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      August

      Wedding Day

      

      Tessa Barber hadn’t felt anything but love, joy and excitement from the moment her fiancé had proposed on a beach in Maui. Anatoli Petrov was everything she’d never known she wanted in a man, and she loved him so much it was sometimes frightening. Today was the big day and though she hadn’t thought having a huge, ostentatious wedding was necessary, it was what Toli wanted and she was willing to do almost anything to make him happy. She hadn’t been nervous until right this moment, and she had to take a deep breath to get herself to relax.

      Brought in through a private back entrance, guests were being seated in a room that was characterized by more elegance and beauty than Tessa had ever seen. Though she’d been privy to all the planning, Toli had been the one who’d worked with the wedding planner to make this happen, and she hadn’t expected it to be this stunning. Flowers, tiny white lights, large stained glass windows and huge chandeliers gave the room the distinct aura of romance. There was also the aromatic fragrance of roses that mingled with ladies’ perfume and the unmistakable scent of money. Everything about this event was first class and you could practically smell it.

      In a waiting room just 500 feet from where the wedding would be held, Tessa peeked out the door as friends and family were being escorted to their seats, and finally succumbed to nerves. Pacing the room as she tried to still her trembling hands, she had a terrible feeling something was wrong.

      “Hey, you’ve done this before.” Kate Martensson hugged Tessa gently. “It’s going to be great. Toli is so excited.” They’d been friends since college and she doubted Kate had ever seen her this nervous.

      “Have you seen him?” Tessa asked worriedly. She and Toli hadn’t spoken since yesterday afternoon, and it was driving her crazy.

      “Yes, and he’s his usual bundle of energy.”

      Tessa closed her eyes. “I can’t wait for him to see me. You think he’ll like this? I mean, the dress cost—”

      “We are not thinking about any of that today!” Tessa’s matron of honor, Tiffany Marcus, said firmly. “He did this because he wanted to—it was all him, remember? You wanted the courthouse.”

      Tessa smiled. “You’re right. I’m just so nervous all of a sudden.”

      “You want me to get your dad?” her other best friend from college, Erin Riser, asked quietly.

      “How much time do we have?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      “Not yet.” Tessa looked to where her daughter, Raina, was spinning in her dress, as she’d been doing pretty much all day. “Baby girl, do you remember what you’re supposed to do?”

      Raina looked up with a grin. “Throw flowers!”

      They all chuckled.

      “You’re going to hold CJ’s hand, right?” Tessa reminded her.

      “I know, Mommy!” Just two and a half, Raina was already a little diva as she rolled her eyes.

      “Okay, baby.” Tessa grinned at her.

      “It looks gorgeous out there,” Molly said, coming back in. “I just peeked and I think everyone is here and seated.”

      “Oh, God.” Tessa sank into the nearest chair, her dress popping up all around her. She had a hoop skirt on underneath and the boning didn’t do well when she was sitting down.

      “You need to get up,” Tiff laughed.

      Tessa sighed, doing as she was told and letting them get the skirt and train in position again. There was an attendant from the dress shop there specifically for the purpose of making sure the ridiculously long train was spread out evenly so it would drag behind her as she walked the 100-foot aisle.

      “Your dad is ready and they just motioned that we should get started,” Suzanne Armstrong said, her eyes sparkling. “Are you ready? The guys just lined up to walk down to the front.”

      “Yes.” Tessa nodded and smiled at her dad, who’d come in and leaned over to kiss her cheek.

      The girls lined up to walk with their partners, and then it was just Tessa, her father and the ring bearer, CJ, holding Raina’s hand. She watched from the doorway as her friends walked down the aisle, and glanced at her dad.

      “Don’t be nervous,” he grinned. “This guy loves you way more than your ex-husband ever did!”

      “I know,” she admitted. “That’s part of what scares me—if anything ever happened between us I don’t think I’d get over it the way I did with Bobby.”

      “Nothing is going to happen,” he said gently. “You guys are perfect together—I couldn’t ask for a better man for you.”

      “Thanks, Dad!” she hugged him tightly. Then she reached for her bouquet, a beautiful creation of pink, white and red exotic wildflowers that cost more than a small car.

      Her father offered her his arm and they walked slowly to the outer room as the last of the girls went down the aisle. Tiff flashed a smile before she went, and the attendant ushered CJ and Raina to the archway that led to the main room. CJ obligingly led the little girl on their way out, with Raina throwing flowers in every direction, making the audience laugh.

      “Holy crap,” Tessa whispered to herself. “This is it.”

      When she stepped between the massive columns that led into the room that had been transformed just for them and their 350 guests, her eyes instantly sought out the man she loved. Toli was standing at the front of the room with his son and best man, Anton, at his side. He looked incredibly handsome in his white-on-white tuxedo, champagne colored ties being the only color worn by the men. It was so nice to see the people he cared about most standing beside him; his brother Sergei was behind Anton, followed by his friends from the team: Cody Armstrong, Dom Gianni, Drake Riser, Zakk Cloutier, Vladimir Kolnikov and Karl Martensson.

      Tessa knew the moment Toli saw her, as his face softened and his eyes glittered with something akin to adoration. No one had ever looked at her like that and she felt her nerves melt away. This man was everything she’d ever wanted and then some. As she took the first step towards him, his smile was unwavering.

      She walked slowly, one step at a time, managing to look around the room a few times and see the joy on the faces of their friends and family. This was truly the greatest moment of her life, and when she finally reached Toli, she felt tears brimming in her eyes. He took her hand and pulled her to his side, silently mouthing, “I love you,” as the first tear ran down her cheek.

      Without hesitation, he used his thumb to brush it away and whispered to her in Russian, making her smile.

      “I love you more,” she mouthed back.
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      Thirty minutes later, Toli kissed his bride, long and deep, as the crowd cheered and laughed.

      “You are the most beautiful woman in the world,” he whispered to her.

      “Thank you for making this day amazing,” she whispered back.

      “Sweetheart, it’s just beginning.”

      They walked down the aisle hand in hand and out into the waiting area where everyone surrounded them. Though concerned about security, they still wanted the celebration to be lighthearted and for their guests not to feel alienated from them since there were so many people that wanted to talk to them. They were immediately bombarded with hugs, kisses and congratulations, exactly the way they’d wanted it. A receiving line would have been more efficient, but they wanted this to be informal and a little chaotic. Eventually, staff members moved the guests in the direction of the reception while the wedding party was rounded up so the photographers could take formal photographs.

      Pictures seemed to go on forever, but finally it was over and while the wedding party went ahead to the reception, Tessa and Toli were shown to a private room where she could change into her second of three dresses bought for the day’s events and they could relax for a few minutes.

      “This dress is spectacular,” he said softly. “You are stunning.”

      “You’re pretty hot yourself,” she said, running her hands up his arms.

      “So, how much did I pay for a dress you’re taking off after two hours?” he teased.

      She rolled her eyes. “This was your idea, Mr. I-want-the-biggest-wedding-ever—I don’t want to hear it!”

      “I know.” He brushed his lips across hers. “I paid every bill with a smile.”

      “So help me change my dress and then we’ll make our grand entrance as husband and wife.”

      He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them lingeringly. “Anything you want.”

      “What I wanted was a quick trip to the courthouse and then a party,” she snorted. “Now you suddenly care about what I want?!” Toli knew she was only kidding.

      “I forced you to have what you didn’t want to admit you wanted,” he chuckled.

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      He grabbed her and sought her lips with his. Though it had only been a little more than twenty-four hours since they’d seen each other, it felt much longer. In the ten months they’d been together, they hadn’t gone more than a few hours without talking, so being apart since yesterday morning had been torture in its purest form for both of them. The kiss they shared now was so heated it was like they hadn’t seen each other in weeks instead of a day. He had no control of the erection tenting the pants of his tuxedo and she ran a hand over it gently.

      “I’m going to make this up to you,” she whispered with a smile.

      “You’re damn right you will!” he grunted. It hadn’t been his idea to abstain from any and all sexual relations for the thirty days prior to the wedding, but she’d insisted it would add romance to the event.

      “Think of how much fun tonight is going to be,” she teased, her blue eyes sparkling with love and mischief.

      “You’re lucky I don’t take you right here,” he muttered, reaching for her again. His tongue snaked out to find hers and she leaned against him heavily, chest rising and falling as his hands roamed up and down her back. He slowly unzipped the back of the dress, letting it fall away from her body, fingers trailing along her silky smooth ass and thighs.

      “Do you have a condom?” she asked.

      He frowned. “Why would I have a condom? We haven’t used them in months.”

      “Because if you had one, we could have had a quickie, but I am not going to drip your junk all night at my reception!” She gave him a look that was both teasing and serious.

      He felt himself blanch. “That would be bad.” He held her hand while she stepped out of the dress, his eyes never leaving her beautiful body. He watched appreciatively as she slipped into a slinky creation of lace and chiffon, also strapless, with a removable skirt she had told him she would take off after their first dance. The gown she’d worn for the ceremony had been absolutely stunning, but he really liked the flexibility this dress afforded her, since it was almost like two dresses in one, bringing her total number of dresses to four.

      “Do I look okay?” She turned her back so he could zip her up and he gently ran a finger down her spine before kissing the spot behind her neck. He finally zipped her up and turned her around.

      “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m already putting out tonight,” she giggled. “You can tell me the truth.”

      “I will always tell you the truth.” He bent his head to kiss her again and she moved against him lovingly but turned her head.

      “We have to go,” she whispered against his mouth. “And I don’t want to have to fix my makeup again.”

      “I know, but you’re pretty irresistible.” He smiled and watched her for a moment before reaching for her hand. They followed the waiting attendants back to the reception, fingers laced together. So far, this had been the best day ever.

      

      “…Mr. and Mrs. Anatoli Petrov!” The DJ announced the bride and groom and the guests went wild, cheering and hooting as if it was a hockey game. Toli held up their linked hands as they walked through the reception hall. It was bathed in soft candlelight, everything done in shades of pink and champagne. He’d managed every detail of the wedding except the dresses and the color scheme, and was pleased with how it looked. When Tessa admitted she wanted pink to be one of the main colors, he’d been secretly horrified, but he’d given in to her only request other than picking her dress. Now, he was glad he did. There was nothing girlie or overly feminine about the colors or the decorations. The room was stunning and the pink and champagne with splashes of black exuded pure elegance.

      They found their way to their table at the front of the room, where they sat on a raised dais for just the two of them, and he watched as she toed off her high heels.

      “My feet are killing me,” she murmured, looking over at him.

      “You brought the flat ones, yes?” he asked.

      She nodded. “But I don’t want to put those on until after we’ve had our first dance.”

      “Whatever you want, love.” He was still holding her hand under the table and she smiled at him.

      “This has been so amazing,” she whispered. “I’m really glad you made me have a wedding.”

      “Me too.” He leaned over and nuzzled her lips without smearing her lipstick.

      “Are you sad your parents aren’t here?” she asked softly.

      He looked away. “You know how complicated everything is with my father. It’s easier this way, but we’ll go to Russia after our trip to China and I’ll be able to spend time with everyone.”

      “I’m kind of nervous about meeting them,” she admitted.

      “My mother will love you,” he smiled. “My father, well, there’s no way to know. He loved Tatiana when I dated her, but my mother said he was furious when Sergei married her. He hasn’t spoken to him since.”

      “Have they met Nikolai?” Tessa asked, referring to Sergei and Tatiana’s little boy.

      “Yes, but my father didn’t speak to Sergei or Tatiana the whole time they were there. I guess they left Nikolai with them every afternoon but my father ignored Sergei and Tatiana completely.” He sighed. “The family dynamic is not what I’d like it to be, but it doesn’t matter—it doesn’t affect us.”

      “What about when we have kids?” she asked sadly. “Aren’t they going to have a relationship with your parents?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Honestly, I’d prefer they weren’t very close to my father. His past affiliation with the KGB worries me.”

      She frowned. “Has he said anything since you talked to him about coming to the wedding?”

      “No.” He ran gentle fingers along her cheek. “Let’s not talk about this tonight, okay? Let’s just enjoy.”

      “Okay.” She leaned over to kiss him and their eyes met for a deep, meaningful gaze that spoke volumes more than words ever could.
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      Tessa looked out at the tables where their friends and family were talking, eating and laughing. This had been one of the best days of her life so far, so much better than her first wedding. Of course, Toli made her life better than it had ever been. Every single day with him was fantastic; it was almost embarrassing sometimes. When she looked into his clear blue eyes, she forgot almost everything. Even when Raina was cranky or he had a bad day on the ice, everything melted away once they were together. She was still having trouble believing she was already his wife; a year ago on this date they didn’t even know each other.

      Tessa was so lost in thought, she almost missed something out of the corner of her eye. She turned her head, wondering why there seemed to be a scuffle near the doors that led to the kitchen. Trying to figure out what was happening, she looked from a security guard she didn’t recognize on one end of the wall to an area further down where several of the waiters were huddled together whispering. They appeared upset, and just as she was about to say something, one of them let out a little shriek. Tessa squeezed Toli’s hand hard, her heart suddenly beating double time.

      “Toli, what’s going on over there?” she whispered with concern.

      “Where?” He turned his head just as they heard a loud pop followed by the shattering of glass. Toli wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to the floor just as it dawned on her that the loud pop had been a… gunshot?
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      A Few Days Before the Wedding…

      

      Tessa never imagined having a fairy-tale wedding. Especially not for her second wedding. Her first wedding had been small and sweet, with the wedding taking place at the local church and the reception at a nearby community center. It probably didn’t cost more than $5,000, total, including her dress and all the extras. Their honeymoon had been four days in Niagara Falls—that was all they could afford. They’d come back and moved into their tiny little apartment outside of Chicago and started what she’d thought would be the rest of their lives.

      Her now ex-husband had turned into someone she didn’t even know and falling in love again had been completely unexpected. Tessa’s fiancé, Toli Petrov, was a star forward for the Las Vegas Sidewinders, an NHL expansion team that had just won their first championship in June. The team’s success coupled with his personal accomplishments over the years afforded him the ability to have the wedding of a lifetime.

      Since this was going to be his first wedding, he’d told Tessa they were going to spare no expense. This wedding was going to be totally different than her first wedding. This was going to be an event. Three dresses, a nine-layer cake, $50,000 in flowers, open bar all night, and a catered gourmet meal that could rival any restaurant in Vegas—this was going to be a big deal. It wasn’t just going to be an event; it was going to be the event of the summer.

      At first Tessa had balked, but her tall, sexy Russian fiancé wouldn’t back down so Tessa had lovingly given in and let him do what he wanted. The only things she’d insisted on were choosing her own dress—one he wouldn’t see before the wedding—and the color scheme, which was champagne, pink and black. He’d readily agreed and now it was just days before the most important day of her life.

      She’d never loved anyone the way she loved Toli, with his twinkling blue eyes, strong chin and adorable smile. His body was absolute perfection, with lean hips, ripped abs and the firmest, tightest ass she’d ever seen. Not to mention his massive hands and the wicked mouth that brought her the kind of pleasure she’d never imagined possible.

      He was the kindest, sweetest and funniest guy she’d ever known, and the way he whispered he loved her in the middle of the night made her squirm a little any time she thought about it. Especially right now, as she tried on the wedding dress Toli would see for the first time when she was walking down the aisle.

      The dressing room at the bridal shop was stuffed to the gills with her friends and their dresses. She and all eight bridesmaids were picking up their dresses tonight, leaving one less thing to be done before the big day. Tessa had asked her friend Tiffany Marcus to be her matron of honor since she didn’t want to have to choose between her two best friends from college, Kate and Erin. She’d also asked the wives of two of Toli’s teammates, two of her friends from Chicago and her older sister, Ava. Tessa’s daughter, Raina, was the flower girl, and the two-and-a-half-year-old was twirling in circles now, letting her pretty pink dress fluff out around her.

      “Thank God it still fits,” Tiff murmured to Tessa as she stepped out of the stall where she’d changed. Her dress was more of a champagne color than true pink, like the rest of the bridesmaids, and it looked stunning on her.

      “You look beautiful,” Tessa grinned. “You are absolutely glowing. Pregnancy agrees with you.”

      “Well, either that or the twelve orgasms Zakk gave me last night,” Tiff giggled and they burst out laughing.

      “Toli’s being a huge baby since I cut him off last month,” Tessa chuckled. “It’s fun—last night he tried to bribe me.”

      “With what?” Tiff asked, wide-eyed.

      “I’m not telling,” Tessa flushed.

      “Tell me!” Tiff nudged her. Tessa whispered in her ear and both women covered their mouths with their hands to smother their shrieks of laughter.

      “Oh, nice,” Erin called out to them. “Talking about Toli’s dick again without including the rest of us!”

      “You know almost as much about his dick as I do!” Tessa yelled back. “I talk about it ALL. THE. TIME.”

      “Really?” Ava, who was a slightly darker version of Tessa, with curly light brown hair and pale blue eyes, cocked her head. “How come you never talk to me about it?”

      “You never acted interested.” Tessa laughed. “You said you didn’t like him, if I recall!”

      Ava flushed. “That was before I knew him.”

      Someone had opened a bottle of champagne and was passing out glasses to everyone. Tiff shook her head and stuck to her bottle of water, but everyone else lifted their glasses in a toast to Tessa and Toli.

      “To the biggest, most expensive wedding in the whole world!” Erin laughed.

      “Everyone should have a big, wonderful wedding.” Avril Marquez, the wedding planner, had a faint smile on her face as she listened to everyone talking.

      “Is this the biggest wedding you’ve ever done?” Tessa asked her.

      “No, but it’s a close second,” Avril smiled.

      “I had a wedding but it was small.” Suze Armstrong pouted. “And I’ve been married nine years.”

      “You should renew your vows next year,” Molly suggested lightly.

      Suze flushed. “We’ll see. We’re trying for another baby, so I might be pregnant on our anniversary.”

      Everyone stared.

      “What?” she asked innocently. “Cody wants one more.”

      “We’re trying again too,” Erin said.

      “I’m almost five months,” Molly put in. “I can’t believe I’m due on Christmas Day.”

      “And I agreed to work on it after the wedding,” Kate whispered.

      They all turned to stare at her. Kate had been adamant she never wanted to go through pregnancy, though she’d always been open to adoption.

      “For real?” Tessa squealed.

      “Yup.”

      They moved in for a group hug, laughing together.

      “So basically we’re all going to be pregnant together?” Molly giggled. “Oh my God—those poor guys.”

      The girls started to laugh at the thought of all of them being pregnant at the same time.

      “I’m really glad I don’t live here,” Ava muttered. “I want no part of that!” She already had three kids.

      “Okay, it’s the bride’s turn,” the owner of the shop called out. Tessa slipped inside the dressing room, while the other girls talked and sipped champagne. The wedding was in just a few days, so they were all excited.

      Tessa wasn’t stressed at all, although she’d been nervous when Toli’s brother, Sergei, and sister-in-law, Tatiana, who was also Toli’s ex-girlfriend, had arrived over the weekend. It was weird being around a woman Toli had dated for nearly twenty years. Tessa had been a wreck the week leading up to their arrival, but things had gone smoothly so far so she was optimistic.

      The attendant opened the door and Tessa stepped out. The girls all turned and stared as one. No one said a word as they looked at her with awe on their faces. She wore a white dress literally fit for royalty. It was huge, with a billowing silk skirt that was at least six feet wide, and covered in thousands of the palest pink Swarovski crystals. The top was strapless and fitted, showing off enough cleavage to be sexy but not so much that it was tacky. The train was so long that the attendant had it rolled up in her hands and was carrying it.

      “You’ll need to walk out to the front of the store if you want them to see your train,” the attendant said softly.

      Tessa smiled and walked forward with the girls making an aisle for her. A giggle escaped her as the attendant began to let out the train. Kate snorted and started to laugh; Tessa kept walking and the attendant kept unraveling.

      “Are you kidding me, Tessa?!” Erin burst out laughing. The train was at least twenty-five feet long!

      “Toli said he wanted the biggest, most expensive everything—and that’s what he’s getting.” Tessa stopped walking and looked over her shoulder at them. “I’ve been married before and I was totally okay with a short cocktail dress and a justice of the peace, but he was adamant about all of this.”

      “He was,” Molly nodded. “I tried everything to get him to kick it back a notch, but that’s not who he is. When he cares about someone he’s over-the-top generous and loving. You should see what his godson gets in gifts.” Molly and Toli were best friends and he was the godfather of her and Dom’s son, Brian. Though the idea of having a male best friend was a little strange to Tessa, she’d gotten used to it.

      “Well?” Tessa gave them all a smile. “What do you think?”

      “It’s outrageous,” Kate giggled. “But you look absolutely stunning. He’s going to love it as much as he loves you.”

      The girls raised their glasses for another toast and the attendant ran to get Tessa her glass.

      “To weddings,” Erin said.

      “To love,” Molly added.

      “To lots and lots of babies.” Suze giggled.

      “Cheers!”

      Tessa toasted and smiled, but her thoughts drifted far away. As happy as she was, she couldn’t help but feel like this was all too good to be true. How did a Midwestern girl like her wind up with a Russian hockey star, having the wedding of a lifetime? It might be silly, but her intuition told her nothing was ever this simple. She just didn’t know what to do about it.
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      In bed a few nights later, Tessa couldn’t sleep. Not only was she exhausted from everything she’d been doing to get ready for the wedding and their honeymoon in China, but in the back of her mind she was still worried. Marco had threatened to do something to disrupt their wedding and although they’d arranged so much private security she could barely remember where the actual event was taking place, she was nervous now that it was close. She hadn’t slept well the last couple of nights, but no matter how tired she was she wound up tossing and turning all night.

      “Sweetheart?” Toli’s soft, rumbling voice startled her and she turned onto her side so he could spoon up behind her.

      “Did I wake you? I’m sorry.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Can’t sleep,” she admitted.

      “You’ve looked tired the last few days,” he said softly, pulling her into his arms. “What is it, my love?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I’m nervous Marco is going to try something.”

      “Leave that to me,” he said. “I’m taking care of everything.”

      “He scares me, Toli.”

      “He scares me a little too,” he admitted. “But we’ve changed the location three times. We have two separate chapels booked for the ceremony and only three of us know which one is the real location. Guests have no idea where the wedding or reception will be and they won’t know until they arrive. We’ve taken every precaution, sweetheart. At this point, you have to let go of the possibilities and think about all the wonderful things we have planned for our future.”

      “We have wonderful things planned for our future?” she asked dryly. “All I keep hearing about is me getting pregnant.”

      He pressed his lips to the hollow of her neck and lightly trailed his tongue along the sensitive skin. “We could start right now…”

      “I don’t think so, big guy,” she giggled, wiggling her bottom against his already bulging erection. “We’ve held out for twenty-eight days—there is no way in hell we’re giving in now.”

      “Tessa, this is cruel and unusual torture,” he grumbled, holding her tightly against him.

      “You agreed, and after twenty-eight days of abstaining, we’re not blowing it now!”

      “Not even a little?” he teased. “What if I just put it in, say, an inch?”

      She burst out laughing. “Like you’d be able to stop at an inch!”

      “Half an inch?”

      She laughed harder. “No.”

      “Blow job?”

      “Anatoli Petrov—we had a deal.”

      “You had a deal,” he grunted. “We’ve been sleeping together for almost a year, living together most of that time. What does this prove?”

      “It proves you love me enough to do something I want,” she whispered, looking over her shoulder at him. “That you love me enough to wait, so our wedding night is special, not just business as usual.”

      He sighed. “Sweetheart, does not having sex for a month really prove how much I love you?”

      “Of course not. But the same way this big, crazy wedding was important to you? Abstaining for the month before the wedding is important to me. It’s not about the sex—I know that’s silly. I’m certainly not a virgin.”

      “Then what is it about?” he asked gently. “We’ve gone twenty-eight days…you know I can wait two more, but I want to understand.”

      “It recreates that feeling of everything being new. Living together before the wedding takes a tiny bit of the magic out of it, so by not having sex for a month, we’re really looking forward to the wedding night. Almost like our very first time together. Do you remember the first time you made love to me?”

      “Of course,” he smiled, running rough fingers along her jaw. “Right on this bed, after I ravaged you on the couch.”

      “Do you remember how much we both wanted it after abstaining the night before when I’d had too much to drink?”

      He chuckled. “Oh yeah.”

      “By holding out we’re kind of building up again, like we did then.”

      “Except back then we only held out for one day,” he laughed.

      “Please, Toli.” She nestled against him. “Just two more days.”

      “I’d wait forever for you, sweetheart,” he breathed against her hair. “Now sleep. Stop thinking and worrying—if you’re not going to let me make love to you, then you need to rest.”

      “Okay.” With a soft smile of contentment, she curled against him and as he stroked her hair everything else melted away.
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      Toli lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling. He’d spent a fortune on security, booking multiple venues for the event, and to make things as safe as possible for himself, Tessa, and their friends and family. He was still concerned, though. Marco had proven he was coming unhinged; he was mean, selfish, and vengeful.

      The thought he’d kidnapped Tiff with the idea of selling her at his private sex club wasn’t just wrong, it was reprehensible. Toli was still having trouble wrapping his head around it. The look on Marco’s face when they’d pulled Tiff from that stage in Zurich had been one of pure hatred, and though he hadn’t voiced his concern to Tessa, he’d spent a lot of time talking to Zakk about it. They had a plan, but nothing was infallible when it came to someone as crazy and as rich as Marco Rousch.

      Watching Tessa sleep, he was grateful he’d been able to distract her from her worries so she could get some rest, but she was right to be concerned. He didn’t know what he would do to protect her if Marco showed up. A disguise and some well-placed bribes could get him through the hotel and into the wedding or reception, and then what? It occurred to Toli he could make a phone call that would undoubtedly afford them the very best protection, but at what cost? If he called in this type of favor, it might be the kind of thing he never got out from under. On the other hand, not doing anything else meant there could be trouble.

      He hated thinking about all the things that could go wrong, but the most important people in his life would be in that room: his beautiful bride-to-be and her little girl, his son Anton, his brother and his family, and the entire Sidewinders organization. Maybe in the morning he’d call Sergei and see what he thought. The wedding was in two days, so he didn’t have a lot of time and he really didn’t know what to do.
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      “You’re going to call Grisha?” Sergei stared at Toli as if he’d suddenly grown horns and a tail. “Toli, you can’t be serious.”

      “I can’t take a chance, Sergei!” Toli was pacing. “What if he comes after us? You weren’t there. You didn’t see the hate in his eyes that night in Switzerland…”

      “You’ve hired enough local security to take over the state of Nevada—what can the Russians possibly add to this?”

      “The Russians aren’t nice,” Toli said quietly. “They don’t play by the rules and, to be frank, as corrupt as they are, if someone like me makes the call, they’re a lot less likely to be bribed by someone like Marco. The guys I have here, who the hell knows who they are or what Marco would offer to get past them? They have no loyalty to me.”

      “You think these ex-KGB thugs are loyal to you?”

      “They’re loyal to the cause of getting me to owe them a favor.”

      “Jesus, Toli, you’re asking for trouble.”

      “And if I do nothing? What then?”

      “Then why are you having this wedding? Go elope and be done with it!” Sergei scowled at him.

      “That means Marco wins,” Toli grunted. “I want this to be a day we’ll all remember—but especially me. I’ve waited a long fucking time to find a woman like Tessa. Why should I let fear dictate one of the most important days of my life?”

      Sergei shook his head. “You can’t have it both ways, brother.”

      “All the years Papa has served them—is it really such a big deal for a little protection this one time?”

      Sergei met his gaze. “It might be.”

      “Shit.” Toli was still pacing, his jaw set in frustration. “I don’t want to be afraid of that son of a bitch. But I worry about Tessa and the girls…Anton, the other kids. What if he tries something?”

      “We fight back,” Sergei shrugged. “Look, do what you think you have to. I’ve got your back—you know that.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” Toli admitted. “Making that call means an alliance with the devil.”

      Sergei shrugged. “Papa has always said that this Grisha character owes him a favor.”

      “That’s my thought too.”

      Their eyes met. “You’re going to make the call, aren’t you?”

      “The wedding is in thirty-six hours, Sergei. I’m out of time, Tessa’s afraid—she hasn’t been sleeping—and I know Zakk is nervous too. He won’t say anything to spoil our big day, but I can feel how on edge he is whenever we talk about it.”

      “Then make the call.” Sergei nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. “Just keep me in the loop, will you?”

      “Yeah.” Toli looked out the window and took a deep breath. He really hoped he was doing the right thing.
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      The day of the wedding was a typically hot but gorgeous summer day in the desert. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and as Tessa rode in the back of the limousine toward the Strip, she couldn’t stop the flutter of excitement in her stomach. She’d been up early this morning, unsettled and exhausted after spending the night without Toli. She and Raina had slept at a hotel nowhere near the Strip, sharing a suite with her mother and sister. Her father had slept at the house with Toli and Anton.

      Almost everyone involved in the wedding had played musical beds last night, hoping to keep anyone who might be trying to get details about the wedding from figuring out what was going on or who was where. Toli, Frank, and Anton would be leaving the house early and going to the hotel where Sergei was staying to get ready there. Then they would head to the Strip for the actual wedding.

      Tessa and the other women in the wedding party were getting ready at the Bellagio but then would get dropped off at the Wynn before being secretly transported over to the Venetian, where the wedding was taking place. It was extremely complicated, but Avril was a top-notch wedding planner and had been doing an incredible job keeping them organized and on schedule.

      “We’ll arrive with just two minutes to spare,” Avril said, glancing at the binder in her lap. “Tessa, you’ll meet the hair and makeup artist as soon as you arrive, okay?” She had a slight lilting accent that was hard to place, but she spoke perfect English.

      “We’ll get her there,” Tessa’s sister, Ava, said with a grin. “We all have our schedules.”

      Avril looked up. “This is how I keep everything running smoothly. Without schedules—”

      “You’re very efficient,” Tessa interrupted softly, hoping she wasn’t offended by Ava’s light teasing. Ava could be abrasive sometimes and the last thing they needed was for the wedding planner to get upset.

      “Oh, yes,” Ava clearly understood Tessa’s warning glance and she gave a bright smile. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      Tessa stifled a giggle and turned as her daughter tugged at her hand.

      “Mama, potty!” Two-year-old Raina pouted, making a face.

      “Remember, you’re wearing special panties today,” Tessa said patiently. “So if you have to go, you can go and it won’t get your clothes messy.” She avoided saying “diapers” because Raina was determined she not have to wear them anymore. She was almost potty trained, but today wasn’t the kind of day Tessa wanted to deal with an accident.

      “Potty!” Raina squealed.

      “Raina, enough.” Ava spoke gently but firmly, meeting Raina’s big blue eyes with what Tessa knew was her most serious expression. “Today is Mama’s wedding to Toto—if you want to throw flowers you have to be a good girl. Otherwise Auntie Ava will take you right back home and you won’t be allowed to go.”

      Raina’s eyes rounded and for a moment it looked like she was going to cry. Instead she scowled, folding her arms across her little chest. “Potty.” But that was all she said and Tessa bit her lip not to laugh.

      “We’ll be there in two more minutes,” Tessa whispered. “And then we’ll go, okay?”

      Raina stuck out her lower lip, but nodded her head.

      “Thanks,” Tessa mouthed to her sister.

      “You shouldn’t think about anything today except that hunk you’re about to marry.”

      Tessa arched an eyebrow. “You don’t have to pretend, you know. I know you don’t really like him.”

      “Not true.” Ava shook her head. “He’s wonderful to you. I’ve never seen you happier.”

      “I’ve never been happier,” Tessa grinned. “He’s amazing. I keep pinching myself to make sure it’s real.”

      “I never thought I’d see you getting married again,” her mother, Jean, said with a smile.

      “Bet you never thought you’d wind up with a sixteen-year-old step-grandson either.” Tessa laughed.

      “No, I definitely did not!” Jean laughed as well.

      “Tony play?” Raina asked. She didn’t seem able to call anyone by the right name. Toli was Toto, their friend Zakk was Jazzy and Anton had become Tony. She had no problem with Mama or Daddy, but somehow other names eluded her.

      “Anton is helping Toli today,” Tessa said. “But he’ll play with you tonight.”

      “Okay.”

      “She seems to adore her new big brother,” Jean said.

      “Family is important,” Avril said quietly, her face oddly stoic. “You don’t know how much until you’ve lost it.”

      “Yes, it is,” Tessa said, frowning slightly. “I can’t imagine not having my family.”

      “Are you married, Avril?” Jean asked, clearly trying to lighten the suddenly somber mood.

      “Not yet.” Avril’s lips tilted into a smile. “But I’m hoping a proposal is coming soon.”

      “How exciting,” Jean said brightly. “Have you been dating long?”

      “No so long,” Avril said. “But sometimes you just know. He’s very special.”

      “I’ve been married so long,” Ava sighed, “I don’t remember what it’s like to smile like that over a man.”

      Avril cocked her head. “You should always smile for a man who loves you.”

      “I do,” Ava shrugged. “But when life happens—bills and sick kids and car repairs and such—you forget the simple things like a romantic smile or that look lovers get when everything is new and exciting. You’ll see. Someday you’ll have a house full of kids with the flu, the dog will puke on your new carpet and one of your clients will call screaming about something that went wrong. Those are the days when love is the last thing on your mind.”

      Avril grimaced. “I hope not—I’ve never had a client yell at me.”

      “Not yet!” Tessa chuckled. “There’s still time.”

      They laughed softly as they pulled up to the hotel. “Okay, let’s only think happy thoughts from now on.” Avril said abruptly. “Let’s go!”

      

      Tessa had been dreamily staring off into space when Tiff arrived at the Bellagio suite where the women in the wedding would be getting ready. Tessa’s mother had taken Raina for a walk to keep her occupied and Ava, who was busy on her phone, was the only other person with Tessa.

      Putting her bag down, Tiff hugged her friend tightly. “You look wonderful,” she said to her. “Toli is going to fall in love with you all over again when he sees you.”

      “I can’t believe it’s really happening,” Tessa whispered. “We met in October, broke up in January, got back together in February and now we’re getting married in August. It’s been a whirlwind.”

      There was a knock on the door and Kate stuck her head in with a grin. Soon the room was swarming with Tessa’s friends, the festive mood taking over and keeping her from thinking about anything but the exciting day ahead.
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      Tessa had never heard a live gunshot before, but she knew that’s what it was. With Toli’s much larger body covering hers, she shivered against him as she whispered, “What’s going on?!”

      “I have no idea,” Toli whispered back.

      “Everyone, listen up!” There was no mistaking Marco Rousch’s voice, loud and thunderous even with all the chaos.

      “Oh my God.” Tessa clapped her hand over her mouth as she met Toli’s eyes. He put a finger to his lips, his eyes locking with hers in a silent plea for her to be quiet.

      “You were warned,” Marco continued in a booming voice. “I only wanted one thing. Since you all banded together to keep her from me, tonight someone will die every ten minutes until I have what’s mine.”

      Toli slowly stood up, facing Marco stoically. Tessa got up too, determined not to let him face this alone.

      “She’s not yours.” Toli’s voice was surprisingly calm as he spoke to him.

      “I’m sorry I had to take this out on you,” Marco said evenly. “You and I always got along. Unfortunately, you chose the wrong side.”

      “This is my wedding day,” Toli spoke quietly. “Whose side should I be on?”

      “Mine. Always.”

      Tessa looked around as Toli and Marco talked. Most of the guests were now on the floor or under the tables. The waitstaff was against the walls, and several of Toli’s security guards were on the floor, either unconscious or dead. She counted five men wearing masks in various parts of the room, not including Marco, who didn’t seem to care about hiding his face.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said carefully. “If you leave now, you have time to get out of the country before anyone goes looking for you.”

      “The only way I leave is with my queen on my arm.”
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      Standing next to Tessa, Toli was furious. This man who’d been the team’s starting goalie the last two years standing in the middle of his wedding reception with a gun was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever seen. How Marco had gotten past security, he didn’t know, but there was going to be hell to pay when this was over. He wasn’t sure what motivated Marco right now, but he was positive it wasn’t money; short of that, he didn’t know what he could offer him. Certainly not what he wanted.

      “Marco, this isn’t going to end well for you,” Toli said patiently. “You have to know that. There are too many of us here.”

      “Too many of you?” Marco laughed. “You’ll have to sacrifice at least a dozen before anyone gets to me, based on the bullets in this gun and the number of men who are here with me.”

      Toli shook his head. “Is death what you want? I thought it was Tiff?”

      “She comes with a price.” Marco looked around, his voice getting louder as he appeared to be searching for her. “Where are you, Tiffany?!”

      “Dammit, Marco, stop this insanity,” Toli growled angrily.

      “You were my friend once,” Marco said, facing him. “You chose to turn on me so now I’m forced to make you pay.”

      “How did I turn on you?” Toli demanded. “Tiff doesn’t love you! You took her against her will, and
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