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      Christmas Eve

      

      The room was spinning like a damn wind chime in a tornado. It had been a long time since she’d felt this way and it annoyed her. She tried to resist the urge to close her eyes but couldn’t seem to help it. Shit. She was going to pass out, but some deeply ingrained woman’s intuition told her she was in danger. Struggling to stay awake, she forced her eyes open and blinked as she stared into a pair of deep, dark eyes that made her blood run cold.

      “Mine,” he whispered, his finger tracing a line along her bottom lip. “One way or another, you’re going to be mine.”

      No. She tried to say the word, but her lips wouldn’t move, and she could only manage a sigh.

      “Hey! What the fuck are you doing?” A familiar voice, decidedly angry, startled her, but she quickly relaxed, recognizing the timber of his voice and knowing he would protect her.

      “You need to go.” Someone else was talking now, less familiar, but somehow also comforting.

      “Holy shit—are both of you bangin’ her?” The man who scared her started to chuckle. “This is going to be so much fun to watch.”

      There was the sound of a scuffle before a door slammed. Suddenly it was quiet, and she nestled against the coolness of the sheets.

      “You okay, honey?” That voice again, the one she loved. When his warm hand touched her cheek, she thought she shivered but she couldn’t be sure. “Damn, she’s out cold.”

      “What do we do?” The other voice seemed concerned.

      “I think she’s going to sleep it off, but I’m going to sit here for a while, make sure she’s okay. Why don’t you take off?”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. She probably had too much to drink, but with that asshole running around, I don’t want to leave her here alone.”

      “All right. Merry Christmas, man.”

      “Merry Christmas.”

      It got quiet again. The space beside her dipped under the man’s weight as he lay next to her. She wished she could curl against him, let him hold her, but she was so far gone she couldn’t do anything but trust him to take care of her. Later, tomorrow, she would find a way to thank him.

      How did this happen, she wondered just before sleep overwhelmed her, and who did this to me?
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      One Month Later

      

      Tiffany Marcus dropped a handful of towels on the quickly growing puddle of water on the floor and sank into a chair in frustration. It was late on a Sunday afternoon, and so far, she hadn’t been able to find a plumber available to come and fix whatever was leaking under the sink before tomorrow morning.

      Being a single mother was exhausting, she thought miserably, getting up to check on her three-year-old twins, Duncan and Derek. They were sound asleep, napping peacefully, but it was going to be a long evening for all of them if the water kept flowing into the kitchen. She thought she’d turned off the main switch, but the water was still coming, and she was running out of both options and towels.

      Frustrated, she picked up the phone and dialed the only person she could think of. She hated to bother him, but it had been a rough week, and she just didn’t have the energy to fight anymore battles.

      “Tiff?” Zakk Cloutier’s voice sounded heavy, as though she’d woken him.

      “Oh, God, I woke you up. I’m sorry.” She sank into a chair.

      “It’s all right.” He sounded more awake with each word. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ve got a leak in the kitchen, and I’ve called half a dozen plumbers, but no one can get here before morning. I tried to turn off the main valve, but the water is still pouring everywhere. I don’t know what else to do.” She couldn’t believe her voice broke, and she swiped at her eyes in frustration.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I can be there in ten minutes. Just hang on.”

      “Are you sure?” She sniffled. “I didn’t know who else to call. I know you’re leaving in the morning…”

      “It’s fine. I’ll see you in ten.”

      Tiff hung up and sighed. Zakk was a player for the Las Vegas Sidewinders, the NHL team where her late husband, Dave, had been an associate coach. He’d died unexpectedly last June from a heart attack, and since then, their close group of friends on the team, as well as their wives and girlfriends, kept tabs on her and tried to help whenever they could.

      Zakk was different, though. Just twenty-four and so good-looking he could make a woman’s mouth water with nothing more than a smile, he made Tiff a little nervous. They were friends, and he’d been there for her at Christmas when she hadn’t thought she would survive the first holiday season without her husband. She just didn’t know what to do with him now. She liked him a lot, but she wasn’t sure about getting involved with anyone. And he was too young for her anyway. That didn’t stop her from wanting him, though.

      When the doorbell rang, she jumped and hurried to answer it. She nearly sucked in her breath when she saw him. All six feet seven of him. He was tall, blond, and built like the side of a mountain. His dirty blond hair was long, all one length and fell to his shoulder on his right side. On the left, however, he’d shaved the two inches above his ear bald, leaving it bare and revealing earrings in his lobe and the cartilage at the top. His face was beautiful with eyes so green they reminded her of unpolished emeralds and full, sensual lips she often found herself staring at. He had dimples when he smiled, and the cleft in his chin made her want to put her tongue there.

      She saw tattoos on his forearm and knew there were more under his T-shirt; she’d seen those many times when he’d been at the pool and other occasions he’d taken his shirt off. She’d never been big on tattoos, but Zakk wore them well. Between the earrings, the tattoos, and the Harley he rode in the off-season, he appeared to be the consummate bad boy. Except he wasn’t.

      He was a talented athlete who loved kids and was extremely protective of his friends. The more time she spent with him, the more he surprised her and the more she wanted him. The truth was, whether or not she was broken-hearted over the loss of her husband, this man turned her on like no one ever had before. It made her feel guilty because Dave had only been gone seven months.

      “Thank you for coming,” she finally said when she realized she’d been staring at him.

      “My dad is a plumber,” he said with an impish grin. “I’m thinking I can figure this out.” He held out a toolbox. “Or we’ll get my dad on FaceTime.”

      “You’re a lifesaver,” she breathed. “I’ve made a million phone calls.”

      The water had begun to soak through the towels again, and Zakk frowned when he spotted the growing puddle. “Damn, that’s a serious mess. Where’s the main valve?”

      She showed him where everything was and watched in fascination as he got down under the sink to check things out. Wearing faded jeans that cupped his ass and thighs just right, she had to force herself to look away. However, when he stretched underneath to get a better angle and his T-shirt rode up to reveal his washboard abs, she had to take a deep breath.

      “Looks like I found the problem,” he said. “You had a pipe blow…” He went on to explain what had happened and announced that a quick trip to the hardware store would probably fix it well enough to hold until she could get a plumber the next day.

      “Here, let me give you some money.” She reached for her purse.

      “Stop it.” He laughed. “It’s maybe a five-dollar part. I got this. I’ll be back in a few minutes. You want me to bring back pizza? The kids will probably be hungry when they wake up from their nap, and I could eat.”

      “Sure.” She nodded. “That would be great.”

      While he was gone, she managed to wash her face and brush her hair, something she’d desperately needed to do. She got the kids up and turned on the TV so they wouldn’t be underfoot while Zakk was working. It was a relief to have someone else in charge of something because she’d been completely overwhelmed in the months since Dave had passed.

      She’d just had her dissertation accepted and gotten her Ph.D. two months before Dave died, and she’d been in the process of trying to find a job at a psychology practice. Though she’d gotten several offers from places she’d interned, she’d opted to stay home with the children for a while and just deal with her grief. Sometimes she wondered if she’d made the right decision; there were days when she would have done anything to have something to do.

      The twins went to pre-school three days a week, and she kept them busy with art and music classes the rest of the time, but it was the nights that were the hardest. She often sat in Dave’s chair in the den until late, thinking about him and wondering how she would go on now that he was gone. Once upon a time he’d saved her from the misery that had been her life as a stripper.

      Twenty years old and taking off her clothes to pay for her bachelor’s degree at Vanderbilt University, she’d been working six days a week to survive and pay her tuition, books, and room and board. Though they hadn’t gotten married right away, she’d been able to get her master’s degree and then start on her doctorate, despite having to follow him from coaching job to coaching job.

      The move to Las Vegas when the NHL expanded had been stressful, but ultimately one of the best decisions they’d ever made. They had wonderful friends, and the guys on the team were like family. She had girlfriends, a social life, and the team seemed to accept their coach’s much younger wife without question. She’d never been part of a group like this, and even Dave said the relationship the members of this team had were unlike anything he’d ever seen in hockey. Except for Marco.

      Their aloof, Swiss goalie was an asshole, and no one could figure out what made him tick. She hadn’t wanted to invite him to her Christmas party but knowing his wife had left him, and he didn’t have enough days off to go home to Switzerland, she’d done it anyway. In retrospect, that had been a mistake. She knew in her heart something had happened that involved him, but she just couldn’t remember.

      Something had gone wrong that night, and it was Zakk and another player on the team, Jamie Teller, who’d taken care of her. She didn’t remember drinking enough to pass out, but she’d woken up the following morning to her friend Andra tending to the twins and teasing her about how much she’d had to drink the night before. The problem was Tiff knew she hadn’t drunk enough to pass out—maybe three or four glasses of wine, which was nothing for her—and she was now having strange dreams that seemed very, very real.

      She had a faint memory of kissing Zakk, and then brief flashes of being naked in the shower and finding Marco looming over her in bed. She didn’t like Marco at all, so there was no way she’d willingly invited him into her bedroom. Zakk was another story—if she’d been drunk enough, it was entirely possible she’d done something stupid with him, but definitely not Marco. The whole thing didn’t sit well with her, but she was too afraid to ask Zakk for the truth.
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      She heard Zakk coming through the door, and the twins immediately assaulted him, climbing up his tall, muscular body like a jungle gym. He laughed good-naturedly, somehow incredibly popular with all of his teammates’ kids, and handed her the pizzas before he wrestled them to the ground.

      “Okay, you guys.” She laughed. “Let’s eat before it gets cold.” She pulled out plates and glasses, pouring a glass of wine for herself and milk for the boys. “I don’t have any beer,” she told Zakk. “But I’ve got merlot and chardonnay.”

      “Chardonnay would be great.” He flashed a heart-stopping smile before lifting the boys up, one in each arm, and depositing them in their chairs.

      Sinking into her chair, Tiff felt a moment of nostalgia having a man at the table again; it felt like a lot longer than seven months.

      Zakk kept the boys entertained all through the meal, and Tiff was grateful to be able to eat and enjoy a glass of wine without getting food all over her clothes or trying to keep the boys from fighting. Despite being so young, Zakk had a way with kids that warmed her heart. He was like a big kid himself, doing cannonballs in the pool or racing to see who could eat the most cookies.

      No matter where they were, if there were kids involved, he was far more interested in them than in the adults. Though he was an epic womanizer, with a different girl whenever he wanted one, he didn’t seem to have any problem leaving that part of him behind when they got together with friends and their families.

      “Okay, guys, I have to fix the sink and your mom has to help me.” Zakk got up from the table gathering plates. “Why don’t you go play so we can get it done?”

      “Okay!” The boys disappeared into the other room, and Tiff gave him a smile.

      “Thank you,” she said. “It was nice not to have to entertain them for once.”

      Their eyes met as Zakk said, “You’re very welcome.”
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      Zakk carried the dishes into the kitchen to avoid staring at her. She was so fucking beautiful he could barely think straight when he was with her. With huge hazel eyes and reddish-blond hair that flowed down to the middle of her back in layers, he would never understand what a middle-aged guy like Coach Dave had done to attract her attention. He knew Tiff well enough to know it wasn’t about money; between that perfect face, a body to die for, and breasts that begged to have a man’s face buried between them, he had no doubt she could have had anyone.

      How she wound up with Dave was something he really wanted to ask her someday. If he could keep his dick in check long enough to have a serious conversation with her. God knows, they’d almost made a huge mistake on Christmas Eve; thank God she’d passed out before anything had happened they couldn’t take back.

      Making sure not to look at her again, he got under the sink and focused on the problem at hand. Being around her made him feel like a teenager with no self-control, and it had been a long time since a woman had done that to him.

      “Do you need anything?” she called out.

      Yeah, your lips around my dick, he thought, nearly dropping the wrench on his face. “Nah, I’m good,” he grunted. Breathing steadily to distract himself from the view of her long, shapely legs, he managed to change the part without much trouble. He finally crawled out and stood up. “I’m going to turn the valve back on—yell if you see water.”

      “Okay.”

      “How’s it look?” he called out after a few seconds.

      “No problems!” she called back.

      He headed toward her voice just in time to run into her in the hall. “Oh!” She laughed, holding a hand to her chest. “You startled me.”

      “Sorry,” he said, flashing her a smile

      “You want another glass of wine?” she asked abruptly.

      “Sure.” He followed her to the kitchen and watched her pour them both another glass. He sank onto a chair at the kitchen table, and she took the one across from him.

      “You have no idea how much I appreciate this,” she said softly.

      “It’s no problem.” He met her gaze steadily, wondering what she was thinking as she nervously chewed her lip.

      “Hey, Zakk?” She looked at him almost fearfully, which was generally not her personality, and he couldn’t seem to look away.

      “Yeah?” He hoped his voice sounded steadier than it felt.

      “I need to ask you something.”

      “Okay.” Oh, crap. Was she going to ask about Christmas?

      “Did we kiss on Christmas night?”

      Shit! He looked away, feeling uncomfortable.

      “Zakk? Did I do something inappropriate that night?” She looked so worried he immediately reached across the table for her hand.

      “No.” He shook his head vehemently. “It’s just, you were pretty drunk, and we kind of kissed before you passed out. I didn’t bring it up because it didn’t seem like you remembered...”

      “I don’t remember much,” she admitted. “Just little flashes of events from that night. I didn’t know if I imagined it or something. I can’t remember going this long without sex before, so I thought maybe I was dreaming...”

      His eyes widened in surprise.

      “I know.” She laughed lightly. “You all think since I married someone old enough to be my father, I’m probably either a whore or a total prude, but I’m neither.”

      “I never thought anything like that,” he said quietly.

      “I think some of the guys do.” She looked away. “I never fit in anywhere because I was married to a coach but the same age as a lot of the players and their wives. I loved Dave more than anything, but it was hard sometimes. I wanted to be out partying with everyone, and Dave would say we couldn’t. Or I’d want to go on vacation just the two of us, but he always wanted to be with the boys. He said he missed his older kids’ childhoods because he was on the road so much, and he didn’t want to be the same kind of dad to our kids.” She sighed heavily. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be talking about this stuff.”

      “It’s okay,” he whispered, keeping his hand on hers. “I know you must be having a hard time.”

      “It’s been pretty shitty,” she admitted, closing her eyes.

      “It’s okay to cry,” he said after a moment.

      “I’ve done more than enough of that,” she said bitterly. “I just want to feel alive again. That’s probably why I kissed you at Christmas. I’m really sorry—I hope I didn’t offend you.”

      He frowned; unsure he’d heard her right. “You were fine,” he said slowly. “I’m not going to pretend I’m not attracted to you. I thought it was mutual, but then you passed out, so I put you to bed and got Andra to stay overnight. It wasn’t a big deal, Tiff.”

      “That was kind.” She got up, suddenly seeming distant.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, following her to the sink where she started rinsing plates. “Are you worried about the kiss? Cause I’ll do it again right now to get it out of the way, and you don’t have to try to remember anymore.”

      She snapped her head around to stare at him. Then she laughed as if realizing he was kidding. “Very funny! I have so much adversity going on with the battle over Dave’s estate, I guess I was worried you thought I was completely crazy for hitting on you or maybe you told the other guys...”

      “There is nothing crazy about you,” he said, touching her cheek with gentle fingers. “And I didn’t tell a soul. Except Jamie, ‘cause he was standing there when it happened.”

      “That’s who it was!” She snapped her fingers. “There was someone else in the room, but I couldn’t place the face—it was Jamie.” She wrinkled her nose. “Does he think I’m a slut?”

      “For wanting to be kissed after six months as a widow?” He raised his eyebrows. “Uh, no. We’re guys, Tiff—we like sex and don’t need an excuse to enjoy it.”

      “Guys aren’t the only ones who like sex,” she said, turning the water on again. “I mean, I love sex. Most women don’t want to admit that, but I’m not ashamed of it. I had a lot of boyfriends before Dave, and I love everything about sex. Every time I slept with someone new I learned something. I’ll never pretend to be some timid little virgin. When I’m ready to start dating again, I’m going to be all over that shit.”

      Zakk reached out and took the dish towel from her hands. “Will you do me a favor?”

      “Of course.” She met his eyes seeming curious.

      “Will you call me first?”

      “What?”

      “When you’re ready to date—will you let me be the first to take you out?”

      She smiled, almost shyly as she continued to hold his gaze. “I don’t know if I could sleep with one of the guys on the team. I love sex, and I want to have it again in the semi-near future, but I’m not going to disrespect Dave’s memory by whoring around the Sidewinders.”

      “You wouldn’t be a whore, and I wouldn’t tell anyone.” He took a lock of her hair and twirled it in his fingers. “We’re friends, and that will always be more important than anything else—I promise.”

      She didn’t say anything as their eyes stayed locked for an intense minute before she looked away. “Then yes, I’ll call you first.”
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      Three Months Later

       

      Making the playoffs for the second year in a row, as well as their second season in existence, was a huge deal for the Sidewinders. As an NHL expansion team who was still new, it was unthinkable they’d come this far once again. Last year they’d lost in the final game of the first round, and now they were back to another first round game seven. This was going to be the most important game of their history to date.

      Walking through the arena to the seats where wives and girlfriends sat, Tiff felt a moment of sadness. She’d been to almost all the home games this year, but this one was special. The guys all wore a patch on their jerseys with her late husband’s initials and the number forty, which was the number he’d worn when he’d played the game.

      Win or lose, they were dedicating the season to him whenever the season ended, but she didn’t want that dedication to happen tonight. She only wanted the end to come if they were holding the championship Cup above their heads in June. It would have been the ultimate accomplishment for Dave, and she wanted that for him still.

      “Tiff!” Her friend Tessa Barber called to her, waving happily.

      Tiff joined her in their seats along with the other wives in their close circle of friends: Suze, Cody Armstrong’s wife; Molly, Dom Gianni’s wife; Erin, Drake Riser’s wife; Kate, Karl Martensson’s wife; and Tessa, Toli Petrov’s fiancée. Andra, one of her closest friends, was Head Coach Brad Barnett’s wife, and would probably be watching from the owner’s box with Suze and Cody’s older son, CJ. She always invited Tiff to sit with her, but Tiff liked being in the crowd. She’d had to split her time between the box and the stands as the wife of a coach, but now that Dave was gone, she didn’t want to be up there anymore.

      “I don’t know if I can watch.” Kate groaned, her brown eyes sparkling as she bounced in her seat. “Karl won’t be able to stand it if they lose again, and he never got to play.” Karl was the team’s back-up goalie, and he’d been miserable sitting on the bench during the playoffs last year, especially when they’d lost. He’d been playing more than usual this season, but not during the first six games of the playoffs. He had yet to play in an NHL playoff game, and everyone assumed Karl would ask to be traded this summer when his contract expired unless he was offered the starting position.

      “Coach might put him in tonight,” Tiff murmured low enough so only Kate could hear.

      “What?” Kate turned to her in surprise, sinking down in her seat and leaning close to her. “How do you know?”

      “I heard Brad on the phone last night when I was at the house—he wasn’t happy with the way Marco played last game.”

      “They almost lost.” Kate nodded. “If Zakk hadn’t scored with five seconds left on the clock they would have gone to overtime, and who knows what would have happened?”

      “Hello, ladies.” A deep male voice with a slight Hispanic lilt to it spoke from behind them, and they all turned as one.

      “Dante!” Tiff’s face lit up when she spotted the handsome professional baseball player who was one of Kate’s clients. They’d met last year when he’d accompanied Kate to Dave’s funeral. Kate was his publicist, and they’d become close personal friends as well, so Tiff had gotten to know him rather well too.

      Dante Lamonte was six feet three inches of lean muscle with light caramel-colored skin and dreamy hazel eyes. Tiff thought he was incredibly handsome, but there was nothing between them except friendship. He was dating the Sidewinders’ Head of Media Relations, Becca Hernandez, so he got to Las Vegas often and was a great friend to all of them.

      “Hey, beautiful.” Dante hugged her tightly.

      “I didn’t know if you were going to make it.” Kate got up to hug him too as everyone called out greetings.

      “I had a day off in between west coast games, so I made a side trip to watch the game and to see Becca. I needed to see my girl and play with all the team babies,” he added with a grin.

      “You and Becca could make one.” Kate grinned at him.

      “Why don’t you have one?” he teased, poking her in the side. “We’re not married yet, but you are.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know how I feel about something that size coming out of my hoo-ha.”

      They all laughed. It was a running joke with Kate; she wanted a baby but had no desire to go through pregnancy or childbirth.

      Dante sat between the women, ordering drinks for all of them and flirting outrageously. When the game started, the girls were on their feet, yelling and cheering. Tiff watched Zakk discreetly, proud when he stepped on the ice to the loudest cheers of all; everyone remembered his game-winning goal from the previous game. He didn’t acknowledge the crowd, but she saw him look up in their direction. He knew she’d be sitting here, and she couldn’t help but hope he was looking for her.

      “What’s going on, Tiff?” Dante leaned close to her, sliding an arm around her shoulders. “Has something happened with the case?” He was referring to Dave’s older children challenging the will.

      “No.” She shook her head. “We go back to court soon. But you know those weird dreams I was having?”

      He nodded; they talked often.

      “Turns out it was more of a flashback.”

      His eyes widened. “So you and Zakk…”

      “Well, we kissed.” She looked away for a moment. “And then I passed out.”

      He winced. “I’m assuming he was a gentleman?”

      “Yes, of course.” She looked up sheepishly. “I didn’t even remember it—just those dreams.”

      “You’ve had a rough time the last nine months or so,” he said gently. “You’re experiencing a lot of stress. Everyone reacts differently. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

      “He’s become a really important friend,” she admitted.

      “You like him.” Dante looked surprised. “You really like him.”

      “He’s twenty-four,” she protested sadly. “What would people say?”

      “Who cares?” He frowned at her. “You’re both adults. Querida, you have to live your life—” Sweetheart.

      He was cut off by Kate’s screeching voice. “Go, Zakk, go!”
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      Zakk was on a breakaway, his long legs flying down the ice with no one anywhere near him. Moving the puck in front of him, he approached San Jose’s goalie on the right side but turned and shot it to the left, over his shoulder. The puck hit the crossbar and bounced into the net. The red light flashed, and the crowd went nuts.

      As his teammates approached him, Zakk looked up into the stands. Taller than all the other women, he could see Tiff’s reddish hair swinging as she jumped out of her seat cheering. He heard Drake and Cody yelling in his ear, but his eyes were glued to the woman in the stands and the man next to her. What was Dante doing here?

      “Fuckin’-A!” Dom yelled as they skated back to the bench. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!”

      “San Jose is goin’ down!” Cody grunted, sitting down.

      “All right, boys,” Coach Barnett was talking behind them. “That’s just one—you need to keep your heads in the game. We’ve still got fifty minutes to play.”
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      A minute later, San Jose returned the favor and tied the game. Up in the stands, Tiff and the girls groaned. This was how every game had gone; they would exchange goals until the time ran out and whoever happened to be on top at that point won the game. It was nerve-wracking to watch, and they knew the guys were frustrated. Marco was a better goalie than what they’d seen during the other playoff games, and no one knew exactly what was going on.

      “It’s going to be a hell of a game,” Dante said, shaking his head.

      “Karl is probably having a fit,” Kate said softly, looking down at the bench. “I hoped Coach Barnett would put him in tonight, but Marco is starting again.”

      “Coach really needs to put Karl in,” Dante groused, frowning.

      “Yeah, baby!” Molly jumped to her feet and yelled at the top of her lungs as Dom scored the next goal.

      “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.” Tiff laughed with the others.

      When the third and hopefully final period started, the game was tied 3–3 with Cody having scored their third goal at the end of the second period. They didn’t have time to enjoy it. Twenty seconds in, one of San Jose’s defensemen crashed into the net going full speed and taking Marco with him. Both men crashed into the boards and neither moved for a moment. San Jose’s player slowly got to his knees and looked over at Marco. Cody and Dom skated over to him and immediately started yelling for the referee. Silence fell over the arena as they watched a trainer and then the doctor go out onto the ice.

      “Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy,” Dante murmured loud enough for only Tiff to hear. She nudged him with her elbow.

      “What’s happening?” Kate was asking as they all watched her husband out on the ice warming up.

      “They’re going to determine whether or not Marco can keep playing,” Tiff explained. “But Karl’s out there stretching because chances are good he’s going in since they called the doctor out.”

      “Oh my God,” Kate breathed. “He’s going to play?”

      “Looks like it.” Suze was standing on her chair so she could see what was happening on the ice. “Looks like Marco’s getting up, but Cody and Dom are helping him skate off.”

      “Go Karl,” Tiff whispered happily.

      Dante squeezed her arm, and she smiled up at him. She was always happier when he was in town. They had a simple relationship; she didn’t have to worry about him hitting on her, and he didn’t have to put on his baseball prima donna persona with her. He’d had a rough time after his fiancée, Larissa, and close friend and manager, Trey, had been killed last summer, and they’d talked a lot during the initial stages of their grief.

      The crowd cheered as Marco was helped off the ice, and the girls hooted and hollered when Karl skated out to the goal.

      “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!” Kate was almost hyperventilating.

      “You need to calm down.” Tiff laughed at her. “You’re going to have a stroke.”

      “He’s going to die if he loses the game for them!”

      “It’s a team sport,” Dante gently reminded her. “Karl cannot lose this game alone.”

      Five minutes later, they were screaming at the top of their lungs as Toli put the puck in San Jose’s net.

      “I love you, baby!” Tessa yelled out.

      “There’s six minutes left,” Tiff murmured, focused on Zakk as he moved the puck. Heart in her throat, she watched one of San Jose’s bigger players try to check him, but that was where Zakk’s size gave him an advantage. He was an average of five inches taller and thirty pounds heavier than most players, so it was hard to move him out of the way. He skated past the other team, building speed at a rate that always made Tiff’s heart beat a little faster; he was breathtaking on the ice. For the first time in her life, she wanted to learn how to ice skate.

      “Five minutes.” Kate was almost whimpering. Her face was white as she clutched her hands in front of her.

      “Come on, guys!” Suze was still standing on her chair, yelling.

      “I don’t think I’ve been this nervous in my life,” Molly whispered to them.

      “Go, Zakk, go!” Tiff was out of her seat, screaming his name as he passed the puck to Jamie, who circled San Jose’s goalie before shooting it back to Zakk. He one-timed it between the goalie’s legs; the red light started flashing as the crowd seemed to collectively leave their seats.

      “Hell yeah!” Dante was shouting with the rest of them.

      “Four minutes,” Suze whispered.

      “Go, go, go,” Tiff said under her breath as Toli circled the ice, passing the puck to Dom who shot it wide. Cody picked it up and moved around to the front, sending it to the back of the net; their goalie never saw it.

      “Yes!” Suze let out a squeal.

      The guys had momentum now, using the back-to-back goals to take advantage of the other team’s goalie. A time-out was called, and San Jose’s back-up goalie was brought in.

      “Battle of the back-ups,” Dante said, as he followed the action.

      “Two minutes,” Molly called out.

      “This is very stressful!” Tessa groaned, her arm linked through Erin’s.

      Erin chuckled, though she’d been quieter than normal tonight.

      “Oh, God, less than a minute to go.” Tiff watched Kate cover her eyes.

      “Go, go, go!” Suze was yelling as Drake moved the puck away from Karl. He skated down to the other end of the ice, passing to Jamie, who shot it along the boards, using up the clock.

      “Shift change,” Molly murmured as Toli and Dom got on the ice.

      “They’re pulling the goalie,” Kate cried as San Jose’s goalie skated to the bench and a sixth forward joined the team.

      “Thirty seconds,” Erin whispered.

      “Twenty seconds,” Tiff said softly, following Zakk as he took a pass from Jamie.

      “You girls are hard to watch a game with,” Dante complained.

      “Ten seconds.”

      The others stood too, counting down as the clock neared zero.

      “We won!” Tiff jumped in the air, hugging Dante just before she put her fingers in her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. “Yeah! Go Sidewinders! We’re going to L.A., baby!”

      “You did it, baby!” Kate was yelling at Karl, who lifted his stick in her direction.

      “Holy shit, we’re going to the next round!” Molly pumped her fist.

      “I can’t stand it, I’m so excited.” Suze bounced on the tips of her toes.

      “Oh, God, I need to get to a bathroom.” Erin clapped a hand over her mouth.

      Dante took one look at the greenish tinge to her face and immediately scooped her into his arms, pushing through the throngs of excited fans. They disappeared around the corner, and the girls all stared at Kate.

      “Is she pregnant again?” Suze demanded incredulously.

      “I don’t know.” Kate held up her hands. “I didn’t think she wanted another one so soon, but what do I know?”

      “I wouldn’t be trying again so soon if I wasn’t so old.” Molly sighed.

      “Brian’s almost a year now,” Tiff said reasonably. “I think the timing is perfect.”

      “Well, we’re not having any luck so far,” Molly said quietly. “We got pregnant right away last time, but we stopped using protection four months ago.”

      “It’ll happen once you’re not stressed,” Suze said gently. “Just have lots of glorious sex and don’t think too much.”

      “We do have some awesome sex.” Molly sighed dramatically, batting her lashes.

      “That’s probably why Erin’s pregnant,” Kate stage whispered. “She said Drake can go like three or four times—”

      “Hey!” Tiff complained. “Remember me? The widow who hasn’t gotten any in, like, a year?”

      Kate looked like she was trying not to laugh. “Sorry?”

      “You’re not sorry.” Tiff was laughing too, though. “God, I’m so horny it’s ridiculous.”

      The girls all seemed sympathetic. “You should’ve jumped Dante while you had the chance,” Molly said, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “Dante and I are just friends.” Tiff wrinkled her nose. She gazed out at the ice where Zakk was talking to one of the guys from San Jose.

      “Uh-huh.” Kate nudged her with her hip. “And what about Jamie?”

      “What?” Tiff shook her head. “He’s a flirt, but there’s nothing going on with us.”

      “Bummer. He’s cute.”

      “He’s okay.” Tiff forced herself not to look at Zakk, and she caught Tessa’s slightly narrowed eyes.

      “So where’s the party?” Dante asked, joining them again.

      “Erin okay?”

      He nodded. “She’s going down to the family lounge. She wants to sit down a few minutes before the guys get there.”

      “I should go check on CJ,” Suze said, looking up at the owner’s box.

      “Let’s go join Erin,” Tiff said reasonably. “That way she won’t be alone, and we won’t have to deal with the crowds.”

      They moved to the elevators, and Tiff glanced back over her shoulder as Zakk was heading off the ice. Just before she turned away, she saw him look over his shoulder, and she could have sworn he looked right at her. Trying to still the rapid beating of her heart, she hurried to catch up with the others. Knowing Zakk was just as attracted to her as she was to him was making this really hard.

      She wanted him so much it was starting to make her mouth water looking at him. She desperately needed to stop thinking about him, but that wasn’t as easy as it sounded. His good looks coupled with their close friendship made it impossible to ignore the passion that was always smoldering just beneath the surface between them. Something was bound to happen.
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      The mood in the family lounge that had been set up for the post-game celebration was jovial. Even before the players got there, friends and family were in high spirits. There were bottles of wine and champagne for the adults and juice and soda for the kids.

      Tiff and Kate hurried over to Erin, who seemed to be feeling better as she sipped a Sprite and ate some cheese and crackers.

      “You didn’t tell me you were trying,” Kate whispered to her as the girls crowded around her.

      “We weren’t,” she flushed. “I guess we’re just really fertile. We stopped using protection not even a month ago.”

      “You’re killing me,” Molly groaned.

      “No luck?” Erin asked her with sympathy clear in her voice.

      “No.” Molly shrugged. “But we are not talking about that tonight. In fact, there is a bottle of champagne with my name on it.”

      “You and me both,” Tiff followed her to where an attendant was putting out champagne and glasses. Tiff picked up two bottles and motioned for Molly to do the same. They joined the others with their four bottles, and Tiff gave one to Tessa and Molly gave one to Suze.

      “Where’s mine?” Kate demanded.

      “I’ve got it.” Dante put one in her hands as he took a long drink from his.

      “You guys suck.” Erin laughed.

      “One sip won’t kill you if you’re barely four weeks pregnant,” Kate protested.

      “I know,” Erin said. “But if I have a little it’ll be when Drake gets here.”

      Tiff and the others lifted their bottles and cheered for the team before putting them to their lips just as the team came walking in.

      “Hey, baby!” Drake reached Erin first, immediately noticing she was the only one in the group without a bottle of champagne. “You okay?”

      “I got a really upset stomach during the game,” she murmured, moving into his arms. “So I thought maybe I shouldn’t.”

      He seemed startled. “Seriously? Already?!”

      “I don’t know,” she whispered, leaning against him. “Are you mad?”

      “Are you kidding? This is awesome! I just don’t want you to overdo it. Two kids in less than two years is a lot.”

      “You should’ve worn a damn condom.” She playfully swatted at him.

      He snickered, picking her up and kissing her fully on the mouth. “Next time,” he promised.

      Tiff couldn’t hear what else he said, but her cheeks turned red, and she giggled. She watched similar scenes unfold as Cody, Dom, and Toli joined them, reaching for bottles of champagne and their wives or fiancée.

      “How’s Marco?” Suze was the only one to ask.

      “Hyperextended his knee,” Karl said quietly. “They’ll do an MRI tomorrow to see how bad it is. He’s all right now, icing it in the locker room. He said he’d be down soon.”

      “Do you get the win for this game?” Kate asked, still learning the ins and outs of the rules.

      “I didn’t even face any shots,” Karl said. “But yes, it goes on my record as a win since we were tied when I went in.”

      “It was your first playoff game and win,” Drake said proudly, grinning at his friend. He lifted his bottle of champagne and poured it over Karl’s head. Kate squealed and moved out of the way as Dom and Cody joined Drake in covering Karl with champagne.

      Tiff also moved away, spotting Jamie, and heading in his direction. “Congratulations,” she said, hugging him.

      “Thanks.” He smiled down at her, his chocolate brown eyes meeting hers. “You doin’ okay?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded slowly. “It’s hard knowing he’s not going to come through that door with the other coaches, but I’m too excited to think about it right now.”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “There’s someone who should make you even more excited.” He moved away and instinct told her Zakk was nearby.

      She turned with a smile, amazed at how he always took her breath away.

      “You were incredible tonight,” she whispered, her eyes meeting his. Impulsively, she hugged him, and the feel of his arms closing around her made her heart flutter.

      “Thanks. I was playing for you tonight,” he admitted. “And Dave.”

      Tears stung her eyes, but they were happy tears. “Thank you. That’s the sweetest thing anyone has said to me since he died.”

      “He was a lucky man,” he said.

      “So was I.” She smiled faintly.

      “I need to talk to some people. You’re not going home with Dante, are you?”

      “He’s going out with Becca.” She rolled her eyes. “You know we’re just friends.”

      He shrugged. “You guys are close.”

      “I didn’t think you noticed,” she said after a moment.

      He raised his eyebrows but seemed to reconsider whatever he was going to say. “I seriously have to talk to a few people but hold that thought. We’re not done with this conversation.” He moved off to a few reporters who’d been invited to join the celebration.

      “Hello, Tiffany.” Marco spoke behind her, and she turned, surprised to see him.

      “How’s the knee?” she asked casually.

      “Hurts, but it will be okay.” He met her gaze. “Were you worried about me?”

      Taken aback, she frowned slightly. “Of course. I’d worry about anyone on the team who got hurt.”

      “You know, you can’t run from me forever,” he said, moving closer to her. “At some point, you’re going to be mine.”

      “Marco, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said quietly, suddenly on edge. “Whatever your infatuation is with me has to stop.”

      “You know damn well—” He stopped abruptly as Zakk appeared beside her.

      “Hey, man,” Zakk said absently. “Glad you’re on your feet. Will you excuse us for a second?” He led Tiff toward where Erin, Drake, Tessa, and Toli were standing. “I can’t leave you alone for five minutes,” he whispered in her ear as they walked.

      “I can take care of myself,” she whispered back, glancing at him with a scowl.

      “You keep saying that, but every time I turn around, I’m saving you.”

      That hurt her feelings. “That’s not fair. You don’t understand how stressful things have been,” she whispered.

      “I don’t?” He gave her a dirty look. “After all the time we’ve spent together? Baby, I know what you’re going through better than you do sometimes.”

      “Then stop making me feel bad.”

      He sighed. “I don’t mean to. We’re just so…complicated. I don’t know if we’re friends, or what?”

      “Of course we’re friends.” Her eyes flashed angrily, but it was hard to think straight when he was so close to her. “That’s why it’s complicated.”

      Zakk grabbed her by the arm and nudged her out the door, around the corner and up against the nearest wall, his massive body pressing against hers. “You’ve been playing a game with me for months,” he growled. “You look at me like you want me, but then you turn away. You were all in at Christmas until you passed out, so I don’t know what any of it means, but you need to put up or shut up because this isn’t fair.”

      “I…” Her voice trailed off as she stared at his beautiful mouth. She swallowed, knowing
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