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      Dear Readers,

      

      Ever After is a compilation of bonus stories, a previously released novella and two brand new novellas, all set in the world of my Las Vegas Sidewinders series. If you haven’t read the Sidewinders books, these are not meant to be stand-alones, with exception of “The Sidewinders’ Siren,” which is the prequel to a future book with a happy-for-now ending.

      The Petrovs, Vol. II, is also meant to be a bit of a prequel with a happy-for-now ending. Anton’s story has been a long time coming and he will get his happily-ever-after at some point—just not quite yet.

      I hope you enjoy these mostly lighthearted glimpses into the Sidewinders’ lives that show a little more of what’s been happening with them.

      I love these characters and their stories, and I hope you do too.

      Until we meet again,

      Kat
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      Christmas Day

      

      Molly Gianni opened her eyes on Christmas morning to bright sunlight. She smiled and reached beside her for her husband, Dom. The spot beside her was cool and empty, and she turned over in surprise. The house was quiet, so she had no idea where he could be. Pushing back the blanket, she got up and padded into the bathroom. As she washed her face, she listened for sounds coming from her six-month-old son, Brian, but there was nothing and she figured he was with Dom.

      Walking into the living room, her eyes widened at the sight of at least a dozen presents that had not been under the tree the night before. She couldn’t help but smile. This was their first Christmas with a child, only their second together, and Dom had promised it was going to be the best Christmas ever. Together just a year and a half, their relationship had gone from friends to lovers to expectant parents in four months. Now it was just over a year later and their life together was better than anything she could have imagined. He was truly the great love of her life, despite being 11 years younger than she was, and she could barely remember what it had been like before she’d met him.

      Heading to the kitchen, she found the note he’d pinned to the refrigerator:

      Merry Christmas, baby! Went to pick up your last gift and I might be a little while. I’ve got the baby with me so you can rest, and I’ll call if I’m going to be more than an hour or two. I love you! Dom

      With a frown of confusion, she made a cup of tea and fried a couple of eggs. They’d gone to a party last night but were planning to spend Christmas Day at home. Dom was leaving on a road trip on the 27th, so she was making a pot roast for dinner and they were going to relax. Brian was really too young to remember anything about the holidays, but that didn’t mean they weren’t going to make it special.

      Humming as she seasoned the meat and put it in the oven, she smiled as she thought about the 18 months they’d been together. He was the kindest, gentlest—and she had to admit the sexiest—man she’d ever known. Though they both had complicated pasts, nothing had been complicated since they’d gotten married and had Brian. They had wonderful friends, he had a lucrative career as a professional hockey player, and she’d never known anyone could love her the way Dom did. They were both essentially orphans, with no family to speak of, but it seemed as though they had everything they needed with the life they’d built here in Las Vegas.

      Now he was off planning some other surprise and she shook her head fondly as she headed into the shower. Whatever the surprise was seemed to be taking a long time, so she would make herself pretty before he got home. Despite being a big, burly professional hockey player, Dom was as sweet and romantic as anyone she’d ever known and she loved him that much more because of it. Glancing at her phone to see if he’d left her a message, and seeing nothing, she started getting ready, excited and anxious to see what he had in store for her.

      

      Dom stared at the picture on his phone at least a dozen times as he waited just beyond the security checkpoint at the airport. He’d never met Molly’s Aunt Janice, and Molly hadn’t seen her since she was in high school. Janice had been shocked and then excited when Dom contacted her and explained what he wanted to do. Though Janice had a family of her own, she’d been happy to fly out on Christmas morning to spend a few days with the niece she hadn’t seen in nearly 25 years.

      She’d told Dom she would be wearing a white blouse and red scarf, so he was looking intently for anyone fitting that description. She’d sent him a picture and he had a general idea what she looked like, but he still felt a little uncertain. Molly had no family other than Janice and her kids, who were her cousins, but she didn’t remember them. Molly’s first husband, Tim, had alienated her from all her friends and family, and she’d lost touch with everyone. Dom was determined to fix some of that, and he was relieved Janice had been willing to fly out on Christmas Day.

      Her flight was delayed, of course, but he’d wanted to get out of the house before Molly was up because he didn’t know if he could keep the surprise to himself. He was so excited to do this for her. He glanced down at their son, sleeping soundly in his stroller, and couldn’t help the grin that erupted of its own volition. He loved being a father more than almost anything, and he knew that giving Molly a child after a dozen miscarriages had made her the happiest woman in the world. Today’s surprise would hopefully run a close second.

      “You must be a Dom.” A petite woman with the same green eyes as his wife made him jump and he glanced down in surprise.

      “Yes. Hi. Dominic Gianni.” He held out his hand and was startled to feel her pull him close for a hug.

      “How good to meet you,” she said. “I was so excited to hear from you—and even more excited to come see my Molly.”

      “I’m sorry I dragged you away from your family, but—”

      “Molly’s my family too,” she waved a hand. “And my children are grown. I have grandchildren, but I see them all the time so they won’t miss me!”

      “I know what you mean.” He glanced down at Brian and saw Janice’s eyes widen.

      “Oh my goodness. You have a baby. Is this, I mean, how old is Molly now?” Her eyes were full of wonder and Dom could only smile.

      “She’s forty-one. We weren’t sure she could carry a baby to term, but he’s our little miracle.”

      “I had no idea.” She stared down into the stroller as they begin to walk.

      “So Molly has no idea what’s going on and she’s texted me a thousand times already, asking when I’ll be home.”

      “What a wonderful surprise.” Janice reached for her bag and laughed when Dom plucked it out of her hands. “I can carry it.”

      “Not on my watch,” he laughed. “I had a crappy dad, but my mom managed to teach me a few manners!”

      “I see that.” She seemed to be assessing him curiously.

      “I’m really glad you came,” he said after a moment. “I’ve tried to give her everything, but I’m an orphan and Molly said she lost touch with everyone.”

      “You didn’t tell me a lot on the phone,” Janice said amiably as they headed out to the car. “I didn’t know Molly and Tim had divorced.”

      Dom sighed. “That’s probably a story for her to tell you,” he said after a moment. “I don’t know how much you know about what their marriage was like?”

      She hesitated. “Molly started to pull away from us not long after her parents were killed, but I was never sure why. She was vague, said that Tim was really possessive and didn’t like sharing her. I felt there was more to it, but at the time I had young children, a full-time job, and all the usual excuses. Molly’s mother, my sister, and I weren’t that close, so I figured Molly was like her mother and not that interested in family.”

      Dom shook his head. “I don’t know much about her mom, but Molly really had no choice but to pull away from everyone. Tim threatened everyone to keep Molly…well, let’s call it cowed.”

      Janice looked horrified. “Oh my goodness. So those bruises…” She paused. “She always had bruises...was it because of him?”

      “Yes.” Dom unlocked the door and put her bag in the back. “That’s how we met. He was hitting her in a parking garage and my buddy and I intervened. I told her she could stay with me until she found a way to leave him and then…” His voice trailed off. “Well, I fell in love with her.”

      Janice got into the passenger seat and looked at the strikingly handsome young man. “I don’t mean to be impertinent, but you seem quite a bit younger than Molly.”

      “She’s forty-one and I’m thirty, but Molly’s the most beautiful woman I know,” he said quietly. “Inside and out. I don’t even notice the age difference.”

      “I’m so glad she’s found happiness,” Janice said. “I knew something was wrong, but she wouldn’t open up to me and eventually I stopped asking.”

      “She’s different now,” he said. “At least, I think she is. She’s happy and outgoing, with friends and a busy social life. I want her to have everything she’s ever wanted, which includes a big family. That’s why I found you.”

      Janice smiled and touched his hand. “You’re a very nice young man, Dom. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”
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      Molly was starting to get frustrated when she heard the key in the lock. She got to her feet and practically ran to the door; she’d been starting to worry. Dom flashed her a smile as he came in, his dark eyes twinkling mischievously. He bent to kiss her, one hand instinctively pulling her close to him as he held Brian in the other.

      “Merry Christmas, baby.”

      “Merry Christmas,” she breathed, smiling. “Where did you—” Her eyes widened as she took in the woman standing behind him. A woman who looked so much like her mother it nearly brought tears to her eyes. “Aunt Janice?” She couldn’t stop her mouth from falling open.

      “Hello, darling Molly.” Janice opened her arms and Molly fell into them with a laugh and a cry.

      “What—I don’t understand?” She looked over her shoulder at Dom, who was smiling at her. “How did you—”

      “I found her online,” he said softly.

      “Oh my goodness.” Janice was just staring at her. “Look at you—still so beautiful, but you actually glow now.”

      Molly nodded, blinking away tears. “That’s because of my wonderful husband.”

      “Well, yes, of course.” Janice smiled. “Shall we go inside?”

      “Oh! I’m sorry.” Molly tugged her aunt into the house apologetically. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “Your wonderful husband wanted to surprise you,” Janice said, following her into the living room.

      “I’m very surprised.” Molly looked into her husband’s handsome face and shook her head. “I still don’t understand how you did this.”

      “It wasn’t hard,” he whispered, touching her face. “And I know how much you’ve missed having a family.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered back. “This is the best Christmas present in the whole world. I love you so much, Dom.”

      “I love you too.” He pressed his lips to hers. “Now go spend time with your aunt and I’ll feed Brian before we get to the presents.”

      She laughed. “Looks like Santa came after I went to bed.”

      “Maybe.” He grinned.

      

      Molly sat on the couch next to her aunt, still incredulous. “I just can’t believe it,” she said, holding her hand. “You’re really here.”

      “Dom contacted me and asked if I would come for Christmas. I was so shocked I didn’t know how to say no.”

      “I’m sorry we lost touch but my ex…” her voice trailed off. “Well, he wasn’t fond of me having relationships outside of his.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you needed help?” Janice asked quietly, her green eyes darkening. “You know I would have come to you.”

      “No one could help,” Molly whispered. “He was violent, ready to hurt people to keep me away from them.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Janice touched her face. “All those bruises…I always wondered but Sam said I shouldn’t butt in.” She pursed her lips. “I’m going to smack him when I get home!”

      “Uncle Sam was just trying to be politically correct,” Molly said. “I understand.”

      “So you met this wonderful young man…Dom.” Janice cocked her head. “He appears to be as kind as he is handsome.”

      “He’s amazing,” Molly whispered, glancing in the direction Dom had gone. “Kind and gentle, generous and loving—as awful as Tim was, Dom is that incredible. I am so lucky to have found him.”

      “And now a baby at forty-one.” Janice smiled. “How excited you must be. I remember hearing about a few miscarriages…”

      “Twelve,” Molly said quietly. “And then this, out of nowhere. I’m hoping for one more, but if not, we may adopt.”

      “Twelve miscarriages?” Janice’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m so sorry, darling girl. Your mother would be so disappointed in me for not being there for you.”

      “Mom told me not to marry him,” she admitted. “She said there was something about him that rubbed her the wrong way. But back then he hadn’t hit me yet.”

      “Dom doesn’t hit you, does he?” Janice’s eyes narrowed. “Because now that I’ve found you again…”

      “Oh my God, no!” Molly shook her head. “He’s the gentlest man I’ve ever known. He would never.”

      “After he contacted me, I did some research online,” Janice said. “He seems to have quite a past in the hockey world—with a temper to boot.”

      Molly just smiled. “Yes, but he’s beyond that now. Just as he got me away from Tim, I got him away from his demons. We’ve both come a long way.”

      “Molly, you would tell me, wouldn’t you?” Janice was staring at her intently and Molly cocked her head.

      “You mean if Dom was hitting me?” She laughed. “Aunt Janice, really—he’s so wonderful. You’ll see.”

      Janice nodded. “I hope so. I don’t think I could bear to think of you going through something like that again, and women who like that type—”

      “That type?”

      “Well, bad boys.” Janice seemed a little embarrassed. “You know, you were so shy in school and then you met Tim and he was so…” She wrinkled her nose.

      “Tough,” Molly said softly. “A cop. Very secure in himself and protective of me. Or so I thought. See, that’s the difference: Dom doesn’t appear to be protective of me—he is. In your research did you find the story about the night Tim kidnapped me and our friend Sergei?”

      “I saw the press conference video,” she admitted. “I was confused.”

      Molly told her the whole story, beginning with how she met Dom all the way through Tim kidnapping her, her getting pregnant and their life now. She smiled as she spoke, reaching for her aunt’s hand and talking about her husband in glowing terms.

      “He’s one of the best people I’ve ever known,” Molly whispered. “I really hope you don’t listen to what you’ve heard and get to know him yourself.”

      “I only want what’s best for you. Your mother passed away and you just pulled away from us, so I feel like she would be disappointed in me.”

      “You had no choice,” Molly sighed. “But now we have a second chance.”

      “Yes.” Janice squeezed her hand. “Yes, we do.”
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      Molly was in the kitchen putting together a salad and chatting with Janice when Dom came after getting Brian down for his afternoon nap. He leaned over to kiss her shoulder and looked around.

      “Is this all the food?”

      She arched a brow. “You planning to eat more than usual? There’s a big roast, mashed potatoes, candied squash, salad, bread—”

      “Yeah, but some of the gang is coming over and you know how Toli eats,” he said, referring to one of their closest friends.

      “This is Toli’s first Christmas with Tessa,” she said slowly, cocking her head. “We were all together last night and he didn’t say anything about coming over.”

      “I don’t know,” Dom shrugged. “But he texted me and said they were going to drop by and asked if it was okay if Zakk came too.”

      She frowned. “I should text him. I think—”

      “I think you need to throw in a pan of that awesome baked ziti you make,” he said. “That way we’ll be prepared if the gang comes over and if they don’t, you know I’ll eat it cold, for breakfast.”

      “Well, I’ll just call Suze and—”

      “Would you make ziti for me? Please?” He wrapped one arm around her waist and pulled her close. “You know it’s my favorite.”

      “I thought you were cutting carbs?” she asked in confusion.

      He rolled his eyes. “It’s Christmas, baby. Come on.”

      She laughed. “Okay, okay. If that’s what you want, I think I’ve got everything...” She began rummaging in the refrigerator.

      “What was that about?” Janice asked as Dom left the room.

      “Apparently he’s hungry and we’re having more company,” she laughed. “I love to cook so our house is the big gathering place. And these guys can eat. Wait till you meet Zakk—he’s six-feet-seven-inches and probably two hundred and sixty pounds?”

      “Oh my.” Janice’s eyes widened. “Good looking?”

      Molly giggled. “Oh, just wait. Zakk is really, really good-looking.”

      “I might enjoy you being married to a hockey player,” she laughed too.

      

      When the doorbell rang at 4:30, Molly thought she was prepared. She had a second roast in a crockpot, two large pans of baked ziti in the oven and half a dozen bottles of champagne chilling in the refrigerator. Aunt Janice had disappeared into the guest room to take a nap, but she’d wandered downstairs a little while ago and was in the living room playing with Brian. Dom had been busy with Brian while Janice was asleep but now had changed into dress pants and a button down shirt and was hovering in the kitchen trying to help Molly, though he was mostly getting in the way.

      “What’s the matter with you?” she asked, brushing her lips across his before heading towards the front of the house to open the door. “Aunt Janice loves you and she’s going to love our friends.”

      She threw open the door and paused, her eyes narrowing slightly as she stared at the group of people standing there. Strangers, she thought curiously, and wondered if they were going to sing carols or something.

      “Merry Christmas, Molly.” A man with pure white hair and sparkling blue eyes held out a bouquet of white roses and smiled.

      “Uh…thank you?” She wasn’t sure why this man was giving her flowers.

      “What’s the matter, Molly-Dolly, have I gotten so old you don’t remember me?”

      Molly’s mouth fell open and she gaped at the man. “Uncle Sam?!” The old nickname flooded her with memories and she let out a whoop of laughter. “Uncle Sam. Merry Christmas!” She hugged him tightly. “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “Your wonderful husband set it all up. He got your aunt on a plane at the crack of dawn so you could see her first and have a little time to get used to everything. The rest of us met at the airport in San Francisco and a limo picked us up here in Vegas.”

      “The whole family?” She was shocked, staring out at the smiling faces. Her cousins—Mitch, Sherri and Jane—were now more easily recognizable and she assumed the adults beside them were their spouses. And their children. So many children, ranging in age from what appeared to be late teens to a toddler that clung to Jane’s hand.

      “And Evan,” the oldest teenage girl said with a grin. “He’s my fiancé, but we only got engaged last night and then I wasn’t gonna come but Grandma said she would pay for his ticket and then we couldn’t get him on the same flight so—”

      “Okay, Honey, she doesn’t need to hear the whole story standing on the stoop,” Uncle Sam said gently.

      The girl flushed. “Sorry.”

      “That’s Nicky,” Uncle Sam grinned. “She talks a lot.”

      “Oh my gosh.” Molly turned, tears momentarily blinding her, looking for her husband. “Dom?”

      “You always wanted a family to cook for, and I don’t have one I can give you, so I found yours,” he whispered, pulling her close.

      “This is better than any present under the tree.”

      “You know the only thing I want in life is to make you happy.”

      “I am happy. And I love you!”

      “I love you too.” Dom cupped her cheek with his palm.

      “Is there a bathroom?” a little boy inquired. “I gotta go!”

      Molly spun around, startled. “Of course! Come in, come in. I’m a terrible hostess.”

      Everyone was ushered inside and introductions were made. Molly hadn’t seen her cousins since they were young and she felt waves of nostalgia washing over her. Her cousin Sherrie was just a year younger than she was and they’d been close in high school, though Janice and Sam had moved the family to San Francisco when Molly was fifteen. The others were virtual strangers, both younger than her, so she nodded and smiled as they introduced spouses and children. All in all, there were fifteen of them and they filled the living room, dining room and kitchen.

      

      Dom helped her pass out appetizers, but mostly he just watched the happiness on his wife’s face. She laughed and cried, hugging the adults and getting to know the children. Her youngest cousin, Jane, was only thirty-two and had a two-year-old who immediately got into Brian’s toys. There were shouts and tears and laughter as everyone got plates and gathered all over the house to eat, drink and reminisce.

      As the evening wore on, Molly collapsed on Dom’s lap in the den, wrapping her arms around his neck as they watched her family make themselves at home.

      “Our house is big,” she whispered, “but not big enough for everyone.”

      “I got them rooms a few miles away at the Marriott,” he chuckled. “Your aunt and uncle are staying here, but I figured the rest of them might need a little privacy, especially with all the kids.”

      “I don’t even know what to say,” she said, staring into his handsome face. “I’m so happy and grateful and overwhelmed.”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” he said simply. “I’m hoping this was the only thing missing in your life.”

      “There was nothing missing in my life,” she said firmly. “Not a damn thing. This is wonderful—amazing—but just a bonus. As long as I have you and Brian, there is nothing else I’ll ever need.”

      “Now you have it anyway.” He tenderly kissed her lips, savoring not just her touch but letting her happiness wash over him like a soft, silky blanket.

      “I love you, Dom Gianni.”

      “I love you, too, baby.” He gently ran his hand along the length of her arm. “And I intend to spend the rest of my life doing things to show you how much.”

      She sighed happily. “If my reward for putting up with Tim for twenty-two years was you, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      

      
        
        ***THE END***
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      “Girls’ night out?” Toli blinked at his fiancee. “What does that mean?”

      Tessa arched her eyebrows. “It means the girls are going out and I wondered if you would mind babysitting so I could go too?”

      Toli frowned. “I don’t mind babysitting but I guess I never thought about you going out with your friends as something with a formal name. When me, Zakk and Jamie go shoot pool we don’t call it ‘Guys’ Night Out.’ Is this different than something like that?”

      Tessa was thoughtful. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but that’s what we call it so I guess I just go with the flow.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “We’re getting tickets to ‘Thunder Down Under.’”

      “What’s that? A movie?”

      She chuckled. “It’s a male strip show—really hot Australian guys dancing around half-naked.”

      He cocked his head. “Does this mean you’re going to come home really worked up and horny?”

      She laughed. “I think that’s a definite possibility!”

      “Then I approve.” He leaned down to kiss her. “Do you want me to drive you?”

      “No, Kate’s the designated driver so she won’t drink.”

      “There’s going to be drinking?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Do you not drink when you go to strip clubs?”

      “I can’t remember the last time I went to strip club,” he protested.

      “Yes, there will be drinking. Otherwise, we’d just stay home and watch TV or knit.”

      “Since when do you knit?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I was being facetious.”

      “Oh.” He looked a little lost.

      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to go?” she asked softly. “You look kind of funny? I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

      “No, of course you should go.” He stroked her cheek. “It’s been so long since I’ve lived with a woman, I really haven’t given much thought to us doing things separately. I know it’s ridiculous considering how much time I’m on the road, but I’m figuring it out as we go. It’s not a problem.”

      “I never used to do anything when I was with Bobby,” she admitted, referring to her ex-husband. “I was always home with Raina unless he and I went out, which was rare. Now that I’m here with my friends, I want to have fun again. Is that okay?” She looked up at him earnestly. “Because you’re my priority. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Absolutely, and it’s silly for you to even think twice. Yes, go out with your friends and come home ready to jump my bones.”

      “Thanks, baby.” She pressed a quick kiss to his lips and then headed down the hall digging out her phone.

      He watched her disappear into the bedroom with the phone at her ear and cocked his head thoughtfully. He had no problem with her going out with her friends, watching her daughter, or even that she was going to a show featuring male strippers. It was just weird because so many things had happened so quickly and he was still adjusting to not being single anymore. She moved in, they got engaged and were planning a massive summer wedding all within a few months, and though he’d known he would become a stepfather to her two-year-old daughter, Raina, he hadn’t really had to deal with it much since they’d moved in.

      His best friend and roommate, Zakk, was Raina’s favorite person in the world and whenever he was home Raina went to him for everything. Toli was more like her occasional big brother who played with her while Tessa was out shopping or read her a bedtime story once in a while. It wasn’t intentional, but with him on the road so much with the team, there wouldn’t be a lot of opportunities for bonding until the season was over. At least there hadn’t been. Tonight, apparently, would be an excellent time for him to practice being a stepfather. Toli loved kids and wanted more of them, so on one hand he was looking forward to it, but on the other, he didn’t know anything about little girls. Hopefully, she would be good with watching TV and some cuddles before bed. Otherwise, he was going to be in trouble.
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      Tessa was in the bedroom getting ready to go when Toli heard the key in the lock. He looked up in surprise when Zakk came in and gave a friendly smile.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      Zakk tossed his keys on the counter. “Last time I checked, I still live here,” he laughed.

      “It’s a Friday night,” Toli said. “And you’re single.”

      “I’m half single,” Zakk muttered.

      “Well, your half-girlfriend is going out with my fiancée for girls’ night out,” Toli said. “So you’re free to get wild and crazy.”

      “Nah.” Zakk sank onto the couch. “Even though I don’t know what’s going on with me and Tiff, I’m not interested in hooking up with someone else. I can’t even look at another woman. You know that.”

      “You’ve got it bad,” Toli remarked quietly.

      Zakk shrugged. “Not really. Kinda. Yeah.” He sighed.

      “There’s good news, though,” Toli said with a grin.

      “What?” Zakk looked up, his green eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      “If you’re not going out, you can hang out with me and one of the cutest girls on the planet.”

      Zakk smiled. “We’re babysitting my girl Raina?”

      “It looks like it, doesn’t it?” Toli laughed. “I think she has a tea party planned. Would you like to join us?”

      “Oh, hell no,” Zakk laughed. “I’ve done tea party duty enough—it’s your turn.”

      “Traitor.”

      “You need the practice since you’re going to be her stepfather.”

      “You need the practice since I already have a kid and you don’t.”

      “You need—” Zakk stopped talking as Tessa came out of the bedroom. His mouth opened slightly and he snapped it shut before cutting his eyes to Toli. “You’re letting her go out without you looking like that?”

      “I don’t…” Toli’s voice trailed off as he turned to see what Zakk was talking about. Tessa was one of the sexiest women he’d ever known, but tonight she was even more breathtaking than usual. Although she took care to look nice for him, wearing makeup and cute clothes, because it was hockey season they didn’t have a lot of opportunity to get all dressed.

      Tonight, she was definitely dressed to go out. Her short blue dress was sleeveless and hugged her curves. The silver heels on her feet were at least four inches and made her legs look endless. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a wild, messy bun with sexy tendrils hanging down that Toli wanted to wrap his fingers around. There was deep red lipstick on her lips, accentuating the slightly bigger one on the bottom that Toli was suddenly imaging wrapped around his cock.

      “What’s wrong with you two?” Tessa demanded, turning to stare at them. “You act like you’ve never seen me dressed up before! Especially you.” She walked up to Toli and looked into his eyes. “Do you not want me to wear this, babe? I’ll change if you’re not comfortable with it.” She looked down at the swell of her breasts peeking out from the satin-lined V-neck and wondered if it was a problem for him.

      “No,” he said softly. “If I’m honest, I truly don’t want anyone but me to see you dressed like this, but that’s ridiculous—of course you should wear it and make those guys from Australia see what they’re missing. I trust you implicitly and I’ll never tell you how to dress or where you can go.”

      She smiled and reached up to put her arms around his neck. “That’s partly why I love you—and don’t worry, I’ll make it up to you when I get home.”

      “Yes, you will.” He palmed her ass possessively but put a chaste kiss on her lips so he wouldn’t smudge her makeup. “Be careful, okay?”

      “I will.” She smiled as a horn honked outside. “Okay, that’s Kate, gotta run.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Toli said, taking her hand.

      “I’ll stay here with the baby,” Zakk said dryly.

      Tessa winked at him. “I’ll tell Tiff you said hi.”

      “Great.” He slouched down in the couch as they walked out. He didn’t even want to think about what Tiff was wearing. She was almost six feet tall and if she was wearing something as short as Tessa’s dress, men were going to be chasing her all over the hotel. It made him a little crazy just thinking about it.

      “Jazzy?” Raina’s little voice startled him and he sat up.

      “Hey, darlin’.” He reached out his arms and she all but jumped into them.

      “Dolly?” she asked, pointing to the dollhouse that had taken over a corner of the dining room and rested on a folding table.

      “Uh…” He glanced in the direction Toli had gone. “Okay, come on.” He got up and let her lead him to what had become the play area. She handed him a Barbie with long blond hair.

      “Jazzy play?” she asked, her blue eyes meeting his.

      “I should be the boy,” he said patiently, reaching for the Ken doll.

      Raina frowned. “No, Jazzy girl! Raina boy!”

      Zakk sighed. “Okay, but I’m probably not a very good girl.”

      “Brush.” She handed him a doll-sized brush and motioned for him to brush Barbie’s hair.

      Zakk did as he was told, grinning as Raina took off Ken’s clothes, tossed them aside and began dancing him around the living room of the dollhouse.

      “Don’t you think he needs some pants?” Zakk asked.

      Raina shook her head vehemently. “Avocados love pants,” she responded.

      Zakk was used to her nonsense statements since she called everyone except her mother by the wrong name, but he could usually figure out what she was talking about. This time, he had no idea and he looked down at her patiently.

      “Barbie has pants,” he pointed out. “Ken should have them too.”

      “No pants!” She scowled at him, her lips pulled together in a thin line of displeasure. “Only avocados.”

      “Fine,” he said. “He can dance with no pants and avocados.”

      “Barbie eat Ken,” she suggested, wiggling the doll at him.

      Zakk cocked his head, trying to hide his smirk since his mind tended to live perpetually in the gutter. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Ken eat Barbie?” she asked, her eyes lighting up with a giggle.

      “We don’t eat people,” he said lightly, trying valiantly to keep his thoughts clean.

      “Ken eat Barbie!” she yelled loudly.

      Zakk burst out laughing.

      “No laugh! Ken hungry.”

      “Sorry, honey.” He smoothed Barbie’s hair and set her in the dollhouse kitchen. “Come on, they have to eat in the kitchen.”

      “Jazzy eat?”

      He nodded. “I could eat. Do you want a snack too?”

      “Snack!” She clapped her hands happily.

      “Okay. Let’s go find something.” He left Barbie on the floor of the doll house and got to his feet.

      “Barbie eat Ken,” Raina yelled.

      Zakk turned and put his hands on his hips. “Listen, darlin’, Zakk doesn’t know what you want but if you yell at me, we’re not going to play anymore. Can you tell me what you want without yelling?”

      Raina frowned but then obediently dropped Ken next to Barbie and put up her arms. “Kitchy!”

      “You want to go to the kitchen with me?” he asked as he scooped her up.

      She nodded.

      “And get a snack?”

      She nodded again, so he carried her into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. “What do you want? Juice?”

      “Cheeeee!”

      “Cheese?” he guessed.

      She nodded happily, pointing out apple juice, cubed cheddar cheese and some salami Tessa had cut up and put in a plastic bag. Zakk put it on a dish and started to put Raina in her high chair but she wriggled free and shook her head vehemently.

      “Dolly,” she cried.

      “You want me to get your doll?”

      She pointed to the dining room. “Ken eat Barbie!”

      Zakk sighed. “Okay, kiddo, we’ll go eat with Ken and Barbie.” He grabbed some napkins, the dish and her sippy cup and followed her back to the other room. Raina sat down with Ken in one hand, bites of food in the other. Zakk took a piece of salami and popped it in his mouth, wondering what he was going to eat for dinner and what was taking Toli so long. Was he still outside talking to the girls? He probably wasn’t thrilled Tessa was going out looking so sexy, but he would never tell her that or ask her not to go. Instead he was outside flirting with her and her friends, keeping them from heading out and leaving Zakk to play with Raina and naked Ken.

      “Yum!” Raina stuck a piece of salami in Zakk’s mouth and he chewed with a grin.

      “Thanks, honey. I’m starving.”

      “Salami,” she nodded.

      Zakk shook his head. She couldn’t say Zakk or Toli, but she could manage “salami” without an issue.

      Raina played for a while, eating all the cheese and occasionally feeding Zakk a piece of salami. He pulled out his phone, wondering again where Toli was and thinking he should text him, but Raina was quick to snatch it from his hands.

      “No, Jazzy. No phone! Play Raina.”

      Zakk chuckled, but obligingly put away his phone. He reached for a piece of salami and realized the bag was gone. “Where’s the salami?” he asked. “I know you didn’t eat it.”

      Raina giggled.

      He arched a brow. “Where is it, you little stinker?” He tickled her and she squealed, pointing to where she’d dropped the bag into the bathtub of the dollhouse. He shook his head and took another bite, putting the bag on the table. “I’m going to go see where Toli is—can you wait here a minute? I’ll be right back.”

      Raina nodded, busy with her dolls, and Zakk walked to the front of the house to peer out the window. Toli was leaning into Kate’s truck, laughing with the girls, and Zakk had to grin. Toli didn’t want Tessa to know he was jealous, but he definitely was and it was cute. Knowing he would give him shit about it later, he headed back to Raina, his mind now on dinner—a few pieces of cheese and salami didn’t cut it for a big guy like him—so he was going to have to get Toli’s attention sooner rather than later.

      He looked down, saw the bag of salami was gone again and he arched his brow questioningly. “Raina, where’s the salami?”

      She looked up with an impish smile. “Hiding.”

      He pretended to scowl, though his green eyes twinkled with mirth. “Why are you mean to me? I thought I was your best friend?”

      She giggled and stuck her tongue out at him.

      “Oh, yeah?” Zakk grabbed her and started to tickle her in earnest this time. “Stop hiding the salami, you little monkey. Where is it? Tell me!” He laughed along with her as she wiggled and squirmed to get out of his grasp.

      “Hiding the salami! Hiding the salami!” Raina slipped free and began running around the room with Ken and Barbie, shrieking at the top of her lungs. “Ken and Barbie hiding salami! Hiding the salami!”
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      “Wow.” Toli stood in the entrance to the dining room with his arms folded over his chest. “Really? This is what happens when we leave you alone with her?”

      “Toto—hide salami!”

      Toli snorted. “It’s time for you to start getting ready for bed and Toli and Zakk to get some dinner. How about some TV while Zakk puts away his salami?” Toli met his friend’s eyes with a cheeky grin.

      Zakk scowled. “Yeah, how about we order some dinner since Tessa went out and left us high and dry?”

      Toli laughed as he scooped up Raina. “Order something from that Italian place we like—you know what I always get—and I’ll put her in front of the TV for thirty minutes, then one story and bed.”

      “Fine.” Zakk pulled out his phone and looked up the number for the Italian place that delivered.

      “Come on, Raina.” Toli headed for the living room.

      “Hiding the salami, hiding the salami…” Raina sing-songed as they went.

      Zakk closed his eyes and groaned; he was never going to live this down.

      

      Tessa got home late, close to two in the morning, and she slipped off her shoes as she walked down the hall. Pausing to go into Raina’s room, she leaned over the crib and ran a gentle hand over her daughter’s forehead.

      “Mama.” Raina’s eyes fluttered open sleepily.

      “Mommy’s here,” Tessa whispered softly. “Go back to sleep, angel. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Sa-ami,” she murmured.

      “What?” Tessa cocked her head.

      “Hide…the…salami,” Raina whispered, enunciating perfectly as she nestled deeper into the sheets.

      Tessa’s mouth dropped open but since Raina was now snoring softly, she let it go. She tiptoed into her and Toli’s room and slipped out of her dress and underclothes, leaving them on the floor. Crawling under the covers beside Toli, she snuggled her naked body against his as his arms snaked out to pull her closer.

      “Have fun?” he whispered in the dark, a hand reaching out to cup one of her full, round breasts and squeezing lightly.

      “Yes. And apparently so did Raina.”

      “What?” Toli froze.

      “She told me to hide the salami.” Tessa turned her head so she could stare at him in the dark. “What in the world did you guys do tonight?”

      Toli snorted, biting his lip. “It was Zakk.”

      “Zakk taught her to say hide the salami? She can’t even say Zakk.”

      “I know!” He started to laugh. “I’m sorry…it was funny.” He told her everything.

      She rolled her eyes. “You guys are bad influences!” She tried to be annoyed but was laughing too hard to stay mad.

      “It’s a good idea, though, don’t you think?”

      “What?”

      “Playing hide the salami.” He moved in for a kiss. “Like right now.”

      “Mmm, that does sound like a good idea.”
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      The building looked pleasant. With beautifully groomed and expansive grounds, the main house stood majestically in the center, as if it were some sort of palace instead of a place people were sent to die. The staff and facilities were top notch and Erin Riser paid a fortune for her father to be there, but it wasn’t a fun place and he wasn’t getting any better. She’d wanted to move him closer to where she lived in Las Vegas, but the doctors had warned against it, saying he was too weak to move across the country. So she’d made the trip to the east coast four times since she’d moved to Las Vegas a year ago.

      Getting out of the SUV she and her husband had rented, Erin felt a pang of guilt that she didn’t come more often. Her father hadn’t recognized her in years and visiting him was always depressing, so she dreaded it, but she’d gotten a call from his doctor the day before yesterday. He’d told her that her father’s time was limited and that she should come sooner rather than later. So Erin booked a flight for all three of them—her husband and eight-month-old son Shay were here too—and driven out to the nursing home as soon as they landed.

      Her husband, Drake, had never come with her before since he was on the road most of the year and she’d really wanted him to come this time. It would most likely be their only chance to take a family picture. Even though Drake and Shay wouldn’t get to meet the man her father had been before Alzheimer’s took over his brain, at least there would be some remnant of them together for posterity.

      “You okay, babe?” Drake Riser looked at his wife with concern etched into his features as he got Shay out of the car seat in the back. She was so pale and quiet today, totally out of character for her.

      Erin forced a smile. “I’m okay. I just hate seeing him this way and knowing it might be the last time is hard.”

      Drake leaned over and kissed her. “Don’t think about who he is today—remember who he was.”

      “I’ll try.” She gripped his hand gratefully and they walked up to the entrance together.

      “Mrs. Riser.” The nurse at the desk grinned at her. “You picked a fine day to come visit your dad—he’s lucid!”

      “He is?” Erin blinked, completely startled.

      “Go on back—he’s in the sun room telling everyone about his daughter, the Marine.”

      Erin flushed. She’d considered herself a Marine from the time she’d joined the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corp in high school until last June, when she’d left active duty and joined the Marine Corp. Reserves. With a husband who played professional hockey and could be traded at any time, it wasn’t practical for her to stay in the military full-time. Besides, after getting blown up in an IED in Afghanistan four years ago, she was happy to spend the bulk of her time taking care of her husband and son. One weekend a month satisfied her love for the military without disrupting family life too much.

      They walked back into the bright room that, like the name, was filled with sunshine today. The residents were milling about, some in wheelchairs, some with walkers, and some reclining on different pieces of furniture. And there in the middle of it was her father, Duncan Ross. He was laughing at something the nurse said, and for a moment, Erin momentarily drifted back in time. Her mother had still been alive then, and they were sitting around the dinner table, talking about everything that had happened that week. Erin had qualified for the National Honor Society, her mother had won first place at the county fair for her blueberry pie and her father had just gotten a promotion at work. They’d been laughing and happy, just like he was now.

      Swallowing, Erin approached her father slowly, wondering if he would recognize her. It had been a long time since there had been anything but vacancy in his eyes, and even though she understood it wasn’t his fault, it still hurt every single time. “Hi, Dad.” She spoke in a normal voice, grateful it didn’t crack.

      “Erin! There’s my girl
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