back with a hand on his belly. They should stop soon.
He rubs slow circles over the stretched skin, feeling the twins shift lazily, as if completely content to let him suffer a little longer.
“Any minute now,” Shane murmurs, trying to convince himself as he waits.
An hour passes. Then another.
Then four.
And the contractions don’t fade the way they always have.
If anything, they’re getting sharper—no longer just tight and uncomfortable, but painful in a way Shane hasn’t felt yet. They dig into his back and wrap around his belly with intent, stealing his breath and making it harder to ride them out the way he’s practiced.
Shane shifts on the couch, heart beginning to pound.
Okay… okay.
He tries the breathing again. Slow in. Slow out.
It barely helps.
A thought worms its way in, unwelcome and terrifying: Should I wake Ilya? Is this… labor?
They’re hours from Ottawa. From the hospital. From everything familiar.
Just as Shane starts to push himself up, another contraction crashes into him—stronger than the last. It builds fast, sharp enough that he can’t keep quiet this time.
A broken sound tears out of him. A low groan that turns into a gasp as he curls forward, clutching his belly.
“Oh—oh god—”
That’s when it hits him.
This isn’t stopping.
This isn’t Braxton Hicks.
This is real.
The contraction peaks and Shane yells, voice cracking, “Ilya!”
There’s a loud thud from down the hall—like a body hitting the floor—followed by frantic, uneven footsteps.
Ilya stumbles into the living room moments later, hair wild, eyes unfocused, clearly dragged out of sleep. He stops short when he sees Shane folded over on the couch, breathing hard, tears streaking down his face, hands locked around his belly.
“Oh shit,” Ilya breathes, suddenly wide awake. “This is it, isn’t it?”
Shane nods desperately as the contraction begins to ease, chest heaving. “I—I think so.”
Ilya’s hands hover, then settle—one on Shane’s back, one over his belly. “How far apart are they?”
“I—I don’t know,” Shane sobs. “I didn’t time them.”
Ilya blinks. “Why not?”
“Because I thought it was just—just another night,” Shane cries. “I thought they’d stop like always.”
Ilya swallows hard, then nods once, decisive. “Okay. Okay. Come on.”
He helps Shane to his feet, steadying him as another wave threatens to knock the breath from his lungs. They move slowly but urgently back toward the bedroom, grabbing clothes, tugging things on with shaking hands.
Ilya kneels automatically to help with Shane’s shoes.
Shane swats his hands away, panicked. “Forget the shoes. We have to go. Now.”
Ilya freezes for half a second, then scoops them up anyway. “Fine.”
He guides Shane outside, supports him into the passenger seat, and is in the driver’s seat moments later, engine roaring to life.
They’re barely out of the driveway when another contraction hits.
Shane whimpers, body curling inward as he reaches blindly for Ilya. “Ilya—”
“I’ve got you,” Ilya says immediately, grabbing Shane’s hand and squeezing tight. “I’m right here.”
Shane crushes his fingers, breathing ragged as his body takes over—doing what it’s been preparing for all along.
And as the cottage disappears behind them and the dark road stretches out ahead, Ilya drives faster than he ever has in his life, one hand locked with Shane’s, both of them bracing for the moment everything changes.
The first hour of the drive is… manageable. Barely.
Shane forces himself to focus, to do what he should’ve done earlier. He times the contractions as best he can between breaths and clenched teeth, phone shaking in his hand.
Three minutes.
Four.
Then three again.
“They’re… coming fast,” Shane pants, voice breaking as he reclines his seat further, knees spread instinctively as another wave tightens his belly hard enough to make him groan. He grips the door handle with one hand and Ilya’s with the other whenever he can reach.
Ilya keeps his eyes on the road, jaw tight, voice calm by sheer force of will. “Breathe with me. In—out. I’ve got you.”
Another contraction hits and Shane cries out softly, forehead pressing into the window. “I hate this. I hate this so much.”
“I know,” Ilya says. “I know.”
Then it clicks.
“We need to call Francis.”
Ilya taps the mounted phone with shaking fingers and dials, putting it on speaker. When Dr. Francis answers, Ilya doesn’t waste time.
“We’re on our way. About an hour out. Shane’s contractions are three to four minutes apart.”
There’s a pause, then Dr. Francis says firmly, “Okay. Drive safely. If you’re not close and Shane starts feeling strong pressure—like he needs to push—pull over and call an ambulance.”
Shane goes pale. “I don’t want to give birth in the Jeep.”
“I know,” Ilya says quickly, ending the call. He reaches over and squeezes Shane’s hand. “I’m going to get us there. As fast and as safe as I can.”
Another contraction slams into Shane and he whimpers, curling inward. “Please.”
“I promise,” Ilya says, voice fierce now. “I will get you to the hospital.”
The road stretches endlessly ahead of them, dark and unforgiving, the clock ticking down in painful increments as Shane’s body does exactly what it was always going to do—ready or not.
The next half hour is agony.
Shane’s cries fill the car—raw, broken sounds that tear out of him every time another contraction rips through his body. He’s lost all rhythm now, breathing turning frantic, hands clawing at the seat as sweat slicks his skin.
“I—I feel sick,” Shane gasps, swallowing hard.
Ilya’s heart lurches. “Do you need me to pull over?”
“No—” Shane pants. “Maybe— I don’t know—”
Another contraction slams into him and Shane lurches forward. “Yes—pull over now!”
Ilya hits the brakes and jerks the car onto the shoulder just as Shane rips the door open and vomits onto the side of the road. Ilya is out of the car instantly, one hand bracing Shane’s shoulder, the other rubbing slow circles into his back, feeling utterly useless as Shane retches.
When it passes, Shane wipes his mouth with a shaking hand, breath coming in sobs. He slumps back into the seat.
“Okay,” he says weakly. “Let’s—let’s go.”
Ilya doesn’t argue. He closes Shane’s door and gets back in, hands white-knuckled on the wheel, and eases them back onto the road as carefully as he can.
Ten minutes.
That’s all it takes for everything to change.
Shane’s groans deepen—no longer just pain, but effort. His body starts bearing down without his permission. Then, suddenly, Shane grunts hard and goes terrifyingly still.
“Shane?” Ilya asks, glancing over. “Breathe. Hey—what’s happening?”
Shane gasps, chin dropping to his chest. “We’re—not—” He sobs. “We’re not making it.”
Another unstoppable surge tears through him and Shane cries out, voice breaking. “Oh my god—oh my god—I think— I think the head’s out.”
Ilya’s stomach drops.
He glances down and sees it—the dark, spreading wet patch on Shane’s pants.
“Okay,” Ilya says, adrenaline flooding him. “Okay. I’m pulling over.”
He barely waits for a safe shoulder before stopping, throwing the car into park and grabbing his phone. He’s out of the driver’s seat and at Shane’s side in seconds, hands shaking as he dials emergency services and puts it on speaker.
“Emergency services, what’s your location?”
“My husband is in labor,” Ilya says, voice tight but clear. “Twins. We’re on the side of the highway. He says baby’s head is out”
“Okay,” the dispatcher says calmly. “Stay with me. Help is on the way. I need you to listen carefully.”
Ilya drops to a crouch beside Shane, cupping his face, pressing his forehead to Shane’s. “I’m here,” he whispers fiercely. “You are not doing this alone. I’m right here.”
Shane sobs, gripping Ilya’s arms as his body takes over completely.
There, on the side of a dark road, with sirens still far away, everything they’ve been waiting for finally begins.
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  Shane is barely aware of Ilya’s voice anymore—just noise at the edges of everything—as another contraction swells and takes over completely.
He pants, vision tunneling, body shaking as instinct hijacks him.
Somewhere close, Ilya is saying something sharp and urgent into his phone. Shane doesn’t catch the words. Then he feels hands at his hips, tugging his pants down, air hitting skin that feels stretched past anything reasonable.
“Ilya—” Shane whimpers, just as the next urge hits.
It’s overwhelming. Inevitable.
Shane bears down with a broken cry, gripping the edge of the seat, whole body folding inward around the effort.
“Oh my god,” Ilya yells, voice cracking. “Holy shit—lyubov, our baby is right there. I’m touching their head.”
Shane doesn’t process that. He can’t. He pushes again, a guttural sound tearing out of him as his body does exactly what it was built to do.
And then relief.
Sudden, shocking, almost dizzying relief.
Followed immediately by a sound.
Small. Wet. Sharp and unmistakably alive.
A cry.
Shane sobs, chest heaving, blinking through tears as he looks down past the curve of his belly. Ilya is crouched between his legs, shaking, tears streaming down his face as he cradles a slick, squirming newborn in his hands.
“It’s a boy,” Ilya chokes out. “Holy shit—Shane—I’m holding our son.”
Sirens wail in the distance now, but they fade into the background as Shane reaches out weakly, arms trembling.
“Ilya,” he whispers. “Please. Give him to me.”
Ilya nods frantically, careful, reverent as he lifts the crying baby and places him against Shane’s chest, mindful of the cord still connecting them. He rips his own shirt off and drapes it over their son, hands shaking as he helps Shane cradle him.
The baby’s cry softens, turning into small, breathy noises as he settles against Shane’s warmth.
Shane breaks completely.
Tears pour down his face as he looks at his son—dark hair plastered to his tiny head, fists clenched, mouth opening and closing as he learns the world.
“Oh,” Shane sobs. “Oh my baby.”
Ilya presses his forehead to Shane’s temple, crying openly now, one hand steady on Shane’s shoulder, the other hovering protectively over their son.
“You did it,” Ilya whispers, voice wrecked. “You did it. He’s here.”
Shane can barely breathe, barely think—only feel the weight of this tiny life against his chest, the truth of him, the miracle of him.
Their son is here.
The sirens swell, loud enough to cut through the fog in Shane’s head—and right on cue, another contraction slams into him.
“No—no, no,” Shane groans, curling instinctively around his baby boy, every muscle protesting. “I can’t— I can’t do this again yet.”
“I know,” Ilya says, voice shaking but steady with purpose as he leans away just long enough to wave both arms wildly. “I know, lyubov.”
The ambulance skids to a stop behind the Wagoneer, red lights flashing across the dark road. Doors fly open. Medics spill out.
“He’s got another baby inside,” Ilya blurts as they rush over. “Twins. He’s contracting again.”
“Sir, I need you to step back,” one of them says gently but firmly.
“No,” Shane cries, panic surging as hands move in, as they start maneuvering him. “Ilya—don’t go!”
“I’m here,” Ilya says immediately, voice breaking. “I’m not leaving you.”
They work fast—too fast for Shane to process—carefully lifting him, baby and all, onto the stretcher. The world tilts, spins, lights flashing overhead. Shane clutches his son tight, sobbing through another wave of pain.
“Ilya!” he cries again, terrified as they start rolling him toward the ambulance.
One of the medics glances at Ilya, recognition flickering across their face. “We can have someone drive your vehicle so you can ride with him.”
“Yes,” Ilya says instantly. “Please.”
Shane sobs in relief when Ilya climbs into the back of the ambulance with him, hands immediately finding Shane’s again as the doors slam shut and the sirens start back up.
The medics move with calm precision—checking vitals, assessing both Shane and the baby in his arms.
Then the pressure builds again.
Stronger. Lower.
“I—I gotta push,” Shane gasps, eyes wide. His body shifts on its own, one leg bracing back. “I have to—”
“Try not to push,” a medic urges, already positioning themselves between Shane’s legs. “Just breathe for me—”
But Shane’s body doesn’t listen.
He cries out, a raw, animal sound, and bears down as Ilya grips his hand, stunned, helpless, watching in awe and terror as Shane pushes again.
“Shane—” Ilya sobs.
“I know,” Shane pants. “I know—I’m sorry—I—”
“Head’s out,” the medic announces quickly.
Two more pushes.
Then relief crashes over Shane again, almost dizzying in its intensity.
A cry—different from the first, higher and fierce—fills the ambulance.
“It’s a girl,” the medic says, smiling as they catch her. “You’ve got a girl.”
Ilya breaks.
Full-on sobbing, shoulders shaking, hand clamped over his mouth as he watches the medics clear her airways, wrap her tight, cut both cords. Shane barely has time to register it all before exhaustion hits him like a wall.
The medics work efficiently—passing the baby to another set of hands, helping Shane through the placentas while the ambulance barrels toward the hospital.
By the time they arrive, Shane is shaking uncontrollably, adrenaline draining fast. Everything blurs.
He’s moved again—transferred from stretcher to bed—voices overlapping as he’s wheeled into Labor & Delivery. Hands palpate his abdomen, firm and necessary, and Shane cries out sharply, tears streaming.
“Ow—please—please stop—”
“We know,” a nurse says gently. “I’m sorry. We just need to make sure you’re okay.”
“Ilya,” Shane sobs. “My babies—I want Ilya—I want my babies.”
“They’re safe,” the nurse assures him, brushing Shane’s hair back. “We’re going to get you set up in a room and bring them to you. I promise.”
The bed slows, then stops, and suddenly Dr. Francis is there—moving fast, purposeful, already gloved.
“Hey, Shane,” she says gently, one hand bracing his thigh as she assesses him. “Talk to me. How are you feeling?”
“Empty,” Shane croaks weakly. “And… everything hurts.”
She gives him a sympathetic smile as she checks him carefully, efficient but kind. “That’s normal. You did something incredible tonight.” She straightens. “You’ve got some minor tearing, but nothing severe. Bleeding looks controlled. Your babies are being checked over right now—they’re doing great.”
Shane’s eyes flutter. “Ilya?”
“Soon,” Dr. Francis promises. “Let’s get you cleaned up and comfortable first.”
She motions, and two nurses step in, voices low and soothing as they help Shane sit up. His legs shake violently as they guide him to stand just long enough to get him into a thick padded liner. Shane catches a glimpse of it—a diaper—and his face burns.
“I’m sorry,” he whispers, humiliated and exhausted.
“Oh, honey,” one of the nurses says softly, already stripping away his damp clothes with practiced care. “Nothing to be embarrassed about. You just had twins.”
The other nurse holds up a gown. “Arms up for me.”
Shane complies shakily—and that’s when he notices it.
Warmth.
He looks down, startled, just in time to see damp spots blooming on the fabric over his chest.
“Oh,” he breathes, overwhelmed.
One of the nurses notices immediately and smiles at him, gentle and reassuring. “That’s your milk coming in. We’ll get you to your babies real soon, okay?”
Shane nods, tears slipping free again as they settle him back into the now-clean bed.
They wheel him down a quiet hallway. Shane turns his head weakly, trying to peer into the nursery as they pass—desperate to catch even a glimpse of them—but the bed keeps rolling, too fast, and the room slips past before he can see anything.
Then they stop.
The door opens to a spacious recovery room—soft lighting, two recliners positioned on either side of where the bed will be, a loveseat across from it, and a large window with the curtains pulled back just enough to let moonlight spill in.
They guide his bed into place and adjust the rails.
“Try to rest,” one nurse says. “We’ll bring your husband and babies as soon as they’re ready.”
Shane nods, barely able to keep his eyes open now—but the moment they leave, the room feels impossibly empty.
He turns his head on the pillow and lets out a broken sound.
“Ilya,” he whispers, voice barely there.
The exhaustion crashes over him like a wave, but the ache in his chest is sharper than any physical pain. He needs Ilya. Needs to know they’re all here. All okay.
Tears slip down his temples as he waits, trembling and hollow and utterly undone—just holding on long enough for his family to come back to him.
—
Shane wakes to a small, broken sound.
A whimper.
His eyes fly open as memory slams back into place all at once—the road, the pain, the cries, the ambulance. The hospital. The babies.
His chest tightens as he sucks in a breath and realizes the room is washed in early morning light. Pale gold spills in through the window, soft and unreal.
There’s movement to his left.
Shane turns his head and finds Ilya sitting in the recliner beside the bed, shoulders hunched protectively around a tiny bundle. A blue knit hat peeks out from the blanket, impossibly small.
Their son.
Ilya is murmuring to him in Russian, voice low and reverent, eyes locked on the baby’s face like he’s afraid to blink. The whimpering grows louder, the baby wriggling, fists bunching near his chest.
Ilya stiffens.
“Hey—hey—” he whispers, panic creeping in as the baby fusses harder. “Shh, papa’s got you—”
Then he looks up. His eyes meet Shane’s.
They immediately fill.
“Oh,” Ilya breathes, standing so fast the recliner rocks. He’s at Shane’s side in two strides, bending down and kissing Shane everywhere—forehead, cheeks, temples—over and over. “ya tebya lyublyu,” he murmurs brokenly. “I love you. I love you. I’m so glad you’re okay.”
Shane’s throat tightens. “Hey,” he whispers. “I’m okay.”
“I can’t believe we have our babies,” Ilya chokes out. “I thought—” He swallows hard and presses his forehead to Shane’s. “You scared me so much.”
Shane lifts a shaky hand to Ilya’s cheek. “Can I… can I hold him?”
Ilya blinks, then nods immediately. “Of course.”
He carefully transfers the baby into Shane’s arms, guiding his head, making sure he’s settled. The weight is tiny but real, warm and alive. Shane’s breath catches as he looks down at his son—dark hair, scrunched face, mouth rooting instinctively.
“Oh,” Shane whispers. “Hi.”
The baby lets out another small whine, squirming.
“He’s hungry,” Ilya says softly. “The nurse said they can bring bottles if you don’t want to—” He hesitates. “If you’re not feeding by breast.”
Shane’s face goes pink. “I… I can try.” He swallows. “I was leaking earlier.”
Ilya’s eyebrows shoot up. “Really?”
“Don’t make it weird,” Shane mutters, then glares when Ilya’s mouth quirks. “Do not.”
“Can I see?” Ilya asks, half-curious, half-awed.
“No,” Shane scoffs, then sighs and fumbles with the buttons on the front of the gown. “Okay, fine—don’t comment.”
He exposes one nipple, already damp, and Ilya exhales softly. “Wow,” he says, stunned. “You really are leaking.”
Shane scowls. “I swear to god—”
“Sorry,” Ilya says quickly, hands up. “Just—wow.”
Shane adjusts the baby, awkward and careful, trying to guide his son toward his chest. The baby fusses, mouth searching, missing.
“Okay,” Shane whispers, breath shaky. “Come on, buddy.”
He tries again, heart pounding, hands trembling just a little.
“Take your time,” Ilya murmurs, right there beside him, one hand hovering near Shane’s arm in case he needs help. “You’re doing great.”
Shane swallows, nods, and gently presses again—hoping, desperately, that this is one thing his body will know how to do.
The baby finally latches.
It’s not graceful—there’s a second where Shane thinks he’s missed again—but then there’s suction, a tiny determined pull, and suddenly his son is eating like he’s been offended by the delay. He lets out these soft, indignant little noises as he feeds, grunting and huffing like he’s got something important to say about the situation.
Shane laughs weakly, breath hitching with it. “Oh my god,” he whispers. “You’re so loud.”
Ilya’s face crumples into something radiant and wrecked all at once. “He sounds like me,” he says softly, pride bleeding through the exhaustion.
Shane looks down at their son—at the tiny hand fisted against his chest, the little jaw working—and something in him settles. Not everything. He’s still sore, still shaky, still overwhelmed. But this—this feels right.
Then he hears it.
A soft grunt. Another. A frustrated little sound.
Shane’s eyes lift and track the noise across the room to the hospital bassinet near the window. Inside, a pink-hatted bundle is wriggling with surprising force, little limbs flailing like she’s trying to fight the air itself.
“Oh,” Shane breathes. “Hey.”
He looks up at Ilya. “Can you bring her here?” His voice wobbles, but there’s a smile tugging at it. “I’ll try to feed her too.”
Ilya nods immediately, reverent again. He crosses the room carefully, scoops their daughter up like she’s made of glass, murmuring something soft in Russian as she squirms and protests being moved.
He brings her back and hovers. “Tell me what you need.”
Shane shifts as carefully as he can, adjusting his son so he’s still secure before reaching out for their daughter. When Ilya places her in Shane’s other arm, the weight—so similar, so different—nearly knocks the breath from him.
Two.
“I can’t believe there’s two of you,” Shane whispers.
Their daughter fusses, rooting instinctively, and Shane mirrors what he just did, guiding her gently. It takes a moment—another grunt, a tiny squeak—
Then she latches too.
She’s quieter than her brother, but no less determined.
Shane exhales, something close to a sob and a laugh tangled together. He looks down at both of them—one noisy, one focused—and feels the room tilt.
“Ilya,” he whispers. “Look.”
Ilya’s already crying again, one hand pressed to his mouth, the other hovering like he can’t decide which miracle to touch first.
“I’m looking,” he says hoarsely. “I don’t think I’ll ever stop.”
Shane can’t stop staring.
Now that they’re both settled and feeding, he finally lets himself really look—really take them in instead of just holding on and surviving the moment.
His breath catches.
“Holy shit,” he whispers.
Both babies have freckles.
Tiny, faint speckles dusted under their eyes and across the bridge of their noses, just like his. Shane laughs softly, disbelief curling through his chest, and tears spill again without warning.
“Oh my god,” he murmurs. “They have my freckles.”
Ilya leans closer, eyes shining as he looks from one baby to the other. “They do,” he says quietly. “Just like you.”
Shane’s gaze shifts to their daughter first. She’s lighter—soft curls already springing damply against her scalp, pale brown edging toward blonde. Her eyes are open now, unfocused but bright, a hazel that flashes gold and green when the light hits just right.
She looks like Ilya.
Shane swallows hard. Then he looks down at their son.
Dark hair, already thick and sticking up at odd angles. His eyes are mostly brown, deep and warm—but when he shifts, Shane notices it. One eye has a fleck of green in it, unmistakable.
“Oh,” Shane breathes. “Look at that.”
Ilya huffs a wet laugh. “Of course he has that.”
“They’re—” Shane chokes up. “They’re both us. But different. Completely different.”
Two people. Two entire humans. Already so distinct.
Ilya leans down then, unable to resist any longer, and kisses Shane—long and deep and grounding. It’s not hurried or desperate; it’s full, steady, real. When he pulls away, his forehead rests against Shane’s.
“We need to choose names now,” Ilya says softly.
Shane laughs through his tears. “You’re serious.”
“I am very serious,” Ilya replies, eyes flicking fondly to the babies. “I don’t want to keep calling them ‘baby’ and ‘other baby.’”
Shane snorts. “Fair.”
He looks down again, heart squeezing painfully tight. “Okay,” he says, voice trembling but sure. “Okay. Let’s name them.”
He glances up at Ilya. “Our son first?”
Ilya nods, hand settling over Shane’s where it rests protectively against both tiny bodies. “Our son.”
The room feels impossibly quiet and sacred as they look down together—two exhausted parents, two brand-new lives—finally ready to give their babies the names they’ve been carrying all along.
“Mika,” Shane says softly. “Mika Davian.”
Ilya’s breath catches. He smiles in that quiet, stunned way that only ever shows up when something hits him right in the chest. “Strong,” he murmurs. “Perfect.”
Shane shifts his gaze to their daughter, still tucked close, lashes fluttering as she finishes nursing. “And… Rhea Yurina.”
Ilya closes his eyes for a second at that. When he opens them, they’re glossy. “They’re all with us in that,” pointing out Yuna, David, and Irina having special honor in their grandchildren.
Shane nods, throat too tight to answer. “They’re ours,” he manages.
Both babies slow almost in sync, mouths relaxing, tiny bodies going soft and heavy with that boneless newborn exhaustion. Shane exhales carefully.
“Okay,” he whispers. “Ilya—can you grab Rhea? I’ll burp Mika.”
“Yeah,” Ilya says immediately.
They move like they’ve been doing this forever, even though it’s only been minutes. Ilya takes Rhea gently, settling her against his shoulder, one hand supporting her head as he pats her back with surprising confidence. Shane mirrors him with Mika, careful and reverent, smiling when Mika lets out the tiniest indignant burp.
“There it is,” Shane murmurs. “Good job, bud.”
Ilya laughs quietly when Rhea answers with a softer, more polite burp. “She’s already more refined than him.”
Shane snorts. “She gets that from you.”
They fall into a brief, peaceful silence—just the sound of breathing, the weight of two newborns, the soft hum of hospital life outside the door.
Then Ilya clears his throat gently.
“We need to figure out when to tell Yuna and David,” he says. “They’re going to want to come by. See you. See their grandchildren.”
Shane pauses, looking down at Mika’s dark hair, then over at Rhea curled against Ilya’s chest.
“They still don’t know it’s twins,” he says quietly.
Ilya’s mouth curves. “They are going to lose their minds.”
Shane huffs a tired laugh. “I kind of want to see their faces.”
“Me too,” Ilya admits. Then, softer, “But only when you’re ready.”
Shane leans back against the pillows, exhausted but calmer than he’s felt in weeks. “Maybe later today,” he says. “Once I’ve slept. Once I don’t feel like I might cry if someone breathes too loudly near me.”
Ilya nods. “We’ll give you time.”
He glances down at Rhea, then back at Shane. “You did something incredible.”
Shane swallows. “We did.”
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  Later that evening, the room has settled into that soft, dim hospital quiet—lights low, the air warm, everything smelling faintly like baby soap and clean linens.
Ilya sits in the recliner to the left of Shane’s bed, rocking gently with a tiny bundle tucked against his chest. Mika is swaddled tight, blue hat pulled down over his little head, his face mostly hidden except for a squished cheek and a tiny fist that keeps escaping the blanket like he’s offended by the concept of containment.
Ilya watches him like he still can’t believe he exists.
Shane, on the other hand, is on shaky legs beside the bassinet. He’s moving slowly, carefully, trying to ignore the soreness and the weird, hollow after-feeling of having had two babies inside him only hours ago. Rhea lies on the changing pad, pink hat on, her legs bicycling furiously as Shane fumbles through the diaper tabs with clumsy, exhausted hands.
“Okay,” Shane murmurs, half to himself. “You’re… wiggly. You’re so wiggly.”
Rhea kicks like she’s trying to prove a point.
Ilya huffs a quiet laugh from the recliner. “She is athlete already.”
“Shut up,” Shane mutters, but there’s no heat in it. He smooths the clean diaper into place and fastens it, then pauses, breathing through a dull ache in his back. “There,” he whispers to her. “Much better.”
Just as Shane reaches for the wipes, there’s a knock at the door.
Ilya’s head lifts immediately. He carefully adjusts Mika higher on his shoulder—instinctive, protective—and rises from the recliner.
“I’ll see,” Ilya murmurs, already moving.
He opens the door.
Yuna and David stand on the other side.
Yuna’s eyes are bright, anxious, and swollen like she’s been holding back tears for hours. David looks the same—trying to be steady, failing at it. The moment they see Ilya, something in both of them loosens.
“Oh, thank god,” Yuna breathes, stepping forward.
Ilya greets them quietly, voice still raw from everything. “Hi.”
And then Yuna’s gaze drops.
Her face changes completely when she sees the bundle in Ilya’s arms.
“Oh—” she whispers, hand flying to her mouth.
David steps closer beside her, eyes widening. “Is that—”
Ilya shifts slightly, letting them see.
Mika squirms and makes a small noise, his mouth puckering like he’s gearing up to complain.
Yuna lets out a sound that is absolutely a sob. “Oh my god.”
She reaches out, stopping short like she’s afraid to breathe too hard. “He’s so—he’s so tiny.”
David’s eyes shine as he leans in, voice rough. “That’s… that’s your baby.”
Ilya’s mouth twitches like he doesn’t know whether to laugh or cry again. “Yes.”
Yuna looks up at Ilya, tears spilling now. “Is Shane—”
“He’s okay,” Ilya says quickly. “He’s—he’s inside.”
Yuna nods, swallowing hard, but she can’t stop staring at the baby. Her whole body is pulled toward him like gravity.
“What’s his name?” David asks quietly.
Ilya’s expression softens. “Mika,” he says. “Mika Davian.”
Yuna’s breath catches so sharply it’s almost a gasp. Her eyes fill instantly.
“Mika,” she repeats, reverent. Then her gaze flicks to David, and she places a hand on his arm like she needs to hold him up too.
David blinks hard, throat working. “Davian,” he whispers, voice cracking. “Oh.”
Ilya nods once, tight and proud. “Yes.”
Behind them, Shane finishes fastening the onesie and wipes his hands. He carefully scoops Rhea up, settling her against his chest. She makes a tiny squeak and then goes quiet again, curling into him like she belongs there—because she does.
Shane turns toward the door, and that’s when Yuna finally notices him.
She’s still mid-gush, still teary-eyed over Mika, when her gaze lifts past Ilya’s shoulder.
She sees Shane.
She sees the baby in Shane’s arms. And her jaw drops.
For a full beat she just stares, frozen like her brain can’t process what her eyes are telling her.
“…Shane?” she says faintly.
David’s head turns, following her line of sight.
He sees Shane standing there—pale, exhausted, still moving like his body is tender—and in his arms, a second swaddled baby.
David’s eyebrows shoot up so fast it’s almost comical.
“There’s—” he starts, then stops, then tries again. “There’s another one?”
Ilya’s mouth quirks, exhausted and helplessly amused.
Shane manages a tired, wobbly little smile.
“Hi,” Shane says. “Yeah.”
Yuna stares at the baby in Shane’s arms like she might pass out on the spot.
“…There’s two,” she whispers.
Shane nods, voice quiet. “There’s two.”
Yuna makes a strangled sound between a laugh and a sob.
“Oh my god,” she breathes again, like the words are the only thing holding her together as the reality finally lands.
Her eyes bounce between Shane, the baby in his arms, and Ilya holding Mika like he’s afraid to let go even for a second. Her mouth opens, closes, opens again. She lifts a hand, drops it, then finally lets out a breathy, disbelieving laugh.
“You—” she starts, then stops, then presses her fingers to her lips. “You had two.”
Shane huffs weakly. “Surprise?”
David lets out a stunned laugh of his own, shaking his head slowly. “You two are unbelievable.”
Yuna steps closer, eyes softening as she looks at the baby in Shane’s arms. “What’s her name?” she asks quietly.
Ilya answers before Shane can, voice warm and steady. “Rhea. Rhea Yurina.”
Yuna freezes.
Her hand goes to her chest like the name physically struck her there. “Yurina…” she whispers, eyes going glassy. “Oh. Oh, sweetheart…”
She looks at Shane then, really looks at him, and her face crumples. She steps forward carefully and wraps her arms around him, mindful of the baby, holding him as gently as possible.
“I love you,” she says fiercely, voice breaking. “I love you so much.”
Shane swallows hard, nodding into her shoulder. “I love you too.”
She pulls back just enough to look at him, eyes wet but glowing, then turns and reaches for Ilya. She pulls him into a careful hug as well, one hand pressed between his shoulder blades.
“I love you too,” she tells him. “Both of you.”
Ilya exhales shakily and hugs her back, eyes shining. “We love you.”
When she finally pulls away, Yuna wipes under her eyes and straightens, taking a steadying breath.
“Okay,” she says, suddenly businesslike in the way only a grandmother can be when emotions threaten to overwhelm her. “Let’s all sit before someone passes out.”
She gestures toward the chairs and bed. “Come on. We’re not meeting our grandbabies standing up.”
David nods in agreement, already moving a chair closer. “Absolutely not.”
Ilya helps Shane ease back onto the bed, careful and slow, while Yuna settles into the chair beside him. David sits near Ilya, eyes never leaving the babies.
When Shane carefully passes Rhea into Yuna’s waiting arms, Yuna inhales sharply and cradles her like something sacred.
“Oh, hello, little one,” she murmurs. “Hello, Rhea.”
Rhea squirms, lets out a tiny squeak, then settles.
David leans in, eyes misty. “She’s beautiful.”
“And loud,” Ilya adds, glancing down at Mika as he fusses again. “Very loud.”
David chuckles. “Sounds familiar.”
Yuna shifts carefully in her chair, Rhea tucked against her chest, and watches Shane for a long moment—like she’s trying to memorize him alive and here and okay. Then she clears her throat softly.
“So,” she says, voice gentle but shaky at the edges, “how did… how did labor go?”
Shane’s mouth opens, then closes. He looks at Ilya like you tell it, because even thinking about it makes his stomach twist.
Ilya tightens his hold on Mika and exhales through his nose. “He did not know he was in labor.”
Yuna blinks. “What do you mean he didn’t—”
“We were at the cottage,” Ilya continues, steady but still keyed up beneath the calm. “Shane had been having those false contractions every night. He thought it was that again. He did not wake me until pain got… really bad.”
Shane groans, tipping his head back against the pillow. “Because it was that,” he mutters, then looks at his parents, defensive and exhausted. “For days. Every night, I’d contract for hours and then it would stop. Like clockwork. I didn’t want to—” He swallows. “I didn’t want to freak everyone out for nothing.”
Yuna’s eyes widen. David’s brows knit hard.
“And then last night it didn’t stop,” Shane says quietly. “It just… kept going. And it started hurting. Like, hurting.”
David leans forward. “So you told Ilya and you went in?”
Shane gives him a look that’s half laugh, half misery. “We tried.”
Ilya’s jaw works. “We got in the car. I called Dr. Francis. She told us if Shane felt pressure—like he had to push—we needed to pull over and call an ambulance.”
Yuna inhales sharply, already bracing herself.
Shane nods, eyes going distant. “I threw up on the side of the road,” he says flatly. “Then we got back on the highway, and ten minutes later I—” He swallows hard. “I felt the pressure.”
His voice cracks on the last word.
Yuna gasps, hand flying to her mouth. “No…”
Shane’s eyes sting. “I didn’t know I was going to give birth on the road,” he says, almost incredulous even now. “I thought we had time. I thought we’d make it to Ottawa. And then suddenly I wasn’t… in charge anymore.”
David’s face goes pale. “Jesus, Shane.”
Ilya looks like he’s still seeing it when he blinks. “He yelled that the head was there,” he says quietly. “And the ambulance was still minutes away and Shane was pushing and I—” He stops, breath hitching.
Then his shoulders lift, and pride cuts through the fear in his voice.
“I helped deliver Mika,” he says.
Yuna makes a sound like a sob. “You—”
Ilya nods once, eyes shining. “I caught him,” he says simply, like he’s still shocked he can say those words. “Right there. On side of the road. And then Shane held him. And then the ambulance came and—” His throat tightens. “And then Shane delivered Rhea in the ambulance.”
The room is silent for a beat, stunned by the sheer impossibility of it.
David exhales hard, rubbing his face. “You two…”
Shane lets out a breath that’s almost a laugh, but it wobbles. “Yeah,” he whispers. “Not exactly how I pictured it.”
Yuna reaches out and squeezes Shane’s forearm carefully, tears sliding down her cheeks. “Oh, sweetheart,” she whispers. “You must have been terrified.”
Shane nods once, eyes wet. “I was.”
Ilya steps closer to the bed, one hand settling on Shane’s shoulder—anchoring, claiming, reassuring. “But he did it,” Ilya says, voice rough. “He brought them here.”
Yuna looks down at Rhea, then over at Mika, her face breaking into the softest, fiercest smile.
“You brought them here,” she echoes, reverent.
And Shane, exhausted to the bone, looks at his parents and manages a tiny, trembly smile back.
“Yeah,” he whispers. “We did.”
Yuna and David linger as long as they’re allowed to—hovering, fussing, memorizing every tiny sound and stretch their grandchildren make.
Eventually a nurse gently reminds them of visiting hours, and Yuna sighs like she could argue but knows better.
“We’ll go,” she says reluctantly, smoothing Rhea’s blanket one last time. “But we’re staying at your place tonight with Anya.”
David nods. “And we’ll stay as long as you need. First week, two weeks—whatever you want.”
Shane’s eyes soften. “Thank you.”
Yuna leans down and kisses his forehead carefully. “You did so good, sweetheart.”
Then she hugs Ilya, firm and emotional. “Take care of them.”
“I will,” Ilya promises.
When they finally leave, the room feels quieter, but not empty. Just settled.
Shane exhales slowly and sinks back into the pillows. After a moment, he glances at Ilya. “So…”
Ilya tilts his head. “So?”
“Are you ready to make the announcement?” Shane asks softly.
Ilya smiles immediately, warm and sure. He leans down and kisses Shane, slow and full. “I’m ready when you are.”
Shane nods. “Okay. Grab the blanket.”
Ilya knows exactly which one he means.
He pulls the black-and-red blanket from their bag—the one with the crossed hockey sticks stitched into the center, the one they bought months ago half-jokingly, half-dreaming. He spreads it carefully over the hospital bed, smoothing every wrinkle like this part matters. Like everything matters.
Then, together, they lift their babies.
Mika first—grumbling softly, fists curled near his chin.
Then Rhea—sleepy and pink, limbs loose and warm.
They place them side by side, nestled between the crossed sticks.
Shane’s breath catches.
“They’re perfect,” he whispers.
Ilya nods, eyes shining. “They really are.”
They take a few photos, careful not to disturb them too much. A few angles. One where Mika’s tiny hand brushes Rhea’s sleeve. One where her face is turned slightly toward her brother.
Then they gently tuck them back into their bassinets.
Ilya helps Shane settle back into bed, adjusting the pillows, pulling the blanket up around his waist. They sit shoulder to shoulder, phones in hand, scrolling through the pictures.
“This one,” Shane says softly.
Ilya smiles. “Yeah. That one.”
Shane uploads it first.
No long caption. No explanations. Just:
They’re here.
Ilya doesn’t add words at all—just posts the same photo.
And somewhere out in the world, phones begin to buzz.
Shane silences his phone without even looking at the screen.
“I’m going to try and sleep,” he murmurs, already exhausted down to his bones.
Ilya nods softly. “I will too.”
They shift carefully, making room for each other in the hospital bed. Ilya’s one arm wrapping protectively around Shane’s shoulders while Shane tucks himself close.
For a few moments they just breathe together—slow, grounding breaths—until sleep finally claims them both.
The night passes in a blur of soft cries and dim lights.
Mika wakes first, fussing loudly enough to stir them both. Shane feeds him slowly, eyes half-closed, while Ilya changes Rhea’s diaper and rocks her gently. Then, almost on cue, Rhea wakes and Mika drifts off, and they switch again.
They fall into an awkward but determined rhythm.
Shane feeds.

Ilya changes, burps, soothes.

They whisper to each other in the dark, trading tired smiles and quiet encouragements.
“You’re doing great,” Ilya murmurs at one point, pressing a kiss to Shane’s temple.
“You too,” Shane whispers back, voice thick with exhaustion and affection.
It isn’t perfect. It isn’t graceful. But it works.
And when morning finally comes, it feels like a small miracle that they made it through the night.
A nurse comes in to check vitals, then another. The babies are weighed, examined, pronounced healthy and strong. Shane is checked carefully, reassured again that everything looks good.
Finally, Dr. Francis returns with a smile.
“You’re all cleared to go home.”
Shane exhales so hard he almost laughs.
Ilya squeezes his hand. “Home.”
The word feels unreal.
They dress the babies slowly, carefully, fumbling with tiny sleeves and socks that seem impossibly small. Shane watches with watery eyes as Ilya buckles Mika into the car seat, double-checking every strap. Rhea follows, bundled up snug and warm.
By the time they’re wheeled out of the hospital, Shane is floating.
The sun is higher now. The air feels different.
As Ilya opens the car door and helps Shane inside, he leans in and kisses his forehead. “Now we take them home.”
The doors close. The car starts. And it’s not just the two of them anymore.
Ilya keeps both hands on the wheel, glancing up at the rearview mirror every few seconds to check on the car seats behind them. Mika and Rhea sleep soundly, bundled in their blankets, unaware that they’ve just changed the entire shape of the world.
Shane is exhausted in a way he’s never known before. His body aches, his lower back throbs, and every bump in the road reminds him he gave birth barely a day ago—but there’s a strange calm settling in his chest.
They’re really going home.
When they pull into the driveway, Shane exhales slowly. Ilya parks and hops out first, already moving around to help Shane before he can even open the door himself.
“Easy,” Ilya murmurs, bracing him gently. “I’ve got you.”
Shane grips his arm as he stands, legs a little shaky, but steady enough. David is already outside, moving carefully down the walkway.
“Hey,” he says softly. “Welcome home.”
Anya bursts through the door behind him, tail wagging so hard her entire body wiggles. She skids to a stop when she sees the carriers, head tilting, ears up.
“Easy, girl,” Ilya murmurs, crouching beside her. “Gentle.”
Anya sniffs the air, curious but calm, then leans into Ilya when he scratches her head. She seems satisfied, trotting back toward the door like she’s decided everything is acceptable.
Shane lets out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.
They carry the babies inside carefully. Yuna stands near the doorway, hands clasped together, smiling softly. She doesn’t rush forward—just watches, eyes shining.
“Home,” she says quietly. “Finally.”
Shane nods. “Yeah. Home.”
They move into the living room, and they set the carriers down gently while Ilya adjusts the blankets. Yuna hovers close but respectful.
“You look exhausted,” she says gently to Shane.
He huffs a weak laugh. “That’s putting it nicely.”
David chuckles. “You did give birth on the side of the road.”
“Still not over that,” Shane mutters.
They share a soft laugh, the tension easing just a little.
Shane carefully lifts Rhea from her carrier, instinctive now, and carries her upstairs toward the nursery. Yuna follows quietly with Mika. The room is warm and softly lit, the cribs waiting just as they’d left them.
Shane lays Rhea down, adjusting her blanket, then steps back and exhales.
“I can’t believe they’re actually here,” he murmurs.
Yuna places a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You did so well, sweetheart.” She then turns and places Mika in the other crib.
That nearly breaks him.
After a moment, Shane turns back toward the hallway, hands already aching, body heavy.
“I’m going to shower,” he says quietly. “Just… get the hospital off me.”
Ilya looks up immediately. “Want help?”
Shane shakes his head, smiling faintly. “I’ll be okay. I just need a few minutes.”
Ilya nods, understanding. “I’ll stay with them.”
Shane heads down the hall, moving carefully. The house feels different now—fuller, warmer, alive in a way it never was before.
He enters the en suite bathroom and flicks on the light. The brightness feels too harsh after the dim quiet downstairs, but he doesn’t have the energy to care. He turns the shower on first, letting the water start to warm while the fan hums overhead.
Then, slowly—carefully—he starts to undress.
Everything aches in a low, deep way. Not sharp pain, not panic, just the bone-tired soreness of a body that has been stretched, torn, and pushed past its limits. He peels off his clothes and then pauses when he gets to the padded liner.
He hates how it makes him feel.
He grips the edges and pulls it down gingerly, wincing at the damp tug. The fabric is heavy and warm and soiled. Shane folds it up immediately—tight, neat—so he doesn’t have to look at it, so he doesn’t have to acknowledge the blood stains. He drops it into the trash bin with a soft thud.
His face heats anyway. Then he turns to the mirror.
For a second, he just stares.
His abdomen is still distended, rounder than it should be now that the babies aren’t inside him. The skin looks loose, stretched thin in places, mapped with fresh stretch marks that catch the light when he shifts. His body doesn’t feel like his. It feels… borrowed. Bruised. Tender.
Shane lifts a hand and touches the skin cautiously.
It’s sore. Everywhere.
He drags his fingertips lightly over one of the marks and swallows hard, trying not to spiral.
How long is it going to take?
Not just to heal—to feel normal again. To feel strong again. To get back on the ice. He signed with the Centaurs to bring them a Cup, and now he’s standing here in a bathroom with a sore, swollen body, wondering how the hell he’s supposed to become that person again.
Then another thought hits.
How long does the bleeding last?
He exhales slowly, forcing himself to breathe through the worry.
Google it later, he tells himself. Just… not right now.
The shower is steaming now. Shane steps into it carefully, letting the warm water cascade over his shoulders and down his back. He closes his eyes and leans into it, grateful for the heat loosening the tightness in his muscles.
He washes himself with a light touch, careful around every tender spot. The water stings in places, but it also helps—like it’s rinsing away some of the hospital, some of the fear, some of the last few days that still cling to him like a film.
When he’s finished, he shuts the water off and stands there for a moment, dripping, breathing.
Then he dries off slowly and pulls on a fresh padded liner, cheeks heating all over again even though no one is here to see it. After that, sweats—loose and soft—and a button-up sleep shirt that doesn’t press too tightly against his chest or stomach.
He looks human again.
Shane makes his way back downstairs, moving slowly, one hand brushing the railing as he goes. The living room is quiet except for soft, rhythmic movement.
Ilya is sitting on the couch with both babies in his arms, one tucked into each side like he was built for this. Anya is curled at his feet, head on her paws, ears flicking once when Shane enters.
Shane’s chest tightens at the sight.
He walks closer, careful not to disturb them, and stops at the end of the couch.
“Did Mika and Rhea wake up?” he asks softly.
Ilya looks up, eyes warm and tired. He nods his head and murmurs, “Yeah. Both of them. They are fighting sleep, it seems.”
Shane exhales a quiet laugh, sinking carefully onto the couch beside him.
“They’re really ours,” Shane murmurs.
Ilya kisses the top of his head. “Yeah. They are.”
Shane shifts carefully, easing himself deeper into the couch cushions as he reaches for Mika. Ilya transfers him slowly, both of them instinctively careful, like they’re handling something made of glass. Mika settles against Shane’s chest with a tiny huff, one fist curling into the fabric of Shane’s shirt.
There’s something grounding about the weight of him. Real. Warm. Alive.
Shane exhales and lets himself lean into Ilya’s side, their shoulders brushing.
He glances down at his phone, finally noticing the screen lighting up over and over again.
Messages.
So many messages.
Coach is first — short and blunt, but warm.
Coach: Congrats, Hollander. Hell of a way to bring two new players into the world. Take care of your family. We’ll handle things here.
Shane swallows around the lump in his throat.
Troy’s message is next, predictably loud even through text.
Troy: HOLY SHIT TWO OF THEM?? Congrats man. Proud of you. Tell them their uncle Troy already bought them tiny jerseys.
Luca’s is softer.
Luca: So happy for you and Ilya. They’re beautiful already, I know it. Rest up.
Hayden’s comes in right after.
Hayden: Jackie and I are losing our minds over here. Twins, man. You survived birth — that’s badass. Let us know when you’re ready for visitors.
Jackie follows with a heart emoji and about a thousand exclamation points.
And then… JJ.
Shane hesitates before opening it.
JJ: Congrats, Shane. I know things were complicated, but I’m genuinely happy for you. They’re lucky to have you.
Shane lets out a slow breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.
He locks his phone and sets it face-down on the coffee table, eyes burning just a little.
“Everyone says congrats,” he murmurs quietly.
Ilya hums beside him, shifting slightly so Rhea settles more comfortably against his chest. “They should. You did something incredible.”
Shane snorts softly. “I just… existed in pain for a while.”
Ilya turns his head and presses a kiss into Shane’s hair. “You carried them. You protected them. You brought them into the world.” His voice lowers. “That is not nothing.”
Mika squirms, letting out a small noise, and Shane instinctively tightens his hold, rocking gently. The movement comes naturally, like his body remembers something ancient.
He looks down at his son’s face — the tiny nose, the faint freckles already peeking through, the soft rise and fall of his chest.
“I can’t believe they’re real,” Shane whispers. “I kept thinking it wouldn’t hit me until later.”
Ilya smiles faintly. “It hit me the moment you screamed at me on the side of the road.”
Shane huffs a weak laugh. “Yeah, okay. Fair.”
They sit like that for a long moment — exhausted, overwhelmed, and strangely peaceful. The house is quiet except for the soft breathing of two newborns and Anya’s tail thumping lazily against the floor.
Shane shifts again, careful of his sore body, and murmurs, “Hey… thank you. For everything. For not panicking. For catching our son.”
Ilya’s grip tightens just slightly around Rhea. “I would do it again in a heartbeat.”
Shane glances over at him, eyes shining. “I know.”
The weight in his chest eases — just a little — because they’re home, they’re safe, and their family is finally here.
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  The first week home is a blur of feedings, diaper changes, and short, fragile stretches of sleep. The days don’t feel real—just a cycle of tiny cries, feedings, soft blankets, and the constant scent of babies in the air.
Shane is deeply, overwhelmingly grateful that Yuna and David are there.
Yuna seems to have an instinct for when Shane is about to reach his limit. She’ll swoop in, gently take one of the twins, and tell him to go sit, or eat, or shower, or just breathe for a few minutes. David keeps the kitchen running, makes sure everyone is fed, and walks Anya twice a day without being asked.
It makes the chaos feel manageable. Safe.
Still, by the second day, Shane can’t help the itch under his skin. He feels soft. Slow. Out of rhythm with himself.
So he starts small.
Nothing intense—just gentle stretching in the mornings, a few light body-weight exercises during nap times, careful walks around the house with a baby strapped to his chest. He listens to his body, even when it frustrates him, even when everything feels weaker than it should.
He also orders a belly wrap online and puts it on the moment it arrives. It’s snug and supportive around his midsection, holding everything in place. He wears it constantly, adjusting it throughout the day.
“If this helps shrink things down faster,” he mutters one afternoon while tightening it, “I’m never taking it off.”
Yuna only smiles knowingly from the couch.
Shane also commits fully to breastfeeding. It’s exhausting—especially with two babies—but he read that it helps the uterus contract back down, and that’s all the motivation he needs. Every feeding becomes a mix of tenderness and determination, even when he’s sore, even when he’s tired.
But what really undoes him is Ilya. Shane thought he loved Ilya before. He was wrong.
Because this—this version of Ilya—hits differently.
Ilya with a baby strapped to his chest in a soft wrap, moving around the kitchen like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Ilya murmuring in Russian while he rocks Rhea. Ilya learning how to change diapers with careful, oversized hands. Ilya walking slowly through the living room at three in the morning, humming under his breath while Mika dozes against his shoulder.
It wrecks Shane in the best way.
One afternoon, Shane stands in the doorway and just watches as Ilya wipes down the kitchen counter with one hand, the other resting protectively over the baby wrap on his chest.
“You’re annoyingly good at this,” Shane says.
Ilya glances over. “At cleaning?”
“At… all of it.”
Ilya shrugs. “I like being needed.”
Shane’s chest tightens at that.
By day nine, things almost feel like a rhythm.
And that morning, Ilya’s phone rings.
He answers it in the kitchen while Mika is strapped to his chest and Rhea is asleep in the bassinet beside the couch. Shane is on the floor nearby, slowly stretching his legs while Yuna folds laundry.
Shane watches Ilya’s face change.
The playful softness fades into something more serious. Focused. Professional.
When Ilya hangs up, he doesn’t say anything right away. He just leans down and presses his face into Mika’s tiny head, inhaling deeply.
Shane already knows. “Coach?” he asks quietly.
Ilya nods. “Team barely made playoffs. He says they need me back.”
Shane exhales slowly. He expected this. They both did. But knowing it was coming doesn’t make it feel easier.
He pushes himself up off the floor and walks over, placing a hand on Ilya’s arm.
“We knew this could happen,” Shane says gently. “And my parents are here. They’ll help. It’ll be okay.”
Ilya doesn’t look convinced.
He pouts, actually pouts, as he gently scents Mika’s head again.
“I will retire,” he murmurs dramatically. “Become full-time child care giver.”
Shane huffs a laugh. “You’re not retiring.”
“I could. Stay home. Wear baby all day. Change diapers. Very domestic life.”
Shane knows he’s joking.
But the softness in Ilya’s eyes, the way he keeps touching Mika’s back, the way he keeps glancing at the bassinet where Rhea sleeps—it makes something warm and fragile bloom in Shane’s chest.
He steps closer and presses a kiss to Ilya’s cheek.
“You’d be very hot as a stay-at-home dad,” Shane murmurs.
Ilya smirks faintly. “I know.”
Shane rolls his eyes, but he can’t hide the smile. “When do you have to go back?”
Ilya doesn’t answer right away. He takes a slow bite of his bagel, chews, swallows, then says, “Tomorrow morning. Team flies to Chicago for the first two games.”
Shane nods once. It feels soon, but he expected it. Playoffs don’t wait for anyone—not even new dads.
He gives Ilya a small, reassuring smile. “Imagine the Centaurs winning the Cup this year.”
Ilya hums thoughtfully. “Would be nice. Marrying you, having babies, then winning Cup again.” He smirks. “What a life.”
He leans in and presses a soft kiss to Shane’s lips.
Before Shane can respond, a small series of grunts comes from the bassinet. Rhea wiggles, her face scrunching as she fusses.
Ilya glances over and smiles. “She’s all yours.” He nuzzles Mika’s head once more, breathing him in, then turns back to the counter to finish prepping his second bagel with Nutella.
Shane watches him for a second and mutters, “I’m so glad the cravings are over.”
He makes his way to the bassinet. “What’s up, Rhea?” he murmurs as he scoops Rhea into his arms.
He checks her diaper—still dry—then glances at his watch. It’s been a little while since her last feeding. Right on cue, she turns her head and begins rooting at his chest.
Shane chuckles. “Say no more, baby girl.”
He lowers himself carefully onto the couch and pulls his shirt up, guiding her to latch. She does immediately, eager and determined.
A few moments later, the familiar tightening rolls through his abdomen. His uterus contracts, just like it does every time he feeds one of the twins. It’s uncomfortable, but he reminds himself what it means.
Healing. Shrinking. Getting stronger.
I’ll be back on the ice before I know it, he tells himself.
He looks down at Rhea, her tiny face relaxed as she feeds, and a soft smile spreads across his face. He leans down and scents her gently, then presses a kiss to the top of her head.
Anya jumps up onto the couch beside him, tail wagging. She leans in to sniff Rhea’s feet. Rhea responds with a little kick, and Anya pulls back, startled, before cautiously leaning in again.
Shane watches closely, ready to intervene, but Anya just sniffs once more and then settles, resting her head on Shane’s leg with a quiet huff.
“Good girl,” Shane murmurs, using his free hand to pet her. “You’re doing so well with the babies. I’m sorry I haven’t been giving you as much attention.”
Anya immediately stands and climbs closer, licking his cheek enthusiastically.
Shane laughs and gently pushes her away. “Okay, okay—message received.”
He glances toward the kitchen. “Ilya, give your dog some attention.”
Ilya wanders into the living room, still chewing his bagel, a smear of Nutella at the corner of his mouth. He takes in the sight—Shane on the couch with Rhea, Anya draped across his leg—and lifts his brows.
“Why don’t we take babies on walk with Anya?” he suggests casually.
Shane glances up, considering it for all of half a second. “I actually love that idea. Let me burp Rhea and we can go.”
He shifts her gently against his shoulder and pats her back in slow, careful motions. Rhea squirms, lets out a small noise—and then suddenly spits up, warm milk running straight down Shane’s shoulder and the back of his shirt.
Shane freezes. “…Cool.”
Ilya snorts.
Shane grimaces. “Okay. That’s… a lot.”
Yuna appears like she’s been waiting for this exact moment. “Here, give her to me,” she says, taking Rhea with practiced ease.
Shane hands her over gratefully. “I’ll be right back.”
He hurries upstairs, peeling the damp shirt off with a soft groan. His body still protests every quick movement, but the thought of fresh air is enough motivation to keep him moving. He pulls on a clean T-shirt and makes his way back downstairs.
By the time he reaches the front door, Ilya is already outside. The duo stroller is set up neatly on the walkway, both babies bundled in. Anya stands at Ilya’s side, leash in hand, tail wagging in anticipation.
Shane steps out onto the porch, taking in the scene.
“Look at you,” he says. “All prepared.”
Ilya shrugs. “Efficiency.”
Shane walks down the steps and pauses beside him. “You want to push the kids or hold the dog?”
Ilya tilts his head. “What do you want?”
Shane doesn’t even pretend to think about it. He reaches for the stroller handle immediately.
Ilya huffs a quiet laugh.
They fall into step side by side, Shane pushing the stroller, Ilya at his shoulder with Anya trotting happily between them. The afternoon air is cool and fresh, and the neighborhood is quiet, just the distant sound of birds overhead.
Every so often, Shane glances sideways at Ilya.
Ilya catches the looks and smiles back, soft and private, like they’re sharing a secret no one else knows.
And for a little while, it’s just them—walking side by side, babies in front, dog at their feet.
By the time they finish their second lap around the block, Shane can feel the slow pull of exhaustion settling into his bones. The walk had felt good at first, but now his legs feel heavy, and his lower back is starting to ache again.
They turn into the driveway, Anya trotting happily beside them, and wheel the stroller up to the front door.
Yuna is already there, like she sensed their return. She opens the door with a soft smile, and David appears just behind her.
“How was the walk?” he asks.
“Good,” Shane says, though his voice is a little more tired than he intended.
Yuna takes one look at his posture, the way he’s leaning slightly into the stroller handle, and her expression softens. “Why don’t you two go get some rest,” she says gently. “We’ve got the babies.”
Shane straightens a little. “I’m fine,” he insists. “Really.”
Ilya glances at him, then back at Yuna, then back at Shane again. He can read the signs better than anyone.
“Let’s go take nap,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane opens his mouth to argue, then closes it. His body is already betraying him, shoulders slumping, eyelids heavy.
“…Okay,” he mutters.
Ilya takes the stroller from him and hands it off to David, who begins carefully unbuckling one of the babies.
“Sleep,” Yuna insists. “We’ll wake you when it’s time to feed them.”
Shane nods, too tired to protest anymore.
Ilya slips an arm around his waist and guides him inside. Shane leans into him without thinking, letting himself be steered toward the stairs.
Once they reach the bedroom, Shane barely makes it to the bed before sitting heavily on the edge of it.
“Told you,” Ilya murmurs, toeing off his shoes.
Shane huffs. “You’re smug for someone who was just talking about retiring to become a nanny.”
Ilya smirks. “Stay-at-home alpha. Very prestigious job.”
Shane rolls his eyes, but the smile is there. He crawls into bed, wincing slightly as he settles onto his side.
A moment later, Ilya joins him, pulling the blanket up and drawing Shane into his chest. Shane melts into the warmth, already drifting.
Ilya presses a kiss into his hair. “Sleep, omega.”
Shane mumbles something unintelligible against his chest.
Within minutes, they’re both out—curled together, the house quiet below them, their babies safe in the hands of family.
-
The next morning comes too fast.
Shane is propped up against the headboard, hair a mess, eyes still heavy with sleep as Mika feeds quietly in his arms. The room is soft with early light, the house still mostly silent.
Across the room, Ilya finishes packing. He zips up his suitcase and sets it by the door, then looks over at Shane and the baby.
“Send lots of pictures,” he says.
Shane smiles sleepily. “Sure thing. I’m going to miss you.”
Ilya walks over, leaning down to kiss him—slow, warm, unhurried. Shane melts into it. When they part, Ilya rubs Mika’s head gently, his expression soft.
Shane shifts a little. “Why don’t we take you to the airport? That way we have a little more time.”
Ilya thinks for a moment, then nods. “I want that.”
Mika unlatches with a soft sigh. Ilya carefully takes him from Shane’s arms.
“Get dressed,” Ilya says. “I’ll burp and change him.”
Shane nods and slides out of bed, moving a little stiffly. He heads into the bathroom first, changing his padded liner. He’s relieved to see the bleeding has slowed some. Small victories.
Back in the bedroom, he wraps the belly band snugly around his midsection, then pulls on a long-sleeved Henley and a pair of joggers.
When he makes his way downstairs, Ilya is already near the door with Mika, Rhea bundled in her seat nearby. Yuna sits at the table, focused on a crossword puzzle.
“We’re going to take the kids to drop Ilya off at the airport,” Shane tells her.
Yuna looks up immediately. “Do you want one of us to come with you?”
Shane shakes his head. “No, we’ll be okay. Just… be here when I get back, please.”
She smiles warmly. “Of course, sweetheart.”
Together, Shane and Ilya carry the babies out to the Wagoneer. The morning air is cool, and the driveway is quiet. They settle the twins into their car seats, checking the straps twice.
Ilya suddenly turns and jogs back inside. A moment later, he reappears with the diaper bag slung over his shoulder.
Shane slides into the driver’s seat while Ilya climbs into the passenger side. The engine starts with a low hum, and Shane carefully eases the car onto the road.
For a few minutes, it’s quiet—just the sound of the road and the babies’ soft breathing.
Then Ilya’s phone starts buzzing. And buzzing. And buzzing.
Shane glances over. “Everything okay?”
Ilya hums. “Word got out. Now team wants to meet Rhea and Mika.”
Shane’s brows lift. “Who did you tell?”
Ilya is quiet for a beat. “…Troy.”
Shane groans. “Who told Harris. Who probably told everyone else.”
Ilya shrugs slightly. “What is the deal? They’re excited.”
Shane gives him a look. “Their immune systems are basically nonexistent. The last thing we need is one of them picking something up from someone.”
Ilya thinks about that. “What about just seeing? Not holding?”
Shane sighs, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel as he thinks it over.
“…Fine. But you tell them to keep their distance. We’re not taking the babies out of the car. They can meet us in the drop-off lane.”
Ilya brightens. “Okay, sweetheart.” He immediately starts typing on his phone.
Shane shakes his head, half amused, half exasperated.
He still can’t believe Ilya sometimes. The babies are barely over a week old.
But to be fair, only Yuna and David have met them so far. And that’s different. Family. Safe. Familiar.
Shane glances in the rearview mirror at the two tiny bundles in their seats.
Too soon for crowds, he tells himself firmly. Way too soon.
Shane takes the exit toward the airport, following the signs for departures. The closer they get, the tighter his chest feels. It’s only two days, he reminds himself. Two days isn’t long.
Still, the car feels heavier with the knowledge that Ilya won’t be in the passenger seat on the way back.
He turns into the drop-off lanes—and immediately spots a cluster of familiar figures. The team is huddled together near the curb, a mix of jerseys, duffel bags, and coffee cups.
“Of course they’re all here already,” Shane mutters.
He finds an opening in the lane and slides into it smoothly. Before the car is even fully stopped, Ilya is out the door, waving the team over.
Shane shuts the engine off and carefully climbs out, closing the door behind him. He walks around to Ilya’s side just as the first teammates reach them.
“How you guys doing?”

“How’s dad life?”

“How’s Shane feeling?”
Shane answers politely, a little overwhelmed by the sudden attention but smiling anyway. “Tired. Sore. Happy. All the above.”
Ilya suddenly raises his voice to get everyone’s attention.
“No one comes too close,” he announces. “Hockey players are gross, and my babies are perfect. They don’t need your germs.”
A ripple of chuckles and playful complaints moves through the group.
“So,” Ilya continues, all business, “two at a time. You come to the door, you look, then you leave. Fast.”
More laughter.
Ilya opens the back door of the Wagoneer, standing like a guard at the entrance. The first pair of teammates step forward, peeking inside. Both babies are wide awake, eyes blinking at the new sounds and movement.
“Oh man,” one of them whispers. “They’re tiny.”
Shane bites back a smile as Ilya keeps things moving like a drill sergeant.
“Okay, done. Next two. Don’t breathe on them.”
The process repeats—two at a time, quick glances, quiet coos, and Ilya ushering them away before the cool air can get into the car for too long.
By the end, only Harris and Coach are left.
They step up together. Harris immediately softens, leaning just enough to see the babies without getting too close.
“Hey there, little ones,” he murmurs.
Coach watches them for a moment, then looks at Shane. “I hope you understand why we need Ilya on the ice so soon after their birth.”
Shane nods. “Of course. We need all hands on deck. I just wish I was cleared to be out there too.”
Coach hums. “Next season, for sure. You and Ilya running your training camp this summer?”
Shane nods. “Of course. We haven’t figured out the logistics yet, but I’m thinking we alternate days so the babies always have one of us at home.”
Ilya chimes in, “What about your parents or caregiver?”
Shane rolls his eyes. “Nanny, Ilya. And we haven’t even started the search for professional help yet.”
Coach nods. “It’ll be good to see you back on the ice. But make sure to enjoy this time with the twins. It goes fast. Next thing you know, they’re graduating high school.”
Ilya scoffs. “No way. They will always be babies.”
Shane laughs softly at that.
Coach claps his hands once. “Alright, time’s up. Head inside. Gate won’t wait.”
The team starts to move toward the terminal. Ilya turns back to Shane and pulls him into a tight embrace. Shane presses his face into Ilya’s shoulder, breathing him in.
They pull back just enough to kiss—slow and lingering.
Then Ilya leans into the back seat, pressing a gentle kiss to each baby’s head, scenting them quickly.
He straightens, grabbing his suitcase. “Two days,” he says. “Then I’m back home.”
Shane smiles, even though his chest feels tight. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Ilya hurries inside with the team, disappearing into the flow of travelers.
Shane watches him go for a second longer than he probably should. Then he hears a car horn behind him and jolts back into motion.
He slips back into the driver’s seat, shuts the door, and carefully merges into traffic.
Just him and the babies. Heading home.
By the time Shane pulls into the driveway, both babies are fussing in the back seat. The soft cries bounce around the interior of the car, and Shane feels the first real wave of overwhelm hit him.
He’s alone now.
No Ilya in the passenger seat. No warm hand reaching for his.
Just him—and two hungry, unhappy newborns.
He exhales shakily and puts the car in park.
Before he can even open his door, the front door swings open and David steps outside, already heading toward the car.
“Rough ride?” David asks gently as he opens the back door.
“A little,” Shane admits. “Rhea definitely needs to eat, and Mika might need a diaper change.”
David nods. “Got it.”
He carefully lifts Mika from his car seat, cradling him with practiced ease. “I’ll check his diaper.”
Shane takes Rhea and holds her close, her tiny cries softening as she presses against his chest. Together, they head inside.
David disappears toward the nursery with Mika, while Shane finds Yuna in the living room, sitting with Anya curled at her feet.
Shane lowers himself into the recliner with a tired sigh and pulls his shirt up, guiding Rhea to latch. She settles immediately, small hands flexing against his skin.
Yuna looks up from where she’d been petting Anya. “How did everything go at the airport?”
Shane shrugs lightly. “Alright. The team got to see Mika and Rhea briefly before we said our goodbyes. Coach asked about our training camp.”
Yuna hums thoughtfully. “Have you and Ilya talked about it yet?”
Shane shakes his head, eyes dropping to Rhea as she feeds. “Honestly? It didn’t even cross my mind. Isn’t that awful?”
Yuna’s expression softens. “Of course not. You’ve just had a major life change. Something falling between the cracks is bound to happen.” She gives him a reassuring smile. “And you both still have time before you really need to worry about it anyway.”
Shane nods slowly. “I think we need to start vetting nanny prospects.”
Yuna considers that. “When they’re this young would be a good time. That way they grow used to the person—whoever you end up hiring.”
She pauses, then adds gently, “But you know you have me and your father. We’d be more than happy to watch them whenever you need.”
Shane sighs, leaning back into the chair. “You guys have your own lives too. And once I’m back on the ice, mine and Ilya’s schedules are going to be crazy during the season. I can’t ask that much of you.”
Yuna purses her lips. “Alright. But whoever you hire needs to be okay with me and your father stopping by to visit whenever we want.”
Shane lets out a tired chuckle. “Of course. They’re going to have to be pretty flexible with a lot.”
David reappears from the nursery with Mika in his arms. The baby looks much calmer now, his diaper changed and his face relaxed against David’s shoulder.
David lowers himself onto the couch beside Yuna and adjusts Mika gently in his arms. “So,” he says, “what are we talking about?”
Yuna glances at him. “Nannies.”
David blinks. “For who—us?”
Shane laughs softly from the recliner. “No, Dad. For Rhea and Mika.”
David’s brows draw together. “Are me and your mother not doing enough?”
Shane’s smile fades into something softer. “That’s not it. You guys have been lifesavers. Seriously.”
Rhea makes a small noise, and Shane adjusts her slightly as she continues to feed.
“It would be more for during our training camp,” he continues, “and during the season when me and Ilya are on the road.”
David frowns, looking down at Mika. “Use us.”
Yuna pats his arm gently. “I already suggested that. He shot me down.”
Shane sighs. “Yeah, because you guys can’t be there twenty-four-seven. You’ve got your own lives to live too. I don’t want you rearranging everything just because we decided to have kids.”
David looks like he wants to argue, but instead he just glances down at Mika again, his expression softening.
“We’d do it,” he murmurs. “In a heartbeat.”
Shane’s throat tightens a little. “I know. And we’ll still need you. Just… not as the only option.”
Yuna nods thoughtfully. “A nanny for the busy stretches, and us for everything else. That sounds like a good balance.”
Shane gives a small, tired smile. “Yeah. I think so too.”
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  The first two Centaurs playoff games against Chicago blur together for Shane.
He tries to watch.
He really does.
The first game is playing on the TV while Shane sits on the couch with Rhea stretched across his chest, gently patting her back after another feeding. The commentators’ voices drift through the room, crowd noise swelling and fading, but Shane only catches pieces—an Ilya shift here, a replay there—before Rhea spits up again and demands his full attention.
By the time he cleans her up, Mika starts crying.
Not fussing. Crying.
The kind of cry that only stops when he’s held.
So Shane scoops him up, bouncing carefully despite the soreness still lingering in his body. He watches maybe thirty seconds of a power play before Mika settles, warm and heavy against him.
Chicago scores. Shane barely registers it.
The second game isn’t much better.
Rhea is spitting up more than usual, needing constant burping and repositioning. Mika refuses to be put down at all, wailing the moment Shane even thinks about setting him in the bassinet.
Shane tries to do it all himself. He really does.
He tells himself he should be able to handle this. He’s an elite athlete. He’s disciplined. Focused. Strong.
But newborn twins don’t care about discipline.
They care about comfort. And sleep. And being held.
By midway through the evening, Shane realizes he hasn’t eaten, hasn’t sat down properly, and hasn’t watched more than scattered moments of the game. His arms ache, his back throbs, and exhaustion presses behind his eyes.
Yuna quietly takes Rhea from him without a word.
David appears moments later with a plate of food and sets it in front of Shane.
“Eat,” David says gently.
Shane opens his mouth to protest—I’ve got it, I’m fine—but the words die before they leave his throat.
Because he isn’t fine. He’s overwhelmed.
He exhales shakily and sinks into the chair, watching his parents move through the room with calm efficiency—Yuna rocking Rhea, David pacing slowly with Mika until his cries soften.
And Shane realizes something important, something humbling.
He can’t do this alone. Not right now. Not yet.
The realization doesn’t feel like failure the way he feared it would. Instead, it feels like relief.
He leans back, finally allowing himself to rest for a moment, and watches his parents with quiet gratitude swelling in his chest.
He doesn’t know how they would be managing without them.
Shane lets himself fully lean on the support around him—and feels endlessly thankful that he doesn’t have to carry everything by himself.
Later that night, after both babies are finally asleep—Rhea swaddled tightly in the bassinet and Mika dozing against Shane’s chest—the house settles into rare quiet.
Shane barely has time to enjoy it before his phone lights up.
Ilya Calling
Shane answers immediately. “Hey.”
Ilya’s voice comes through tired but warm. “Hi, moy omega. How are my babies?”
Shane smiles faintly. “They’re good. Finally asleep.”
“And you?” Ilya asks.
Shane shifts carefully on the couch, trying not to wake Mika. “I’m good. We’re good. Just… adjusting.”
There’s a pause on the other end.
Too long.
Ilya hums softly. “Tell me again.”
Shane frowns. “What?”
“How things are going,” Ilya says gently.
Shane shrugs even though Ilya can’t see him. “They’ve just been a little cranky today. Normal newborn stuff. Nothing crazy.”
Another silence.
Shane already knows he’s been caught.
Ilya exhales. “Shane.”
“…What?”
“You are, what they say, covered in sugar.”
Shane huffs quietly. “I am not.”
“You are,” Ilya says immediately. “Your voice is tight. You are tired. And you did not complain about us losing, which means you did not actually watch game.”
Shane looks down at Mika’s tiny face and sighs.
“Okay,” he admits softly. “It’s been… hard.”
Ilya doesn’t interrupt.
“They’ve both been extra fussy,” Shane continues. “Rhea’s spitting up more. Mika refuses to be put down. I tried to handle everything myself and—” He laughs weakly. “Turns out I cannot clone myself.”
Ilya’s voice softens immediately. “You are not supposed to do it alone.”
“I know,” Shane murmurs. “Mom and Dad stepped in. I just… hate feeling like I can’t keep up.”
There’s a quiet rustle on the other end, like Ilya sitting down heavily.
“Listen to me,” Ilya says. “You carried twins. You gave birth on side of road. Your body is still healing. You are feeding two humans from your own body. You are doing enough.”
Shane’s throat tightens. “I just miss you,” he admits quietly.
Ilya exhales sharply. “I miss you too. Hotel is quiet. No babies. No dog. No you stealing blanket.”
Shane smiles faintly. “I do not steal the blanket.”
“You absolutely do.”
They sit in comfortable silence for a moment, just breathing together through the phone.
Then Ilya adds softly, “One more day. Then I come home.”
Shane presses a kiss to Mika’s head. “We’ll survive until then.”
Ilya hums. “You are stronger than you think.”
Shane leans back into the couch, exhaustion finally settling over him. “I love you.”
“I love you more,” Ilya replies gently. “Now try to sleep before one of them wakes again.”
As if summoned, Rhea lets out a small whimper from across the room.
Shane groans softly.
Ilya laughs quietly through the phone. “Go, papa. Duty calls.”
Shane smiles despite himself. “Talk tomorrow?”
“Always.”
The call ends, and Shane pushes himself up carefully—tired, overwhelmed, but just a little steadier after hearing Ilya’s voice.
Mika stirs against his chest, letting out a sleepy little grunt.
“Okay, buddy,” Shane murmurs.
He carries Mika up to the nursery. The soft glow of the nightlight casts warm shadows across the room—the two cribs side by side, tiny blankets folded neatly at the ends.
Shane lowers Mika into his crib slowly, one hand lingering on his chest for a moment to make sure he stays asleep. Mika wiggles once, then settles with a soft sigh.
Shane waits another heartbeat before stepping back.
Rhea’s fussing grows louder from the living room.
“I’m coming,” Shane whispers.
He hurries back, scooping her up before she can fully wake the house. Settling into the recliner, he opens his shirt and guides her to latch.
She feeds quietly this time, slower, calmer.
Shane leans back, exhaustion heavy behind his eyes as he watches her tiny lashes flutter. The rhythmic pull tugs gently at his abdomen, the familiar postpartum contractions still there but duller now.
He rubs her back absentmindedly, whispering nonsense comforts under his breath.
Rhea finishes sooner than expected, pulling away with a sleepy little sigh.
Shane burps her carefully over his shoulder, patting her back.
He braces himself—but no spit-up comes.
He lets out a relieved breath. “Thank you,” he murmurs to no one in particular.
He cuddles her against his chest for a few more minutes, rocking slowly until her body goes completely heavy with sleep.
When he’s sure she’s out, he stands and makes his way back to the nursery. He lowers her gently into her crib beside Mika, adjusting her blanket and watching both babies breathe for a moment longer than necessary.
Two tiny chests rising and falling.
Safe. Home.
Shane grabs the baby monitor from the dresser and slips quietly back into the hallway.
Tonight, he skips the nest. The real bed calls to him.
He walks into the bedroom, barely managing to pull the covers back before collapsing onto the mattress. His body sinks into it, muscles finally unclenching.
The monitor rests beside him, volume turned up just enough.
His head hits the pillow, and sleep takes him instantly.
 
The baby monitor crackles to life.
Anya is barking.
Shane jolts awake instantly, heart pounding before his brain even catches up. For a second he’s disoriented—dark room, unfamiliar silence without Ilya beside him—and then irritation flashes through the fog of sleep.
“Anya?” he mutters hoarsely.
Why is the dog in the nursery?
He grabs the monitor and stumbles out of bed, adrenaline already prickling under his skin. The barking grows louder through the open doorway down the hall—and now Mika is fussing too.
“Great,” Shane mutters, moving faster. “You’re going to wake both babies—”
He pushes into the nursery.
Anya stands rigid beside Rhea’s crib, barking sharply, tail stiff, nose pressed toward the mattress.
“Anya—hey!” Shane hurries forward, waving her away. “Out—”
He leans over the crib. And the world drops out from under him.
Rhea’s mouth is open, filled with spit-up. Her tiny body jerks weakly as she coughs and chokes, lips turning frighteningly blue.
For one frozen second Shane cannot move.
Then instinct slams back into place.
“Mom! Dad!” he screams.
He scoops Rhea up immediately, sitting her forward against his hand. Fluid rushes out of her mouth, spilling onto the floor, but she’s still struggling—tiny gasps, no real breath.
“No, no, no—come on, baby—”
He tries to clear her airway with shaking fingers, panic roaring in his ears.
“Mom! Dad! Please!”
Mika’s fussing explodes into full crying behind him.
Rhea still isn’t breathing right.
Terror floods him.
Shane lowers her carefully onto the floor and starts CPR, hands trembling as he counts through sobs.
“Please—please—please—”
Anya whines and pushes closer, sniffing frantically at Rhea’s head.
“Anya—move!” Shane cries, gently pushing her away before returning to compressions.
Footsteps thunder down the hall.
Yuna stumbles into the room first, David right behind her.
“Oh my god—what happened?” she gasps.
Shane shakes his head wildly. “Help me—help me—”
Yuna drops instantly beside him. Her voice becomes calm, focused. “Let me do this. You focus on Mika, okay?”
Shane hesitates, frozen, hands hovering uselessly.
David is already dialing. “Emergency services, yes—infant not breathing—”
Yuna takes over CPR smoothly, practiced movements replacing Shane’s shaking hands.
Shane backs away automatically, numb, barely breathing himself.
David squeezes his shoulder while speaking into the phone and nods toward Mika’s crib.
Shane turns.
Mika is screaming now.
Shane rushes forward, lifting him into his arms, rocking him instinctively while his eyes never leave Yuna and Rhea on the floor.
His entire body shakes.
He watches his mother work—compressions, breaths, calm instructions to David relayed through the dispatcher.
Every second feels endless.
Shane presses Mika against his chest, whispering through tears, “It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay…”
Rhea suddenly sputters.
A wet, garbled sound breaks from her tiny chest. And then she cries.
It’s weak. Hoarse. Wrong sounding.
But it’s a cry.
Yuna immediately lifts her upright, supporting her chest so she leans forward against her hand, gently patting her back as Rhea coughs again, clearing more fluid.
“There you go… there you go…” Yuna murmurs steadily.
Shane drops to his knees beside them, still shaking so badly he can barely focus.
“Is she okay? Mom—is she okay?”
Yuna doesn’t look away from Rhea, keeping her calm, practiced rhythm.
“We should have her checked out,” she says gently. “But look at her—she’s breathing. She’s crying. That’s a very good sign.”
Rhea lets out another raspy wail, tiny fists trembling.
Shane presses a hand over his mouth, tears spilling freely.
David disappears from the room as sirens cut off outside. Moments later the front door opens and heavy footsteps approach.
Two EMTs rush into the nursery.
“What happened?” one asks as they kneel beside Yuna.
The other gently takes Rhea, already assessing her airway and breathing.
Shane’s words tumble over each other.
“I—I came in and she was choking—there was spit up—she wasn’t breathing right—she turned blue—please help her—please—”
“We’ve got her,” one medic assures calmly, checking oxygen levels and listening to her chest.
Rhea cries again, still uneven, still strained.
The medic’s expression sharpens slightly.
“We’re taking her in.”
He moves quickly toward the door with Rhea secured against him while the second medic follows, gathering equipment.
Shane instantly moves after them. “I’m coming—”
David’s hand gently but firmly stops him. “Shane. Hey. Listen to me.”
Shane turns, frantic.
“Let’s get dressed first. We’ll head over together, okay? She’s in good hands right now.”
Shane’s chest heaves.
David nods toward Mika, still crying in Shane’s arms. “And Mika still needs you.”
That lands.
Shane swallows hard and carefully hands Mika to David before rushing from the room.
Everything feels unreal—his hands moving without thought as he throws on clean clothes, heart pounding so hard it hurts. Every second away from Rhea feels wrong.
When he returns to the living room, David is rocking Mika gently.
Mika quiets the moment Shane takes him back, instinctively settling against his chest.
“I’ve got you,” Shane whispers shakily, kissing his son’s head before quickly changing his diaper and fastening him into his car seat.
Yuna grabs her purse. David collects keys.
Within minutes they’re outside, loading into the Wagoneer. David takes the driver’s seat without question.
The engine starts. The drive begins.
The car is silent except for Mika’s small sounds and Shane’s uneven breathing from the backseat beside him.
Yuna turns slightly toward Shane. “Do you want me to call Ilya?”
Shane stares down at Mika, vision blurred with tears.
His voice comes out thin. “No… I should be the one to call.”
His hands tremble as he reaches for his phone.
He knows the moment Ilya answers, everything will become real.
The ringing feels endless.
One ring. Two. Three.
He almost pulls the phone away, convinced it’s going to voicemail.
Then a groggy voice answers, thick with sleep. “Shane? What’s wrong?”
The sound of Ilya’s voice breaks something open inside him.
Shane’s breath shatters.
“I—” His voice cracks immediately. “We’re— we’re going to the hospital—”
His words dissolve into uneven breaths.
“Shane,” Ilya says instantly, fully awake now. “Slow. Talk to me. What happened?”
Shane presses a shaking hand over his mouth, trying to steady himself.
“Rhea—” he chokes. “She—she aspirated on her spit-up.”
Silence.
Then Ilya asks carefully, confusion and fear creeping into his tone,
“…What does aspirated mean?”
Shane squeezes his eyes shut, tears slipping down his cheeks.
“She was choking,” he whispers hoarsely. “She wasn’t breathing right. Her lips were turning blue.”
There’s a sharp inhale on the other end.
“Oh my God.”
Shane hears rustling—bedsheets, movement, something falling to the floor as Ilya scrambles upright.
“Is she breathing now?” Ilya demands.
“Yes—yes,” Shane says quickly. “Mom got her breathing again. The EMTs took her ahead of us. We’re on the way now.”
Ilya swears under his breath in Russian, voice shaking despite how hard he tries to control it. “I’m coming home.”
“You’re in Chicago,” Shane says weakly.
“I don’t care.”
“Ilya—”
“I am not staying here while my daughter is in hospital,” Ilya says, voice firm, already moving. Shane can hear drawers opening, a suitcase zipper, frantic motion.
“Which hospital?”
Shane tells him.
“I’ll get the first flight,” Ilya says. “I’m leaving now.”
Shane nods even though Ilya can’t see him.
Mika squirms in his car seat beside him, tiny noises filling the space.
Shane’s voice breaks again.
“I was so scared,” he whispers. “I thought— I thought we lost her.”
Ilya goes quiet for a moment. When he speaks again, his voice is softer, raw.
“You saved her. You and your mother saved her.”
Shane shakes his head, tears falling faster.
“I froze.”
“You didn’t freeze,” Ilya says firmly. “You got her help. You are her papa. You did exactly what she needed.”
Shane presses the phone tighter to his ear, needing the sound of him.
“I need you here.”
“I’m coming,” Ilya promises immediately. “Stay with Mika. Stay with Rhea. I will be there as fast as possible.”
The car turns into the hospital entrance lights.
David pulls toward emergency drop-off.
“We’re here,” Shane whispers.
“I’ll call you as soon as I’m through security,” Ilya says. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
The call ends.
Shane barely remembers getting out of the car—only that suddenly he’s walking through bright hospital doors again, clutching Mika’s car seat while his heart races toward wherever his daughter is.
David barely slows as he approaches the front desk, urgency written across his face.
“Pediatrics,” he says quickly. “Our granddaughter was just brought in by ambulance.”
The receptionist types rapidly, eyes flicking between screens.
“Name?”
“Rhea Hollander-Rozanov,” Shane answers before David can, voice thin and tight.
The woman nods. “Pediatric emergency wing, down the hall, left at the elevators, then follow the blue line.”
They don’t waste another second.
Shane follows his parents through what feels like an endless maze of sterile hallways, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. Every step feels wrong — too slow, too heavy — like his body is lagging behind his fear.
Mika fusses behind him, small unhappy sounds coming from the car seat.
“I know, buddy,” Shane murmurs shakily. “I know.”
They reach the pediatric wing and approach another desk. Shane hands over his ID with trembling fingers.
“I’m her father.”
The nurse checks the computer, expression gentle but professional.
“She’s still being evaluated right now,” she says. “Please take a seat in the waiting area. Someone will come get you as soon as we have an update.”
Still being evaluated.
The words echo in Shane’s head.
He nods mutely and lets David guide him toward the waiting chairs.
The moment he sits, Mika’s fussing escalates into sharp cries.
Shane exhales shakily. “Okay, okay…”
He lifts Mika carefully from the car seat, instinct taking over even while his mind spins elsewhere. He checks the diaper first — dry.
“Alright… food then.”
With practiced motions, Shane opens the buttons of his shirt, adjusting Mika against his chest.
Mika latches immediately. Loudly.
The strong, rhythmic nursing sound fills the quiet waiting room. For a moment, it anchors Shane. Life continuing.
One baby safe in his arms while the other is somewhere behind hospital doors.
Yuna settles into the chair on his right. David sits on his left, leaning forward with clasped hands.
Yuna gently rubs Shane’s arm.
“You did everything right,” she murmurs softly.
Shane swallows hard, eyes glued to the hallway.
“I should’ve checked sooner,” he whispers. “I should’ve— I don’t know— stayed in there—”
“No,” Yuna says firmly but gently. “Babies spit up. You responded immediately. That’s what matters.”
Mika makes a satisfied little grunt while nursing, tiny hand flexing against Shane’s chest.
Shane looks down at him, tears blurring his vision.
“I almost lost her,” he says quietly.
David places a steady hand on Shane’s knee.
“But you didn’t.”
The waiting room feels unbearably still. Every time footsteps echo down the hallway, Shane’s head snaps up. Every nurse passing makes his heart jump.
Minutes stretch into something shapeless and endless.
Shane keeps one hand on Mika’s back, feeling each tiny breath rise and fall, grounding himself in the warmth and weight of his son while silently begging the universe to let his daughter be okay.
Across the city — across the country — Ilya is already racing toward them.
And all Shane can do now is wait.
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  The waiting stretches into something unbearable. Minutes blur into hours.
Shane barely moves from his chair, Mika sleeping against his chest after feeding, tiny breaths warm through Shane’s shirt. Every time the pediatric doors open, Shane’s head jerks up, hope and terror colliding in his chest.
Three hours.
Three agonizing, endless hours.
“Rhea Hollander-Rozanov?”
Shane is on his feet before the nurse even finishes speaking.
The sudden movement startles Mika awake, the baby letting out a confused cry.
“Mom—” Shane says breathlessly, already handing Mika into Yuna’s waiting arms. “Hold him—please—”
Yuna gathers Mika immediately while David squeezes Shane’s shoulder.
“Go,” David says gently.
Shane practically rushes after the doctor waiting by the doorway.
She leads him into a small private consultation room. The door closes softly behind them, muting the hospital noise.
The doctor turns toward him.
She’s a female omega, warm-eyed, wearing scrubs covered in tiny cartoon cats and dogs — an oddly comforting sight in the middle of Shane’s panic.
“Hi, Shane,” she says kindly. “I’m Dr. Klex.”
Shane nods, already crying quietly, bracing himself.
Dr. Klex sits across from him.
“First,” she says gently, “Rhea is exactly where she needs to be.”
Shane’s shoulders shake as relief and fear mix together.
“She received oxygen support when she arrived,” Dr. Klex continues calmly. “And we’ve placed a feeding tube temporarily because her swallowing reflex isn’t quite where we’d like it to be yet.”
The words land heavily.
Feeding tube. Swallowing reflex.
Hospital stay.
Shane presses his lips together, tears slipping free.
“We want to keep her here for close monitoring,” Dr. Klex explains. “When babies aspirate, symptoms of infection or respiratory complications can appear within a few hours… or up to forty-eight hours afterward.”
Shane nods mechanically, trying to absorb everything while his chest aches.
Dr. Klex studies him gently. “Can I ask — does Rhea spit up frequently?”
Shane wipes at his eyes. “Yeah,” he whispers. “Almost every feeding.”
She reaches over and slides a tissue box toward him. Shane takes one, hands trembling.
Dr. Klex hums thoughtfully.
“That’s helpful to know. Once she’s home, I’d recommend shorter, more frequent feeds. And keeping her upright for up to an hour afterward.”
She pauses before continuing.
“This may simply be reflux. Her digestive and swallowing coordination might still be immature — which is very common in newborns, especially twins.”
Shane nods, clinging to every reassuring word.
“The good news,” she adds gently, “is that most babies grow out of this with minimal intervention.”
Shane lets out a shaky breath he didn’t realize he was holding.
“Any questions?” she asks.
Only one matters.
“When… when can I see her?”
Dr. Klex smiles softly.
“Our nurses are setting up a private room now. Someone will come get you as soon as she’s settled.”
Relief breaks through him completely.
“Thank you,” Shane whispers.
She walks him back toward the waiting room.
Yuna is already standing. “What did the doctor say?” she asks immediately.
Shane doesn’t answer. He can’t.
His hand flies to his mouth as a sob tears out of him. All the fear, exhaustion, adrenaline, and guilt finally collapse inward at once.
Yuna steps forward instantly, pulling him into her arms. “It’s okay,” she murmurs, rubbing his back. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”
Shane clings to her, face buried in her shoulder.
“They… they put a feeding tube in,” he manages between broken breaths. “She needs oxygen… they’re watching for infection…”
His voice comes out muffled and uneven as he explains everything Dr. Klex told him.
David listens quietly beside them, one hand resting steady on Shane’s back.
Yuna rocks him gently like she did when he was small.
“She’s alive,” she whispers softly. “She’s breathing. She’s being cared for.”
Shane nods weakly, tears soaking into her shirt.
From his car seat, Mika squirms and lets out a small protest cry, reminding Shane that one baby is safe in front of him while the other fights just down the hall.
Shane pulls back slightly, wiping his face.
“Ilya,” he whispers suddenly. “I need to call Ilya.”
Because now he has news.
David picks up Mika and gently bounces him against his shoulder, murmuring soft nonsense sounds meant more to soothe Shane than the baby. Mika’s tiny fists flex against David’s shirt, unsettled but no longer crying.
Shane’s hands shake as he pulls his phone from his pocket.
He steps a few feet away, thumb already pressing Ilya’s contact.
The call rings. Once. Twice.
Voicemail.
Shane swallows hard.
“No… come on…” he whispers, already redialing.
The ringing feels louder this time, sharper against his nerves.
Voicemail.
The tight control he’s barely maintaining fractures.
Shane lowers the phone slowly, jaw clenching as frustration and fear surge together. For one reckless second he wants to throw the phone across the waiting room — wants something else to feel as chaotic as he does.
Instead, he shoves it back into his pocket.
His voice comes out thin, almost panicked. “He’s not answering.”
Yuna steps closer immediately, her hand settling warm and steady against Shane’s back. “Sweetheart,” she says gently, “he may already be on the plane. You said he was coming, right?”
Shane nods, blinking rapidly.
“He said he’d come… he said he was coming…”
“If he’s in the air,” she continues softly, “his phone would be off. That’s all this is.”
Shane nods again, trying to force logic through the storm of fear in his chest.
But logic doesn’t quiet the ache.
His voice breaks anyway. “I can’t do this alone.”
Yuna doesn’t hesitate.
She pulls him into another tight embrace, one hand cradling the back of his head just like she did when he was a child.
“You’re not alone,” she murmurs firmly. “You have me. You have your father. Whatever you need — you just say the word.”
Shane breathes against her shoulder, grounding himself in the familiarity of her presence.
After a moment, he pulls back, wiping at his eyes. His gaze shifts to David. And to Mika.
If he can’t hold Rhea…
He needs something.
Shane holds his hands out silently.
David understands immediately, transferring Mika carefully into Shane’s arms.
“There you go,” David says softly.
The second Mika settles against his chest, Shane exhales — a fragile, anchoring breath.
He sinks back into the waiting room chair, curling protectively around his son.
Shane lowers his face into Mika’s soft hair, inhaling deeply, scenting him instinctively. The familiar baby smell steadies his racing heart.
He presses a kiss to the top of Mika’s head.
“You’re okay,” he whispers, though he isn’t sure if he means Mika or himself.
Mika squirms, tiny fingers curling against Shane’s shirt, completely unaware of the fear hanging over the room.
Shane rocks him gently, eyes drifting toward the pediatric doors again.
Waiting. Hoping. Praying they bring him to Rhea soon.
About fifteen minutes later, a nurse appears through the double doors and calls softly,
“Family for Rhea?”
Shane is on his feet instantly. “Yes.”
The nurse smiles gently. “She’s settled. You can come with me.”
Relief and dread twist together in Shane’s chest.
He carefully places a sleeping Mika back into his car seat, fastening the straps with trembling hands before David lifts the carrier.
“I’ve got him,” David says quietly.
Shane nods, unable to trust his voice, and follows the nurse down the hallway with Yuna close beside him.
Thankfully, it isn’t far. Just a short walk. But every step feels heavy.
The nurse stops at a dimly lit room and pushes the door open.
Shane steps inside and immediately freezes.
The hospital bed sits against the far wall. A small sofa rests nearby. Machines hum softly, filling the quiet space with rhythmic beeping.
And in the center of the room…
Rhea.
She lies in a specialized infant bed, impossibly small beneath the soft hospital lighting.
Tubes run gently beneath her nose. A thin feeding tube rests against her cheek. Tiny wires attach to her chest and foot, monitors blinking steadily beside her.
The sight knocks the air from Shane’s lungs. His vision blurs instantly.
He walks forward slowly, like sudden movement might shatter the fragile reality in front of him. “Hi, baby…” he whispers, voice breaking.
He reaches out carefully, placing his hand on her head, fingers barely brushing her soft curls.
Rhea shifts faintly beneath his touch.
Alive. Breathing. Here.
Tears spill freely down Shane’s cheeks as he gently pets her hair, thumb tracing the delicate curve of her temple.
“I’m here,” he murmurs. “Papa’s here.”
He pulls a chair closer and lowers himself into it, unwilling to be more than inches away from her.
Behind him, Yuna steps forward and rests a steady hand on his shoulder.
“She’s going to be okay,” she says softly.
Shane nods, though another tear slips free. He doesn’t take his eyes off Rhea. Not even for a second.
Across the room, David quietly sets Mika’s car seat down near the sofa, the baby stirring but still asleep.
Shane leans closer to Rhea’s bed, voice barely above a whisper. “You scared me so much, sweetheart.”
The monitor continues its steady rhythm.
Beep.
Beep.
Beep.
A soft knock comes before the door opens again.
A nurse steps inside, offering Shane a warm, practiced smile—the kind meant for frightened parents.
“Hi there,” she says gently. “I wanted to go over everything with you so nothing feels overwhelming.”
Shane nods quickly, grateful for the explanation even though his chest still feels tight.
The nurse moves beside Rhea’s bed and gestures carefully.
“So,” she begins, pointing first to the thin tubing beneath Rhea’s nose, “this is oxygen support. She’s breathing on her own, which is wonderful, but we’re giving her a little assistance while her lungs recover from the aspiration.”
Shane swallows and nods.
Okay. Breathing. Good.
Her finger moves to the small tube taped to Rhea’s cheek.
“And this feeding tube is temporary. Right now we don’t want her working too hard to eat while her swallowing reflex strengthens. It lets us make sure she’s getting nutrition safely.”
Shane’s hand tightens slightly on the edge of the infant bed.
“Is she in pain?” he asks quietly.
The nurse shakes her head. “No. She may be uncomfortable at times, but she’s not in pain. Mostly she just needs time.”
She then gestures to the wires attached to Rhea’s tiny chest and foot.
“These monitor her heart rate, breathing, and oxygen saturation. That screen”—she points to the softly glowing monitor—“lets us see instantly if anything changes.”
Shane follows every movement like he’s memorizing a playbook. Like if he understands enough, he can protect her.
The nurse turns back to him kindly.
“With all her attachments, a nurse will need to be present anytime you want to hold her. It’s just to make sure nothing pulls loose and everything stays safe.”
Shane nods immediately. “Okay. Yeah. That’s fine.” He would wait forever if it meant keeping her safe.
The nurse then gestures toward the hospital bed against the wall.
“You’re absolutely welcome to use that. Rhea is going to need you strong and rested.”
Shane gives a small, humorless huff. Sleep feels impossible right now. But he nods anyway.
The nurse’s eyes drift toward the other side of the room where Mika sits quietly in his car seat.
“Oh! You’ve got another little one with you.”
Shane manages a faint smile. “Her twin.”
The nurse brightens. “Well then, let me grab an extra bassinet so he’s comfortable too.”
“That would be great,” Shane says quickly. “Thank you.”
She slips out and returns a minute later, rolling in a small bassinet and positioning it beside the sofa.
“There we go,” she says softly. “Press the call button if you need anything at all—or if you notice anything that worries you.”
Shane nods again. “Thank you.”
The nurse gives Rhea one last gentle check before leaving the room, closing the door quietly behind her.
Silence settles again. Only the monitors hum.
Yuna rests a hand on Shane’s shoulder. “You should try to sleep while she’s sleeping,” she says gently. “Even a little.”
Shane doesn’t look away from Rhea. He shakes his head slowly. “I can’t sleep right now.” His voice is barely more than breath. “I’ll try later.”
Hours blur together beneath the dim hospital lighting — monitors humming softly, nurses passing occasionally in the hallway, the steady rhythm of Rhea’s breathing becoming the only thing keeping Shane grounded.
David and Yuna quietly take over caring for Mika, moving with practiced gentleness so Shane doesn’t have to split himself in two. Mika sleeps, wakes, fusses, and feeds in a soft rotation, only coming back to Shane when it’s time to nurse.
Each time, Shane feeds him seated beside Rhea’s bed. One hand supports Mika. The other rests protectively on Rhea’s tiny blanket.
He scents Mika’s head, breathing him in deeply like reassurance, then looks back at Rhea every few seconds just to confirm she’s still there.
Still breathing. Still okay.
At one point David slips out, promising to grab clothes, toiletries, and check on Anya. Shane barely registers him leaving — his entire world narrowed to one fragile baby in a hospital bed.
Time stretches.
Then, a little after the two-hour mark, Rhea stirs. At first it’s small movements. A twitch of her fingers. A wrinkle of her nose. Then a sound.
A wet, struggling cough.
Rhea’s face scrunches, and a thin, rattling cry follows — wrong somehow. Too thick. Too effortful.
Fear slams into Shane’s chest.
He’s pressing the call button before he even realizes he’s moved.
“Hey— hey—” he murmurs helplessly, hovering over her. “Rhea… baby girl…”
The coughing continues, uneven and watery.
Shane’s heart races. He feels utterly useless.
The door swings open almost immediately and a nurse rushes in.
“What’s going on?”
“She’s coughing,” Shane says quickly, voice shaking. “Her cry sounds off—something’s wrong—”
The nurse moves calmly to Rhea’s bedside, hands gentle but efficient as she checks tubing, monitors, oxygen levels.
She listens. Watches. Then looks up at Shane with a reassuring smile.
“This is expected given what happened,” she explains softly. “Her airway is still irritated. She may sound wet or cough more while she clears everything out.”
Shane exhales shakily but doesn’t fully relax.
The nurse studies Rhea a moment longer. “I think she’d really benefit from some upright time,” she adds. “Would you like to hold her?”
“Yes.”
The answer comes instantly. Shane is already lowering himself into the chair.
“Yes—please.”
The nurse carefully lifts Rhea, expertly navigating wires and tubing, then settles her chest-down against Shane’s bare chest after he pulls his shirt open.
The moment Rhea touches him, she squirms weakly, tiny fists flexing. Her warmth hits him like sunlight after a storm. Shane’s arms close around her instinctively.
She begins rooting against his skin.
The nurse smiles. “You can give her a pacifier,” she suggests. “Or even let her suck on a finger. It helps strengthen her swallow reflex.”
Shane nods quickly, blinking through tears.
“Mom… there should be a pacifier in one of the outer pockets of the diaper bag.”
Yuna moves immediately, opening compartments until she finds it.
“Got it.” She places it carefully in Shane’s hand.
Shane guides the pacifier to Rhea’s mouth.
For a second she fusses, then latches onto it. Slow. Determined.
Sucking.
Her breathing steadies.
Her tiny eyes open, dark and searching as she looks around the room.
Shane leans down, pressing his nose gently into her hair. He scents her deeply. Warm milk. Hospital soap.
His baby.
Tears slide freely down his cheeks.
“Hi, sweetheart…” he whispers hoarsely.
The nurse finishes adjusting one of Rhea’s monitor leads, stepping back to observe quietly while Shane settles her more securely against his chest.
Rhea suckles on the pacifier, small breaths puffing warm against Shane’s skin.
Then, faintly, someone shouts his name.
“…Shane?!”
Shane blinks. He lifts his head slightly, unsure if exhaustion is making him imagine things.
A few seconds pass.
The voice comes again, louder now, echoing down the hallway.
“Shane!”
His heart stutters. There is only one person who sounds like that when panic strips away every layer of composure.
Shane’s hands begin to tremble. Tears instantly fill his eyes. “Ilya…” he whispers, already turning toward the door.
Footsteps pound closer. Voices murmur outside. Then the door slams open.
Ilya stands there. And he looks wrecked.
His curls stick out wildly like he ran his hands through them a hundred times. His eyes are red-rimmed, swollen, glassy with unshed tears. His cheeks are flushed and blotchy. He’s still in pajama pants, slides shoved onto bare feet, no socks, and a jacket thrown over what looks like yesterday’s shirt.
He looks like a man who sprinted straight out of sleep and across the world without stopping.
Their eyes meet.
Shane lets out a broken, humiliating little whimper. Relief crashes through him so hard his whole body shakes. “Ilya—”
Ilya crosses the room in two strides.
He drops to his knees beside Shane’s chair, immediately leaning in to scent Rhea first — instinctive, desperate — inhaling deeply against her tiny head as if confirming she’s real. Alive. Safe.
He kisses her over and over.
“My little girl… my baby… moya devochka… moya printsessa…”
His voice cracks. Then he turns to Shane and completely falls apart.
He cups Shane’s face with shaking hands and kisses everywhere — forehead, cheeks, nose, lips — frantic, grounding kisses while sobs tear out of him. Russian spills from his mouth in a rapid, broken rush.
Shane only catches fragments.
“Ya tak ispugalsya…”

(I was so scared…)
“Bozhe moy…”

(My God…)
“Ya dumal—”

(I thought—)
His voice breaks entirely. He presses his forehead to Shane’s, breathing hard, tears falling freely.
Shane’s heart shatters at the sound.
“I’m here,” Shane whispers shakily. “She’s okay… she’s okay…”
Ilya shakes his head like he still doesn’t quite believe it. One hand moves immediately to Shane’s neck, scenting him deeply, grounding himself in Shane’s presence.
“I came as fast as I could,” he rasps. “Plane landed—I ran. I didn’t wait for bagazh, nothing.”
His eyes flick back to Rhea again, scanning every wire, every tube. Fear flashes across his face.
“So small,” he murmurs, voice trembling. “Why is she so small…”
The nurse steps forward gently.
“She’s stable,” she reassures. “She had an aspiration event, but she’s responding well. Dad’s doing exactly what she needs right now.”
Ilya nods automatically but doesn’t look away from Shane or Rhea. His hand slides over Shane’s shoulder, gripping tight.
Only then does Shane realize how badly Ilya is shaking. “I tried calling you,” Shane whispers softly.
“I was in air,” Ilya says immediately. “Phone off. When I landed… I saw messages.” His jaw tightens. “Ya dumal, chto poteryal vas oboikh.”
That breaks Shane completely.
He leans forward as much as he can with Rhea between them, pressing his face into Ilya’s shoulder.
“I was so scared,” Shane admits, voice cracking. “She wasn’t breathing… I didn’t know what to do…”
Ilya wraps one arm carefully around both of them, protective and fierce, his forehead resting against Shane’s temple.
“You did it all right,” he murmurs fiercely. “You saved her. You saved nasha devochka.”
Rhea squirms softly between them, still suckling. Ilya watches her in awe, thumb gently stroking her tiny back.
Then he whispers, voice thick with emotion. “Moya khrabraya sem'ya.”
And for the first time since the emergency began…
Shane finally feels like he can breathe.
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      Chapter 21: Home Again
  



    Chapter Notes

      I’ll be posting two chapters today, because you all deserve sunshine after these last few chapters.

🐼


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Hour fifteen at the hospital felt heavier than all the others combined.
Rhea’s tiny body had grown more restless as the hours passed. Her cries changed — thinner, wetter — punctuated by coughing fits that made Shane’s stomach twist every single time. The optimism from earlier slowly faded into quiet concern among the staff.
Then came the decision. Antibiotics.
Shane stood frozen beside the infant bed while the nurse carefully explained everything.
“She’s showing early signs of pneumonia,” the doctor had said gently. “Likely from aspirating. We caught it early, and that’s important.”
Pneumonia.
The word echoed in Shane’s skull long after the doctor left.
He nodded when spoken to. Asked the right questions. Signed what needed signing.
But inside? He felt like he was drowning.
Rhea was taken briefly for imaging and additional testing. Those minutes without her felt unbearable. Shane paced the room while Ilya held Mika against his chest, rocking him slowly.
“She’s strong,” Ilya murmured for the hundredth time.
Shane didn’t answer. Because all he could think was:
I should have known.
He replayed every feeding. Every spit-up. Every tiny cough.
Every moment he’d told himself babies spit up, it’s normal.
His chest tightened.
“I missed it,” Shane whispered finally, voice hollow. “I should’ve seen it coming.”
Ilya immediately stepped closer. “No.”
“Yes,” Shane said, shaking his head, tears already falling again. “A good parent would’ve known something was wrong before it got this bad.”
Ilya’s expression hardened — not at Shane, but at the idea.
“You saved her life,” he said firmly. “You woke up. You acted. You did CPR. You called for help.”
His hand came up, cupping Shane’s face.
“A bad parent does nothing. You fought for her.”
Shane’s lips trembled. He wanted to believe him. But exhaustion and hormones and fear were louder.
Once Rhea returned, tiny IV secured and antibiotics running, Shane barely left her side. He and Ilya fell into a rhythm without discussing it. One held Rhea. One cared for Mika.
Switch.
Repeat.
Mika, blissfully unaware of the crisis, seemed perfectly content with the constant arms, warmth, and attention. He slept against chests, blinked sleepily at voices, and occasionally made small squeaky noises that reminded Shane life hadn’t completely fallen apart.
Yuna and David stayed until they were certain Ilya was staying and Shane wasn’t alone anymore. They slipped out quietly to care for Anya, returning during meal times with containers of food neither Shane nor Ilya remembered asking for.
“Eat,” Yuna would say softly.
And Shane obeyed because she looked like she might cry if he didn’t.
By the first full day on antibiotics, the nurses’ energy shifted.
Rhea’s oxygen levels improved. Her breathing sounded less strained. Her fever began easing.
“She’s responding beautifully,” one nurse said warmly while checking monitors. “This little one is tough.”
Another smiled at Shane. “You two are doing amazing.”
Shane nodded politely.
Ilya grinned. “Of course she is strong,” Ilya declared. “Look at her papa.”
The nurses laughed.
And that’s when Shane felt it. That sharp, ugly twist in his chest.
Jealousy.
Ilya stood there charming the staff effortlessly, tossing sarcastic jokes, easing tension, making exhausted nurses smile during long shifts. Within hours, Rhea had clearly become a favorite patient — their favorite patient.
And Ilya fit easily into that world.
Confident. Steady. Strong.
Meanwhile Shane felt raw. Fragile. Too emotional. Too tired.
Too… wrecked.
He caught sight of himself reflected faintly in the dark hospital window.
Loose postpartum belly still swollen beneath his shirt. Stretch marks visible when fabric shifted. Hair unwashed. Eyes ringed dark from weeks of broken sleep. Milk stains on his chest.
He compared himself automatically to the nurses moving confidently around the room.
They looked rested. Put together. Competent.
They would’ve known something was wrong sooner.
The thought landed like a punch.
Shane swallowed hard, blinking rapidly as tears gathered again. He turned away so no one would notice. Except Ilya always noticed.
The moment the nurses left, Ilya gravitated back toward him like gravity itself.
A hand slid to Shane’s lower back. Another brushed his shoulder. His scent wrapped warmly around Shane as Ilya leaned close.
“Our girl is stubborn,” he murmured softly. “Strong like her papa.”
Shane laughed weakly through tears. “You keep saying that.”
“Because is true.”
Ilya pressed a kiss to Shane’s temple.
Then another. Then rested his forehead against Shane’s.
“You carried them. Fed them. Protected them. You brought them into world. You saved her.” His voice softened. “You are incredible.”
Shane’s eyes filled again instantly. They never seemed to dry anymore. Every emotion felt amplified — fear, relief, exhaustion, love.
He hated crying so much. But he couldn’t stop.
Ilya didn’t try to stop it either.
He simply pulled Shane closer, thumb rubbing slow circles over his hip while they both watched Rhea sleep under the gentle hum of monitors.
Mika stirred in Ilya’s arms, making a soft noise.
Ilya shifted automatically, rocking both babies and husband in one quiet orbit of care.
Hours blurred together like that.
Machines humming. Soft nurse footsteps. Tiny breaths. Shared exhaustion.
And through it all, Shane’s eyes stayed wet — from fear, from love, from relief, from the overwhelming realization that parenthood was already harder and more terrifying than anything he’d ever faced on the ice.
But every time doubt crept in, Ilya’s hand found him again. Grounding him. Reminding him they were in this together.
Day three felt like the first real breath Shane had taken since the nightmare began.
The tension had shifted. Nurses smiled more when they walked in. Their movements were relaxed instead of urgent.
Progress. Real progress.
A respiratory therapist carefully removed Rhea’s oxygen support that morning while Shane watched with his heart lodged somewhere in his throat.
“There we go, sweetheart,” the nurse murmured as the tiny cannula was lifted away.
Rhea squirmed, scrunched her face, then settled against Shane’s chest with a sleepy sigh.
Shane didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until Ilya squeezed his shoulder.
“She’s doing it,” Ilya whispered.
She was breathing completely on her own.
Later that day came the next hurdle — reassessing her swallowing reflex.
Shane sat rigid in the chair while the nurse observed Rhea carefully during stimulation exercises. Every small movement felt monumental.
“She looks great,” the nurse said. “We’re going to remove the feeding tube.”
Shane’s eyes immediately flooded.
The tiny tube was gently withdrawn, and Shane instinctively leaned forward, kissing Rhea’s forehead again and again.
“You did so good,” he whispered hoarsely.
The nurse smiled warmly.
“Let’s try breastfeeding again. Smaller feeds, more often. We want to take it slow.”
The first latch back felt emotional in a way Shane couldn’t explain.
Rhea rooted, fussed once… then latched.
Strong. Determined. Perfect.
Shane exhaled shakily as relief poured through him. “She remembers,” he whispered.
“Of course she does,” Ilya said softly.
A nurse stayed beside them, helping Shane build a structured feeding plan:
•shorter feeding sessions

•frequent intervals

•upright positioning afterward

•extended burping and monitoring
Shane absorbed every word like gospel. This time, he wasn’t missing anything.
And then something unexpected happened.
Shane’s body decided to go into overdrive.
Within twenty-four hours, his milk supply surged dramatically — like his body had flipped a switch labeled protect both babies at all costs.
He leaked constantly.
Through shirts, gowns, nursing pads. Through everything.
“I am literally drowning,” Shane muttered one morning, staring miserably at another soaked shirt.
Ilya laughed quietly while handing him a towel. “Your body is overachiever.”
“It’s embarrassing,” Shane grumbled.
It stopped being funny when he ran out of clean clothes.
Yuna arrived shortly after with a breast pump tucked under her arm like a seasoned professional.
“I figured this might help,” she said gently.
Shane turned crimson. But once pumping started, the nurses noticed the volume immediately.
One approached carefully.
“We actually test excess milk here,” she explained. “If you’re comfortable… you could donate to the NICU.”
Shane blinked. “To… other babies?”
The nurse nodded.
His throat tightened instantly. “Yes,” he said without hesitation. “Yes, of course.”
His milk was screened, cleared, and approved.
Within hours, labeled bottles left their room for premature infants down the hall.
Shane watched them go, strangely emotional.
Guilt loosened its grip just a little. He couldn’t prevent everything. But he could help.
Ilya kept constant communication with the team.
Texts. Calls. Updates.
Rhea’s progress became locker-room news.
By day five, visitors began rotating through.
Troy arrived first, loud but noticeably gentle when entering the room. Harris followed, offering quiet encouragement. Luca hovered awkwardly near the doorway, clearly unsure how hospitals worked. Wyatt brought snacks no one asked for but everyone appreciated.
They stayed only briefly, careful and respectful, but Shane felt exhausted afterward.
He smiled. Answered questions. Accepted congratulations and reassurances.
But keeping a brave face drained him.
When the door finally closed behind them, Shane sagged against the chair.
“I feel bad,” he admitted quietly. “I just… don’t want to talk.”
Ilya brushed his knuckles over Shane’s cheek. “You do not owe anyone strength.”
Day six brought Hayden and Jackie.
The moment Jackie hugged him, Shane broke.
All the composure he’d held together for days shattered.
Words tumbled out between sobs as he retold everything — the choking, CPR, the ambulance, the waiting, the fear.
Jackie held his hand tightly while Hayden listened in stunned silence.
Ilya stayed close behind Shane, rubbing slow circles along his back, grounding him through every shaky breath.
“You saved her,” Jackie said firmly when Shane finished. “You did exactly what a parent should do.”
Shane cried harder at that. Because hearing it from another parent meant something different. Meant maybe he wasn’t failing after all.
By day seven, the hospital room felt almost peaceful.
Rhea slept soundly.
Her cough had faded. Her color was bright again.
Dr. Klex entered with a smile Shane immediately noticed. She reviewed charts, checked vitals, listened carefully to Rhea’s breathing.
Then she turned to them.
“Well,” she said warmly, “I think someone is ready to go home.”
Shane froze. “…Home?”
The doctor nodded. “Final antibiotic dose is complete. Lungs sound clear. Feeding well. Swallow reflex improved. She’s doing beautifully.”
The words hit him all at once.
Rhea can come home.
Shane covered his mouth as tears spilled instantly. Days of fear, exhaustion, guilt, and hope crashed over him.
Ilya let out a long breath beside him — one he’d clearly been holding for nearly a week.
“Our girl,” Ilya whispered, voice thick with emotion.
Shane leaned over Rhea’s tiny bed, brushing trembling fingers over her cheek. “You scared us,” he murmured softly.
Rhea blinked up at him, perfectly unaware of the storm she’d survived.
Shane finally felt his chest loosen.
They were going home. All four of them.
The automatic hospital doors slid open with a soft whoosh, sunlight spilling across the entrance as Shane and Ilya stepped outside together for the first time in nearly a week.
Each of them carried a car seat.
Rhea slept bundled in pink, tiny lips parted, a faint milk-drunk sigh escaping her. Mika blinked up at the sky, wide-eyed and curious.
Shane paused halfway down the sidewalk, chest tight with emotion.
They were really going home.
He glanced at Ilya. “Can you drive?”
Ilya immediately nodded. “Of course.”
Shane shifted his grip on Rhea’s carrier. “I… I need to sit with them. I can’t be in the front yet.”
Understanding softened Ilya’s face instantly. He took the keys without hesitation. “Backseat papa duty,” he said gently.
The twins were carefully clicked into their bases inside the Wagoneer.
Shane climbed into the middle seat between them, awkward and slow, still sore, still healing. He buckled in and immediately reached out, resting one hand over each car seat. Just touching them helped his breathing steady.
Ilya glanced back once before pulling away from the curb. “You good?”
Shane nodded, though his eyes never left the babies.
“Just… drive.”
The ride home was quiet. Shane barely blinked the entire time. Every tiny sound made him lean closer. Every shift of Rhea’s breathing had him checking her chest rise. Every rustle from Mika earned a soft whisper.
“You’re okay… you’re both okay…”
His thumb rubbed slow circles along Rhea’s blanket while his other hand rested protectively near Mika’s tiny foot.
Ilya watched them through the rearview mirror more than he watched traffic, something soft and awed settling in his chest.
This was their life now. And he wouldn’t trade it for anything.
When the Wagoneer rolled into the driveway, Shane exhaled a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding the entire drive.
The front door opened almost immediately. Yuna and David hurried outside, smiles already forming.
“You’re home!” Yuna exclaimed, hands flying to her chest. “Why didn’t you tell us you were coming today?”
David followed behind her, relief written plainly across his face.
“This is wonderful news,” he added. “Rhea’s back home.”
Ilya climbed out first, moving around to open Shane’s door while Shane carefully unbuckled himself.
Together they lifted the babies from the car.
Inside, the house felt warmer somehow. Safer.
Anya circled excitedly, tail wagging cautiously as if she understood something important had changed again.
Shane barely made it to the couch before sinking down with a tired sigh.
He lifted Rhea gently from her seat and settled her against his chest, her tiny body fitting perfectly beneath his chin.
He closed his eyes. Not ready to let her go.
Not yet.
Her breathing was steady against him. Alive. Safe. Home.
Across the room, Ilya cradled Mika effortlessly, swaying without thinking.
David watched them for a moment before clearing his throat. “Ilya… I was sorry to hear about the Centaurs falling out of the playoffs after you came home.”
The words landed softly but heavily.
Shane’s eyes opened immediately. He looked up at Ilya. “…We lost?”
Ilya shrugged lightly, rocking Mika as if the conversation meant very little.
“You and babies were more important,” he said simply. “Plus… there’s always next season.”
Shane stared at him. “You didn’t tell me.”
Ilya met his gaze, expression calm and certain. “You were sitting beside hospital bed praying our daughter would breathe,” he said quietly. “Hockey did not matter.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
All those nights worrying about his career, about missing games, about falling behind. And Ilya had walked away from playoffs without hesitation.
For them.
Shane swallowed hard, eyes stinging again. “You would’ve told me if I asked.”
Ilya smiled softly. “But you didn’t.”
He stepped closer, leaning down to press a gentle kiss to Shane’s temple before looking at Rhea tucked against him.
“This,” Ilya murmured, voice full of quiet pride, “is my championship now.”
Shane laughed weakly through tears.
Rhea stirred between them.
Mika made a small sleepy noise.
And in that moment — playoffs lost, exhaustion heavy, hearts still healing — their home finally felt whole again.
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      Chapter 22: The Nanny
  








  The weeks after Rhea’s hospital stay settled into something Shane had almost been afraid to hope for.
Peace. Real peace.
The house found a rhythm. Morning light filtering through the nursery curtains. Soft newborn sounds instead of panicked alarms. Coffee growing cold on counters while Shane and Ilya laughed over which twin had blown out another diaper.
By the time the twins reached two months old, summer had fully arrived. Late June sunlight spilled through open windows. The air smelled like freshly cut grass and warm pavement, and Ottawa felt alive again.
And so did Shane.
Rhea and Mika had transformed almost overnight. Gone were the fragile newborn days.
Now there were gummy smiles, tiny coos, wiggling limbs, and bright curious eyes that tracked everything.
Shane was obsessed. Absolutely gone.
Every morning started the same way — Shane leaning over the bassinets whispering dramatic commentary like a sports announcer.
“And Mika Hollander-Rozanov wakes up for morning skate…”
Mika responded with a huge drooly grin.
Shane gasped every single time like it was brand new. “Oh my god, Ilya, did you see that? That was intentional smiling.”
From the doorway, Ilya crossed his arms smugly. “He smiles more for me.”
Shane scoffed. “That is statistically incorrect.”
Ilya walked over, bent down, and simply raised an eyebrow at Rhea.
She burst into a smile instantly.
Shane stared in betrayal. “You cheated.”
“I have alpha charm,” Ilya said gravely.
“You’re insufferable.” But Shane was smiling too.
These milestones became Shane’s favorite part of every day.
First real laugh. First time Rhea grabbed his finger. Mika discovering his own hands and staring at them like they were revolutionary inventions.
Shane documented everything.
Photos. Videos. Notes in his phone.
He kept whispering, I don’t want to forget any of this.
He was completely, devastatingly in love with them.
Ilya, meanwhile, had become a professional baby entertainer. He could coax smiles faster than anyone.
He made ridiculous faces, spoke nonsense Russian. Skated imaginary hockey plays using stuffed animals.
Rhea laughed hardest at him. Mika watched him like he hung the moon.
Shane often caught himself just watching Ilya with the twins, chest warm and full.
Years ago, they’d barely survived secret hookups and long-distance longing.
Now Ilya walked through the house with a baby strapped to his chest humming lullabies.
Shane fell in love with him all over again daily.
One warm afternoon, the twins lay on a blanket in the living room kicking happily while Shane sat cross-legged nearby.
Ilya dropped onto the couch beside him, stretching his legs out.
There was a comfortable silence before reality crept back in.
“…Camp starts in three weeks,” Shane said.
Ilya groaned dramatically. “Do not remind me.”
Their annual charity hockey training camp had always been intense — long days on the ice, coaching young players, media events, travel logistics.
Before babies, it had been easy.
Now?
Shane looked at the twins. “We need help.”
Ilya followed his gaze. “Yes,” he agreed immediately. “We cannot bring two babies into locker room.”
Shane snorted. “I mean… we could.”
Ilya considered it seriously. “They would improve team morale.”
Shane laughed, then sobered. “We should finally hire a nanny.”
The word sat between them. They’d talked about it for weeks but never pulled the trigger.
Ilya leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Someone steady,” he said. “Not temporary.”
“Someone the twins grow up with,” Shane added softly.
They exchanged a look — the unspoken realization settling in.
This wasn’t just about camp anymore. This was about building their new life.
Shane reached down as Mika grabbed his finger again.
“I want someone who feels safe,” Shane murmured. “Someone I don’t worry about when we’re on the ice.”
Ilya nodded.
“We interview together,” he said. “Both of us must like them.”
Shane smiled faintly. “You’re going to interrogate them, aren’t you?”
“I am very reasonable alpha.”
“You’re terrifying.”
Ilya grinned. “Only when protecting my family.”
Rhea squealed suddenly, kicking her legs wildly.
Both men immediately leaned toward her at the same time, bumping shoulders. They laughed.
Summer stretched ahead of them.
Training camp looming. Careers restarting.
Parenthood settling into their bones.
And for the first time since everything had changed, Shane felt ready for the next chapter.
The following week turned their house into something between a professional interview space and a very chaotic daycare.
Seven nanny candidates came through the front door.
Seven introductions. Seven variations of polite smiles, resumes, and hopeful energy.
And two extremely judgmental babies.
Shane quickly realized interviewing childcare for twins was nothing like hiring staff for training camp.
This felt heavier. Permanent.
Protective instincts sharpened every decision. He watched how each person entered the home. Whether they washed their hands without prompting. How they spoke to the twins — at them or with them. Whether they noticed Rhea’s tendency to spit up. If Mika leaned toward them or turned away.
Ilya watched differently. He studied posture, confidence, instinct, trust.
Neither man said it out loud, but both knew: whoever they hired would become part of their family.
Candidate One talked mostly about herself. Candidate Two seemed afraid to touch the babies. Candidate Three asked too many questions about their income. Candidate Four kept trying to take selfies with Shane and Ilya.
That interview ended quickly.
By interview six, Shane was exhausted.
He bounced Rhea against his shoulder while whispering, “We’re never leaving the house again. We’ll raise them ourselves.”
Ilya deadpanned, “I retire from hockey. Become stay-at-home alpha.”
Shane snorted. “You wouldn’t survive two days.”
Then Darcy arrived. And the atmosphere shifted immediately.
He stepped inside quietly, offering a warm but respectful smile. Tall, soft-featured, clearly omega — calm scent, gentle presence.
British accent unmistakable.
“Hello,” he said politely. “Thank you for having me.”
He didn’t rush toward the twins. Didn’t overwhelm them. Instead, he crouched slightly so he was at their level and simply said, “well hello there.”
Rhea stared at him. Mika blinked.
Then Mika smiled.
Shane noticed instantly. Ilya did too. They exchanged a small glance.
Interesting.
Darcy’s credentials were excellent.
Degree in early childhood development. Several years working in a daycare. Infant experience. References that checked out perfectly.
But what stayed with Shane wasn’t the résumé. It was the quiet honesty when Darcy hesitated midway through the interview.
“I’d prefer to be upfront,” he said carefully. “I recently moved from England… rather suddenly.”
Shane leaned forward slightly.
Darcy continued, voice low. “I left an abusive relationship.”
The room went still.
No dramatics. No oversharing. Just truth.
Ilya’s posture softened immediately.
Shane felt his chest ache with recognition — survival recognizing survival.
Darcy gave a small apologetic smile. “I’m rebuilding, essentially.”
Shane nodded gently. “Thank you for telling us.”
And somehow, trust settled in the room right then.
After Darcy left, Shane turned to Ilya almost immediately. “I think he’s the one.”
Ilya didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”
The second interview felt less like evaluation and more like negotiation between adults building something long-term.
They sat together at the dining table while the twins slept nearby.
Shane spoke first. “We want to be transparent about expectations.”
Darcy nodded.
Ilya added, “You would be paid enough that second job is unnecessary.”
Darcy’s eyebrows lifted slightly.
Shane continued, “There will be stretches where we’re gone for days at a time during the season.”
“And,” Ilya added seriously, “Shane’s parents will appear without warning.”
Darcy blinked once, raised one brow, then smiled faintly.
“For that salary?” he said dryly. “That seems entirely reasonable.”
Shane laughed. The tension broke instantly.
They shook hands.
“Welcome,” Shane said warmly. “We’d love to have you.”
Darcy started gradually. A few hours at a time a couple days a week.
Enough for the twins to learn his voice, his scent, his rhythm.
Enough for Shane to breathe again.
The first afternoon Darcy watched the twins alone, Shane practically vibrated with nervous energy while tying his skates.
“You think they’re okay?”
Ilya rolled his eyes affectionately.
“They are sleeping. Darcy sent three updates already.”
Shane checked his phone again anyway.
Photo: Mika asleep on Darcy’s chest.

Photo: Rhea mid-smile.

Message: Both doing wonderfully.
Shane exhaled.
For the first time since becoming a parent, he allowed himself to focus on something else.
The rink. The ice. His body.
Stepping back onto the ice felt surreal.
Muscle memory returned quickly. Edges biting cleanly. Breath burning his lungs.
Ilya skated beside him, grin sharp.
“Look at you,” Ilya teased. “Still fast.”
Shane shot him a look. “I literally gave birth two months ago.”
“And still faster than half the league.”
Shane laughed — breathless, alive.
They ran drills. Worked endurance. Rebuilt timing.
Hours passed without panic clawing at Shane’s chest.
Because for the first time, he trusted someone else with his babies.
Darcy wasn’t just help. He was stability.
And as Shane pushed harder across the ice, sweat dripping, heart racing, he realized something important:
He wasn’t choosing between hockey and fatherhood anymore. He was learning how to have both.
—
Dinner that evening felt… surprisingly normal. Comfortable. Like Darcy had somehow slipped into the rhythm of their home without forcing his way into it.
The dining table was full — Shane at one end, Ilya beside him. Yuna and David sat across from them, already treating the evening less like a formal introduction and more like welcoming someone new into the extended family.
Darcy sat slightly straighter than everyone else, polite but relaxed, hands folded loosely around his glass of water.
Anya dozed beneath the table, occasionally thumping her tail.
David leaned forward first, curiosity warm rather than intrusive.
“So,” he said kindly, “England. What part?”
Darcy smiled faintly. “Manchester, mostly. Though my family’s scattered all over. Lots of cousins, aunties, uncles… the sort of family where no one really leaves without ten people noticing.”
David chuckled. “Sounds familiar.”
Darcy laughed softly. “Yes. I suppose it does.”
He spoke a little about growing up there — rainy mornings, crowded holidays, working in childcare centers, how different Canada felt in comparison. His accent softened the conversation, warm and steady, and Shane noticed how naturally Yuna and David leaned into listening.
Darcy never overshared. But there was a quiet weight behind some answers.
And Shane felt relieved all over again that they’d chosen him.
Yuna dabbed her mouth with her napkin before glancing between Shane and Ilya.
“So,” she said casually, “are you planning to introduce Darcy to the team?”
Ilya shrugged immediately. “If situation happens.”
Shane laughed. “Yeah, if it ever comes up naturally.”
He thought for a moment, then added, “Honestly, maybe you guys and Darcy bring the twins to a home game sometime.”
Darcy blinked, surprised.
“That would certainly be an experience.”
Shane grinned. “They make baby noise-protection earmuffs. Tiny little hockey spectators.”
Ilya turned slowly toward him, eyebrow raised.
“How could you play knowing Rhea and Mika are watching you?”
Shane snorted. “Like I always do.”
He gestured toward the babies.
“They won’t even know what’s happening yet. That’s probably something we save for when they’re older anyway.”
Ilya hummed thoughtfully, clearly imagining it anyway.
His babies in the stands. Watching him play.
The idea softened his entire expression.
The conversation shifted again when David asked Darcy if he planned to visit England soon.
Darcy hesitated. Just slightly.
“I’m… not sure,” he said carefully. “It might not happen for a while.”
The air tightened for a fraction of a second.
Shane caught it immediately — the guarded tone, the discomfort beneath polite wording.
Without missing a beat, Shane redirected.
“Oh — speaking of travel,” he said brightly, turning to Ilya and his parents, “Scott Hunter confirmed he’s coaching camp again this year.”
Ilya perked up. “Good. He runs brutal drills for how old he is.”
Shane laughed. “Yeah, well Kip isn’t coming. He’s doing something in Brooklyn instead.”
That opened the floodgates.
Training camp talk took over the rest of dinner — schedules, returning players, fundraising plans, ridiculous stories from previous camps.
Darcy listened quietly, smiling as he absorbed the chaos of hockey culture and family overlap in real time.
Front-row seat to the Hollander–Rozanov ecosystem.
When dinner finished, Darcy stood automatically.
“I’ll clear the dishes.”
Ilya rose at the same time. “I help.”
Darcy blinked. “You don’t have to—”
Ilya was already collecting plates. “We work together here.”
They disappeared into the kitchen, low conversation drifting back with the clink of dishes.
Shane watched them go with a small smile.
Good choice. Definitely the right choice.
At the front door, Shane walked Yuna and David out.
“So,” he asked quietly, “what do you think of Darcy?”
Yuna didn’t hesitate. “He seems perfect for the twins.”
Relief washed through Shane.
“Yeah,” he admitted. “It’s been really great so far.”
He added gently, “You guys can stop by anytime he’s here. He knows you might pop in randomly and he’s completely fine with it.”
David grinned. “Good. Maybe I’ll swing by while you and Ilya are buried in camp. I’m sure he’d appreciate adult conversation… and backup with two babies.”
Shane laughed. “Honestly? That sounds like a solid plan.”
They exchanged hugs, quick kisses, and warm goodbyes before his parents headed down the driveway.
The house quieted again.
Shane closed the door and immediately bent to scratch Anya behind the ears.
“You’re doing such a good job,” he murmured.
Her tail wagged proudly.
He moved down the hall to check on the twins. The living room lights were dim, soft evening glow filling the space.
Rhea slept peacefully in her swing, tiny chest rising and falling.
Mika lay awake beside her, wide eyes fixed on the slow spinning mobile overhead, utterly fascinated by something only babies understood.
Shane leaned against the doorway for a moment. Just watching. Listening to the soft mechanical hum of the swings.
Feeling the deep, steady calm of a home finally settling into itself.
Behind him, he heard Ilya and Darcy laughing quietly in the kitchen.
Family.
Not the one he’d been born into.
The one they were building — piece by piece — together.






      

  












      Chapter 23: Ready
  



    Chapter Notes

      Only two more chapters remain! 🥲

Let us sit back and relax.

🐼







  Game Changers Hockey Camp arrived with the kind of energy that always made Shane’s chest feel full before he even stepped onto the ice.
The rink buzzed from early morning — parents lining the glass, kids practically vibrating in oversized gear, the smell of fresh ice and coffee hanging in the air.
Everyone was pumped.
And honestly? So was Shane.
The coaching roster felt stacked this year:
Forwards: Max Riley, Troy Barrett, Zane Boodram, Hayden Pike, and Scott Hunter

Defense: Ryan Price and J.J. Boiziau

Goaltending: Eric Bennet, Wyatt Hayes, and Leah Campbell
It felt less like work and more like a reunion.
Laughter echoed through the locker room. Sticks clattered. Kids stared wide-eyed at NHL players tying skates beside them.
Shane floated across the ice, whistle hanging around his neck, checking in on drills, correcting posture, encouraging nervous kids who hesitated before shooting.
He loved this part. Loved seeing confidence click into place. Loved watching shy kids transform over a week.
Across the rink, Ilya ran a drill station like a military commander.
Shane noticed immediately when raised voices carried over the ice.
Jordan and Ben. Again.
Ilya stood in front of them, arms crossed, unimpressed.
“Since you two enjoy fighting so much,” he announced loudly, “you run conditioning together.”
Groans followed.
Shane laughed under his breath as the boys took off skating suicides.
He skated over slowly. “You’re terrifying thirteen-year-olds again.”
Ilya didn’t even look guilty. “They learn teamwork.”
Shane bumped his shoulder, smiling. God, it felt good to be here again.
And physically, Shane felt… close. Not fully back. But close enough to taste it.
Weeks of quiet training sessions while Darcy watched the twins had paid off.
His edges were sharper. Endurance returning. Muscle memory waking back up. His body no longer felt foreign.
Still tired — always tired — because parenting twins meant sleep was a luxury.
But strong. Capable. Alive.
Every time he pushed off the ice, he felt a piece of himself returning.
The camp days were long. Exhausting. Rewarding.
And nothing — absolutely nothing — compared to walking through his front door at night.
The moment Shane stepped inside, he was no longer Coach Hollander.
He was Papa.
He dropped his bag. Kicked off his shoes. And immediately went hunting for his babies.
Rhea squealed the second she saw him.
Mika kicked his legs wildly.
Shane scooped them up one after the other, kissing cheeks, noses, tiny hands.
Blowing raspberries until giggles filled the room.
Every single night. Every single time.
Ilya watched like a man starving for oxygen. Being away from the twins during camp turned him into a problem.
A very dramatic problem.
“I think Darcy should bring babies tomorrow,” Ilya announced one afternoon while messing with his gear.
“No.”
“They miss us.”
“They are three months old,” Shane replied flatly.
“They know.”
“They absolutely do not know.”
Ilya frowned. “I know.”
Shane crossed his arms. “Stop trying to recruit Darcy into smuggling our children into the rink.”
Darcy, overhearing from the doorway, raised his hands innocently. “I did say I’d happily bring them if you wished.”
Shane pointed at him. “You’re not helping.”
Darcy smiled politely and retreated.
Ilya pouted for approximately ten minutes.
Shane scolded him at least three more times over the week.
Then suddenly camp was over.
Just like that.
The ice quieted. Kids went home, equipment packed away. And the real countdown began.
Pre-season.
The NHL creeping back into their lives. Schedules tightening again. Normal chaos returning.
One evening, after the twins finally fell asleep, Ilya leaned against the kitchen counter, clearly plotting something.
“We should have team over.”
Shane looked up immediately. “Define team over.”
“Get together,” Ilya said casually. “They meet Rhea and Mika properly.”
Shane hesitated. Not because he disagreed. Just because…
The quiet moments at home felt sacred. Private. Hard-earned. He’d grown protective of their little bubble.
“I don’t know,” Shane murmured. “I kinda like keeping them to ourselves.”
Ilya softened, stepping closer. “They are family too.”
Shane knew he was right. The team had supported them through everything. And honestly… everyone was dying to meet the twins.
He sighed. “…Okay.”
Ilya’s grin exploded instantly. “Yes.”
“But small,” Shane added quickly. “Controlled chaos.”
“Controlled chaos is still chaos,” Ilya said proudly.
Ilya clapped his hands together. “We have Darcy here to help. Then we can actually host instead of chasing babies.”
Shane considered it. That actually sounded… perfect.
“Yeah,” he said, already reaching for his phone. “That’s a good idea.”
He opened Notes and began typing.
Food & Drink List
Ilya leaned over his shoulder. “I grill burgers and sausage.”
Shane nodded, adding it. “We’ll need salads… finger food trays… drinks… something easy.”
Ilya watched him organize everything with quiet affection.
Months ago Shane had been terrified of balancing hockey and fatherhood. Now he planned team parties while bouncing babies and rebuilding his career.
“Look at you,” Ilya murmured.
Shane glanced up. “What?”
“Running team and family.”
Shane smiled softly, thumbs still moving across his phone. “We’re doing it together.”
From the living room came a tiny baby noise through the monitor. Both men paused instantly.
Ilya tilted his head. “Mika.”
Shane nodded. “Yeah.”
They moved at the same time toward the nursery.
Because no matter how close hockey season came, home would always come first now.
-
Once Shane agreed to the get-together, the plan expanded almost immediately.
If they were doing this… they were doing it properly. Not just teammates.
Family. Friends. Their people.
Shane sat at the kitchen island one evening with both twins asleep nearby, phone in hand, sending messages one after another.
First was Rose.
Her reply came hours later thanks to the time difference:
Ireland still has me hostage. Filming ran long. But I want baby cuddles the second I’m back.
Shane smiled softly at that and sent back a string of photos — Mika mid-yawn, Rhea grinning at Ilya.
Next was Hayden.
His response came almost instantly.
Jackie already picked outfits for the kids. We’re coming.
Shane laughed aloud reading it.
Even JJ got an invitation.
There was a brief pause before JJ replied:
Yeah. I’ll come.
Simple. But meaningful.
Across the kitchen, Ilya finished typing on his own phone.
“Svetlana sends love,” he announced. “Cannot come. Says send one thousand baby pictures.”
“That tracks,” Shane said fondly.
The day before the party, their house turned into controlled chaos.
Shane woke up determined.
Cleaning lists. Grocery lists. Prep lists.
He wanted everything perfect.
Darcy arrived mid-morning to take over baby duty so Shane and Ilya could actually prepare without juggling infants.
The twins were content in Darcy’s capable hands, cooing happily while he narrated everything in a gentle British cadence.
“That’s Papa dropping flour again,” Darcy told Mika solemnly.
From the kitchen, Shane shouted, “I heard that!”
He focused on sides — salads, cut fruit trays, pasta salad, dips.
Ilya handled meat like it was a sacred ritual.
Marinating. Seasoning.
Music played softly through the house while sunlight streamed across the counters.
And somewhere between chopping vegetables and assembling platters, the atmosphere shifted.
They started flirting. Naturally. Inevitably.
Ilya brushed past Shane just a little too closely.
A hand lingering at Shane’s waist.
A deliberate bump of hips.
Then—
Smack.
Ilya slapped Shane’s ass as he walked by.
Shane jumped. “Ilya!”
Ilya didn’t even look sorry. “Motivation.”
“It’s harassment.”
“You like harassment.”
Shane tried to glare but failed completely.
Because honestly? He did.
It hit Shane suddenly while he stirred dressing into a bowl.
It’s been a long time.
Pregnancy. Recovery. Hospital scares. Newborn exhaustion.
They hadn’t really had time to just… be them again.
The thought slid into his mind uninvited. Ilya’s hands on him. Ilya’s weight. The way Ilya used to look at him right before things turned heated.
Shane swallowed. Heat crept up his neck.
Maybe tonight, he thought. Maybe I start it.
The mental image of Ilya pinning him into the mattress flashed vividly enough that Shane nearly dropped the spoon.
He felt his face go red instantly.
Ilya noticed. Of course he noticed.
He stepped closer, pinching Shane’s flushed cheek gently.
“What dirty thoughts are you having, moya lyubov'?” he asked, voice low.
Shane turned his head just enough to hide his smile. “Maybe,” he said coyly, “you’ll find out later.”
Ilya froze. Blink.
Then his eyes widened slowly. Understanding dawned. A wicked grin spread across his face.
He leaned down and kissed Shane — slow, warm, unhurried — right there in the middle of the kitchen.
“Cannot wait,” he murmured against Shane’s lips.
Shane laughed softly, heart fluttering.
Then they pulled apart and went right back to work.
Chopping. Seasoning. Stealing touches whenever they passed each other.
Across the room, Darcy pretended very professionally not to notice while bouncing Rhea gently.
The house smelled like food, laughter, and anticipation.
Tomorrow their worlds — hockey and family — would officially collide.
And for once, Shane felt ready for all of it.
*  *  *  *
Morning came slowly.
Soft light slipped through the curtains, painting warm gold across the bedroom walls. The house was quiet — blessedly, miraculously quiet — the twins still asleep down the hall.
Shane woke first. He didn’t move right away. He was warm.
Comfortably trapped beneath Ilya’s heavy arm draped across his waist, their legs tangled together beneath the sheets. Skin against skin. Breath against his neck.
They were both still naked. And Shane smiled to himself. A deep, sleepy, satisfied smile.
Because every muscle in his body reminded him exactly why.
He shifted slightly and felt it immediately — that pleasant, lingering soreness that settled deep in his hips and thighs.
Last night replayed in flashes.
Ilya’s hands. Ilya’s mouth. The way Ilya had looked at him.
Not rushed. Not desperate. Not just hungry.
Reverent.
Shane swallowed softly, heat blooming in his chest again. He’d been nervous at first.
Standing there under the bedroom lights after months of pregnancy, recovery, hospital stays, exhaustion — finally naked in front of Ilya without distraction.
His belly softer now. Skin looser. Stretch marks pale and silvery across his abdomen and hips. Evidence of everything his body had done.
For a moment, Shane had almost covered himself. Old insecurities creeping in.
What if I don’t look the same?
But then Ilya had stepped closer, stopped him gently, and just… stared.
Not critically. Not politely.
Hungrily.
A burning, awed kind of hunger Shane had seen before.
Ilya’s hands had come up slowly, reverently, palms warm as they cupped Shane’s stomach.
“This body,” Ilya had murmured thickly, accent heavier with emotion, “made our children.”
Like it was sacred. Like Shane himself was sacred.
Ilya had kissed every stretch mark. Every inch of softened skin. Trailing slow worshipping touches across Shane’s belly while murmuring soft Russian praises Shane barely understood but felt all the same.
By the time Ilya had lowered him onto the bed, Shane’s self-consciousness had completely melted away, replaced by something deeper.
Wanted. Cherished. Desired. Loved.
And very thoroughly wrecked by the end of it.
Back in the present, Shane exhaled softly and rested his hand over Ilya’s forearm where it lay across him.
Ilya stirred behind him, instinctively pulling Shane closer even while half asleep.
A low rumbling sound vibrated against Shane’s back — content, possessive.
Shane laughed quietly. “You awake?” he whispered.
A sleepy hum answered him. Then Ilya’s voice, rough with sleep.
“Mm… yes. No. Maybe.”
His nose brushed Shane’s shoulder, inhaling deeply. “Satisfied husband smell,” Ilya added smugly.
Shane snorted. “You’re ridiculous.”
Ilya tightened his arms around him anyway.
After a moment, Ilya’s hand slid slowly over Shane’s stomach again — lingering there, thumb tracing absent patterns across the softened skin.
No hesitation. No judgment.
Only affection and awe.
Shane felt warmth spread through his chest all over again.
He turned carefully in Ilya’s arms, wincing faintly at the reminder of last night.
Ilya immediately noticed.
A grin spread across his face. “Sore?”
Shane narrowed his eyes. “You’re insufferable.”
Ilya leaned forward, kissing him slowly, lazily — a morning kiss that lingered.
“You loved it,” Ilya murmured.
Shane huffed, but his smile betrayed him. “…Yeah,” he admitted quietly.
Ilya’s hand came up to cup the back of Shane’s neck, his fingers tangling in the hair at his nape, and kissed him once more. Shane parted his lips, a soft sigh turning into a quiet moan as Ilya’s tongue swept against his.
The air in the room grew thick with unspoken need. Ilya’s mouth left his, trailing a path of fire down the line of his jaw.
Shane tilted his head back, exposing the long column of his throat, a silent invitation.
Ilya took it, his lips and teeth grazing the sensitive skin. He bit down gently, just enough to make Shane’s whole body shudder, a possessive claim that still made his heart race every single time.
“Do we have time?” Ilya’s voice was a low rumble against his neck, his breath hot.
Shane exhaled shakily, his mind already racing to the nursery down the hall.
“If we make it quick,” he breathed, the words barely a whisper. “The babies could wake up any minute.”
A low hum vibrated in Ilya’s chest. “Get on your hands and knees,” he commanded, his voice rough with sleep and desire. He gave Shane’s thigh a sharp, playful slap that sent a jolt straight to his groin.
Shane moved instantly, scrambling to obey. He settled onto his forearms, arching his back and presenting himself.
He heard the drawer of the nightstand open, the crinkle of a foil wrapper, and the slick sound of latex being rolled down Ilya’s hard shaft.
The anticipation was a delicious ache.
“Hurry up,” Shane begged, looking back over his shoulder at Ilya. He reached down and gripped his own cock, giving it a tight squeeze to relieve some of the pressure. A bead of precome welled at the tip, dripping slowly onto the rumpled sheets beneath him.
He could feel the heat pooling in his lower belly, his slick beginning to coat his inner thighs, the evidence of his body’s eager readiness.
Then he felt it—the thick, blunt head of Ilya’s cock lining up with his entrance. Shane held his breath.
Ilya pushed in, a slow, relentless stretch that burned in the best possible way. He didn’t stop until he was fully seated, his hips flush against Shane’s ass.
Shane cried out, a loud, unrestrained moan as Ilya’s thick cock passed over his prostate, sending a shockwave of pleasure through his entire system.
It was perfect. It was home.
Ilya started with a few experimental thrusts, shallow rolls of his hips that had Shane trembling already, his body anticipating more.
Then there was no time for thought. The only sounds in the room were the sharp, rhythmic slap of skin on skin and the obscene, wet squelch from where their bodies met, slick and desperate.
Shane dropped his head onto his forearms, muffling his cries against the mattress and just taking it, letting Ilya set the pace.
The rhythm quickly became frantic. Ilya’s hands gripped Shane’s hips, holding him steady as he pounded into him, each thrust driving the air from Shane’s lungs.
“Such a good omega,” Ilya grunted, his voice ragged. “Taking this big fat cock so well. Are you going to come for me, or do you need more?”
Shane could only moan, a broken, needy sound.
“Don’t stop,” he gasped, pushing back to meet Ilya’s punishing strokes. “Don’t you dare stop. I’m so close, Ilya, I’m gon— I’m gonna… oh fuck, I’m—”
The words dissolved into a sharp, high cry as his orgasm hit him in overwhelming waves. Spurt after spurt of hot come erupted from his cock, painting the sheets beneath him in long, messy stripes.
His muscles gave out, and he collapsed bonelessly into his own mess, his body still twitching with the aftershocks.
Ilya didn’t stop. He chased his own release, his hips snapping forward one last, brutal time before he buried himself deep. A guttural groan tore from his throat.
“Fuck, Shane, so good.” He shuddered as he emptied himself into the condom, his body a heavy, panting weight above Shane’s for a moment before he slowly pulled out.
He collapsed onto the bed beside Shane, both of them breathing heavily in the quiet room, the scent of sweat and sex and omega slick hanging in the air.
They stayed—unmoving—for another minute, wrapped together in soft morning calm.
Until the baby monitor crackled.
A small fuss. Then another. Followed quickly by twin cries rising in imperfect harmony.
Both men groaned.
Ilya buried his face in Shane’s neck. “We made mistake.”
Shane laughed, pushing gently at him. “Get up, Papa. Your children demand you.”
Ilya sighed dramatically but rolled out of bed anyway, completely unbothered by his nakedness.
Shane watched him go — messy hair, sleep-heavy steps, already moving toward their babies without hesitation after throwing a pair of pants on.
And Shane felt it again. That overwhelming, grounding certainty.
Their life wasn’t perfect.
It was messy. Loud. Exhausting.
Terrifying sometimes.
But laying there watching Ilya disappear down the hall toward Mika and Rhea…
Shane thought, I wouldn’t trade this for anything.
Not the body changes. Not the sleepless nights. Not even the chaos.
Because every piece of it led right here.
To this family.
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  The house felt alive.
Laughter drifted through the open windows, music played softly from the outdoor speakers, and the smell of grilled meat and charcoal hung warm in the late-afternoon air.
Shane and Ilya’s home buzzed with a completely different kind of team energy.
Not locker room chaos.
Family chaos.
*  *  *  *
Darcy had arrived early, just as planned.
He moved easily around the living room now, already familiar with the rhythm of the house. Rhea rested in a wrap against his chest while he gently bounced on his heels, Mika dozing in a nearby bassinet.
Darcy hummed under his breath, entirely unbothered by the growing noise outside.
He looked natural doing it — calm, attentive, confident.
Shane had been right about him.
He stood near the front entrance acting as unofficial host, one hand resting absently on his now-flat—but still soft—stomach as he opened the door again and again.
The arrivals came in waves. First Troy and Harris.
Troy walked in carrying a bottle of wine while Harris followed with a massive gift bag.
Harris immediately wrapped Shane in a careful hug. “How’re you holding up, superstar?”
“Tired,” Shane admitted with a laugh. “But good.”
Troy peeked toward the living room. “Where are my honorary nieces and nephews?”
Darcy appeared like clockwork, gently presenting Mika.
Troy melted instantly. “Oh my god.”
Harris leaned over his shoulder. “They’re so tiny.”
“They were smaller two months ago,” Shane teased.
Harris carefully took Mika when offered, already swaying instinctively. Troy watched him with open affection, hand resting at Harris’s lower back.
Shane noticed and smiled.
The doorbell barely stopped ringing after that.
Zane Boodram arrived next, loud and cheerful.
Evan Dykstra followed carrying snacks.
Wyatt Hayes and Luca Haas showed up together arguing about parking.
Tanner Dillon arrived last from the team group, immediately asking where food was.
Each one paused upon entering, softening instantly at the sight of the babies.
Massive professional athletes suddenly reduced to gentle giants speaking in ridiculous baby voices.
Shane nearly laughed himself sick watching Wyatt whisper, “Hello little human,” like Mika understood him.
Then came Coach.
He stepped inside, taking everything in — teammates scattered across couches, laughter echoing, babies passed carefully between hands.
He smiled quietly. “Good house,” he said simply.
Shane nodded. “Feels full.”
Coach squeezed his shoulder once before heading toward the patio to harass Ilya about overcooking something.
The Pike family arrived next. And immediately the energy tripled.
Jade and Ruby rushed in first, already talking over each other. Arthur followed close behind, trying to act mature but clearly excited. Amber clung to Jackie’s hand, half shy, half curious.
Hayden entered last carrying a cooler and grinning. “Well damn,” Hayden laughed. “This is officially a family home now.”
Jackie hugged Shane gently. “How are you really?”
“Good,” he said honestly. “Finally feels… normal.”
The kids immediately gathered around Darcy.
Ruby gasped. “They’re SO SMALL.”
Arthur squinted. “Are they heavy?”
Darcy chuckled softly. “You may sit and hold if you’re calm.”
All three older kids sat instantly like perfect angels.
Shane nearly choked laughing.
JJ arrived quietly after them.
He hovered near the doorway at first until Shane waved him in.
JJ nodded awkwardly. “Congrats again.”
“Thanks for coming,” Shane said sincerely.
JJ gave a small smile before drifting toward the group, eventually accepting Rhea into his arms with surprising gentleness.
An hour later, the house and backyard had fully transformed.
Coolers open. Music louder. Kids running through the yard.
Teammates sprawled across patio furniture arguing hockey strategy even off-season.
Ilya stood at the grill like a king at his post. Tongs in hand. Apron slung low on his hips. Absolute authority radiating off him as he flipped burgers and sausages with aggressive precision.
“No one touches grill,” he declared for the third time when Tanner wandered too close.
Tanner lifted both hands. “I was just checking—”
“Nyet.”
Zane laughed from a patio chair. “Man treats grilling like Game Seven.”
“It is serious,” Ilya shot back.
Wyatt popped open a drink beside him. “You just like bossing us around.”
Ilya grinned. “Correct.”
And the twins were rotated through loving arms.
Harris rocked Mika while talking social media with Troy.
Jackie held Rhea while Amber carefully patted her tiny socked feet.
Luca sat frozen on the couch terrified to move while holding one baby like fragile glass.
Coach stood nearby watching it all with quiet approval.
Darcy floated between conversations, keeping an eye on everything without hovering.
Shane finally paused near the sliding doors.
He leaned against the frame, drink in hand, watching the scene unfold.
His team and friends.
His family.
Laughter mixing with baby noises.
Ilya caught his eye from the grill across the yard.
Their gaze locked.
Ilya smiled — soft, proud, completely in love.
Shane felt warmth settle deep in his chest.
Months ago he’d worried about losing himself. Losing hockey. Losing normalcy.
But standing here now… He realized something. He hadn’t lost anything. His world had simply grown bigger. And louder.
And infinitely better.
The smell of grilled meat finally reached its peak when Ilya lifted the last sausage from the grill and snapped the tongs together with satisfaction.
He turned toward the yard, chest puffed slightly, pride radiating off him.
“Food is ready! Everyone come eat before it gets cold!”
His voice carried easily over the yard. Instant chaos followed.
Players abandoned conversations mid-sentence. Kids sprinted toward the patio tables. Harris immediately grabbed plates like he feared a shortage while Troy laughed behind him.
A loose line formed along the outdoor table where Shane had laid out salads, pasta dishes, chips, fruit trays, and sauces.
Paper plates filled quickly.
Zane stacked his dangerously high. Wyatt grabbed three burgers without shame. Coach muttered something about “athletes eating like teenagers” while loading his own plate just as full.
Shane lingered near the doorway for a moment, just watching.
It felt surreal.
His home filled with teammates, laughter, children running across the grass — and right in the middle of it all were Mika and Rhea, completely unfazed by the noise of hockey culture invading their quiet little world.
Darcy stood near the shaded seating area with both twins — Mika tucked into a chest wrap and Rhea cradled carefully in his arms while he gently bounced on his heels.
His hands were very obviously full. Shane expected Darcy to wait until later to eat. Instead—
Luca hesitated near the food table. Shane noticed immediately.
Luca glanced toward Darcy once. Then again. Then a third time, clearly working up courage.
Finally, Luca stepped out of line and approached him.
Shane tilted his head, curiosity sparking.
Luca shifted awkwardly on his feet. “Uh… do you want me to make you a plate?” he asked quietly. “Since… you know… babies.”
Darcy blinked, surprised. Then smiled warmly. “That would be lovely, thank you.”
The smile alone nearly killed Luca. Color crept steadily up his neck, ears turning bright red as he nodded quickly. “Yeah—yeah, okay.”
He practically fled back to the table.
Shane watched, amused, as Luca carefully assembled a plate — noticeably more thoughtful than anyone else’s. Balanced portions. Extra napkins. Even a drink balanced carefully in the other hand.
Luca returned and handed it over like an offering.
Darcy smiled again. “You’re very kind.”
Luca’s face went fully crimson.
He sat beside Darcy afterward instead of rejoining the team, shoulders slightly hunched, speaking softly while Darcy listened and nodded, occasionally glancing down at the babies between bites.
They fell into quiet conversation almost immediately.
Shane raised a brow.
Oh.
Oh that was interesting.
He filed the observation away instantly. Definitely talking to Ilya about that later.
Shane finally grabbed himself a plate, loading it with a little of everything before weaving through conversations until he found Ilya settling into a patio chair.
Ilya looked pleased with himself — grill master victorious, plate piled high.
Shane sat beside him, shoulder brushing his. “Successful barbecue,” Shane murmured.
Ilya hummed proudly. “No one poisoned. Good sign.”
Shane laughed softly.
Around them, chatter filled the yard.
Harris and Troy debated playoff strategy.
Hayden helped Amber cut her food while Arthur loudly explained hockey rules to anyone who would listen.
Zane told an exaggerated story that had half the table laughing.
Coach listened with an amused shake of his head.
Kids darted between chairs and someone turned the music up slightly.
The twins slept through most of it, safe and loved in the middle of everything.
Shane leaned back, finally taking a breath.
For once, he wasn’t rushing.
Not feeding. Not worrying.
Just… existing.
He nudged Ilya’s foot under the table, tapping it playfully.
Ilya glanced sideways at him, lips curling into a soft smile.
Their feet stayed touching. A quiet anchor amid the noise.
Shane listened to the overlapping voices, laughter, plates clinking, the hum of people he loved filling every corner of his life.
And he realized this was the first time since the twins were born that he truly felt settled.
Not surviving. Not recovering.
Just happy.
The party settled into an easy rhythm after dinner.
Laughter drifted across the yard and the soft hum of conversation layered over the evening air. Shane finished the last bite on his plate, wiping his hands on a napkin before glancing toward Darcy.
Luca remained faithfully planted beside him, clearly having abandoned any attempt at mingling elsewhere.
Shane smiled to himself and walked over.
“I’m gonna take them and do feeds,” Shane said gently.
Darcy nodded immediately. “Of course.” He carefully transferred Mika first.
Shane tucked his son securely against his shoulder and headed inside, the noise of the party fading behind him as he crossed the quiet house.
Upstairs, the nursery felt like another world.
Soft lighting. Gentle hum of the baby monitor. The faint scent of lavender detergent and baby lotion.
Shane lowered himself into the rocking chair with a relieved sigh, opening his shirt and guiding Mika to latch.
The familiar pull grounded him instantly.
Mika nursed greedily, tiny hand flexing against Shane’s chest while the chair rocked slowly back and forth.
Shane exhaled.
This.
This was his favorite part of the day.
No crowd. No noise. Just him and his baby.
When Mika finished, Shane burped him gently, smiling when a small satisfied sigh escaped his son before sleep claimed him again.
He carried Mika back outside and swapped babies with Darcy. “Round two,” Shane joked softly.
Darcy chuckled and handed over Rhea.
Shane repeated the routine — upstairs, rocking chair, shirt open, Rhea immediately rooting and latching like she knew exactly where she belonged.
She fed slower than Mika, blinking up at him between swallows.
Shane brushed a thumb over her cheek.
“Hi pretty girl,” he murmured.
After burping her, he returned downstairs once more and handed her back.
“Need anything?” Shane asked.
Darcy shook his head. “I’m alright. If I need something, I’ll ask Luca.”
He hooked a thumb toward Luca.
Luca froze mid-sip of his drink, turning bright red instantly.
“I—yeah,” Luca stammered. “I’ll be happy to help. Go enjoy yourself, Shane.”
Shane grinned. “Oh, I plan to.”
He left them there — Luca already leaning closer again — and wandered back toward the patio.
He found himself drawn into a small circle near the firepit: Jackie, Harris, Coach, and Zane.
Conversation drifted naturally toward parenting.
It always did lately.
Jackie laughed as she spoke. “All mine were c-sections.”
Zane blinked. “Was that scary?”
Jackie nodded. “Absolutely. It’s major surgery. There are risks. But everything went smoothly each time.”
She turned toward Shane. “What about you? Did you end up needing one with the twins?”
Shane chuckled.
“Oh no. Mika and Rhea were as natural as it comes.”
Coach’s brows shot up.
Zane stared. “You didn’t even get—uh—the thing… the needle in the back?”
Coach supplied dryly, “An epidural?”
Zane snapped his fingers. “Yes! That!”
Shane shook his head, smiling faintly.
“Nope. Felt everything.”
Zane visibly clamped his knees together.
“Nope. Absolutely not. Cassie’s a warrior when she had Milo, but she got the back stuff. Watching her in pain almost killed me.”
Shane nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah… it hurt. I probably scared Ilya half to death with the yelling. He just never let me see it.”
Jackie leaned forward. “Who came first?”
“Mika,” Shane said. “Ilya caught him.”
The group froze.
Even Tanner, passing by with a drink, sputtered and stopped walking.
Coach blinked. “Your doctor let him catch?”
Shane closed his eyes briefly, already laughing. “There was no doctor.”
Silence.
“…what?” Harris breathed.
Shane shrugged helplessly. “We didn’t make it to the hospital. I thought it was false labor. We were at the cottage. Ilya pulled over on the highway and caught Mika.”
Jackie gasped. “You gave birth on the side of the road?!”
“Not on purpose!” Shane laughed. “Rhea showed up in the ambulance about ten minutes later.”
Coach let out a long whistle. “I need to go home and kiss my wife after hearing that.”
Zane shook his head in awe. “That’s insane.”
Shane glanced toward the yard where Darcy gently rocked the twins.
His expression softened.
“It was terrifying,” he admitted quietly. “But everyone was okay. That’s what matters.”
He smirked faintly. “Though the Wagoneer needed a very thorough detailing afterward.”
Laughter broke the tension.
Across the yard, Ilya’s chuckle carried before he walked over, slipping an arm around Shane’s waist and kissing his cheek.
“My husband,” Ilya announced proudly, “is the strongest person I know.”
A chorus of teasing whoops followed.
Shane rolled his eyes but turned, kissing Ilya anyway.
The rest of the evening unfolded peacefully.
Cornhole games started.
Kids roasted marshmallows as Ilya built a small fire in the pit, carefully supervising sticky fingers and flaming skewers.
Adults relaxed into lawn chairs.
The twins rotated through gentle cuddles, admired and adored.
And as darkness settled, guests began leaving.
The Pikes departed first — Amber cranky and half asleep on Hayden’s shoulder while Jade and Ruby waved goodbye.
One by one, teammates filtered out.
Hugs. Handshakes. Promises to visit again.
By eight o’clock, Darcy approached Shane quietly. “I’m going to get them ready for bed.”
Shane nodded gratefully. “Thank you.”
Darcy disappeared inside.
Moments later, Luca joined the remaining group — and immediately became the target of merciless teasing.
“Bro,” Wyatt laughed, “you were attached to Darcy all night.”
“A literal barnacle,” Zane added.
Luca turned violently red. “I was helping with the babies!”
“Sure you were,” Harris smirked.
Luca sputtered while everyone laughed.
Shane exchanged a knowing look with Ilya.
And by eleven, only Luca remained.
He and Darcy helped clean up plates, trash bags, and leftover food while Shane and Ilya wiped down tables and stacked chairs.
When everything was finally finished, Luca cleared his throat awkwardly.
“I, uh… can walk you to your car,” he told Darcy.
Darcy smiled. “I’d like that.”
They left together. Ilya watched them go, raising a brow.
Shane grinned knowingly. “I think Luca likes Darcy.”
Ilya hummed. “Seems so.” He leaned down and kissed Shane softly.
Together they headed upstairs, checking the nursery first.
Mika and Rhea slept peacefully in their cribs, monitors glowing softly in the dim light.
Shane lingered a moment longer, chest warm with quiet happiness. Then they moved to their bedroom.
Shane settled into his nest, immediately pulling Ilya down with him.
Arms wrapped around each other. Legs tangled.
The house finally silent after a full day of love and noise and family.
Within minutes, they fell asleep in each other’s arms.
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  Pre-season arrived so suddenly it almost felt unreal.
One minute Shane was learning how to survive on broken sleep and bottle warmers, and the next he was standing in his kitchen at seven in the morning, juggling two five-month-olds who had discovered personalities overnight.
Rhea and Mika sat side-by-side in their high chairs like tiny monarchs overseeing chaos.
Puree containers covered the counter. Bibs. Baby spoons. Burp cloths.
Shane had fully intended to become the parent who homemade every organic puree.
That dream lasted exactly three exhausting weeks. Store-bought worked just fine.
He scooped a spoonful of sweet potato toward Mika.
“Open up, buddy.”
Mika opened obediently.
Chewed once.
His tiny face scrunched dramatically.
Pfft.
Orange puree launched straight onto his bib.
Shane froze. “…you’re kidding me.”
Mika looked deeply offended by the betrayal of vegetables.
Shane sighed, already reaching for backup.
“Alright, diva. Plan B.”
He grabbed a container of peas, popped the lid, and offered another spoon.
Mika opened immediately. One bite.
His whole body rocked side to side happily as he hummed approval.
Shane laughed under his breath. “Oh. So peas are acceptable but sweet potatoes are a crime?”
Mika kicked his feet and opened his mouth again.
“Yeah, yeah, I hear you.”
Shane fed him another spoonful before turning back to Rhea.
Unlike her brother, Rhea accepted sweet potatoes with serious concentration, brows slightly furrowed like she was evaluating Michelin-star cuisine.
“Good girl,” Shane murmured.
Behind him the front door opened and hockey bags thumped.
Ilya’s voice carried in from the hallway.
“Almost ready!”
Shane didn’t even look back. “We’re surviving in here.”
Ilya entered just in time to witness disaster.
Rhea sneezed and a full mouthful of sweet potato sprayed forward.
Directly onto Shane’s shirt.
Silence.
Shane slowly turned his head toward Ilya and pointed a warning finger.
“Don’t. Even.”
Ilya lasted exactly half a second. He broke into helpless laughter, shoulders shaking.
“Oh my god—”
“Ilya.”
“I’m sorry,” he wheezed. “But you look like you lost fight with pumpkin.”
Shane deadpanned. “I regret marrying you.”
Ilya stepped closer, still smiling. “Want help?”
Shane shoved the pea container into his hands.
“Yes. Feed Mika. He has declared war on sweet potatoes.”
Ilya pulled a chair beside the high chairs like this was the most natural thing in the world and began feeding Mika.
“Ah, my son,” he murmured dramatically. “A man of refined taste.”
Mika beamed at him.
Traitor.
Shane wiped sweet potato from his face and shirt, cleaned Rhea’s cheeks, and resumed feeding her while Ilya handled peas with exaggerated seriousness.
The kitchen felt warm. Lived-in. Loud with baby noises and quiet laughter.
When both babies finished, Shane grabbed a wet washcloth and carefully cleaned sticky hands, cheeks, and neck rolls.
“Okay,” he said. “Clean babies.”
Together, almost wordlessly, he and Ilya changed diapers side by side — a routine now as familiar as tying skates.
Right on cue, the doorbell rang.
Darcy stepped inside, smiling softly. “Good morning.”
“Perfect timing,” Shane said, lifting Rhea onto his shoulder. “We discovered Mika hates sweet potatoes but loves peas. They’re clean, fed, and yours.”
Darcy laughed. “Noted.”
He moved easily toward the babies, already slipping into caregiver mode.
“Excited?” Darcy asked Shane.
Shane didn’t hesitate. “I’m beyond excited,” he said, grinning. “I’m ready to get back in the game.”
Ilya watched him carefully for a moment — pride obvious in his eyes.
Shane bent to kiss Mika’s head. Then Rhea’s.
“Be good for Darcy, okay?”
Rhea grabbed his finger. Mika squealed.
Ilya leaned in and scented both babies quickly before kissing Shane.
“Let’s go, hockey star.”
They grabbed their keys and headed out together. The morning air felt crisp. New season energy humming beneath Shane’s skin.
He slid into the driver’s seat of the Wagoneer, hands settling on the wheel.
For the first time since the pregnancy, he felt like himself again.
Shane started the car and drove them toward the rink — toward ice, noise, and the game waiting for him to come home.
The familiar smell of the rink hit Shane the second the doors opened — cold air, sharpened steel, rubber, sweat, and something deeply comforting that settled straight into his bones.
Home.
He and Ilya walked side by side down the hallway, hockey bags slung over their shoulders. Shane tried to act normal, but his heart pounded harder with every step closer to the locker room.
He hadn’t done this in months.
Hadn’t walked these halls as a player.
Hadn’t felt this version of himself in what felt like a lifetime.
Ilya nudged him lightly with his shoulder.

“You look nervous.”
Shane huffed. “I’m not nervous.”
“You are.”
“…okay maybe a little.”
Ilya grinned but said nothing more as he pushed open the locker room door.
The moment Shane stepped inside, the room exploded.
Cheers erupted. Whistles. Yelling. Sticks smacking lockers.
“WELCOME BACK, HOLLANDER!”
Shane froze mid-step.
And then he saw it.
Hung across the far wall above the stalls was a massive banner:
WELCOME BACK SHANE
His breath caught.
“Oh—” he laughed softly, already blinking hard as emotion rushed up. “You guys…”
Troy whooped loudly.

“About damn time!”
Wyatt clapped him hard on the shoulder.

“Missed carrying your dead weight, man.”
Luca gave him a shy smile and tapped his fist against Shane’s arm.
Even Coach stood near the doorway pretending he wasn’t pleased.
Shane shook his head, smiling so wide it hurt as teammates kept patting his back, squeezing his shoulders, bumping fists as he made his way toward his locker and cubby.
His nameplate. His gear. Exactly where he left it.
For a moment he just stood there, hands resting on the stall.
He was back.
He sat down and began gearing up — muscle memory taking over instantly.
Pads. Tape. Skates.
Every movement felt sacred.
Across the room Ilya watched him quietly, pride practically radiating off him.
Once dressed, Shane grabbed his helmet and followed the team toward the tunnel.
The roar of the empty arena echoed as they stepped onto the ice. The cold rushed up through his blades.
Shane pushed forward experimentally.
One stride. Then another.
Smooth. Strong.
His lungs burned immediately — but in the best possible way.
He laughed under his breath. God, he missed this.
A shadow approached fast.
Ilya skated up beside him, stopping effortlessly.
“Ready?” he asked.
Shane looked at him, grin breaking free.
“So ready.”
Coach stepped onto the ice once everyone assembled, whistle already between his teeth.
“Alright! Enough reunion energy — let’s see if Hollander remembers how to skate!”
Laughter rippled across the team. Then practice began.
Drills fired off one after another. Passing lanes. Edge work. Sprint intervals.
Shane pushed himself hard — harder than he needed to — determined to prove to himself more than anyone else that he belonged here again.
His legs burned. His lungs screamed. Sweat dampened his hair beneath his helmet.
And he felt alive.
Every stride reminded him of early mornings, long seasons, the identity he thought he might lose forever.
Ilya checked on him constantly, skating over between drills.
“You good?”
“Hydrate.”
“Too fast?”
Coach finally barked across the ice:
“ROZANOV! Focus on your own damn skating and leave Shane alone!”
The team laughed as Ilya scowled dramatically.
Shane chuckled, shaking his head at him.
“I’m fine,” he said, nudging Ilya away with his stick.
Ilya muttered something in Russian but skated off.
The whistle blew again. Next drill.
Shane launched down the ice, legs pumping, blade carving clean arcs into fresh ice.
Panting. Sweating. And grinning like an idiot.
He had survived pregnancy. Survived fear.
Survived becoming a father.
And now he was exactly where he belonged.
*  *  *  *
The Centaurs’ preseason turned into exactly what Coach warned it would be — messy, inconsistent, and humbling.
Some nights they looked unstoppable.
Fast transitions. Clean passes. Ilya bulldozing through defenses like a freight train. Shane rediscovering timing with every shift, hands getting quicker, instincts sharpening again.
Other nights? Absolute disasters.
There were games where defensive coverage collapsed, power plays died before they began, and Shane would sit in the locker room afterward staring at the floor thinking:
Maybe I should’ve retired.
Maybe fatherhood was supposed to be the closing chapter.
Maybe he’d already peaked.
But then practice would come the next morning and he’d feel stronger. Faster. More himself.
Shane and Ilya rarely joined the team at Monk’s after games.
Instead, they drove home. Straight home.
To warm lights, baby monitors, and the quiet hum of domestic chaos.
Darcy usually greeted them with a tired but fond smile.
“Welcome back, gentlemen. Your children have unionized against sleep.”
Shane would laugh, already reaching for whichever twin was awake first.
Nothing beat that moment — stepping through the door and immediately being Papa instead of Shane Hollander, professional hockey player.
They only joined the team at Monk’s once. One single time.
They had barely ordered drinks when Shane’s phone rang.
Darcy.
Shane answered immediately. “Everything okay?”
Darcy’s calm voice carried a hint of worry. “Mika’s running a fever.”
Shane was already standing.
Ilya didn’t even ask — he grabbed their coats and they were out the door within seconds.
The drive home felt endless.
Mika was flushed, fussy, tiny hands tugging at his ear while whimpering. The fever refused to break.
By morning, Shane sat in the pediatrician’s office rocking a miserable baby while Ilya paced like a caged animal.
Diagnosis: Ear infection.
Nothing serious, but Shane still felt like his heart had been wrung out.
For two nights Mika barely slept, meaning nobody slept.
Ilya walked laps around the house at 3 a.m. humming Russian lullabies while Shane prepared medicine doses and warm compresses.
Parenthood had officially entered its trial by fire stage.
Through it all, Yuna and David remained constant pillars.
Whenever Shane and Ilya were on the road, they stopped by to help Darcy.
Every single night ended the same way: Video call before bedtime.
Two tiny faces on screen. Mika chewing his fist. Rhea kicking wildly.
Ilya melting completely every time. “My babies,” he murmured every night without fail.
Meanwhile, Shane’s body kept changing.
Week by week.
He noticed it first in the gym mirrors. The loose skin along his abdomen slowly tightening. Strength returning. Core stability improving.
One morning after practice he caught sight of himself shirtless in the locker room and paused.
Faint lines of abs were visible again.
Not the same body. But a strong one. A survivor’s body.
He ran a hand over his stomach, stretch marks still faintly visible.
Proof. Not damage. Proof.
And by the time opening night arrived, Shane felt split straight down the middle.
Half nerves. Half excitement. Like being a rookie all over again.
Then came the endorsement offer.
Their agent, Farah, scheduled a meeting at the house.
Contracts spread across the dining table while Rhea crawled determinedly toward Anya’s tail and Mika attempted to eat a toy block.
A major diaper brand wanted Shane — and the twins — for a national commercial.
Farah adjusted her glasses.
“You took a pay cut joining the Centaurs. This is substantial income that could go directly into college funds.”
Ilya immediately waved a hand dismissively. “His pay cut does not matter.”
Farah nodded calmly. “I agree. I’m just asking Shane to consider the full picture.”
Yuna practically glowed.
“Oh, imagine showing them the commercial when they’re older,” she said. “That would be so special.”
Shane looked at his babies crawling across the floor.
Looked at Ilya. Looked back at Farah.
Slowly… he nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
—
The commercial shoot was chaos.
Pure chaos.
Because the twins had only recently discovered crawling.
Lights flashed. Cameras rolled.
Photographers laughed constantly as Mika escaped toward cables and Rhea attempted to climb Shane like a tiny determined koala.
Ilya chased one baby while Shane held another. At one point both babies crawled directly off the set backdrop simultaneously.
Everyone lost it laughing. The crew adored them.
“They’re naturals,” one photographer said while snapping candid photos.
They promised to send Shane and Ilya all unused footage and pictures.
Shane secretly treasured those more than the commercial itself.
By the time the ad aired, the season was in full swing.
And the Centaurs? They were rolling.
Winning streaks. Locker room energy high.
Shane feeling sharper every game.
But one team still sat at the top of the league standings:
The New York Admirals.
And leading them?
Scott Hunter.
Playing like time simply refused to touch him.
During one postgame broadcast, Scott scored a ridiculous overtime winner that replayed across every sports network.
Ilya watched the highlight later at home and scoffed loudly.
“That man is dinosaur,” he declared. “He should be picking out casket, not scoring goals.”
Shane snorted from the couch. “Scott’s got a couple good years left.”
Ilya rolled his eyes dramatically. “Kip is enabling him.”
Shane smiled softly. “Seems like Kip’s been good for him.”
Ilya grumbled but didn’t argue.
Across the room, Rhea and Mika babbled in their playpen, completely unaware their fathers were discussing league rivalries and aging hockey legends.
Shane watched them for a moment.
His career, family, his body healing, the team climbing.
Shane felt balanced between both worlds.
And for once, he wasn’t wondering if he belonged anymore.
*  *  *  *
Shane could hardly believe it.
The Centaurs were playing Game Seven of the Stanley Cup Finals.
And across the ice stood fate itself:
The New York Admirals.
Scott Hunter’s team. The final obstacle.
The arena roared so loudly Shane felt it vibrating through his ribs every time he stepped onto the ice. Red lights flashed, fans pounded the glass, thousands of voices blending into one deafening storm.
High above the rink, Shane knew exactly where to look.
Section 112.
Darcy sat between Yuna and David, both twins perched on their laps — one year old now, tiny jerseys hanging off their shoulders, oversized ear protection covering soft hair. Rhea waved a plastic stick wildly. Mika clapped whenever the crowd did, completely unaware of the magnitude of the night.
Shane caught sight of them during a line change.
His chest tightened.
Everything I ever fought for is right there.
The scoreboard read 1 — 1
Third period. Only minutes left.
Every shift felt like survival.
Ilya played like controlled chaos — smashing opponents into the boards, stealing pucks, barking commands across the ice. Sweat darkened his jersey, curls damp beneath his helmet, eyes burning with captain’s fury.
Whenever Shane jumped over the boards, he emptied himself completely.
No hesitation. No fear.
Just instinct and hunger.
He chased every loose puck, blocked lanes, forced turnovers. He wasn’t just playing hockey. He was playing for the life he had built.
One minute left.
The puck ricocheted off the boards near center ice.
Shane grabbed it And suddenly, there was space.
No defender close enough.
Just open ice stretching toward the Admirals’ goal.
The world narrowed. Skates dug deep.
He flew down the rink, crowd noise fading into a distant roar.
The goalie squared up. Stick low. Pads ready.
Shane shifted left, deked right. Pulled the puck across his body—
And fired.
The slapshot cracked like thunder.
The red light exploded. The horn screamed. The arena detonated.
GOAL.
Shane barely registered the sound before he was tackled.
Ilya crashed into him first, shouting wordless Russian into his helmet as teammates piled on — gloves flying, helmets tossed, sticks clattering across the ice.
Laughter. Crying. Screaming.
Someone lifted Shane clean off his skates.
Ilya grabbed his face and kissed him hard in the middle of the chaos, uncaring of cameras, crowd, or history watching.
“We did it!” Ilya yelled.
Shane laughed breathlessly, tears already blurring his vision.
They had done it.
Seconds later the clock ran out.
Centaurs win.
Stanley Cup Champions.
The Cup emerged from the tunnel like something sacred. Silver gleaming beneath arena lights.
The team gathered, breathless and disbelieving.
As captain, Ilya skated forward first.
He lifted the Stanley Cup high above his head and roared, the sound echoing through the arena as confetti began to fall.
He kissed the Cup reverently. Then turned and handed it to Shane.
Shane stared at it for half a heartbeat — remembering recovery rooms, sleepless nights, bottles and diapers, doubts and pain.
Then he lifted it overhead. The crowd erupted again. He kissed the silver rim softly before passing it along to Wyatt, laughter shaking through him.
Soon the ice filled with families.
Darcy hurried out carrying Rhea while David followed with Mika. Yuna wiped tears openly as she reached Shane first, pulling him into a fierce embrace.
“You did it,” she whispered.
Shane laughed through tears.
“We did it.”
He scooped Rhea into his arms while Ilya lifted Mika, both babies giggling at the lights and noise.
Ilya kissed Mika’s cheek repeatedly.
“My champion,” he murmured.
Shane tickled Rhea until she squealed, pressing his forehead to hers.
This — this moment — meant more than any trophy ever could.
Then something unexpected happened.
Luca approached Darcy nervously.
Shane watched curiously as Luca hesitated… then suddenly leaned forward and kissed Darcy.
Right there on the ice.
Darcy froze.
The entire team erupted into cheers and wolf whistles.
Shane’s jaw dropped.
Darcy pulled back, blushing fiercely. “What was that for?” he asked, smiling despite himself.
Luca rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve wanted to do that since the first day I saw you… figured I’d take a page out of Scott Hunter’s book.”
Laughter broke out around them.
Shane leaned toward Ilya.
“We definitely didn’t come out like that.”
Ilya grinned. “We should have.”
“No way,” Shane said, smiling. “But you can kiss me now anyway.”
Ilya didn’t hesitate.
He wrapped his arms around Shane, pulling him close despite the babies between them, and kissed him softly — slow and grounding amid the celebration.
Their foreheads pressed together.
Confetti drifted around them like snow.
“I love this,” Ilya whispered. “Our life. Our children. You.”
Shane closed his eyes. He saw it all unfolding ahead:
Watching Rhea and Mika grow. Future seasons. Retirement someday. More children, maybe. Their charity camp continuing to change young players’ lives. The league becoming kinder, safer, more open than the one they had entered.
A life bigger than hockey.
When Shane opened his eyes again, he smiled.
“I love you too.”
And beneath arena lights, holding their children with the Stanley Cup shining behind them, Shane finally understood:
He hadn’t lost anything by choosing family.
He had won everything.
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