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Book Description

The Marriage Auction 2: Book Three

By Audrey Carlan

From #1 New York Times Bestselling Author Audrey Carlan, discover The Marriage Auction 2: Book Three…

The Marriage Auction 2 continues in this filthy, gritty, angsty soap opera. No way we’re going to spoil anything!

***

Disclaimer: This serial can be read as a standalone but is best read after TMA 1. Recommended for individuals 18+ as it contains graphic depiction of sexual acts and adult content that may trigger some readers. Please visit my website for a full list of sensitive content. 


Dedication

To Amy Tannenbaum, because you listen to my dreams and help me make them a reality.

You are one of a kind.


Episode 59

Make Her Pay
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JULIANNE

Bianca screamed as I pulled the trigger and pretended to shoot her. The safety was on. I knew that when I’d taken it from Lee, but I wanted to scare the hell out of her. I’d had a lot of experience with guns, growing up with a dad who loved to hunt, and even had my own concealed carry weapons permit. Even though I kept the gun I owned in a safe in my bedroom closet, I was still very familiar with them.

I watched as Bianca slid to the floor to avoid being shot when I didn’t have any intention of actually shooting the vile woman. For one, I’d never hurt a human with a firearm unless it was a life-or-death situation. Two, she was pregnant, possibly with my husband’s baby. I wouldn’t ever risk a child’s safety.

“Get the fuck up and go stand over there.” I kept the gun pointed on her and unlocked the safety. “Lee, check on Gio. Something’s wrong with him. He hasn’t moved or made a single noise since we arrived.”

“I tired him out, and he’d had a lot to drink before we made love.” Bianca spoke in a haughty tone.

“Sexual assault is not making love, you twisted bitch.” I moved forward and kicked the bundle of her clothes closer to her. “Put your clothes on. Now!”

“Giovanni.” Lee tapped at Gio’s handsome face. He looked like he was asleep. “Wake up,” Lee encouraged. “He’s unconscious. I think he’s been drugged.”

Rage poured through my veins like liquid acid. “Did you drug and assault my husband?” I snarled and spat like a wild animal ready to rip its prey to shreds.

Bianca slid her shirt over her head, her face pale in response to the anger simmering and vibrating the air around us, ready to boil over.

“That’s absurd. Gio drank too much, and we got frisky. He used to do that a lot with me. Never able to keep his hands off.” She lifted her chin and rubbed a circle around her slightly protruding abdomen. “I’m sure it was the idea of me carrying his baby that made him so handsy.” She smiled and batted her eyelashes as though I gave two shits about any of the crap she was spewing.

Still, I clenched my teeth so hard I feared I might crack a molar. This woman was so much worse than I once thought. She seemed to believe her own lies.

“His eyes are rolling in the back of his head. He’s not responding to me at all. He’s definitely drugged,” Lee stated curtly. “I think he needs medical attention.”

“Call the cops and tell them we have someone in our custody that we believe assaulted Giovanni Falco and get an ambulance.” I moved closer to the bed, putting my hand on Gio’s foot, needing to touch a small part of him while keeping the gun trained on Bianca.

“Well, this has been fun, but I’m going to take my leave…” Bianca started to sashay forward and move past me.

Um, I don’t fucking think so!

I backed up and then pointed the gun directly between her eyes. “You’re not going anywhere, and if you so much as attempt to get away, I will shoot you.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and smirked. “I don’t believe you have the balls.”

Without preamble, I pointed the gun just past her head and shot the ceramic lamp on the nightstand. I knew the wall behind the bed was extremely thick and the bullet wouldn’t go through. Not that it mattered because Giovanni’s bedroom didn’t have another apartment behind it.

The lamp shattered into a million pieces, covering the floor. The boom from the gunshot made Bianca jolt into action, bending in half and crouching closer to the ground. I pushed her the rest of the way with a forceful hand on her shoulder until she was ass to the carpet. She crawled over to the corner to escape me.

“You’re crazy!” she screeched and pulled her legs up against her chest, making her body into a tight little ball.

I could hear Lee on the phone, calling the cops. With one eye on Bianca, I approached the bed, lifted a knee, and sat down next to my man.  Then I reverently cupped his cheek. “Gio, baby, I’m here. I’ve got you. Just breathe. If you can hear me, I’ve got you. We’re getting help.” I ran my fingers through his thick black hair over and over while I plotted the many ways in which I wanted to hurt the woman cowering in the corner. Once she’d had the baby first, of course.

With my husband laid out like a naked Adonis placed on an altar, I looked the rest of his body over. I lifted the sheet and saw red lipstick marks running down his pecs but stopping at his abdomen. There was a lipstick stain smeared across his mouth and jaw too, something I wanted desperately to wipe away, as if I could wipe away this entire experience for all of us. 

“I’m sorry this happened. I should have come up with you…” I gulped as my nose ran, a sourness churning my gut so hard I almost vomited. Instead, I took a deep breath, assessing the situation to the best of my ability while trying to detach myself from the white-hot anger boiling inside me.

Lee came around the bed and put his hand out. I handed him the gun right as I heard the elevator ping, announcing its arrival.

“Police!” someone shouted.

“We’re in here!” I called, and two cops appeared, each with guns out as they assessed the situation.

“Officer! This woman tried to shoot me! Thankfully, she missed!” Bianca called out, tears suddenly falling down her sunken, bony cheeks.

“That’s not what happened,” Lee stated with zero emotion.

The cops glanced at Lee and holstered their guns. “Hey Lee, long time no see. Looks like you’ve got a situation here,” one of them said, obviously an acquaintance of Lee’s.

Lee lifted his chin. “This is my gun, and I have a concealed carry permit as you know. I am Mr. Falco’s driver and security guard. My client has been drugged and possibly sexually assaulted by this woman. I was with his wife when we arrived. She was naked, on top of him, while Mr. Falco was, and still is, unconscious.”

One of the cops came to the bed and evaluated my husband. He curled his hand around a speaker- looking apparatus on his chest, pressed a button, and spoke. “We need the paramedics sent up immediately. It’s all clear up here.”

“See, baby, you’re safe. Bianca can’t hurt you anymore,” I cooed, leaned forward, and pressed my lips to Gio’s temple.

Bianca was sobbing and rattling off her lies to the cops while I ignored her.

“We received a call after the first one from you Lee, that stated they heard a gunshot.”

“I did shoot the gun, but it was to keep her from running. I, too, have a permit to carry a gun and knew exactly what I was doing. She’s pregnant, so I didn’t want to accidently harm her or the baby by physically keeping her here until the authorities arrived.”

“I can confirm everything she said and go into further detail about this woman’s crimes.”

“What is he on?” one of the cops asked Bianca.

“How should I know? I didn’t drug him!” She shook her head frantically, lying through her teeth. “He had some drinks, we got intimate, and I didn’t realize he passed out. Then they arrived and threatened to kill me.”

“That is not how it happened,” I growled.

“No, it is not,” Lee confirmed. “Julianne forced Bianca to get off of her husband, put her clothes on, and wait for you to arrive. I can attest to Bianca being naked and on top of an unconscious man. Bianca tried to leave, and that’s when Julianne fired a warning shot, aiming for and hitting the lamp, not harming a soul.”

“She could have killed me and my baby!” Bianca screeched while putting a hand over her stomach protectively, really playing it up for the cops.

The elevator pinged again and one of the cops waved the two paramedics into the bedroom.

“We’ll take it from here, ma’am,” one of the paramedics said, easing me away from Gio, off the bed and out of the way. Instantly, they went into life-saving action, eventually lifting Gio onto a stretcher.

“I’m going with him, and I also want to press charges,” I told one of the cops.

“Ma’am, we still need to question you,” one of the cops responded.

I pointed at Gio who was being loaded onto the elevator. “I need to go with my husband. Follow me to the hospital, or I’ll go to the station after I’ve ensured that the man I love is safe.” I stormed into the elevator right before the doors closed, and I heard Lee say, “Don’t worry guys, I’ll answer everything and bring her to the station later.”

“Sounds good. Hope to see you at the next PD potluck. The chili your old partner makes sucks, man. You need to teach him a few things,” one of them joked. I hadn’t realized that Lee used to be a police officer.

The ride down the elevator, and then in the ambulance, was absolute torture. It felt like it took a hundred years to get to the hospital. The paramedics did their thing while I clung to Giovanni’s hand, alternating between kissing it and whispering prayers against his skin.

When we got to the hospital, we were immediately separated. A medical professional quizzed me on a bunch of insurance questions which I had to call Muriel to get. Then I was punted to a cold, bleak room filled with old, pink-fabric chairs and cracked linoleum that had seen better days. The scent of antiseptic filled the room and turned my stomach.

God, please let Gio be okay.

I don’t know how long I waited before a woman wearing a white coat with a stethoscope around her neck entered the room. “Mrs. Falco?”

“That’s me.” I stood up, my hands shaking so badly I held them both in front of me. “Is Giovanni okay?” I swallowed down the lump in my throat as my heart beat a million miles a minute.

She smiled gently. “He’s going to be just fine. He’s sleeping now. We pumped his stomach and performed a toxicology exam. The paramedics notified us that he may have been drugged and sexually assaulted so we proceeded accordingly. We should have the results of his labs soon.”

“Can I see him?”

“Of course. I’ll take you to him. He may sleep most of the day, but I’m sure he’d like to see a familiar face when he wakes. Often, with these types of drugs, the patient might not remember much after administration. Being in the hospital might surprise him,” she finished as we made it to a normal hospital room.

“When will he be able to go home?” I asked, thinking how I wanted to lie beside him in my bed and watch his chest rise and fall, safe within the comfort and protection of my own home. Our home now. I’d never step a single foot in that apartment again, and neither would Gio, if I had any say in the matter.

“We’ll keep him overnight for observation, and if all is well, he’ll be released in the morning.”

“Can I stay with him?” I croaked, reaching for his hand and holding it with both of mine. Instantly, the rapid-fire beat of my heart calmed down, simply by being near him. I sat in the chair closest to the bed and lifted his hand to my cheek, holding it there.

“As long as the nurses can tend to their patient without issue, that chair folds into a flat surface for sleeping.” She pointed to a large, pleather-covered, boxy chair in the corner of the room.

“I’ll stay out of their way, I promise. Thank you, Doctor.”

She smiled and took her leave.

I closed my eyes and breathed Gio in, remembering how very different this day started out. We’d been in bed together, talking, kissing, and being playful. Sharing bagels and coffee while laughing and catching up with the little things couples usually already knew about one another when they got married. Like how his hair sticks up in every direction possible when he wakes. I swore the man went through a tornado as he slept. I wanted to go back to the peace I felt during those moments.

Now, I was on total and complete emotional burnout, and I still needed to talk to the police. Hopefully, Lee would hold them off until they could speak to Gio directly, and we could make our official statements at the same time, provided he remembered any of it.

For the next few hours, I held Gio’s hand and rested my head against the bed, watching him sleep. I must have dozed off, because I woke suddenly to fingers running through my hair soothingly. I opened my eyes, and our gazes met. Instantly, tears filled mine and started to fall.

“Hey now, none of that,” he murmured, his voice sounding like sandpaper scraped over concrete.

I sat up, clutching his hand to my chest and kissing the top of his knuckles. “How are you feeling?”

He frowned. “Groggy. Throat hurts. A little dizzy. My stomach is tight, and I’m so tired.”

“You should rest. I’m here. I’ve got you.”

He licked his dry lips, and I got up, filled up a cup of water and placed the straw in it, then brought it to him. He sipped greedily as I held the cup and straw.

“Thank you. What happened?” he asked.

“What do you remember?”

He blinked a few times and glanced at the wall behind me. “I had a conversation with Tony, my doorman. Texted you about grilling dinner.”

I nodded. “And?”

He inhaled a long slow breath. Then his eyes widened. “Bianca,” he snarled. “Bianca was in my apartment. They must have let her up. I hadn’t been home in months to tell them to take her off the list of approved visitors. Stupid,” he grated.

I held his hand and shook my head. “No, it’s not. You thought she’d moved on. Apparently not. Then what do you remember after that?”

“Pouring a glass of whiskey and telling her to leave. I think we fought, but I can’t really recall the details.” He frowned deeply. “I remember being in bed, and calling for you, but seeing her.” He shivered. “I couldn’t move.” He swallowed. “She was, she was naked…but Jules, I would never cheat on you. Not in a million years. I don’t know what happened. I don’t know!” His voice rose along with his agitation.

I moved to sit on the bed, cupping both of his cheeks. “She drugged you. None of what happened was your fault.”

“But what if I—” He gagged but got it under control.

I shook my head. “You didn’t. I think she was trying to seduce you, but you were too drugged.” I bit down on my bottom lip.

He reached out his hand, cupped my cheek and wiped away a stray tear I didn’t realize had fallen.

“Tell me…tell me everything,” he pleaded.

I swallowed down the need to scream and took a breath. “When Lee and I arrived, she was naked and straddling you.”

He turned his head as though suddenly not able to look at me.

“But, Gio, she wanted me to see that, because she texted me to come to your apartment, and she did so from your phone.” I cupped his jaw and eased his head forward to look at me. I would not have him feeling ashamed of something he had no control over.

He clamped his jaw shut, and his nostrils flared. “How did she get into my phone?”

“I imagine she used your thumb print when you were out of it.”

“I want her punished,” he snapped angrily. “Did she get away?”

“No, honey, she didn’t. Lee’s at the station now explaining what happened. They want to talk to me, and I’m sure you, but she’s definitely being locked up for drugging you and attempted sexual assault.”

He reached out and tugged me down to the bed. I stretched my legs out alongside him and cuddled into his chest. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there sooner,” I whispered, my stomach in knots at the thought I could have helped prevent this. “I’m sorry I didn’t go into the apartment with you. I was too set on shoving everything in Brenden’s face, I never thought you’d be attacked like that…”

Gio wrapped me in his embrace and kissed the crown of my head while whispering sweet nothings against my hair.

“I’m so sorry,” I cried against his chest.

“Shhh, shh, none of this is your fault, Jules, nor is it mine. It’s Bianca’s.”

I sniffed against his chest and held him tighter. “What are you going to do?”

He took a full minute and a long, tortured breath before saying, “I’m going to make her pay.”


Episode 60

Southern Charm
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MEMPHIS

Naomi stared at my family home as though it was the entrance to a magical forest. When we pulled up, I glanced over and saw her mouth fall slightly open, the air leave her lungs in a small puff, and her eyes widen dramatically.

“What?” I asked, trying not to feel shame about the humble 1900’s home. My family had put a lot of blood, sweat, and tears into renovating the hundred-year-old house to what it is today. Butter yellow with pristine white trim. Two stories, a porch with a wooden railing, ceiling fans to offer a cool-down during the hotter months, and concrete steps that led up to the front door.

Right at that moment, my granny was silently rocking in her chair, otherwise known as her neighborhood throne, where she watched the comings and goings of the street. I knew without even having to look she’d be sipping on a glass of ice-cold lemonade. She had a quilted blanket over her lap and was surrounded by lush plants my mother tended as if they were her very own children.

“This is your home? Where you grew up?” Naomi gawked while pointing a finger at the house.

I nodded and chuckled. “Yeah.”

“Complete with a cute-as-a-button little ol’ lady on her porch, rocking away and knitting?”

A couple of neighbors strode down the path in front of us, their golden retriever on a leash. They waved at Granny, and she waved back, called out something I couldn’t hear, but knew had to be funny because the neighbors laughed and paused to chat a bit.

“Unbelievable,” Naomi whispered. “It’s like I’ve entered a scene from a movie. White picket fence and all.”

I grinned. “We may have a full house and live on a budget, but we take care of what we have. Dad always said, ‘If you get the privilege of owning your own home, son, make sure you have pride of place.’ And he showed that to us in everything he and my mother did throughout the years. Wait until you see the backyard.”

“Well, if it’s anything like the front, I might just pass out from all this quaint beauty and southern charm.”

“Says the woman whose family has a mansion in the Hamptons as their quote, unquote ‘vacation home’”

She shook her head. “Point made, but still, I half expect a woman with an apron on and a tray of fresh baked pies to come walking out the front door.”

I chuckled. “I wouldn’t put it past my mother. She definitely likes to bake.”

“Sweet baby Jesus, I’m in trouble.” She frowned. “They’re gonna hate me.”

“What would make you think that?” I turned and took her hand, watching the diamond ring I bought her sparkle in the sunlight.

“Look at me.” She gestured to her fashionable jumpsuit. It was a royal-blue silk that she’d tied a rope-like belt around. Her shoes were dainty stiletto sandals with a strip of leather running across the toes and around the ankle. Her long hair had been parted down the middle, flat ironed, and pulled back into a sleek ponytail. On her ears were some large gold hoops with a diamond dangling on a gold chain down the center of the circle. To me, she looked sexy as fuck, elegant, and expensive.

“You look incredible. Fashion forward, hittin’ those trends like my sister Sydney. As a matter of fact, you and Syd will get along famously.”

“Oh good.” She let out a breath of air she must have been holding. “Is she here now?”

“Nah, she’s back in New York.”

“Dammit! Way to lead me on. I thought I might have a friend here. Ugh, they’re going to take one look at me and think I’m a rich bitch. I should’ve worn jeans and a t-shirt.”

“Baby, your jeans are top of the line. Your t-shirts cost more than my Air Jordans. None of that shit matters to my family. Just wait and see.” I lifted her hand and kissed the inside of her sweet-smelling wrist. “They’re gonna love you. Trust me on this.”

Naomi pouted, closed her eyes, and nodded. Then I watched as she took a deep breath, lifted her shoulders up and back, cracked her neck from side to side, and then plastered a bright, winning smile on her face. “Okay, let’s do this. There’s no getting out of it.” She hesitated and then looked at me with those Bambi-like doe eyes. “Unless… We could just elope and then tell everyone about the wedding after the fact,” she hinted.

I burst out laughing and shook my head. “Woman, you need to stop fretting. My family is really cool. Just roll with it. And no matter what, I’ve got your back. All right?”

She sighed heavily. “Yeah, you’ve got my back. Fine, let’s go.” She pulled the handle to open the door of the rented Land Rover and got out of the car.

I got out and went around the car to take her hand. She was trembling more than my Granny did at the ripe old age of seventy-five. The same Granny who was watching us from the porch.

“Is that who I think it is?” Granny hollered.

“Yes ma’am, it is,” I smiled and tugged on Naomi’s arm until she followed me up the walk.

Granny stood and held her arms open the second we made it to the top of the steps.

“My boy!” she gushed in that beloved tone I adored.

“Granny,” I said and enfolded her round body in my arms. “I missed you so much.”

She pulled back. “Welp, let me get a good look at‘cha.” She cupped my cheeks and turned my face this way and that. “You’re looking a little thinner than the last time I laid eyes on you, son. Nothin’ a good meal or six won’t fix. Now who’s this looker you’ve got with you?” She pushed me to her side, with an arm around my waist so she could take in my girl.

I grinned. Nothing got past Gran. “Granny, this is my girlfriend, Naomi Shaw. Naomi, this is Althea Taylor, but everyone calls her Granny.” I didn’t announce Naomi as my fiancée just yet. The plan Naomi and I came up with on the plane ride from New York to here was that we’d tell them over dinner tonight when everyone was present. Everyone except Syd, that is, but she already knew we were engaged. Sydney was the only person who knew the truth.

Granny pursed her lips and sucked at her teeth. “Well, aren’t you a pretty little thing? Reminds me of my Sydney.” She gestured to Naomi’s attire. “Always dressing up in fancy clothes in the middle of the week. You know, you don’t always have to wear your church clothes when you come around, though I like a woman who presents herself well to the family. Shows you care.”

“Um, thank you.” Naomi swallowed and twisted her fingers together in front of her. “I’ll keep that advice in mind.”

Such a class act.

“You go to church?” Granny asked, zeroing her gaze on Naomi, putting her right on the spot. “Lord knows we all need to worship His good name, if we want good in our lives. Can I get an amen to that?” She pressed both of her hands together in a prayer position in front of her chest and looked up to the heavens as though God and Jesus himself were paying close attention to everything she said.

“Gran, don’t start recruiting my girlfriend as one of your new parishioners to your church. You’ve just met. Give it some time to get to know her before you start any of that. Jesus!” I clapped back.

“Jesus? Boy, I know you did not just use the Lord’s name like that to make a point. You’d best keep that mouth quiet. Now, have a seat and pour yourselves some lemonade. Goodness gracious. Acting a fool in front of your girl.” She clucked her tongue as though I was the one that started the smack talk.

“Yeah, Memphis. Don’t say the Lord’s name in vain.” Naomi smirked and took a seat next to Gran.

I hooked a finger toward Granny. “You’re on her side…already?” I asked in a playful tone.

“Mmm hmm, as it should be. We women stick together, son. Surprised you haven’t figured that out, living in a home full of women.” She gestured  toward the extra glasses. “Your girl looks parched, and your granny could use a refill.”

“I’ve been here all of five minutes, and I’ve already been relegated to server. I see how it is, Granny. No love for your favorite grandson.”

“Oh, my love for you knows no bounds, Memphis. Lord knows that doesn’t change the fact that I’m old, I’m the matriarch of this family, and I ain’t got the time for your sass.” Her tone brooked absolutely no argument. I knew better than to clap back. Besides, Granny was already on her newest victim.

“Naomi Shaw, now why does that name sound familiar to me? You famous, sugar?”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m famous, but my family has been in the news many times over the years. My father is Abraham Shaw.”

“The famous miner?”

She knew exactly who he was, which didn’t surprise me, because Granny had a thing for keeping track of the rich and famous, especially if they were Black.

“That would be the one.” Naomi gave a half-hearted smile. I knew she didn’t like talking about her family.

“And Naomi is a successful jeweler. She creates things you’d imagine royalty wearing. Nay, show my Granny that piece you wore the day we met. Do you have a picture of it?” I said with pride.

She smiled at me and pulled her phone out of her purse, scrolled through her gallery and turned the phone to show Granny.

“Whoo boy!” Granny fanned her face. “That is some rock!”

Naomi chuckled. “It is. Though this is phase one. I’ll take this four-carat diamond and design around it. Maybe add some small rubies or sapphires in a series of inlayed gems around the large center stone. When I’m done, it will look something like this.” Naomi swiped across the phone screen to the next image, which was a sketch of what the piece could look like.

“That is incredible. And you do this for special clients?”

“Yes.”

“Gran, she’s being modest. Naomi crafts designs and pieces for companies like Cartier, Harry Winston, and Tiffany’s, not to mention one-of-a-kind pieces for the rich and famous.”

Granny’s eyes widened. “Wow, congratulations, young lady. You’ve done the sisterhood proud. That is one beautiful design.”

“Thank you. I’ll have to make you something in the future.”

Gran waved her hand in the air. “Don’t you bother with diamonds on an old woman. I’ve got the one and only diamond I need right here.” She pointed to her wedding ring with the tiniest chip of diamond in the center. “My beloved Douglas purchased this for me when I’d just turned eighteen. He proposed, and we were married a month out of high school. It was 1966. We were married fifty-two wonderful years before the good Lord saw fit to take him back home.”

Naomi reached her hand out and covered Granny’s. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Granny took a deep breath and patted Naomi’s hand right back. “When you find the right one, you don’t waste time on what if’s. You grab the love of your life by the hand and walk into that life together.”

Naomi wiped a tear away, and I wanted to go to her, but instead, I handed her a glass of cool lemonade. Granny always had extra glasses out and a full pitcher in case someone wanted to have a seat and chat.

“Don’t you be sad for me, sugar. I had the best fifty-two years of life a true southern woman could have. We made lots of babies. Raised ’em right. Now I have lots of grands to dote on until it’s my time. Then my Dougie will be waiting with his hand out for me to hold as we walk into the afterlife. That’s why you gotta live every day to the fullest, and never take advantage of the ones you love.”

Naomi cleared her throat and sipped her drink. “You’re a wise woman, Althea.”

“Oh, hush now with the Althea business. I’m Granny to you too.”

“Ma! Are you hoarding my son and his new girlfriend out there?” I heard my mother calling through the opened screen door.

Granny rolled her eyes. “Always ruining my fun, that daughter-in-law of mine.”

“I heard that!” Mother yelled.

“It wasn’t meant to be a secret!” Granny fired off.

I grinned and stood. “Thanks for the chat, Granny.”

“And the lemonade. It was delicious,” Naomi added.

Granny nodded. “Course it was, I made it myself, and I’ve had decades of practice. I’ll teach you the recipe.”

“I’d love that.” Naomi beamed. I could tell she was not only relieved by the time we spent with my favorite human on this Earth but also enjoyed it.

We both gave Gran hugs and kisses on the cheek.

“So, church on Sunday?” Granny added right before we could escape into the house.

Before I could respond with a no, Naomi smiled and said, “Would love to. I’ll wear my best dress.”

“Now that’s a good girl.” Granny hummed, sipped at her lemonade and looked out over her territory. Suddenly she lifted up and pointed at something in the yard. “You best keep that dog off my lawn! There will be no squatting over here. Keep on moving,” she instructed a teenage girl who was walking her dog.

“Yes, Mrs. Taylor,” the girl responded.

I held the screen door open, and Naomi preceded me through.

My mother bulldozed me the second I entered, her body slamming against mine, her arms around my neck. “I thought she was never going to let you in. I’ve been waiting all day. We’ve got several of your favorite dishes tonight. Your dad’s grilling ribs, chicken, and shrimp. We’ll have some bacon wrapped asparagus, rosemary potatoes, and of course, I’ve made a couple fresh peach pies with our peaches right off the tree.”

“You are going all out!” I gushed and hugged her tight.

“It’s not every day my only son brings a woman home for the family to meet. As a matter of fact, the last time was when you were in high school. I admit to being very excited.”

I laughed heartily and let my mother go, then turned around. “Momma, meet my girlfriend, Naomi Shaw. Naomi, this is my momma, Robin Taylor.”

“Wow, aren’t you just gorgeous!” My mother waved away the hand Naomi held out to shake and pulled her into a hug. “So, so, so good to meet you, dear. Come on in and go say hello to your father and your sisters. They’re out on the back deck. I’ll just be in the kitchen,” she said and disappeared down the hall.

I put out my hand and Naomi looked at it, her gaze and expression softening, likely remembering what my Granny had just told us about her and Grandad.

When you find the right one, you don’t waste time on what if’s. You grab the love of your life by the hand and walk into that life together.

Naomi slipped her hand into mine, and I held on tight.

“You’re going to get a kick out of my sisters,” I murmured.

“After having met your grandmother and your mom, I have no doubt.”

“Are we really going to church on Sunday, or do I need to get us out of that?” I half joked.

Naomi stopped in the center of the hallway and turned to face me. “If you think I’m going to go against your grandmother’s wishes, you’re crazy.”

“Guess it’s church on Sunday for the whole family,” I chuckled.

“What Granny wants, Granny gets.” Naomi snapped her fingers and started to walk down the hall again.

“I like this one. You should marry her,” I heard come from directly behind us. I hadn’t realized Granny’d snuck up on us. The woman was as quiet as a ninja with decades of training.

Naomi burst out laughing. “Yeah, you should marry me. I’m with Granny!”

“Granny, I’m gonna have to put a bell on you.”

“Bigger men have tried and failed. Good luck with that.” She flicked her hand for us to move out of her way. “Don’t got all day. The clock is ticking; don’t slow me down.” She shuffled silently past us.

“I think we just got your grandmother’s blessing,” Naomi whispered.

“I think we did too.” I tugged on her hand and pulled her against my chest then laid a heated, wet kiss on her. “One down, several to go.”

She smiled, and I swear my heart melted. “I can’t wait to marry you.”

“It’s a good thing you don’t have to wait long,” she teased.

“Where’s my son and his new girl?” I heard my father’s voice, joy-filled and booming, coming from the kitchen.

“We better go.” I pecked her lips once more.

“Where you go, I’ll happily follow.” She winked and put her hand in mine once more. The weight of it felt different somehow.

More important. More real. More like she’d hold my hand forever.


Episode 61

The Queen of Las Vegas
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MADAM ALANA

“Hola Señora Toussaint. To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” Diego Salazar asked in his smooth Spanish accent. The man was terrifying in person but also quite the charmer.

“Bonjour, Señor Salazar. I do believe I need your help.” I glanced at Rhodes, Maia, and then my beloved Christophe as I held my phone pressed to my ear.

“I am intrigued. It is not every day the La Reina de Las Vegas calls for my assistance,” he chuckled.

The Queen of Las Vegas.

I’d heard the title before but had never given it much thought. Being the queen of something came with many disadvantages such as suddenly being threatened by an unknown source.

“Unfortunately, this is not a friendly call. It seems some of your people have been threatening me and one of my candidates.”

“That is simply impossible, cariño. I make it my business to know all the comings and goings of the big players in my region. There has been no such request on you or your clientele. If I had an issue with you Señora Toussiant, I would give you the respect you have earned and come directly to you.”

“I appreciate that, Señor Salazar. I, too, have a fondness for you and our mutual friends. However, a threat has been levied against me and my client, Maia Fields. Her studio apartment was burglarized, trashed, and a frightening threat painted on her wall. I received a letter by courier on the same night with a similar threatening message. Some of my acquaintances have tracked the burglars back to individuals in your employ.”

“The name Maia Fields does sound familiar; let me check my books. Please do me the honor of holding a moment while I review my files.”

“Of course. Merci.”

“What’s going on?” Rhodes grumbled.

Christophe came to my side and looped an arm around my waist. “You okay, chérie?”

I nodded and quickly gave them an update of where I was at with my call. The three of them waited patiently as I sipped on my espresso.

A few minutes passed before Diego came back on the line.

“I apologize for keeping you. A request for my particular services was made on Maia Fields. The three members of my team that were assigned have not reported back and are presumed to have gone missing. Are you confirming at this time that Señorita Fields is under your protection?” The way he asked the question was smooth as silk, even though the situation was dire, an uncomfortable juxtaposition I didn’t prefer to work within.

“Oui. And she is also under the protection of the Las Vegas Hounds. Her studio is over the garage of one of their members.”

“¡Maldito infierno!” he cursed in Spanish, which I believed meant something akin to fucking hell. “That tells me what I need to know about my missing men. The Hounds are notorious for making people disappear.” Diego cleared his throat. “Señora Toussaint, I would never have given the order had my client provided full intel on the target. Usually, I have my men spend a couple days looking into the mark. We did a background check, which showed there was nothing of special interest, nor anything that would suggest she was one of yours or The Hounds. However, the request was a twenty-four-hour turnaround and for a high payout. I deeply apologize for this grievous error and will rectify the situation. Starting with owing you a marker.”

“Darling, I do not want a marker. I want the name of the individual who made the order. Lest you forget, I also received a threatening message at my hotel in Las Vegas on the same night.”

“That was not me, or anyone from my organization. I will pledge my life on it.” I believed him. There was no reason for a man like Diego Salazar to lie to me. But that also meant another person or group was involved.

“Then whomever ordered the target on Maia is playing both of us against one another, specifically targeting one of my girls who happens to be connected to the Las Vegas Hounds. Then couriering threats to my hotel. They could be attempting some type of a coup.”

“I’ll take care of it,” he hissed, and the sound was so terrifying I knew I didn’t want to push him too far.

“Señor Salazar, I do appreciate your willingness to handle the situation, and I know you are very capable of such things. Nevertheless, I have an angry husband, a terrified candidate, her furious, wealthy fiancé, and the entire Las Vegas Hounds motorcycle club seeking retribution and confirmation that Maia and I are safe. I’m sure you can understand how volatile things are on our side. What would be most helpful, chéri, would be the name of the individual who made the request. Then I will be happily on my way, no marker owed, and be able to satisfy the needs of the powerful forces on my end.”

“Alana,” Diego breathed my first name with such fiery intent I had to put my hand over my rapidly beating heart as I paid close attention. “This woman is connected to a very powerful individual. You do not want to be on that man’s radar. His network extends everywhere. His reach is unparalleled. He’s extremely dangerous.”

“Diego,” I pressed, showing the same intimacy he’d shown me, something we were new to having. “I’m already on his radar based on the threat I received.”

“Alana,” he barked in a rough tone that made me catch my breath. “Let. Me. Handle. This.” He enunciated each word on what could only be described as a growl.

“That is asking a lot,” I whispered, suddenly feeling cornered and rather uncertain.

Christophe tightened his hold around my waist, and I crossed my arm over my body and covered his hand with my own, needing that connection.

“Give me forty-eight hours to look into this and report back. I will send out a notification to all my contacts and staff that Alana Toussaint and Maia Fields are not to be touched, and to notify me immediately if anyone hears otherwise. If someone so much as disturbs a hair on your beautiful head, Madam, it will guarantee them a painful, drawn-out death. As of this moment, you and Ms. Fields have the full backing, resources, and protection of the West Coast Latin Mafia.”

“That is very generous of you, Señor Salazar. I accept your request for more time and look forward to hearing from you in a couple days. Au revoir,” I agreed and hung up.

“What did he say?” Maia asked, her big brown eyes wide and full of fear.

“He is looking into the matter. Apparently, the person who made the request to harm you is so powerful and fearsome he doesn’t want any of us involved.”

“That’s bullshit!” Rhodes complained.

“I agree, Alana. It is your right to know who has a problem with you and Maia. I’m surprised Diego responded the way he did. I thought he held us in higher esteem,” Christophe said while plucking at his bottom lip thoughtfully.

“Honestly, Christo, I think that is why he didn’t share more. If this individual is as bad as he claimed, perhaps it’s best we allow him to figure out how to respond. In the meantime, we have been given his protection as well.”

“Great,” Maia mumbled. “Somehow I’ve gotten myself connected to not only the mafia, but some bigger criminal? Jesus. Whose Cheerios did I piss in to earn this kind of retribution? I’ve been racking my brain. The only people that hate me are technically related to me and live nowhere near Nevada.”

I sat down in the kitchen chair next to her and reached for her hand. “I’m sorry, darling. I fear this situation somehow has more to do with your connection to me than anything you may have done.”

Christophe placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Between the new security guards, the motorcycle club, and Diego’s men, you’re both covered. We haven’t received any additional threats at this time. I think we’re safe here in France, far away from Las Vegas.”

I nodded and sighed. “I agree. Diego will update us in a couple days. For now, we live life as usual but stay vigilant.”

“Maia, do you want to go get showered and changed or stay here?” Rhodes asked. “You’ve had a lot to deal with. You don’t have to go out. Emily is going to be down soon, and if I know my girl, she’s going to have ants in her pants about finally getting to go shopping.”

Maia smiled gently. “I’m good to go, but thank you for asking. I’ll be ready in fifteen.” She got up and walked out of the room.

Rhodes watched her go, his eyes shimmering with affection and maybe the slightest hint of desire. I smirked and stared at him until he finally looked at me. His cheeks instantly turned pink as I caught him checking out his fiancée.

“She’s amazing.” He shook his head, clearly frustrated. “The woman gets burglarized, threatened, has to get on a plane and fly to France where she has a terrible flashback of her past, finds out a stranger is after her, one that is so terrifying even Diego Salazar won’t share what he knows…and now, she’s putting on a brave face in order to go shopping with my daughter.”

He let out a long, deep sigh as he ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t deserve someone like her. I should help her and her family and set her free, but damned if I’m going to do the right thing. I want that woman desperately. I want to heal her wounds and soothe her soul. I want to hold her so close no one can ever harm her again. What the hell is wrong with me?” He squeezed his eyes shut and breathed through his nose, nostrils flaring. “I can’t stand that she has to live her life in fear. She’s had enough of that to fill an Olympic sized pool.”

“Then it’s up to you to make sure she feels protected and safe, chéri. I can see how much she already looks to you for comfort and support. Keep giving it to her until she knows you’re not going to ever stop giving it to her.”

“She’s scared stiff, Alana. Possibly in ways I’ll never be able to understand. Her past…” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he looked down and away. “She’s had it rough.”

“And you’re going to show her a new life. One with joy, safety, trust, and most of all love.”

His gaze snapped to meet mine. “I never said I loved her.”

My lips twisted as I tried to hold back my laughter. Christo, on the other hand, had no such luck. He laughed heartily as he walked over to the coffee pot and poured himself another cup.

“Darling Rhodes, you don’t have to say it. Your feelings for the young woman are written across every worry line on your face.” I smiled.

“Alana, don’t put ideas in her head or mine. I feel a great deal for Maia, but we’re taking things slow. Getting to know one another better.”

“Have you bedded her?” I asked point blank. With others I wouldn’t be so crass, but Rhodes was like a sibling to me. One who was drowning in water that was only five feet deep. All he had to do was trust that the ground beneath his feet was there, and he’d be fine. More than fine, he’d be perfectly safe.

“Do I look like the type that kisses and tells?”

“I suggest taking her to your bed for more than just sleep. Then perhaps you won’t feel so out of sorts.”

“Ha, ha, very funny. I’m going to go get ready. I’m assuming you’ll be ready in, oh, five hours.” He gestured to my robe and pajama set and lack of makeup.

I sipped the remainder of my espresso. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be ready when the time is right,” I assured him.

“Oh yeah? And when will that be? Never!” he called out playfully over his shoulder as he left the kitchen.

“Whenever I want.” I hummed, set my dishware in the sink and started up the back stairs to the main bedroom. “You coming, mon couer, or are you staying home to paint today?”

“And miss Rhodes doting on his daughter and fiancée with you there to micromanage? Never!” he breathed, a note of amusement in his tone.

“The day will be interesting to say the least,” I agreed. However, in the back of my mind I was still thinking about what Diego said.

“You do not want to be on that man’s radar. His network extends everywhere. His reach is unparalleled. He’s extremely dangerous.”

I couldn’t help wondering how far this person’s network could possibly reach.

Was France far enough away?


Episode 62

My New Family
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MAIA

The bathroom door opened, and a cool blast of air entered as the steam from the shower escaped. The change in air temperature shocked me out of my daydream. Instinctively, I covered my private parts the best I could, and faced the clear glass doors. Rhodes stood there and pulled his t-shirt over his broad chest and tossed it to the floor.

“I thought we could save time by showering together…unless you’d rather not.” He swallowed as his gaze traced my naked form, even while I still covered myself.

My heart rate spiked as I watched him curl his fingers at the waist of his lounge pants.

“You’ve got three seconds to decide,” he murmured as I looked at him, feeling like a wild animal ready to flee, but I had nowhere to go. If I didn’t want him to be in here with me, naked, I needed to speak up.

“Three,” he warned.

I licked my lips and watched as one of his eyebrows rose toward his hairline. Instead of answering, I moved my arm covering my breasts, allowing them to bounce free.

“Two,” he growled the way a man did when a nice juicy steak was set in front of him and he was starved.

In response, I removed my hand from below, allowing him to see all of me as I shifted under the water, soaking my hair.

“One,” he bit out while shoving down his lounge pants. His cock sprang free, hard and pointing up toward his abdomen.

I gasped at the sight.

Rhodes had an incredible body. Tall, with sculpted broad shoulders. There was a smattering of hair across his square pecs and another line of it going from his belly button down to the neat curls surrounding his impressive cock.

He stepped forward, and I watched the muscles in his toned thighs flex and shift as he opened the shower door and stepped inside.

“You are so damn gorgeous,” he rumbled.

I could practically feel his gaze on my bare, slick skin, delight and desire at war with his gentlemanly side.

Feeling brave, I arched my back, jutting my small breasts forward. The combination of cool air and hot water made my nipples tight and erect.

His nostrils flared as he stared. “May I touch you?” he asked, his body vibrating as he breathed deep. He looked as if he was barely restraining himself from pouncing.

I spun around and presented him with my ass. He groaned as I looked over my shoulder and smirked. My ass was my absolute best feature, and based on the hungry look in his eyes, my soon-to-be husband agreed wholeheartedly.

“We are engaged,” I said playfully shaking my asset. “But we need to hurry.” I was about to remind him of his daughter when both of his hands landed on my hips, and he pressed his naked body against mine. One of his hands immediately came up and cupped a breast while the other palmed and squeezed my booty.

Rhodes put his lips to my neck, laying a line of worshipful kisses there. “I’ve never seen a sexier body. Jesus, Maia, you’re perfect everywhere,” he growled, rubbing his thick cock between my ass cheeks.

“Gawd, you have the best hands,” I sighed, loving how he purposefully touched me.

He pinched and plucked at my breast, making me cry out. “There’s a lot I can do with them too,” he murmured against my skin. “But this ass, damn baby, it’s legendary.” He thrust his cock between the fleshy globes. “It squeezes my cock beautifully.” He sank his teeth into the space where my neck and shoulder met, spiking my lust even further.

I reached out and grabbed my vanilla spice body wash. “Hold on,” I said as I squeezed a large amount into the palm of my hand.

“I want to fuck you so badly,” he grated through clenched teeth, while I turned around and slathered his cock with the slippery soap.

“Soon. When we have more time,” I promised with a deep kiss. He tasted of coffee and man, a delectable flavor I wanted to experience every morning. Slowly, I pulled away and eased back around, then I pushed my hips back until his cock was nestled between my cheeks once more.

Rhodes dug his fingers into my hips and thrust his cock back and forth. His balls slapped against my tender flesh as I rocked my hips and squeezed his length the best I could.

As I moved, Rhodes walked us closer to the wall. I braced my hands on the tile as he wrapped his entire body around mine from behind. One of his hands went south and the other cupped a breast.

He palmed my center and groaned. “So wet,” he murmured, his hips never losing speed against my bottom as he plunged two fingers deep inside me.

I moaned at the mind-melting intrusion. His thumb made quick work of circling my clit. My breath caught as pleasure tore through me. I’d expected to get him off, and suddenly, I was barreling toward a fast and intense orgasm of my own.

“That’s right, Maia. Ride my hand, sweetheart. Take what you need,” he grunted against my neck.

It felt like he was everywhere at the same time. His hand working between my thighs, the other cupping my breast and manipulating my nipple, sending lightning bolts of desire in every direction. Then there was his hard length, rubbing across my forbidden hole with every driving thrust. He paired his movements, so that he was working every aspect of my body, all while chasing his need.

It was too much.

Too fast.

Too good.

My vision darkened, and I pressed harder against him, working my hips as he fingered me and lifted me up onto my toes with his raw strength and powerful thrusts. I was his puppet, and he the puppeteer, pulling pleasure from my body as easily as pulling strings.

“Come, Maia,” he demanded, his massive form shaking with his own need for release as he removed his fingers and pinched my clit.

My body exploded, straining against his hold, the orgasm so intense it was as though I needed to get away, but he held me tightly, plunging his fingers back inside. My internal muscles clamped around them and didn’t let go while I felt him cling to me, his mouth biting down on the ball of my shoulder to hold back his moan as he too found his release. Warm liquid pelted my lower back as he breathed roughly against my skin.

The water had cooled significantly as we came down. He eased his fingers out, and I mewled at the pinch of discomfort.

“You okay?” He murmured between placing soft kisses along my shoulders and the back of my neck.

I turned around and looped my arms around his neck, then grinned. “I’m amazing, though now I feel like I need another nap.”

He chuckled and pulled me into a hug. “After shopping, yeah?”

“Yeah. I do want to get to know Emily better.”

“I want that too. Let’s finish showering and get ready. Emily’s probably dying to leave.” He laughed.

“Hey, it was you that chose to get in the shower with me. If we’re late, it’s your fault.”

“Guilty as fuck, but I don’t regret a second of it.” He reached for my body wash and soaped up the rest of his body.

“You’re going to smell like me,” I warned.

“I know.” He smiled with a devilish smirk. “I like having your scent all over me. It will remind me of this moment all day when I have to lug around a bunch of shopping bags.”

I chuckled and rinsed off, then slid past him. “Well, last one ready has to answer to the teenager.” I opened the door and wrapped a towel around my body.

“Dammit!” he cursed, humor in his tone. “I’ll get you for that one!”

“I’d like to see you try,” I called out and left the steamy bathroom to get dressed.

* * * *

“Oh my God, Maia! This will look sooooooo good on you!” Emily thrust a purple dress on a hanger toward me. It was way too fancy for my tastes, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.

“It is cute, but maybe a bit too young and trendy for me?”

Emily spun around, her ponytail flying to the side as she mock-glared. “Aren’t you, like, twenty?”

“Actually, my birthday is in a couple days, and I’ll be twenty-four.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Your birthday is in a couple days! We have to celebrate it! Dad! Did you know that Maia’s birthday is in two days?”

Rhodes’ gaze went from his daughter to me and narrowed skeptically. “Is it now? I do believe that bit of information had been kept from me.”

I shook my head. “Remember, I told you I had a birthday coming.”

“You didn’t say it was this close,” he grumbled.

I shrugged. “Well, it is.”

“Dad, we should totes have a party!”

“Um, I’m not much for parties, Em. I prefer a lowkey approach to birthdays,” I deflected.

She stared at me silently, blinking as if she didn’t understand a thing I said. Then the girl straight up ignored me and went over to Alana.

“Auntie Alana, did you know it is Maia’s birthday in two days?”

Alana turned her head toward me, and her eyebrows rose as she read my expression, which was filled with anxiety. “I had not made that connection, no.”

“We should have a big bash! Invite all Dad’s and Maia’s friends.”

Little did she know. The only friends I had were members of a motorcycle club.

Alana laid down her wisdom. “Emily, when someone is having a birthday, it is best to ask what they want. Perhaps Maia is not one who prefers to celebrate in such a lavish and exorbitant way.”

I could have fallen over with relief. “Yep, exactly what she said,” I agreed.

Rhodes came up behind me, encircled my waist and pressed his chin to my shoulder. My breath caught as he whispered against my ear.

“It would have been nice to know your birthday was this close.” His stubble tickled my cheek as he spoke.

I leaned back against him and put my hands over his where they covered my abdomen. “I’m uncomfortable with birthdays.”

“Would a nice day out to see the sights and a family dinner be acceptable?” he asked.

He already knew me well in such a short time. “That would be lovely,” I sighed. “Fun for all of us.”

“Em, no party. However, Maia would love to see the sights and have a nice dinner out. I’m thinking dinner in the Eiffel Tower.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she fist pumped triumphantly. “That is sooooooo cool, Dad! I get to go right?” Her blue eyes were sparkling with such joy and excitement, it moved me to see how genuinely herself she was allowed to be in front of these adults.

When I was a kid, it was best not to bring attention to oneself. Today, Emily was the star of our outing and the adults around her enjoyed her exuberance. It was the exact opposite of my past experiences and something that would take time for me to get used to.

Rhodes laughed at her question. “Of course, you get to go.”

“Awesome,” she whispered with barely contained glee. “Then we need to find new outfits.” Those stunning eyes got even bigger as this new idea lit her soul on fire.

“I couldn’t agree more,” Alana stated. “Maia, you’ve been excellent at avoiding trying on or purchasing anything this afternoon. I’m afraid you no longer have a choice.”

I groaned. “It’s so much more fun watching you guys go hog wild.”

Christophe snickered, lifting up the six bags he’d been carrying for Alana and Emily.

Emily skipped over to me, looped her arm with mine, and yanked me from her dad’s arms. “Sorry, Dad. Your woman is in dire need of a birthday outfit.”

“Go hog wild.” Rhodes encouraged, using my phrasing.

“You suck, you know that?” I squinted at him as Emily pulled me away.

“I do know that, and you love it.” His eyes heated with that inner desire we’d banked earlier, which was coming to the surface once more.

Before I knew it, I had a pile of clothes in my arms, and Alana and Emily were dragging me toward a dressing room.

“Poor thing never had a chance.” I could hear Christophe chuckling.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t wrong. Alana and Emily pushed their way into the ridiculously large dressing room. It had a full-size couch with a privacy screen in the corner.

Emily and Alana sat on the couch. “Okay, model for us, Maia!” Emily encouraged.

“This will be an experience,” Alana remarked in that elegant tone that oozed class.

I blew out a breath and tried on the first item. It was a jumpsuit that had such long legs they dragged on the floor. It was meant for someone tall and statuesque.

“It doesn’t fit,” I said as I came out from behind the screen. “And how the heck do you go to the bathroom in something like this? You’d have to get completely naked.”

“I vote for that one.” I heard Rhodes’ deep, playful rumble come from outside of the room.

“You just want me to be naked,” I blurted, forgetting who was in the room with me.

“Damn straight!”

Emily’s cheeks were pink, but she was giggling like the young girl she was, completely at ease, while I was dying of embarrassment. “At least Dad likes it,” she joked.

Alana shook her head and sipped on a glass of champagne that had magically appeared while I was getting dressed. “Next item. Try the short silver dress, chérie,” she instructed.

I went back behind the privacy screen and pawed through the hanging items until I pulled out a slinky, form-fitting dress. It had spaghetti straps and hugged my body in all the best ways. It clung to my rounded ass like a second skin but had enough give that it didn’t feel tight. The hem fell to just above my knees, appropriate, yet still unbelievably sexy. I looked at my reflection from the left and right, then over my shoulder.

I was hot as fuck in this dress.

With a little more pep in my step, I came around the screen to find not only Alana and Emily in the room, but Rhodes was leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, waiting for the show.

He gasped. “Jesus, fuck!”

“Dad!” Emily snapped, still giggling.

“We’re getting that,” he announced. “You look phenomenal.” There was such awe in his tone, my heart beat rapidly, and I couldn’t help the wide smile that stretched across my face.

“Magnifique, Maia,” Alana agreed.

I smiled and danced around. “It makes me feel pretty too.” Then I noticed the tag hanging from the side seam. I walked over to the mirror and tried to read it.

Rhodes stomped up behind me and covered my hand with his around the tag. He shook his head. “No looking at prices. You don’t live that life anymore,” he murmured.

“Rhodes…” I used my best serious voice.

“You’re not going to win this one. Just take off the dress and try on the next item. Let me spoil my fiancée,” he kissed my temple.

“Your fiancée!” Emily cried out suddenly and jumped up, her mouth hanging open.

“Em…” Rhodes lifted a hand, as though he could stop this train from crashing into us. No such luck.

Instant fear threaded through my veins, and my temperature rose as my hands went clammy.

“You’re getting married!” she screeched.

“I was going to tell you…” Rhodes tried.

Emily looked at me then to Rhodes, her face a mask of shock.

“Darling…” Alana went to the girl and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

Emily stood with her eyes wide. “You meant it,” she whispered, her gaze planted on her dad’s face. “You’re not getting rid of me.”

“Never, baby girl. I told you that. Maia is to be added to our family. Me and you. Alana and Christophe. And now Maia.”

Her eyes filled with tears, and her expression softened. “You really aren’t going to push me away. That’s why Maia’s here. Because you want me to like her?”

“Yes, Em. That’s exactly why we’re here,” he agreed. Which was the truth for the most part. Before the threats, we’d hoped to have more alone time alone together, but life and some psycho had other plans. Still, the whole point of us being here with Emily right now was not only to allow Rhodes to keep us both safe, but for us to connect.

And as Emily dashed into her dad’s arms and hugged him tightly, I realized this time together was also so I could get used to being a part of an already established group.

A family.

My new family.

Holy shit. This was my new family.

Rhodes would be my husband, but that would make Emily my…

Emily pulled back from Rhodes, tears tracking down her sweet little face. Her gaze met mine and contained such longing I couldn’t look away. There was something there in that one look that pierced my tightly shielded heart and broke it wide open.

“You’re going to be my stepmother,” she breathed. “I’m going to have a real mom in my life.” She jumped up and down and then raced over to me, plowing into my arms.

I didn’t know what to do other than wrap my arms around her and hold on tight.

That opening in my heart filled up with the sudden and unbelievable burst of acceptance pouring from the young girl. I cupped the back of her neck as she sobbed in my arms.

Without a single word, Rhodes came over to our huddle and wrapped his arms around us both. I could hear the sound of Alana’s heels clacking on the title floor and the dressing room door closing behind her.

After both of our tears subsided, Emily shifted so she could look at me.

“Can I be a bridesmaid?” she asked.

Rhodes and I burst into laughter.


Episode 63

Live in the Now
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JACK

“Hey there, TJ. How’s my big boy doing?” I waved at the video screen of my laptop.

Troy Jack’s face lit with the biggest smile as he slammed a chubby toddler-sized hand against the screen at home a few times.

“No, no, be nice to the expensive computer Uncle Jack sent us.” Ellen chastised the boy in a sweet, lilting voice.

“He’s getting so big. It’s been less than two weeks, and I can already see another tooth coming in,” I squinted at the screen, enjoying TJ’s slobbery smile as he gnawed on a cracker.

“Dada Yak!” TJ squealed into the screen, pointing a soggy cracker at me.

“That’s Uncle Jack,” Ellen corrected. “Sorry, Jack. He’s just started a play program and hears the other boys calling for their dads when they pick them up, and he’s somehow put the two together.” Ellen sighed and pushed a lock of her short blonde hair behind one of her ears.

“It’s okay.” I tapped on the screen and waved at my favorite little man. “It must be hard, all on your own. I’m sorry I’ve been out of town and can’t help.”

“Jack, it’s not your job to take care of me and TJ. You’ve been doing it nonstop for over two years, and I can’t begin to thank you for how much you’ve helped us.”

“No thanks needed. Troy was my family. You and TJ are my family. It’s my pleasure to help in any way I can.” And I meant every word. If the situations were reversed, Troy would have made an absolute nuisance of himself to my family, if I had one. I was only returning the unasked favor because that’s what you do when you lose someone you love. You take care of those that were left behind.

“Actually, Jack, there’s something I wanted to, um, mention to you. I’ve been avoiding it for a while now, but I need to come clean.” Ellen’s tone filled with a nervousness I wasn’t used to hearing from her. Especially with me.

I braced myself and sat up perfectly straight in one of the wooden chairs in Summer’s kitchen. “Okay,” I breathed. My biggest fear was that one day, she’d ask me to stop coming around so much. Obviously, that wasn’t happening this month, but when we’re back in Norway, I fully planned to integrate Summer into my extended families’ lives, which includes Ellen and TJ.

“I’m seeing someone,” she blurted, cuddling TJ on her lap.

A wave of relief flooded my system as I smiled and slumped in my chair, allowing the tension to escape in a long breath. “That’s great, Ellen. Truly.”

“He’s a school teacher at TJs play program. We met and kinda hit it off. He’s amazing with TJ and the other kids and…” Her cheeks pinked up, reminding me how beautiful Ellen actually was. I’d never looked at her as anything other than a sister to me, because Troy had been gone for her the day they met at the dance, and that had never changed from the time we were preteens, through adulthood. Now that I was looking at her as a real woman, I could see how attractive men would find her. Besides her athletic figure, blonde hair and blue eyes, her gentle nature and loving personality was something I could see a lot of men falling for.

“This is really good news, Ellen.”

She frowned and hugged her son. “Really? You don’t think it’s too soon, you know, after Troy…”

“I don’t. It’s been two and a half years since we lost him. It’s perfectly natural for you to want to branch out and meet people. You’re a beautiful young woman with a lot of life ahead of you. Troy wouldn’t want you to be alone for the rest of your life.”

Her eyes became glassy and she started to sniffle. “You’re right. Troy was selfless, especially when it came to me. I know I’ll never experience a love like his again, but I’m lonely, Jack. TJ keeps me busy during the day, but when he’s asleep, the house is so quiet. Then the memories of Troy and our lives before we lost him come back...” She shook her head and wiped her teary face.

I wanted desperately to push my arms through the computer and reach all the way to Norway so I could pull her against my chest and hold her close, letting her know she wasn’t alone in her grief. She had me, and she had Erik now that he was back to living life again. And above all, she had TJ.

“I will admit to many sleepless nights over the past couple years. Between the grief and the worry for Erik, you, and TJ, it has sometimes felt like the loss of Troy would destroy me. Then I found hope when Erik came out of his severe depression and married Savannah. And of course, now I have a future to look forward to with Summer.”

“Their wedding was so beautiful,” Ellen sighed dreamily. “And when should I expect the invitation to your and the mysterious Summer’s wedding?”

I grinned. “She’s not mysterious. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me, Ellen. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”

“You can’t wait for me to meet who?” said the woman herself. She came padding into the kitchen, yawning, her long blonde hair wild around her face. She was wearing a short satin robe over what I knew to be her naked body. My woman slept in the nude, and I knew from past experience, if she was standing in one of her little robes, she was bare underneath.

I looped an arm around her waist and tugged her onto my lap.

She giggled at my shenanigans then kissed my cheek before turning to face the screen.

“Oh my goodness! Is that TJ?” She cooed to the toddler and waved wildly at the boy on the screen.

Ellen held TJ’s wrist and helped him wave. “Say hi to your new Auntie Summer,” Ellen encouraged.

TJ waved both hands, crushing the newest cracker into a bunch of pieces that flew in every direction.

All three of us laughed, and it felt so good to be sharing them with Summer.

“Hi, Ellen. I’m Summer.” My girl wiggled her fingers and smiled shyly.

“Jack has been gushing about you for days. I was just asking him when the wedding was and where it would be held.”

Summer adjusted her position on my lap and wrapped an arm around my neck. “We’re thinking soon, actually. We’re coming up on the harvest, and my mother believes we need to do it on the next new moon, which is technically in a week.”

Ellen’s eyes went wide. “A week. As in seven days?”

Summer yawned and nodded on a muffled, “Mmmhmm, new moon celebrates new beginnings. It’s good luck.”

“Wow, that was fast. I remember you said this Marriage Auction would be quick, but honestly, I didn’t really believe it. Jack, you’re going to be married in a week!”

“Do you think you can get the time off work? We’ll send the jet for you, TJ, and the Johansens. They’re going to be my next call. I know it’s fast but…” I held onto Summer and nuzzled her temple. “Why wait when you know it’s right?” She didn’t need to know there was a contractual time limit of one month. I’d rather she think we met at the auction, fell in love, and just decided to get married right away. The finer details didn’t matter, and regardless of the contractual obligation, I was falling for my fiancée and didn’t want to imagine my life without her.

“It’s so true. After what happened with losing Troy so suddenly, I genuinely believe that we can’t count on tomorrow. We must live in the now,” Ellen agreed.

“I like this woman,” Summer said. “Ellen, you’re awesome.”

Ellen chuckled. “I’m glad you think so. From what I can see, and based on what I know about Jack, you’ve already made him a much happier man. Every call he’s been smiling more, less stressed, and more his old self than I’ve seen him in years.”

Summer ruffled my hair. “Aw, you mean this big lug? Yeah, I think I’ll keep him. I’ve grown quite fond of him in recent days,” she joked.

I laughed and gave her a sloppy kiss on the cheek.

TJ babbled his agreement.

“Would it be okay if TJ was our ring bearer?” I asked, feeling my neck heat at the request. I couldn’t believe I was getting married and choosing a member of the wedding party. Troy’s son. The closest person I had to the man himself would be there to see me commit my life to this incredible woman. Somehow that made it feel all the more real.

Ellen squealed. “Oh, how delightful! TJ, my love, you’re going to be the cutest little boy in a tux there ever was!”

TJ turned sideways and shoved his cracker toward his mother’s mouth. She scrunched up her nose and shook her head. “No thank you, baby.”

He shoved the gummy side back into his mouth as if it was all the same to him.

“Well, I’m going to let you two get back to bed and get this one off to his play program,” Ellen said while grabbing TJ’s wrist again and waving to the screen. “I’m really happy for you both. Say goodbye to Uncle Jack and Auntie Summer.”

“Bye bye, Dada Yak! Sum sum!” TJ babbled through a mouth full of crackers.

Summer blew kisses to the boy. “Nice to meet you, Ellen. See you soon!”

“I love you, TJ. Love you too, Ellen,” I croaked, emotion clogging my throat.

“And we love you, Jack. Until next week.” She waved and smiled.

I took a quick screenshot of her and TJ’s cheesy smiles and waving hands. I liked to do that and then put it as the background on my laptop, so I had them with me every day.

Summer watched silently as I changed the background to their image.

“You realize that’s the most adorable thing you’ve ever done right?” She pointed at the screen, and I could feel my cheeks heat.

“I don’t take the people I have in my life for granted. I learned the hard way that nothing is forever.” I nuzzled her neck followed by a long line of kisses.

She stretched her neck out so I could reach lower toward the V of her robe. I kissed my way along her clavicle, nipping at the tender flesh lightly. Summer hummed into the attention and threaded her fingers through the hair on the back of my head.

“Shall we go back to bed?” she mumbled, which turned into a moan as I reached a bare breast and encircled the pebbled nipple with my tongue.

I lifted her as I sucked on her succulent tip then pulled away with an audible plop. “Do you have any idea how hot you make me? Every time you’re near, I want to ravish every inch of you, and when I’m done, I want to start all over again.”

Her fingers tightened in my hair. “If the heat is anything like how horny you make me, then I’m imaging a volcano with bubbling lava.”

I burst into laughter. This woman, no matter what the situation, always surprised me. Whether it was with her body, her actions, or in this case, her word choices.

“I make you as horny as bubbling lava?” I chuckled as I climbed each set of stairs heading to her bedroom.

“Why is that so funny?”

We made it to the bed, and I tossed her on it like I did the first time we made love. I gripped her ankles and tugged her down to the edge where I knelt to worship her.

“Let me see your scalding hot core,” I teased through my chortles and attempted to spread her legs.

She held them tightly together and seared me with a playful glare. “No way! If you’re going to make fun of my analogies, then you get no hot core!” She harrumphed as if she truly thought she could go without, even after she was already worked up. I knew Summer biblically now, and not only did she run hot as lava, but her sex drive was also higher than my own.

I leaned forward and placed a kiss onto one kneecap and then the other.

“I’m sorry I made fun of your bubbling lava-filled hot core.” I snorted and tried to cover my snickering behind kisses to her knees.

She puffed out her bottom lip. “Are you really sorry though…” Her legs started to tremble as I dragged my lips down one lengthy thigh. I ran my tongue back up the silky skin to her knee, and she sighed, loosening her grip.

I spread her legs wide and stared at her perfect cunt.

“Let me show you how sorry I am by making it up to you.” I licked my lips, ready to feast on her pretty flesh.

“Okay,” she quipped. “That sounds fair.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle as I covered her hot core with my mouth.

* * * *

Later that day, we were at the farm, making wedding plans with Ann and Bernie. I’d called the Johansens and they were delighted to hear I was getting married. They agreed to fly with Ellen and TJ. Erik and Savannah would meet us here after the last leg of their month-long honeymoon.

Ann was showing us where she’d like to have the reception in their lavish garden.

“And for the ceremony, of course we’ll have the altar where we’ll request the blessing of our goddesses. The coven will offer a prayer to the couple, and there will be a unity candle lighting and a hand-binding. I’m going to speak to the Fire Keeper about placing the fire over in that corner for safety reasons. We’ll have the offering table with the blessed wine over there. And I’ll be performing the ceremony right there,” she pointed to another section of the garden.

“Wait, what? You’re performing the ceremony?” I asked, a bit shocked by this turn of events.

“As high priestess, it is tradition. There is none better,” Ann stated magnanimously.

“High priestess? This is the witchy stuff you warned me about,” I turned to face Summer who was grinning like a Cheshire cat. “Candle lighting, altars, hand-binding. Fire Keeper, offering table, coven prayer? What does that even entail?” I frowned as the realization hit me that my wedding would be attended by a bunch of Pagan witches. “You said we’d have hay bales, cornucopias, autumn-colored flowers, and fairy lights.”

“And we will have those things, but, honey, my faith is important to me. And the coven and our practices are sacred to my family and our community. They are not only welcome to attend and share in our ceremony, but they are expected. It would be a great dishonor for us not to invite them and vice versa if they didn’t attend. It simply isn’t done.” She shrugged as if it was all the same to her.

I leaned closer to her ear. “Are we going to have a bunch of women wearing all black and pointy hats?” I whispered.

She cracked up laughing. “No. Imagine Stevie Nicks the singer and how she dresses. Lots of jewel and earth tones, crystals, jewelry, scarves, silks, skirts and intricate dresses. That’s what you’ll see.”

I took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “Okay, that’s one concern down, now how about you explain to me what a hand-binding is?” I asked as my cellphone rang.

“Saved by the bell,” she chuckled.

I reached out and palmed her nape before stealing a kiss. “You’re going to keep me guessing, aren’t you?”

She cupped my cheeks as my phone stopped ringing. “Always and forever,” she pecked my lips and my phone promptly started ringing again.

I pulled it out of my pants pocket and glanced at the screen display. It was Ellen. Which was odd not only because I’d just spoken to her, but it was much later in the day for her to be calling.

“Miss me already?” I joked in answer.

“Hello, is this Jack Larsen?” a male voice I didn’t recognize asked.

“It is. Why are you calling me from Ellen’s phone? Who is this?”

“Um, yeah. I’m sorry. I’m…uh…Emil Hagen. I’ve been dating Ellen. And she told me if there was ever a problem to call her brother, Jack Larsen. We have a problem,” he croaked. “Ellen’s been in an accident.”

“An accident? I just spoke with her this morning. Where is she? Where’s TJ?”

“I have TJ here. With me. She never came to get him from school after work. I called her phone, and a nurse answered. I came as soon as I found out.”

“Let me talk to Ellen,” I demanded.

Summer placed her hand on my arm, her brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?” she mouthed.

The man on the phone whispered, “Oh my god. Oh my god.”

“Emil. Put. Ellen. On. The. Phone!” I growled.

“I can’t.” Emil burst into sobs and gooseflesh rose across my skin as the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.

“Why?” I barked, running my other hand through my hair and gripping the roots until I felt a spike of pain.

“Because she’s in a coma,” the man cried, and everything around me turned a bright blinding white.


Episode 64

Transcend in Peace
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SUMMER

Jack was staring numbly at the image of Ellen and TJ on his laptop screen. He hadn’t spared a single word other than yes, no, and thank you to me or his private jet staff, starting from the time we’d arrived, taken off, to now as we made our descent into Oslo, Norway. It had been a harrowing experience from the moment he got the call. I’d never packed so quickly in my life, my mother and I tossing items into a suitcase while Jack made the plans to fly out immediately. Thankfully, the company jet had been stored in a Northen California airport the entire time we were there, making leaving far quicker.

The plane was now landing, and since the moment he got that horrible call, he hadn’t shared any of his feelings. The stoic businessman façade was firmly in place. The man had passed out, phone in hand after being told Ellen was in a coma. He’d just dropped right where he stood mid-conversation. Thankfully, we were standing next to haybales that caught the brunt of his fall, preventing his head from hitting the ground. He came to pretty quickly after he fainted, but still, it scared the hell out of me.

I knew it was up to me to keep Jack standing. He was facing the worst possible scenario regarding someone he loved very dearly, and I was determined to be right by his side through whatever happened.

Jack sighed deeply as the plane landed, and I squeezed his hand. He clung to mine like we were glued together. I didn’t care if he held on so tightly I bruised, as long as I could give him some semblance of comfort to show he wasn’t alone.

My heart beat double-time as he slapped the laptop closed with his free hand the very second the plane stopped and the fasten seatbelt sign was turned off.

Jack released my hand and unlocked his seatbelt, then turned toward me and reached across my lap, unclicking mine as well. He didn’t speak as he grabbed my hand again and helped me stand.

The flight attendant met us at the front of the plane and opened the door as soon as the ground crew signaled the plane had been secured. The stairs locked into place as a cool evening breeze ruffled my hair.

“Your car is waiting.” The attendant pointed to the blacked-out SUV parked on the tarmac.

“Thank you,” Jack said flatly and started down the stairs.

By the time we made it to the car, my luggage had already been put in the trunk. Jack had left his belongings at my home since he could get whatever he needed here at his own house.

“LHL Hospital Gardermoen,” he clipped to the driver. “Fast as you can.”

The driver said something in Norwegian and stepped on the pedal.

It was only mere minutes until we were pulling up to the hospital. Jack opened his door before we’d even come to a complete stop.

“Jack! Hold on. You’re gonna get hurt!” I screeched as he turned around, grabbed my hand and dragged me at a quick clip into the hospital lobby.

He spoke rapid-fire Norwegian and then we were rushing to a bank of elevators. Everything was a blur as we approached the nurses station. Then Jack was letting my hand go as he power walked toward a man holding a toddler at the end of a white hall. I recognized TJ instantly as we both had been staring at his image for the past 15 hours of travel, stopping only to refuel in Canada.

“TJ!” Jack called.

The boy kicked his little feet and the man that must have been Emil set him down on the ground. The little one ran as fast as his small legs could take him screaming “Dada Yak! Dada Yak!” over and over again. I swallowed the sob that tore through my throat but couldn’t help the tears that streamed down my cheeks when I saw my big man fall to his knees, scoop up TJ into his arms and press his face into the boy’s neck. His entire body trembled as he held the child.

“Dada Yak, Mamma syk!” TJ shared.

I watched brokenhearted as Jack wiped his eyes with the back of his hand as he nodded. “Ja, mamma er syk,” Jack repeated and cupped the boy’s face tenderly. He kissed him on one cheek and then the other and spoke quietly to him.

Emil came up to me and held out his hand. “You must be Summer,” he said in heavily accented English.

I nodded. “How is she?”

He shook his head. “They’ve only told me her injuries are severe and she is currently in a coma.”

Jack stood, TJ snuggled against his chest with his thumb in his mouth.

“He’s really tired. He doesn’t know me that well and has been fighting sleep,” Emil explained.

TJ’s eyes were already closing, his cheeks hollowing as he sucked his thumb.

“Thank you for taking care of him all this time. I’m sorry it took so long to get here from California,” Jack offered.

“You got here remarkably fast for being that far away. I’ve also been in contact with Ellen’s other brother Erik Johansen. He and his wife are another few hours out minimum, but his parents should be here soon.”

“Yes, I know. I gave them your information in case they were somehow able to get here sooner. They are coming from Australia,” Jack said while rubbing TJ’s back. “Can you tell me what you know about her condition? I heard you explain she was in a coma, but why?”

“The doctors haven’t told me much as I’m not next of kin. They’ve only allowed me to wait here because I have her son and you were on the way. She has you listed as her emergency contact on her medical directive.” Emil lifted his hand and pointed at a woman in a white doctor’s coat. “That’s her doctor.”

“Summer, can you…” He gestured at TJ’s sleeping form.

“Of course.” I reached out and let Jack transfer the boy. TJ pressed his sweet little face to my neck and sighed, blessedly not waking up. I cuddled him in my arms and went over to the nearest chair and took a seat, allowing the boy to sleep as I watched Jack speak with the doctor.

It ripped me to shreds when he lifted his hand to his mouth as he gasped, shaking his head over and over. The doctor reached out and put a hand to his shoulder, her face a mask of care and professionalism. Jack’s hands went straight into his hair the way I’d seen him do when he was upset. He continued shaking his head over and over as the doctor talked gently to him. Eventually, he turned and pressed his hands to the nearest wall. His head fell forward as his body shook.

“She can’t die…” he said loud enough for both me and Emil to hear.

Emil slumped into the seat next to me, elbows propped on his knees, head in his hands. The tears fell, leaving translucent drops spiraling to the floor.

I wanted to go to Jack, but I had TJ. The doctor put a hand on Jack’s back, and I couldn’t help it anymore. Holding my precious cargo firmly against my chest, I went to my fiancé.

“Ellen’s not going to be okay, is she?” I asked the doctor.

The doctor shook her head.

“But you said when she got here, she was talking.” He wiped the tears and snot running from his nose across his sleeve. “What did she say?”

“She was mumbling when she arrived, but the severity of her injuries was too great and worsened, requiring intubation and medication to keep her alive. We’ve just completed some tests and confirmed that, unfortunately, your sister has no brain activity. I’m sorry to say she is now brain dead.”

Jack’s body swayed violently at the news. I used every ounce of strength within me to not break down right along with him. I was determined to be his rock.

“Mr. Larsen,” the doctor said gently. “I need to inform you that she’s a registered donor.”

“Yeah, I know. I helped her set up her medical directive when we lost her husband Troy.” His body trembled. “I can’t believe this is happening,” he croaked.

“We will have the agency that deals with organ donation come speak to you once you’ve had some time to visit with her. Again, my deepest apologies. You probably have many questions. I’m happy to answer them when you are ready.”

“What did she say?” Jack asked again, tears falling down his face.

“I’m sorry?” the doctor prompted, her brow furrowed.

“What did she say when she was brought in?” He swallowed.

“She mumbled, ‘TJ, call Jack’, and then nothing more.”

He brought his fist to his mouth as a sob tore from his lungs and he crumpled to his knees.

“Å gud. Nei!” he cried out in Norwegian, which I gathered meant Oh, God. No.

“Jack, I’m so sorry.” I crouched the best I could while holding TJ.

Emil came over and took TJ from me. The boy didn’t wake. Once I’d transferred him to Emil, I wrapped my arms around Jack. “I’m here. We’re going to get through this together.”

“She’s dying, they want…they want…” He couldn’t even say the words out loud as his body convulsed in another round of earth-shattering sobs.

“Mr. Larsen, I know this hurts. I’m deeply sorry for your loss. Again, I’ll have the agency come talk with you about fulfilling her medical directive as a donor.”

He shook his head. “Stop! I can’t…” His sorrow and grief seemed to swallow him whole.

I rubbed his back and with one hand urged him to stand. “Come here, let’s go over here and talk privately.” I glared at the doctor. “He just found out his sister is going to die. Please, give us a few minutes to process,” I hissed.

The woman clamped her lips shut and nodded before turning around and heading to the nurses’ station set in the center of the large area.

I led Jack over to a pair of chairs near a quiet corner and prodded him to sit. He immediately curled over himself. I knelt in front of him so that I could be at eye level when I cupped his jaw.

His eyes were tortured when I stared into them. I had to hold back my own emotional response when all I wanted to do was break down right alongside him. The pain pouring from him in such violent waves devastated me, but one of us had to be strong. For him, for Ellen, and for TJ.

“Jack…” I held his face, bringing mine so close he could only see, hear, feel and smell me. “I’m going to ask you to do the hardest thing you’ve ever had to do in your entire life.”

“Please,” he croaked, his wet lips trembling. “I can’t say goodbye. Don’t make me,” he whispered, the sound so guttural and raw it stole my breath.

“Honey, I know it’s hard, but I’ll be right there with you. And Ellen made her wishes clear in her medical directive, right?”

He nodded but didn’t speak.

“Okay, then. What you have to do now, in this moment, is make your peace with her, then talk to the agency about fulfilling her wishes. That’s it.” I wiped away the tears falling down his cheeks.

“I can’t.” He shuddered.

“Baby, you can,” I breathed, emotion coating every word as though ripped from my heart.

He shook his head. “No. No. Please…God…” He looked up at the ceiling, bargaining with his deity.

I, too, was mentally making deals with the goddesses for a safe transcendence for Ellen, for the healthy outcome of the other people in need of her organs, and for TJ and Emil.

“God can’t make this decision for you, Jack. You have to. Ellen is a donor; she wanted to save lives. Which means you have to do what you promised when you signed that document confirming her wishes,” I encouraged, trying my best to be the tiniest bit uplifting.

“She would want to save anyone she could,” he agreed and wept.

“Okay, then we should see her and speak to the agency about starting the process.”

He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to mine. “I don’t want to say goodbye. She’s one of the few people I have.”

I threaded my fingers through his hair. “I know. And you won’t be alone. You have me. You have TJ. Erik and Savannah are on their way.”

For a long few minutes, we stayed that way, forehead to forehead. Eventually he paired his breathing with mine, the trembling and tears slowed, and Jack finally sat up to full height. He looked ravaged by his grief, but he firmed his chin, inhaled a sharp breath, and nodded, a determined glint to his eyes.

“Get the doctor,” he instructed. “I want to see Ellen.”

I scrambled up, pecked him on the lips, then dashed to the nurses station.

“Is he ready?” The doctor looked almost as harried and broken as Jack. Cases like these had to take their toll. I couldn’t imagine having to tell a person that your family member wasn’t going to make it, but also expressing the need for their precious organs—talk about a mindfuck of epic proportions.

“Yes, he’d like to see her.”

The doctor nodded grimly. “I can take you now.”

I turned around to ask Emil to take care of TJ just a bit longer and found that an older woman was holding the small child while an older man was hugging Jack. Emil was gone.

The doctor followed me to the small group. Jack pulled back and gestured with his chin. “This is Henrik Johansen and that’s Irene. These are Erik’s parents.”

“Hi, I’m Summer, Jack’s fiancée, I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

Irene, the older woman, smiled as she rocked TJ back and forth and hummed a song I didn’t recognize.

“Thanks for taking care of our boy here,” Henrik patted my back as I clutched Jack’s hand. “We just heard the messages yesterday. We lost cell service while vacationing in England, then had to take a bullet train from London, transferring many times to get here as there weren’t any flights available right away. I’m not surprised you beat us.”

“Jack was determined,” I said and then let out a long breath. “It’s time to, um, say goodbye.” I gestured to the doctor waiting patiently for us.

“I wish Erik was here,” Jack rasped running a shaking hand through his hair.

“Me too, son. But we’re here. We’ve got TJ. Do you want to bring him in?” Henrik said.

“I’m sorry to say I wouldn’t recommend it,” the doctor instructed. “It can be a very frightening thing to see for a small child.”

“But he won’t get another chance,” Jack whispered.

“Son, TJ’s last memories of his mother do not need to be her leaving this world,” Irene clearly stated as the voice of reason, not to mention the matriarch of this small family.

Jack nodded and clung to my hand. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered into my ear, allowing me to share in this new side of him.

“Never.” I squeezed his hand and held his gaze.

Jack stared at the ground and put one foot in front of the other as the doctor led us into a small room. On the bed lay the woman I’d just seen yesterday on a video call looking vibrant and full of life. Now she was unrecognizable. Her face was swollen, half of it covered in thick bandages. A tube was taped over her mouth where a machine breathed on her behalf. The blankets were covering the rest of her body up to her shoulders so we couldn’t see what other damage she suffered.

Jack finally let my hand go and slumped into the chair next to the bed. He cupped her face. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner. I’m sorry I can’t save you from this.” He burst into shoulder-wracking sobs.

I put my hand on his back in support but said nothing. There wasn’t anything I could say that would even put a dent into his sorrow.

“I promise I’ll take the best care of TJ. He’ll want for nothing. And he’ll know you and Troy. My memory is long, and I will fill his life with everything I know about you both. He will know how loved he was.” He cried for a few minutes as he said a bunch of things in Norwegian. He didn’t seem to realize he was switching back and forth. “Jeg elsker deg,” he finally said, which I knew meant I love you. Then he stood and bent to kiss her forehead.

Jack turned around and wrapped me in his arms and cried for a long time, tears sliding hotly along the skin of my neck. Then he pulled back, wiped his eyes and took a breath. “I’ll go get Henrik and Irene so they can say goodbye. Then I’ll tell the doctor we’re ready.”

He eased past me, and then it was just me and Ellen.

I went over to the bed and put my hand to her shoulder. “I’ll take care of him, Ellen. I promise. May the goddess Hel protect you on your journey. Transcend in peace.”


Episode 65

Flashback
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GIOVANNI

It took every ounce of strength and resolve I had to stay quiet while my lawyers informed me and my wife that she was facing legal repercussions for having fired a warning shot at Bianca.

“Considering the sexual assault, trespassing, and drugging charges that Ms. Bianca Cameron is facing, I am confident I can convince the DA to lower the charges to brandishing a weapon, which would come with probation, fines, and the loss of your gun permit but no jail time,” my lawyer explained.

“Whatever, that’s fine,” Jules waved flippantly. “I don’t regret what I did. Bianca would have escaped, and I wasn’t going to shoot a pregnant woman, but I knew the authorities were on their way and just needed to buy some time.”

“The fact that Lee is a highly decorated former-police officer and is claiming the warning was necessary under the circumstances is helping your case.”

Lee lifted his chin when my gaze went to him. He’d be getting a large bonus and a raise for having taken care of my wife—and me—during what was a terrifying situation.

I gritted my teeth and firmed my jaw, staring my lawyer down. “I can’t even believe Julianne is facing anything. She prevented a known assailant from leaving the scene of the crime before the authorities could arrest her. Julianne was skilled in the use of the weapon, and no one got hurt. She’s a fucking hero.” I fumed, reaching around my wife’s shoulders and curling her closer to me where we sat on her couch.

I’d been given a common date rape drug, and after I told the police what I could remember and Jules made her statement, the police told the ER staff to do something called a rape kit. The photos, the exam, the swabs… I shivered as I flashed on the nurse taking the swabs of the lipstick smears on my face, neck and chest. The counselor they insisted I speak to told me that, with the drug, there was no way I could have consented and I should try and remember that as I processed what happened. I’d been sexually assaulted, and every time I thought about those lipstick marks, I wanted to vomit. I couldn’t scrub my skin enough to feel clean, even though the marks were no longer visible. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on the here and now and make the memory disappear.

“Hey,” Jules brought her face close to mine, her fingers threading through my hair. “Don’t go back there,” she warned. “I’ve got you.”

And she did have me. In every way that mattered. Julianne had doted on and catered to me since I was released from the hospital a few days ago. We stayed in her apartment where she made sure I remembered to eat, watched movies to distract us both, and lounged around while I tried to wrap my mind around what had happened. It was all so fresh, and I didn’t expect to have random grotesque flashbacks of what Bianca had done to me.

Her naked body hovering over mine.

That red lipstick and her smarmy smile as she undressed me.

The complete inability to move or defend myself.

My mouth wouldn’t work. I couldn’t cry out or scream. I just had to take it.

Her mouth dragged down my chest as she did whatever she wanted.

Bianca rubbing her naked body across my lower half as she told me I liked it.

Suddenly, sweat beaded on my forehead and my entire body went white hot. Then came the sour, metallic taste in the back of my throat, and I knew what that meant. My breakfast was racing up my throat as I bolted off the couch to the guest bathroom near the living room. I fell to my knees and hurled everything I’d eaten that morning into the toilet. I heard water running as my stomach continued to flex and churn until there was nothing left but dry heaves.

A cool cloth was laid over the back of my neck, and I winced, knowing that Julianne was there, helping me through this, doing whatever she could to provide an ounce of comfort.

Her body wrapped around mine from behind. “Flashback?” she asked gently.

“Flashback,” I gritted out, my throat as raw as my mental state.

I felt her place a kiss on the back of my neck as she rubbed circles over the entire expanse of my back, letting me have a moment to process.

“I’m okay. I’ll wash up,” I muttered, needing to be alone to collect myself.

“Okay baby. I’m gonna get you ginger ale and some toast.”

I closed my eyes and hung my head. She was too good to me. Here I was a six-foot-two man, billionaire for chrissake. I handled horrible people and assholes every day, and now I’ve been reduced to a simpering weakling who couldn’t even bring himself to leave the comfort and safety of Julianne’s home. The flashbacks were plaguing my days and my nights. Sometimes I’d wake up in a cold sweat thinking I was still there, that woman still abusing me.

It was fucked up.

All of it.

After a few minutes of breathing, I found an unopened toothbrush and toothpaste in one of the vanity drawers Jules left for guests. I scrubbed my teeth and mouth, trying to cleanse away the nastiness I couldn’t shake. The doctor and counselor had warned me that some difficult memories might affect me and gave me some information on therapists in the area that specialized in sexual assault.

I’d blown them both off, thinking I’d get past this. It’s not like Bianca had been able to make me penetrate her, but she tried to make it happen. Tried to get Julianne to leave me. But my wife was not one to be swayed so easily. Her intelligence and quick action lifted her up to goddess status in my mind. I just needed to get my head back in the game, back on the things that really mattered.

Julianne. Our marriage. And seeing Bianca brought to justice for her crimes.

And then, of course, there was Brenden. He’d tried to call several times after what happened. Neither one of us answered any of his requests, nor did we listen to his voicemails.

The man was dead to me.

He and his wife could fall off the face of the Earth, and I’d be one happy man. It’s sad, especially after so many years of being as close as brothers, but it was true.

Brenden Myers could fuck right off.

I left the bathroom to find Lee and my lawyer gone. “Did they leave?” I called out, making my way to the kitchen.

“Yeah, I asked them to go. You need your rest,” Julianne said, placing lightly buttered toast and a tall glass of ice with ginger ale on the counter. For some reason my wife believed that ginger ale and bread cured all ailments. She wasn’t exactly wrong; it had worked on my stomach more often than not the last few days, but it was still irritating.

“I’ve done nothing but lounge around and sleep.”

“And have nightmares and moments where you go ghost white when you have a memory, or the alternative, vomiting up everything you’ve eaten that day. I’m worried, Gio. I think you need to talk to someone.”

I sipped on the soda and took a bite of the toast, mulling through what she’d shared.

“It’s stupid. I’m a grown ass man…” I was about to go into all the ways I should easily be able to handle a difficult experience.

“You were sexually assaulted. You think because you’re a man you’re somehow exempt from having strong uncomfortable feelings about what happened?”

I clenched my teeth together and groaned. “Jules, this will pass.”

“Maybe. But I still think you need to discuss it with a professional. They’ll help you work through those flashbacks and hopefully find more positive ways to deal with them. I’ll say it again: I’m worried about you, Gio.”

I pushed my chair back and slapped my thighs. “Come here, baby.”

Julianne slumped against the counter, thinking I was once again going to change the subject. Still, she came around, straddled my thighs and wrapped her arms around my neck, a cute little pout firmly in place.

“I’ll see a therapist,” I sighed.

“Really?” She smiled huge, and I knew it was the right thing to say to make her happy. It was also the best plan of attack for me too. Something had to give. Who knows, maybe therapy would fix it or at the very least, put a bandage over the worst of it so I could function like a normal member of society?

“Really. If it means that much to you, I will give it a go. I can’t promise it's going to work, but I’m uncomfortable enough with the aftermath, I need to do something. I haven’t wanted to leave our sanctuary here, and the vomiting isn’t healthy.”

She ran her fingers through my hair the way she knew I liked, her nails scratching along my scalp. “I love you, Gio. And I’m proud of you.”

I cupped her juicy ass, grinding against her. We hadn’t made love since I got home from the hospital because my head’s been all over the place. For the first time, my dick was taking notice of my very attractive wife, sitting on my lap.

Her eyes widened and then turned hazy with lust. “Are you sure you’re ready?” She licked her lips like a cat ready to drink all the cream.

I stood up with her and planted her ass on the sturdy kitchen table. “Am I ready to fuck my wife hard until she screams her pleasure for the whole building to hear?”

Her chest rose and fell as her breathing increased, and she reached for the hem of her tank top and pulled it over her head. She had a tiny thin band of fabric holding her large breasts, which was almost comical, because it covered very little of her spectacular tits.

I fingered the edge of the fabric and circled a nipple with my finger. “What is this supposed to do?” I cupped her breasts in both hands, lifting them up and swirling my thumbs around her nipples. “It’s not offering any support.” I teased her with my voice and my fingers.

She moaned as I did so. “Um, mostly just to prevent my nipples from showing through my tank, and it does offer a little support.”

“Hmm, I disagree.” I shoved the fabric under her beautiful tits then dipped my head and sucked a tight peak into my mouth.

“Oh God, yes,” she arched her back, and cupped my neck, giving me deeper access to her body.

“I think what you meant to say was, oh, Gio, yes. God is not the one making you feel pleasure, baby.”

She laughed as I gestured for her to ease her body back on the table. When her back was flat against the surface, I curled my fingers around her lounge pants and panties, swept them down and off her legs, and tossed them behind me while she removed the bra.

Her curves made my mouth dry. The juxtaposition of her round stomach to her more nipped in waist and those thick, strong thighs made me want to fold her in half and pound the fuck out of her. Something I thought she’d greatly enjoy.

“Gio,” she mewled, her body shifting and squirming as I pulled off my t-shirt and shoved down my gray sweatpants.

Her hands made grabby movements the second my cock made an appearance.

“You want this, Jules?” I stroked my length while taking in her undulating bare form spread out for me to pleasure however I wanted.

Randomly, an image of Bianca’s naked body sitting on top of me flashed across my vision and I stopped mid stroke, my stomach tightening.

“Gio, baby…you okay?” Jules sat up and reached for me.

I stepped into the V of her legs and held her tight. She pulled back and looked at my face. “It’s okay…we don’t have to. We have all the time in the world to make love.”

“No.” I growled, lifting my wife up until she wrapped her legs around my waist and I carried her to our bed. I eased her onto her back and stared into her clear blue eyes.

She lifted her hands and cupped my cheeks. “I love you, Giovanni Falco. You are my husband, and I am your wife. I will be here for you through every second of whatever it is you need to manage your pain.”

“I just need you. She doesn’t get to have this,” I grated then crashed my mouth over hers. My cock instantly started to harden again the longer I kissed my wife. Being able to taste and smell Julianne, the woman I loved with my whole heart, made pleasure soar through every nerve ending, obliterating any thought of that vile woman. “I just need you close,” I whispered against her neck as I peppered her skin with open-mouthed kisses. “Talk to me. Let me hear you.”

I sucked her nipple into my mouth.

“That feels so good,” she whimpered as I nipped and twirled my tongue around her sensitive peak.

I widened her legs with my own and centered my cock at her entrance.

“Make love to me, Gio,” she pleaded in that tone that drove me fucking wild.

“You want me inside, Julianne?” I growled, my entire form lit with desire.

“God, yessssssss.” She drew out the word, and all thoughts of what had come before were gone.

I centered the head of my cock and plunged deeply into my wife. Pleasure soared through my body and a battle cry left my lungs. Julianne was right there with me.

Her hands ran up and down my back, her thighs tightening against my hips as I plowed into her over and over. I gritted my teeth, lifted her ass, and pounded as deep as I could. I wanted to merge bodies and souls. Fuck her so good she’d know I could never be without her, without this. It was ours and no one could ever take it away.

“Damn, you’re perfect. So fucking beautiful. And all mine, Julianne. You are all fucking mine.”

“Yes, baby, oh God, I’m going to…” And then her body convulsed and her cunt clamped around me so tightly I lost my breath, falling over her and finding her hands so I could interlace our fingers. Holding her hands, my face hovering over hers, I stared straight into her eyes as I kept fucking her, not wanting to leave this moment where Julianne and I were one.

“Take what you need baby…” She clamped around my cock with her internal muscles.

“You. You are all I need in this life.” I covered her mouth, planted my cock as deeply as I could and came harder than I ever had. She held me through it, her tongue tangling with mine until finally we both slowly relaxed back to the present.

She curled her body around my side, a long pearly white leg draped possessively over my thighs.

“How do you feel?”

I grinned while playing with her long red hair. “Like a new man,” I admitted.

I hadn’t wanted to admit it to Jules or even myself that I’d been afraid of having sex. The flashbacks were horrible enough, but not being able to perform? That scared me. I didn’t want anything to taint the connection Jules and I had in the bedroom. Our marriage was still new, as was our intimacy, and I couldn’t bear the concept of losing it. Of allowing that bitch to take something so precious from me after everything she’d already stolen.

“You had a moment when we were in the kitchen, huh?”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “But you got me through it. I was worried about uh, being intimate.”

“I would have waited a lifetime to be with you again. You didn’t have to rush the process.” She traced one of my abs with the tip of her finger.

I grabbed her hand and brought her fingers to my mouth and kissed each one of them. “It was more about me not letting her have that too. And I want to thank you for taking your time with me. For being here, tending to my needs. I couldn’t have dreamed of a better partner.”

Julianne lifted up on an elbow so she could look me in the eye. “There’s nothing I won’t do for you, Gio. And if you need time, or space, or whatever it might be to help wrap your mind around this trauma, I’m going to give you whatever I can. And if making love is triggering…”

Oh hell no.

I rolled Jules over until I’d caged her under me once more. “Loving you will never be triggering. Being sexual after what happened might be touch and go for a while, but this was an amazing first step, wouldn’t you agree?”

She smiled, and it was so pretty I couldn’t help but taste that beauty for myself with a deep, wet, kiss.

“I agree,” she hummed sweetly.

“Figured as much. Let’s just take it day by day. Nothing is off the table, especially when it comes to physical touch. You’re affectionate. I like your hands on me at all times. And I’m going to touch my wife as much as humanly possible. If—and I’m hoping the kitchen was a one-off—if I have one of my flashbacks when we’re being intimate, I just ask that you follow my lead. What we did today helped more than you can imagine. It made me realize I’m going to be okay. We’re going to be okay in that department. Yeah?”

She pecked my lips. “Yeah.”

“Now, I want to get showered, dressed, and take my wife out to dinner.”

“Are you sure?”

“Having a wonderful meal while looking at my gorgeous wife sounds a lot like living, and I think that’s what we need to do right now.”

She grinned. “I’ll follow your lead, baby.”

I tugged her up, smacked her fine ass, and led her to the shower.

We’d be okay, I’d make sure of it.


Episode 66

Better than Ever
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NAOMI

Memphis and I entered the warm country kitchen hand in hand. A tall man with skin as rich and dark as his son smiled the second we entered.

“Son,” he breathed with reverence, hooking his cane on the back of a wooden chair and opening his arms wide.

Memphis let my hand go and went straight into his father’s embrace. “Dad!” My fiancé held onto the man for a full minute. A true greeting between two people that love and care for one another.

“Missed you, son.” His dad clapped him on the back, brought his hands to his shoulders and squeezed. “You good?”

Memphis smiled wide. “Better than ever.”

“Been worried about you since you left college so close to finishing.” He dipped his head and looked his son directly in the eye as though saying something without words.

“Honestly, Dad, I’m fantastic. And most of that has to do with the woman I’ve brought home for you to meet.” Memphis turned to the side, an arm around his dad’s back. “Leon Taylor, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Naomi Shaw.”

Leon grinned and held out a hand. “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Shaw.”

“Naomi is fine, Mr. Taylor.” I smiled shyly and shook the man’s hand. He held it for a bit longer than normal as he took me in from top to toe. “Stylish and gorgeous. Just like your momma.” He let my hand go and glanced at his wife fondly.

“You can call me Leon, or Dad. I hope you’re hungry because we’ve made a feast in your honor.”

My cheeks heated as I put my hand to my stomach. “Famished. Haven’t eaten all day once I heard Memphis prattling on and on about how good his family’s cooking is.” Which was only partly the truth. Mostly I couldn’t stomach anything because my nerves were making me nauseous. But it seemed I didn’t need to worry. Like Memphis, his family was all smiles and happy hugs.

After I was introduced to his father, I met each sister except Sydney, who wouldn’t be in town until tomorrow. She had a late modeling shoot and couldn’t get a flight out in time.

There was Odessa, whose dark hair was twisted into long braids that she’d pulled into a ponytail. She wore pale pink scrubs, which suggested she’d come straight over from work. I was informed that she was twenty years old, third in the lineup of children, and was a CNA at a local hospital in the area, also taking night classes to earn her RN. She was wearily welcoming. Shook my hand and gave me platitudes about my outfit, but her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. I’d have to win her over.

Paris was the eighteen-year-old who’d just graduated high school. She wore wire-rimmed glasses that looked super cute with her chin length, short curly hair. Leon proudly introduced her as being his Harvard girl, explaining in detail that she was the first person in their family bloodline to be accepted into an Ivy League school, and he was damn proud of it. As he should be.

“I went to Columbia. It can be a lot of pressure attending a prestigious school such as Harvard. I’m happy to answer any questions you might have about your undergrad, but I’m sure you’ve done your research. Memphis talks all the time about how proud he is of you,” I offered.

Leon’s eyebrows rose toward his hairline. “You graduated from Columbia?”

Memphis put his arm around my shoulders and kissed my temple. “Told you I scored me a gorgeous, brainiac with champagne taste,” he chuckled.

“Champagne taste!” I swatted at his chest playfully.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” He laughed.

I rolled my eyes. “Maybe.”

That had the group chuckling.

Next up, I met Holland who was sixteen and rather surly. She had the best resting bitch face I’d ever seen. Honestly, I was impressed. She didn’t offer her hand in greeting, just a small wave and a mumbled, “’Lo,” for hello. She also had her hair in braids but they were much thicker and the front half was pulled back to highlight her pretty face.

“Holls, you’re looking stunning as usual. How’s the medical terminology and anatomy and physiology courses at school?” Memphis asked.

Her eyes lit up at her brother’s obvious interest in her life. He paid attention to the people he cared about and knew the things that meant something to them. Another reason I was falling for the man.

“Mr. Wesley is a dick,” she snarled.

“Watch that mouth, young lady,” Robin chastised instantly.

“Holland wants to be a surgeon,” Memphis explained under his breath.

“It’s true,” she sneered. “He gave me an A minus on my last project because I swapped one letter in my description of the pulmonary veins. I typed vines instead of veins. It was a total accident, and he marked me by a whole half a point!”

“That was a dick move,” I muttered, then clamped my mouth shut when Robin tsked and gave me that ‘don’t-you-encourage-her’ look. “Sorry, ma’am.”

Somehow me agreeing with Holland struck a chord and she suddenly moved to her brother, got up onto her toes, kissed his cheek and said, “I like her.”

“Me too,” he agreed.

The last but certainly not least was a petite little thing named Cheyenne. She was fourteen, and instead of a handshake or a testy assessment, she hugged me. “It’s nice to meet you, Naomi. You’re the first girlfriend my brother has ever been brave enough to bring home. That means he likes you a whole lot.”

Memphis laughed out loud. “Chey!”—which came out sounding like Shy—“don’t be sharing all my secrets, little girl.”

“I’m not a little girl. I’m fourteen,” she clapped back.

He reached for his sister, tucked her under his arm, and kissed the top of her head. “Any boys I need to hunt down?”

Holland snorted. “Like she’d ever get close to a boy. She’s as shy as her nickname! Besides, she’s way more into girls.”

“Maybe it’s because I’m finding boys are immature even if some can be cute. Girls are prettier and you all know I like both,” she said with grit.

“Does that mean I have to send Syd out to teach some girls a lesson?” Memphis changed his tune instantly.

“Chey is in love with her best friend’s older sister, aren’t you?” Holland teased.

Robin pointed a spatula at her daughter. “Holland, leave your sister alone. She can like whomever she wants.”

“Shut up, Holls!” the apparently not-so-shy teen fired off at her sister. “Lily doesn’t even know I exist. I’m just Kylie’s little friend. It’s demoralizing.” She crossed her arms over her chest and huffed in clear exasperation.

“Okay kids, I think Naomi has had enough. How about some wine?” Leon offered. 

“Yes, please. Whatever you have open would be lovely.” I perked up instantly.

Memphis and his dad both laughed and it was the same deep, comforting rumble. I took a full breath and let all my worries go as I exhaled. His family was kind, funny, and more welcoming than I had expected. It was a relief, especially after the not-so-warm welcome my family had given him.

“Why don’t you go on out and sit with Granny on the back deck,” Robin suggested. “The girls and I will bring out some nibbles.”

Leon passed me a cool glass of white wine, and an open beer bottle to Memphis. We took our drinks and headed out the back door. The second the door closed behind us I could hear the girls talking about me.

“She’s sooooooo pretty.”

“Did you see that jumpsuit? I wonder if I could borrow it?”

“Memphis couldn’t take his eyes off her.”

“She’s Ivy League, Mom. So cool!”

Memphis and I both cracked up laughing as he pulled a chair out for me to sit at the long rectangular table that was already set up with a tablecloth, silverware, plates, empty glasses and a water carafe.

“See you survived the gauntlet.” Granny’s lips twitched.

“Apparently.” I smiled and sipped my wine.

Memphis leaned over, bringing his mouth to my ear. “Told you they’d love you.”

“Love is a strong word,” I retorted.

“We’ll see,” he hummed. “I’m gonna help my dad with the grill.”

I nodded. “I’ll enjoy the view,” I said as I watched his fine ass move and flex in front of me, instead of looking out at the lush garden.

He looked over his shoulder. “How is it?”

“Mighty fine!” I called out.

He grinned and shook his head.

“Good one,” Granny complimented and we clinked our wine glasses together in solidarity.

* * * *

Dinner was well underway. The sun was fading over the horizon and the fireflies were zipping around the grass, creating a pretty light show.

“You were not kidding about your parents ability to cook. I’ve never had a better meal and I’ve eaten at some fine restaurants in my day. My compliments to the chefs,” I lifted my glass of wine and rubbed at my full belly.

Memphis and the sisters did the same. Leon smiled and Robin blushed under the praise.

“Does your family make a lot of home cooked meals?” Robin asked. It was a simple question, something that should’ve been an easy ‘get-to-the-know-the-girlfriend’ type of question. For me, it wasn’t so easy.

“Um, no, not really. My father works a lot, in the mining industry.” I glanced at Granny, and she nodded.

“And your mom?” Robin asked.

“She’s really great at hosting charitable events and parties.” I prodded a piece of shrimp and stuffed it in my mouth. I may have been full, but I really didn’t want to expand on my answer.

“I see. And your siblings?”

I shook my head and wiped my mouth with my napkin. “I don’t have any. Only child.”

“That must have been lonely,” Granny reached out and patted my hand. “Good thing there’s a lot of us Taylors to keep you entertained.”

“True that,” Memphis agreed, putting his arm around the back of my chair protectively.

“So, when’s the wedding?” Granny Taylor asked out loud.

Immediately several voices could be heard at once.

“What?”

“Oh my God!”

“You’re getting married.”

“Holy shit!”

“No way!”

“Son…”

And last was a gasp from Memphis’ mom as her silverware clanged onto her plate and she covered her mouth with both hands, clearly in shock.

“Thanks, Gran,” Memphis said dryly.

“Well, you can’t bring home a woman for the first time who looks like that, dressed like she is, with a diamond on her ring finger and not come clean. Been waitin’ all night for you to make an announcement. Got tired of waitin’. Time is a commodity when you’re as old as I am.”

I bit into my bottom lip as Memphis reached out and took my hand.

“Honey, do you have something to share?” Robin asked her son, her eyes filling with tears.

He grabbed my hand and helped me to stand up. “Naomi and I are getting married.”

Robin flew out of her seat and was around the table so fast she could have been an Olympic sprinter. She plowed into both of us with her arms spread.

“Good God Almighty! Praise, Jesus!” she howled up at the sky. “My baby is getting married!” The tears fell down her face as she squeezed us both tight.

“Okay, okay, let me get in on this action,” Leon said, pride filling his tone. He hugged his son as Robin engulfed me.

“I’m so happy,” she cried and bounced me from side to side.

“Switch, woman,” Leon demanded as he eased her from my arms and shifted her to the side. “Welcome to the family, Naomi,” Leon said as he hugged me tight. I rested my head on his chest right above his rapidly beating heart. “You’ve got the best man I know,” he rumbled into my ear.

“My guess, he takes after his Dad,” I praised.

He squeezed me once more and then hugged his wife. “Our baby is getting married.” He kissed her lips. “Another beautiful day for the Taylors.” He held onto his wife, and she nodded and cried into his arms.

Each sister came up and hugged us one at a time.

By the end of it, I was in tears too.

“This calls for champagne!” Granny announced.

“Ohhhhh I’ll get it! Do we want the cheap stuff in the garage fridge we use for birthdays or the dusty one in the fancy glass cabinet we’re not allowed to open?” Paris asked, and I had to hold back my laughter because I didn’t want to be rude.

“This is a momentous occasion, Paris. Bring out the Don Perignon your Uncle Tyrell got us for our twentieth anniversary,” Leon hollered.

“So the dusty bottle?” she clarified, and I lost my ability to hold off the laughter. I also made a mental note for Memphis and me to send them a new Dom to store for another special occasion.

Robin and Odessa collected champagne glasses and Leon opened the bottle and poured a glass for each of us, including just a sip for the girls under twenty-one.

Memphis and I cuddled together as Leon lifted his glass, standing next to his wife.

“To our son Memphis and his fiancée Naomi. May you have as many beautiful years as I have had with the love of my life, and as many as my father and mother.” I glanced at his mom who dabbed at her teary eyes with a handkerchief. “And may you love one another until you take your last breath.”

“To Memphis and Naomi.” He held his glass aloft.

“Cheers!” everyone cried out and we sipped the sweet champagne and then heard the telltale tinkling of silverware on glass.

Memphis grinned devilishly. “I think they want us to kiss.”

“I think you’re right. Come here soon-to-be-husband.”

He looped his arms around me, and I put mine around his shoulders, both of us holding our glasses loosely. “Come here wife-to-be.”

We kissed to the roar of the Taylor family clapping and cheering.

I’d never felt more accepted, nor had I been happier in my entire life.


Episode 67

Not in a Million Years
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RHODES

The few days after we told Emily about our engagement were some of the greatest. My daughter flourished under Maia’s and Alana’s attention. It was as if my bratty teen was turning into a mature young lady right before my eyes. I couldn’t have been more grateful or surprised at the turn of events. Something about committing to Maia, and sharing that happiness with Emily, made her feel more content and secure within her place in the family unit. Not that I’d ever given her any reason to feel she wasn’t accepted, but perhaps years of her mother’s selfish antics had taken a larger toll on her than I had realized.

Emily was a new person. The surliness and angst was all but gone. Now we were gifted with big smiles, laughter, and more hugs in a few days than I’d gotten from her in a year. The summer adventure I’d planned had gone completely sideways, yet my daughter rolled with all the changes beautifully. She was coming out of her shell, sharing her thoughts and feelings, and I had Maia and Alana to thank for it.

“Dad! Daaaaaaad!” Emily called from the other side of the room.

I left the painting I was studying and went over to her.

“Em, don’t yell like that in the Louvre. You’re supposed to be quietly observing the art,” I gently chastised.

Her expression went blank as she looked around, leaned forward and whispered, “We’re in a museum not a library, Dad.”

I couldn’t hide a chuckle. “Touché, honey. Still, people are observing, some studying pieces, possibly for school, and we don’t want to be rude, do we?”

“No, I guess not. I’ll keep it down,” she agreed, proving yet again that she was changing and maturing before my eyes. “Look at that woman. Doesn’t she look a lot like Katie Holmes?” She pointed to a woman wearing a yellow dress and a cardigan. Her brown hair was cut into a simple bob, and she did look exactly like the actress. In fact, the security team following a short distance away suggested the same.

“Yes, actually that does look like her.”

“I ran right into her, and we looked at one another as if both of us recognized something important. Me because I realized she was a famous actress; her I think because she doesn’t want anyone to know she’s here. Should I ask her for a selfie?” She bounced up and down while squeezing my hands. My daughter was about five seconds from losing her mind. The excitement of running into a celebrity was obliterating all levels of intelligent thought processes.

“No Em, you shouldn’t.” I held her hand and moved her farther away.

“But…” She kept looking back at the woman.

Once I got her closer to where Alana and Christophe were quietly discussing a piece, I turned her away from the woman. “Em, I know it seems like an exciting moment, but that actress is just a woman trying to have an experience enjoying art. If you make a scene, she’s going to have to leave, and that isn’t fair, is it?”

“But she’s Katie Holmes,” she breathed.

I chuckled. “Yes, she is, and what a great story you’ll be able to tell. You ran into Katie Holmes in the Louvre. Won’t your friends be blown away?” I suggested.

“Not if I don’t have a photo with her,” she slumped.

Suddenly, Maia quick-walked down the long corridor toward us. She’d left to use the restroom and was now wild-eyed and smiling like a loon.

“You’re never going to believe who I just saw!” she whispered emphatically. “Katie Holmes!”

Emily spun around and reached for Maia’s arm. “Did you take a selfie with her?” she asked as though the question carried all the weight of the entire world.

This could absolutely backfire in my face after what I’d just told Emily.

“No way! She’s just here enjoying art like the rest of us. I’d never ask someone for a picture if they weren’t at an event specifically for their fans. They’re people, too, ya know.” She looked over her shoulder and lifted her chin. “Oh, and see, she has her daughter, Suri, and some friends with them. How cute. Even celebrities like to go to tourist destinations with their kids just like us regular folks.”

I looped an arm around my intelligent and considerate fiancée and laid a kiss on her temple.

Emily groaned. “My friends will never believe me.” She pouted and I almost caved.

Apparently, Maia did cave because before I could comment, she’d snapped a quick photo of the actress from across the room. She lifted the phone and showed it to Emily. “There you go. Now you have proof. I’ll text it to you when we leave. Then you can share it. We don’t want to risk ruining her time with her friends and family by alerting the masses.”

Emily grinned and started bouncing around like the teenager she was. “Awesome! Can we go to the Eiffel Tower now? I’m starving,” she groaned.

“Darling, it’s Maia’s birthday, and we have reservations for this evening. A few hours from now. How about we get a snack, head back to the estate and get ready?”

Emily danced around then looped her arm with Christo’s. “You hungry, Uncle C?”

“Always, ma douce.” He patted her hand and they walked ahead. “Alana, I know you had your eye on the macarons downstairs. Shall we?” He wiggled his elbow and Alana smoothly slipped her hand through his arm and strutted by his side.

I hugged Maia and led us slowly through the throngs of tourists. “Are you enjoying your birthday so far?”

She bumped my hip with her own. “How could I not? It started with to-die-for crepes, a walk through a gothic church, something I’d wanted to see my entire life, and already today I’ve seen the Mona Lisa and the Venus de Milo. It’s been the best birthday I’ve ever had. Thank you, Rhodes.”

I dipped my head down at the same time she lifted her face up to meet mine. Our lips touched in a brief, but meaningful kiss. “Which was your favorite?”

“Actually, it was Winged Victory. Those wings are magnificent. Not to mention, it’s so old, being from 190 BCE, but I like that it was suspected to be an offering to the gods. People from that era worked that hard creating something incredible as a tribute or a gift to something they believed in with their whole heart. There’s not a lot of things, if any, I’ve ever believed in so completely.”

“And what about us? Do you not believe in our ability to be happy together?” I swallowed down the sudden lump in my throat at the heavy turn in our conversation.

She smiled prettily and rested her head on my shoulder as we continued walking. “That remains to be seen, but so far, the odds are definitely in your favor.”

I grinned, feeling the weight leave my chest and be replaced with a golden warmth, like the sun shining on my face on a cloudy day. “I’ll take those odds. You ready to go back to the house and rest before dinner?”

Maia stopped and curved her body closer to mine. “Does that mean we might have some private alone time in the bedroom?” She walked her fingers slowly from my stomach up my chest, landing on my nape where she wrapped her cool hand. Then she looked up at me with those stunning doe eyes and licked her lips.

I gritted my teeth and tugged her flat against my chest on a groan. “You’re killing me, you know that?” I tucked my face against her sweet-smelling neck, enjoying the spicy vanilla scent.

She chuckled. “Well, we’ve yet to do the deed, and I was thinking, it’s about time we cross that bridge.”

I ran my hands up and down her back, then allowed myself a handful of her luscious ass, gripping just enough to grind my hardening length against her abdomen. “You’re making me hard in the middle of the Louvre.”

Maia teased the hair at the nape of my neck with her fingers. “Sounds like a big problem. We should take care of that immediately,” she mocked. “Maybe Alana and Christophe can drag out their time with Emily and we can race back?”

“You little minx,” I dipped my head and took her mouth in a rather indecent public display of affection, tangling tongues with her in the middle of the busiest museum ever.

Eventually I pulled away, glorying in the fact that Maia’s eyes were hazy with desire. “I’ve got good news and bad news, I’m afraid.”

“What’s the bad news?”

“We’re not going to head back separately, because we’ve promised Emily we’re having a family dinner tonight at the Eiffel Tower. She’s also looking forward to getting ready with you and Alana. I don’t want to change plans on her the way her mother does. Right now, she’s becoming the young lady I’d hoped she’d be, and I don’t want to derail that by snatching away time we’d agreed to spend all together.”

“True, I did tell her we’d have some girl time. Guess our libidos will need to calm down.”

“Not exactly. Which leads me to the good news.” I waggled my brows suggestively. “After dinner, you and I are going to spend two full days alone in a quaint Parisian hotel.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Really? Won’t that upset Em?”

I shook my head. “Actually, it was her idea. She knows we’d like a little bit of private time, and Alana and Christo apparently promised to take her to a few castles in the French countryside. One of them has converted a portion into hotel rooms, and they’re planning to stay.”

“Oh, I bet she’s ecstatic about that,” Maia agreed.

“Absolutely. So let’s head back and get ready for your big night.”

“You mean our big night,” she winked.

“God willing,” I whispered under my breath and subtly adjusted my package while I heard Maia softly snicker next to me.

“Minx,” I taunted, and she squeezed my hand and laughed out loud.

* * * *

“Beautiful isn’t it,” I whispered as I wrapped my arms around Maia’s small form and looked out over the Parisian horizon.

“It’s unbelievable, Rhodes. I can’t thank you enough for bringing me here. Dinner was phenomenal, the Louvre was incredible, and being able to spend it with people I care about…” Her voice caught. “It’s been the best night of my life.”

I kissed the ball of her shoulder. “It’s not over yet,” I tightened my hold around her, pressing my front flat to her backside. “Lots more celebrating to be had at our hotel.”

She placed her hands over mine and leaned against me. “How can this be real life?”

“What do you mean?” I hummed and kissed up the length of her neck. She had her hair pulled up into a complicated mess of curls that I suspected Alana had created.

“All of it. Having a family to eat dinner with on my birthday. The closest thing I’ve had to that since I was a teen was a burger and fries, a few beers, and a night of playing pool with my best friend.”

“Sam?”

“Yeah. He knew birthdays were hard for me, so usually, we’d just eat at this pub we liked, toss back a few cold ones, then I’d kick his ass at pool.”

“Ah, so you’re a pool shark. Noted.”

Maia laughed, then sighed. “He called me today. Told me I never had to worry about those guys that broke into my place, which we already knew from Alana’s contact. But he also said the place had been cleaned. He salvaged what he could and was going to leave it ready for me if I ever needed to come home.”

“That’s because I sent him three years’ worth of rent to keep the place available,” I admitted.

“What?” She spun around. “Why would you do that? Are you planning to get rid of me before the three years are up?” Her eyes went wide, and I could feel her tremble against me.

I shook my head. “No, not even close.”

“Then why would you do that if you weren’t planning on staying married to me?” Her tone was panicked. She gasped. “Are we even getting married?”

I cupped her neck, and gently stroked her jawline with my thumbs. “Sweetheart, I did it because things can get intense in my world. When we go back to Los Angeles and make a home, there may be times where you want some space to yourself, or to see Sam. I know you were kicked out of the only home you had with your mom and siblings. My hope in holding onto the space is that you will always have a home to go back to if things get tough. Emily and I have Alana and Christophe’s place as our home away from home. I wanted you to have the same.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.” She gulped.

“I’m a sweet guy.” I wiped away her tears.

“You’re not planning on divorcing me early?” Her breath hitched.

“Maia, I’m not planning on divorcing you ever. And that’s the God’s honest truth.”

“But, the three-year rule…”

I shook my head. “You and I are getting married. We’re giving it a real chance. No time limits. No weird rules. It’s me, you, and Emily. Unless something happens where one of us, or both of us don’t want to be in it anymore, then we’re just going to live life. No restrictions. Got it?”

She swallowed, sniffed, and nodded. “But the money, I need it to help my—”

“The second we get married, I’m transferring the full seven million to you. No need to wait. I want to prove that I’m in this. Fully committed.”

She nodded.

“Now, are you ready to eat dessert, say our goodbyes and head to our hotel?”

Her gaze became heated the same way it had earlier in the Louvre. We’d waited long enough to fully consummate what we had burning between us, and I was over it.

“I am,” she reached down and interlaced her fingers with my own.

I bent down and kissed her slowly.

“Dad!” Emily burst our little bubble. “Um, hate to bother you but Mom wants to talk to you.” My daughter’s voice sounded nervous. Something she shouldn’t ever have to feel when talking to her fucking mother.

“I’m busy, honey. Tell her I’ll call her in a few days,” I said without looking at her, instead keeping my eyes firmly planted on the beautiful woman before me.

I could hear my daughter relay what I said.

“Dad, she says if you don’t talk to her right now, she’s calling her lawyers.”

Anger roared through my system like an alpha lion protecting his pride. I reached out and wiggled my fingers. “Give it to me,” I snapped, unable to keep my cool.

Maia moved over to Emily and opened her arms. My girl went straight into them and clung to her for comfort.

“Portia, what’s the meaning of this?” I growled into the phone.

“You’re getting married?” my ex-wife screeched.

I closed my eyes and let out an exhausted groan. “Yes. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“If it involves my daughter, and my husband, then it’s my business!” she snapped.

“Portia, we’ve been divorced for most of Em’s life. You’ve been engaged more times over the years than I have fingers on both hands. What is this about?”

“You’re getting married. To whom? Some little nobody named Maia. A woman half your age! How do you think that looks to our teenager? Hmm…?”

It took everything I had not to rip into her. But since my daughter and fiancée were only a few steps away, I reined it in. “I don’t have to explain anything to you. I owe you nothing. And Maia’s been more of a mother to our child in a week than you have in the past few years.”

“How dare you!”

“How dare you, Portia. How dare you ignore your own daughter for years and then be angry about a new woman in her life. One that actually gives a shit about her. Now, it’s Maia’s birthday, and we have family waiting. I’ll have Emily call you in a few days.”

“A few days! Fuck that! My next call will be to my lawyers demanding they petition the courts for full custody,” she threatened.

“Good luck with that. You don’t have a chance in hell, but I’m sure Emily would love to see her mother more.”

“Rhodes, please, let’s talk about this.” Portia changed her tune instantly to one that was saccharin sweet. “I want you back.”

Is this woman for real?

“You’re delusional if you think we live in a world where I would ever consider taking you back. Not in a million fucking years. Jesus!” I snapped.

“You’re gonna regret this, Rhodes,” she sneered. “No woman will ever love you the way I do.”

“I don’t even know what to say to that load of crap other than I wish you well, Portia. Call your daughter once in a while. Goodbye.”

“Mom was mad, huh?” Emily crossed her arms over her chest protectively. “I didn’t know she would freak out when I told her you were getting married. She asked where we were, and I told her, then—”

“Emily, it’s okay. Our engagement is not a secret. It’s a happy event that Maia and I are excited to share with the world, right honey?”

Maia’s nervous gaze went from me to Emily as she plastered on the fakest smile ever and quipped, “Yep.”

Fucking Portia. I would not let her ruin all that we’d achieved as a small family. “Come on. We’ve got dessert to look forward to. Last one in pays the bill.”

Emily dashed around the bend to the entrance. I stopped and held Maia back. “You heard that?”

“I heard that. She wants you back.” Maia frowned.

“Not ever happening.”

“But…”

I shook my head. “I feel more love toward you in two weeks than I have for my ex-wife in a decade.”

“Love?” she swallowed, her eyes big and full of hope yet tinged with a hint of skepticism.

“Love.” I cupped her cheek.

“Oh boy,” she whispered.

“Oh boy is right. Come on, it’s someone’s birthday, and I for one want to celebrate it.”

She followed me, not saying a single word, the doubt still present in her gaze and that fake smile plastered across her lips.


Episode 68

Symbol of Love
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MAIA

“You’re delusional if you think we live in a world where I would ever consider taking you back. Not in a million fucking years. Jesus!”

I winced as Rhode’s angry words rolled through my mind like a tidal wave. Closing my eyes didn’t help. Not when I was able to clearly remember Emily’s sweet face going pale at hearing her father’s outburst directed at her mother. That phone call earlier this evening had been brutal, and all of us felt the effects. Sure, we went back in and had birthday cake, gave hugs and said our goodbyes, then Rhodes and I took a taxi to our new hotel for the weekend. But that didn’t erase the ugliness Portia slung at Rhodes or Emily.

Letting out a long breath, I braced my hands on the bathroom vanity and breathed deeply for a few seconds, trying to let it all go so I could focus on the here and now.

“I feel more love toward you in two weeks than I have for my ex-wife in a decade.”

Rhodes words after the call took center stage in my mind, running around and around until I’d replayed them to death. I couldn’t forget it, nor could I push it into the back of my mind where everything else I doubted festered.

Did he just say he loved me in comparison to his ex? I mean, I definitely had strong feelings for him, but I’d never been in love before. I wouldn’t even know how to describe it, let alone understand if I was in fact in love with him. I knew I felt familial love for Sam, Emily, Alana, and even Christophe, and Rhodes was certainly at the top of that list. But I was intelligent enough and old enough to understand that being in love was something else entirely.

It was a lot to take in.

My life had changed more in two weeks than it had in the last five years. Before, it was just me doing my best to survive and Sam giving me what he could to help. Now I had several people that not only claimed to care about me, they showed it. I hadn’t realized how much I missed having a family to count on after so many years without mine. The closest thing I had to that was a rowdy motorcycle club whose clubhouse I cleaned for money more often than I visited as a guest.

A light knock on the bathroom door broke through my thoughts.

“You okay in there?” Rhodes asked.

“Uh, yeah. I’ll be out in a minute.” I said as I stared at my reflection in the mirror.

The short cream-colored satin nightie I found in the bag Alana had apparently packed on my behalf molded to my shape perfectly. It had spaghetti straps and delicate lace covering the bodice. The hem fell in scalloped lace to mid-thigh showing off my legs and leaving just enough to the imagination to entice the man waiting for me.

I was about to have sex with my fiancé.

Even though my relationship with sexual pleasure had been a rocky one, given my upbringing, I wasn’t uncertain about being physical with Rhodes. We’d already had fun together and proven we had chemistry in spades when our clothes were off. It was my fear of being intimate with him that made me nervous. Intimacy was new. Sex to me had always been like scratching an itch that could be satisfied by picking up an attractive guy in a bar, or by using my battery-operated boyfriend.

This was different.

Rhodes was different.

He felt love for me. And I needed to know what that meant. At the same time, I was terrified of not being able to reciprocate those feelings in the way he deserved. Frankly, I didn’t know how.

I heard classical music coming from the bedroom.

It was showtime, and I couldn’t hide in the bathroom and freak out any longer. With one last fluff to my hair that was now falling around my shoulders, I took a deep breath, let it out, and opened the door.

On feet that felt weighted in cement, I slowly exited the bathroom. The room was sparkling with flickering candles dotting many of the flat surfaces, giving it a pretty glow. There were rose petals on the bed, making the room smell lush and inviting.

Rhodes stood, holding two glasses of bubbling champagne. His gaze was all over me, starting at my face, working down to my toes and back up.

“Do you have any idea how breathtakingly beautiful you are?” His words were filled with awe.

I smiled shyly and slowly turned around.

“Jesus!” He gasped when he saw that the back of the nightie was completely open. The satin barely covered the top of my ass let alone the bottom.

I chuckled nervously and turned back around, feeling more confident after his positive response. He looked amazing, stunning even. Low-slung black satin lounge pants, bare feet, and the flickering candlelight highlighted every dip, swell, and curve of his pecs and abs as he moved toward me.

He handed me a glass. Our fingers barely touched, and it was as if I’d been zapped by an electrical current. My breath caught and his gaze heated as he cocked a brow and smirked.

“Sensitive to touch this evening,” he murmured, then reached out and caressed the ball of my shoulder and down my arm with two fingers. I shivered at the contact. “Mmm, I like that,” he rumbled in a low, heady purr.

I swallowed and gasped as he stepped so close to me that our chests touched. He held his glass aloft. “I’d like to make a toast.”

On autopilot, I mirrored him, raising the glass even though I could barely breathe with him standing so close. I wanted to flatten my body to his, but also step away from the intensity surrounding us.

“To never letting anything or anyone get in the way of what we’re building.”

“Rhodes,” I breathed and looked down.

“Look at me, Maia.” His voice was stern and had me snapping my gaze to his instantly. “This is happening. You and me, regardless of the way we met, the hurdles we have yet to jump through, and anything else that gets tossed in our path. It’s happening. And I, for one, am not going to let anything ruin it.”

“But Portia…”

“Is history. It’s not as though we just broke up. We’ve been over for years. There has been no person in my life that has hurt me more than her. And she continues to break my daughter’s heart. I wish the best for her, I do. I want her to have a good life, but more than that, I want her to be a good mother. Those two things have fuck-all to do with me and what I want in my life and in my bed. That position is solely dedicated to you, Maia. The woman I can’t wait to marry. Do not let Portia’s antics prevent you from being all in with me because, baby, I am all fucking in with you. You’re everything I could ever want. I’m in love with you, Maia.”

I gasped and reached out, holding on to him so that I didn’t fall. My heart beat so fast I thought it might break free from my very chest and flutter away. His words sank deep, burrowing into the dark place inside me where every single person I’d believed in from the past had let me down, and obliterated it. He replaced it with him.

His light.

His family.

His love.

“I don’t know how to love you back,” I confided, tears filling my eyes.

“Don’t worry baby, I’ll teach you.” He cupped my nape and pressed his forehead to mine.

“Rhodes…” I croaked, the emotions swallowing me whole.

“Just keep doing what you’re doing, Maia. Your actions show how much you care about me. The way you kiss me proves your desire matches my own. And when you look into my eyes…”

I eased back and looked into his eyes, trying to convey without words what I didn’t know how to say.

“There it is. Staring me in the face. I see how much you love me. You don’t have to say it. You don’t ever have to. I’ll know just by looking into your eyes.” He smiled and then he kissed me.

The kiss went on so long I forgot we were both holding champagne flutes. I spilled a little over his shoulder and watched the golden rivulets trickle down his chest. I handed him my glass, then I bent in half and caught one of the drips with my tongue, just as it was about to reach the waistband of his pants.

He sucked in a harsh breath as I ran my tongue the entire length up his long chest, swirling my tongue around the flat brown disc of his nipple as I made my way over his pec, then along his clavicle and to his neck where I placed several warm, teasing kisses.

Within seconds, he put the glasses on the dresser, and I was wrapped up in his arms, his mouth on mine. Our tongues tangled, each of us trying desperately to give more, take more. At some point, he lifted me up and carried me to the bed. He eased me down, his body covering mine. I opened my legs so he could rest between them. Bracing on one elbow, he cupped one cheek and stared into my eyes.

“Trust me to show you what real love is, and how it should feel.”

“I trust you.”

He smiled, kissed me briefly and then his lips traced over my chin, down my neck and between my breasts. I arched closer as his hand molded to my breast over the lace and satin. His thumb swirled around the sensitive peak as I sighed.

Rhodes pushed up to his knees so he could stroke up and down my hips, thighs, and chest, petting, rubbing, enticing me into a state where I was focused on nothing but his touch. The feel of his hands imprinted in my mind.

He pushed down the cup of my nightie and covered my nipple with his mouth, swirling his tongue around the tip teasingly.

“Oh God, yesssss!” I hummed into the intoxicating feeling.

Rhodes didn’t pinch or grab or grip my body this time as if he couldn’t get enough. He went slow, eased into each touch, every caress of my flesh was purposeful and held meaning.

The caresses were soft, each kiss warm, with long drags of his tongue along my skin, leaving raised goosebumps in his wake.

The man wasn’t getting ready to fuck me.

He was worshipping me.

And that’s when I realized, we weren’t going to have sex or fuck.

Rhodes Davenport was making love to me.

Closing my eyes, I did as he said and let go, reveling in every kiss, every featherlight caress of his fingertips. Every whispered praise he bestowed on me as we learned what one another liked.

For the first time, I laid back and let him show me what it felt like to be loved by a man.

By my man.

My nightie came off at some point but I was so fueled with lust and desire, I had no recollection of when it happened. As I breathed deeply, I watched him reach for a condom in the nightstand drawer, roll it on his cock and kick off his satin pants.

“You ready to be loved?” Rhodes asked.

I smiled so big my cheeks hurt as I raised my arms over my head and spread my knees wide in invitation. His gaze flicked down to my core, his eyes lit with the fire of a thousand suns.

“Mmm, I want to taste that cunt so bad my mouth is watering, but we have plenty of time for that,” he murmured. His large body hovered over mine as he notched the head of his cock at my center and, inch by inch, slid inside.

“Fucking hell,” he grunted when he bottomed out.

My internal muscles involuntarily clenched around his cock. I moaned as he eased out a few inches and then thrust back home.

“Oh God.” I clenched around him again, my body and mind hanging on by a single thread, ready to tumble into sweet, sweet oblivion, and he hadn’t even fucked me properly yet.

So many emotions spread like wildfire through my body as he slowly moved in and out of me.

“You good?” he breathed against my neck, his mouth and tongue working the tender skin there.

“Better than good.” I was about to wrap my arms around his back when one of his hands captured both my wrists. Then his hand slid palm to palm, our fingers interlacing over my head.

I held his hand with both of mine as though my very life depended on it, hoping it would tether me to this moment.

“Maia, you feel so fucking perfect,” he said before taking my mouth in a drugging, sensual kiss.

His hips moved with ease, back and forth taking me almost gently, no…reverently.

Bliss wove through my veins starting at my core and spreading out, lighting up every nerve ending until I was but a spark away from exploding. Then he shoved his free hand under my ass and ground himself against me, his pelvis crushing my clit, like striking a match.

I exploded from the inside out, a silent cry leaving my lungs as he picked up the pace, his hips thrusting with intent. I wrapped my legs and one arm around his body and clung to him, the orgasm going on and on, feeling like it would never stop. Something inside was being stroked over and over with each thrust and I was headed straight for another cliff.

“That’s right, baby. Get there again. Squeeze my cock hard. Feels so good. I’ll never get enough, Maia.” He ramped up the pace, going deeper, pushing harder. “Never get enough of you. Never get enough of this sweet fucking body. Not ever.” He growled, let go of my hand, and slid both under my back to cradle me closer, cupping my shoulders from underneath.

He used this new leverage and went to town, plunging his cock in and drawing it out almost to the tip, before slamming back inside. With each thrust, he ground his pelvis against my clit until I soared once more. He was right there with me.

His skin misted with sweat, and he looked like a golden god from thousands of years ago as his head came up, his face contorted into an expression of intense pleasure and his body stiffened. He came with a long, tortured moan, his entire body holding mine still as he found his release.

Seeing that look on his face, feeling the throbbing inside of me, and the delicate way he held onto me would be a memory I’d take with me forever. This moment took top position over anything good I’d ever had in my entire life.

I’d never forget his face the first time he made love to me.

After he removed the condom and came back to bed, we stayed there a long time simply cuddling. He traced my bare skin up and down everywhere he could reach in this position nestled at my side. For me, I was playing with the strands of his hair, twirling a strand around my finger. It was the most relaxed I could ever remember being.

“Happy birthday, Maia,” Rhodes rumbled against my chest, his breath making the nipple tighten erotically.

I couldn’t help bursting into ridiculous laughter.

“What? I mean it.” He chuckled. “Oh, I almost forgot your present.” He scrambled out of bed naked, and I watched him move around the room, his toned buns flexing enticingly.

He dug through his bag and pulled out a small square red box with the word Cartier embossed on the top. Instantly I started to shake as I sat up cross-legged and clutched the sheet to my naked body. He put a knee on the bed and handed the box to me.

I held the leather box, afraid to open it. I didn’t know a lot about luxury brands, but I knew Cartier was one of the big ones in the jewelry world.

“Open it.” He patted my knee.

I flicked the latch and opened it. Nestled on black velvet was a rose-gold bangle type bracelet without an opening. It was quite possibly the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Around the entire thing were evenly spaced diamonds, making it sparkle. The piece was edgy and elegant without being loud and in your face. There was a curious little matching flathead screwdriver with it. I hadn’t a clue what that was for.

“It’s…I can’t… When did you get this?”

He chuckled. “When we were shopping, and I took that call outside and left you with Emily to try on more clothes.”

“Sneaky. How…um, how do I put it on? I don’t see a latch.”

“Ah ha, that’s the coolest part. This is called a Forever Love bracelet. Once I put it on you, you’re not supposed to ever take it off.”

My eyes felt like they were going to bug out of my head. “Seriously?”

“It’s a symbol of my love for you. Never-ending.”

“Rhodes…” I croaked, emotion swelling all over again.

“Maia, I knew from the moment I saw you that you were special. And a special woman needs a unique and meaningful gift as we celebrate this night. Not only your birthday, but the first night we made love.”

I stretched out my left arm baring my wrist. “Put it on me.”

He cocked his head to the side and grinned. “Once I put it on, everyone will know you’re mine.”

“Like I said, put it on me.”

Rhodes unscrewed the special latch, looped it around my wrist, screwed it back on and kissed the bracelet over my rapidly beating pulse.

“It’s magnificent,” I whispered, full of awe at the gift and the meaning behind the piece.

“Now you’re all mine. And just think…” He rubbed the skin of my wrist where the symbol of his love sparkled. “We still have to pick out wedding rings.”


Episode 69

Rallying the Troops
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JACK

I put TJ into his toddler bed. He instantly curled on his side as I covered him with the blanket, tucked him in, then I leaned down and kissed the side of his head. “I love you,” I whispered, my soul breaking into a million pieces. This boy had no idea how much he’d lost in his young life. Losing his father before he was even born, and now his mother at two and a half? It was aberrant and gutted me wide open.

“He asleep?” I heard whispered from behind me.

I turned to find Summer, the hallway light a golden halo around her beautiful form, making her look like a true goddess.

“Yeah.” I ran my hand over his hair once more, then clicked on the nightlight and shut the door.

Summer leaned against the opposite wall. “How are you doing?”

I shook my head. “I’ve never felt so lost and helpless,” I admitted.

Summer opened her arms, and I went straight into them, tucking my face against her neck and holding her tight. “I can’t believe this happened. We just talked to her. She was coming to our wedding next week. I…” My voice caught in my throat.

“It’s absolutely messed up, but I’m here. For you, for TJ, for whatever you need.” She ran her hands up and down my head and back in soothing strokes that relaxed me further against her.

“I’m so tired but I want to be ready when Erik and Savannah get here,” I sighed.

“The Johansen’s said they are still several hours out. Something about flight delays at Heathrow. You need rest. If not for you, then for TJ. That little boy is going to need you when he wakes and finds his mother not h-here.” Her voice cracked and I watched as she cleared her throat, stiffened her shoulders, and stood taller, becoming strong and capable right before my eyes.

I cupped her cheeks, dipped my head and kissed her soft lips. “Thank you,” I whispered against them then gave her another peck. “Thank you for being here. For letting me lean on you. I don’t know what I would have done without you by my side through this,” I croaked, my voice sounding as though my throat had been put through a cheese grater.

Summer pressed her body flat against mine, wrapped her arms around my shoulders and held on. “Whatever you need, I’m here to give it to you. Lean on me. Anytime…every time,” she murmured, and I clung to every breath that left her lips. “That’s what couples do. What families do, Jack. And you and me, and TJ, we’re about to become a family.”

I pulled back and looked deeply into her soulful eyes. They were filled with concern and such understanding I was stunned. Genuinely astonished. She didn’t need to deal with any of this. We weren’t married yet. There was nothing but a contract that I could have voided with one call. That was the entire reason there is a month before the couples are required to get married. In case one or both of them just don’t believe it’s a good fit. I certainly wanted to marry Summer. More than anything I’d wanted in a long, long time.

I didn’t care about her family’s spiritual beliefs or our differences. I cared about her. Not only did we have sexual chemistry in spades, but I liked being around her. She was unlike anyone I’d ever met. She was kind, beautiful, sassy as the day is long, free spirited, and smiled more than she ever frowned. The freedom to be open and honest, to let go and just be me around her and her family, had been an eye-opening experience. One I’d cherish and learn from moving forward. But signing up to marry a man with no children for a period of three years is entirely different than marrying a man who’s suddenly in charge of raising a child.

“Summer, I couldn’t ask you to do that. Losing Ellen changes everything.” I slumped against the opposite wall. “You should run far away from all of this. You don’t need the money. I can help you with your business as a mentor regardless of whether or not we get married. You signed on the dotted line to become my wife, not a mother to an orphaned child.” I shook my head and rubbed at the back of my neck, the tension increasing as I processed the future.

“Jack, nothing has changed outside of growing our little family from two to three. I love kids. I wouldn’t mind having a whole bunch of them. I’m already half in love with TJ after a single night. And you and I were heading somewhere beautiful in our relationship. That doesn’t have to change because of TJ.”

“But it does. He needs a real family. Parents that put him above themselves. I didn’t have that as a kid, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him grow up without feeling loved and protected.”

She raked her fingers through her hair then shrugged. “I’m not letting you go. Either of you. I want it all. You and TJ.”

I bent in half as her words hit my stomach like a sucker punch to the gut. “You can’t mean that. You’ve had all of five seconds to truly understand the severity of this situation. I live for TJ now.”

“So that means you have no room in your heart or your life for me?” she breathed, her eyes filling with tears.

I shook my head. “No. I was already falling for you. Every day we’re together feels like the best day of my life…until today.”

She crossed the hallway and took my hands. “We can still have each other and give TJ the best life.”

I let out a long breath. “I don’t know what to do or what to think.”

“First and foremost, you don’t have to decide anything tonight. You’ve been through hell. You need rest.” She led me to the guest room I used at Ellen’s.

And that’s when the nightmare became real. Ellen.

“She’s gone,” I sobbed as we entered the room and I braced myself at the end of the bed, hunched over as the pain tore through my entire body.

Summer was right there, wrapping her body around mine the best she could. She didn’t speak, she didn’t have to. All I needed was her to be there, to not let me fall into a black puddle of my own misery. But it was hard, so hard not to break in half under the weight of responsibility and overwhelming grief.

I was a father.

And I had no fucking idea what to do. My body convulsed as the tears fell to the coverlet. Summer turned me around and gestured for me to sit. Once I was stable, she crouched and removed my shoes and socks one at a time, then my shirt. Next, she grabbed my hands, and I followed her lead, standing up while she undid my pants and slipped them off me until I was in my boxer briefs and nothing else. Then she led me to one side of the bed where she pulled the covers back.

“Get in, honey,” she encouraged.

My mind was so fried I did exactly as she said. My eyelids became heavier with each passing second as I watched her remove everything she was wearing but her panties. Then she slipped my t-shirt over her head, and it fell to just past her curvy ass. She left the door wide open, the hall light on, probably for TJ, in case he woke up and needed us, and flicked off the room’s lights. I felt her crawl into bed, wiggle until she was spooned up behind me, and tucked her face against the back of my neck.

“We’re going to make it through this, Jack. It will take time, but I’ve got you. Goodnight.” She kissed the back of my neck, and I grabbed her hand that was near my stomach, pulled it up to my mouth, kissed her fingers and held it next to my heart.

* * * *

The smell of coffee and the sound of someone singing a lullaby woke me from a deep sleep. Within seconds, all that had happened the day before came rushing back in a deluge of horrible images.

Hearing Ellen was in a coma.

Racing to the hospital and holding TJ.

Seeing Ellen in that hospital bed.

Having to say goodbye to someone I loved.

I jumped out of bed and raced the ten steps down the hall to TJ’s room. It was empty. Overwhelming panic unlike anything I’d ever felt before slammed into my chest like an oncoming bullet train. Then I heard the singing again. I dashed down the hall, following the sound, my heart beating double-time as I stopped at the entrance to the kitchen. There was Summer, TJ on her hip, sucking milk from a sippy cup while she scrambled some eggs. Already on the counter were cut-up strawberries and banana chunks, all perfectly sized for a child.

With my heart in a vise, I braced my hand on the counter and watched them.

Summer was a natural, singing and rocking TJ, all while cooking breakfast as if she’d done this every day of her life. She snuffled against TJ’s neck until the boy squealed with laughter and patted her cheek with his free hand.

“TJ in his PJs,” she sang and snuffled against him again to be rewarded with another squeal.

I cleared my throat, and her gaze lifted to mine and she smiled wide. My heart stopped for a full beat as I took in the most beautiful sight. Summer smiling, TJ turning to look at me and grinning with those adorable chubby cheeks. If I hadn’t known better, the two looked like mother and son. His blue eyes matched hers almost perfectly. The smiles both cheesy and big along with rosy cheeks. Their skin tone was even a similar summery bronze much like my own.

“Dada Yak!” TJ called out and made a grabby hand.

I went over to the boy and hefted him into my arms, hugging him close. “Eeeeegggg,” he dragged out the word egg in English and pointed at the pan.

Summer clapped. “Good boy!”

“Ga boy!” he parroted back to her.

“Good boy! Yay! TJ! You are so smart. Look at you learning English already!” She grabbed his hand, gave it a big kiss and then went back to the eggs. “Coffee’s ready, do you mind pouring us a cup? I’m almost finished with his breakfast,” she said.

“How’s my boy this morning?” I asked TJ and kissed the top of his head.

He patted my face and said, “Dada Yak, eeeeggggg!”

I chuckled as I got down two cups.

“Soup’s on!” Summer called out and prepared the scrambled eggs and fruit onto a tri-sectioned kid plate that had animals on it.

I brought Troy Jack to his chair and buckled him in then pushed him close to the table the way I had done many times before when sharing meals with Ellen and TJ.

Summer put the plate in front of TJ, and he immediately went for a berry.

“Oh, he needs his silverware. Ellen was teaching him how to eat with utensils.”

“Cool!” Summer snapped her fingers and then went to the appropriate utensil drawer as if she’d lived here forever and cooked in this kitchen all the time. She pulled out a toddler fork and passed it to me.

I gave it to TJ, and he instantly poked an egg bite on the tines and shoveled it into his mouth.

While he was busy eating, I went back over to the coffee and finished making us cups. “You should have woken me when he got up.”

She shrugged nonchalantly. “I heard his little feet hit the wood floor and knew he was up. You were sleeping so soundly, and you really needed it. Besides, I enjoyed having some quiet time with him. He’s super affectionate and cute as a button when he’s yammering away in Norwegian.”

I smiled and went up behind her, glancing at TJ to make sure he had all that he needed. He was busy shoveling food into his mouth. The boy had a healthy appetite just like his Dad had. I wrapped my arms around Summer as she poured more egg mixture into the pan.

“Thank you for being here.” I kissed the side of her neck and squeezed her around the waist.

“Jack, there isn’t anywhere I’d rather be. TJ needs us. You most of all, but maybe me too.” She turned her head and stared into my eyes. “Don’t count me out just yet. I’m stronger than you think.”

“Baby, you are the strongest person I’ve ever met. The way you handled me yesterday, took charge of everything, helped me with TJ, put me to bed, taking on the morning.”

“And I’ll do it again and again for the people I care about. Jack, I liked what we started back in California. I don’t want to change any of it.”

“But we have to because I have a new responsibility. One I can’t in good conscience expect you to tackle too.”

“You don’t get to decide what I want for me. I’m telling you here and now,”—she held up the spatula as though it were her liberty torch—“I am all in. Wife, business mentee, and now stepmother.”

I shook my head and sighed. “It’s too soon for you to decide something like that. Having TJ changes everything. As I mentioned before, I live for him now, not me.”

“As you should. That’s what a good parent does. That’s what my parents taught me. It won’t be an easy transition, but we’ve got each other to lean on. Oh, and they’ll be here by dinner.”

I jerked my head back. “Who?”

“My family.” She said this as if it wasn’t a big deal and pushed the eggs around until they were fluffy yellow clouds.

“Your family is coming here? To Oslo? To Norway?”

She looked at me and frowned. “Of course they are.”

“Of course? What? Why?” I gasped.

Summer looked at me as though I had the IQ of a gnat before she cocked her head. “Because there was a death in the family, Jack. TJ lost his mom. You lost your sister. We need family around to get through the days ahead as we figure all of this out.”

We need family around.

I was genuinely shocked dumb. I didn’t know what to say other than to nod.

Summer plated the eggs but kept talking. “I know you’re not used to having a tight-knit family, honey, but you’re marrying into one. We take care of one another during the good times and the bad. This one is super bad. The troops have been rallied and will be here by dinner. Mom already has presents for her new grandson. Her words not mine. If you don’t like her calling herself grandma, you’ll want to give me the heads up now, and I’ll talk to her privately. And Autumn says she’s bringing some protective crystals for TJ’s room. We’ll have to put them up high enough he can’t reach them. I’ll make sure Dad takes care of that.” She rattled on as I heard the toaster go off.

“Your mother, father, and sister will be here by dinner?” I said out loud, still stupefied by this news.

She gestured to the table where she’d put our plates, filled with scrambled eggs and toast. “Yeah, I just said that. Weren’t you listening?”

I sat down and watched as she tore off a piece of buttered toast and handed it to TJ. He immediately grabbed it and started gnawing on it.

“Bet that feels good on those teefers, huh buddy,” she cooed.

TJ and Summer went back and forth sharing bits and pieces of language that neither of them knew and having a blast doing it.

I spaced out for a while, thinking days ahead about what had to be done for Ellen and TJ. My plate was empty as Summer grabbed it and took it to the sink. I didn’t even remember eating anything.

Summer clapped her hands, unlatched the buckle on TJ’s seat, and lifted him onto her hip. “Okay, buddy, bath time!”

Fuck. Bath time. TJ probably hadn’t had one since the night before we talked with him and Ellen on the phone. I should have thought of that. His welfare should have been the number one thing on my mind. I didn’t even wake when he got up this morning. Nor was I the one that made him breakfast or realized he needed to be cleaned and dressed for the day ahead. I was already a shitty father and needed to seriously catch up.

Summer was incredibly good at this parenting business. Maybe she really did want to tackle this new world of being parents with me. I shook my head. No, she was just being kind. The woman was naturally giving and nurturing to everyone. At the very least, I could learn a few things from her while we put Ellen to rest.

The doorbell sounded, and I walked over to the door, not even checking the peephole before opening it wide.

Erik and Savannah stood looking haggard and brokenhearted.

“Brother,” Erik breathed and pulled me into his arms.

“I’m so glad you’re here, man.” I held on tight. “We lost her. We lost Ellen.” I croaked and the two of us stood in the entryway to Ellen’s home and wept.


Episode 70

Time to Celebrate
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JULIANNE

Gio held my hand as we walked through Central Park. Lee and another bodyguard were walking a discreet distance away, giving us space but still close enough to intervene if something happened. Since Giovanni’s trauma, his hospital stay, and the police report of the assault being leaked to the media, we’d had a weekend at home and a single night out for dinner before the vultures came cawing.

Thankfully, Lee was strategic in his protection of his charges—Gio and me. However, Gio insisted Lee’s instructions were to ensure my safety first, above his own.

We had words about it.

I lost.

Now whenever we left, Lee had four identical blacked-out SUV’s leaving the garage at the same. Sometimes he drove us, other times he didn’t. All to ensure we’d lose the paparazzi. And he was fantastic at making us all disappear through the New York City traffic.

“So, how was therapy?” I nudged Gio’s shoulder as we walked through the park, just a normal couple out on a stroll.

He grunted and squeezed my hand. “Fine.”

“Hmm, fine doesn’t sound like an answer. If you don’t want to talk about it, you can just say, ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” He let out a long breath.

“Fine.” I snapped back and tried to pull my hand away. He didn’t allow it and held on tighter, followed by a low, groan like sigh.

“I hate that I even need therapy,” he finally admitted.

I nodded.

“It’s like this entire big thing happened to me, to you, and I can’t avoid it, when all I want to do is ignore it entirely. Does that sound asinine or what?”

“No, it doesn’t. What Bianca did was traumatizing and criminal. That’s why you’re talking to someone about it. To eventually move past the trauma and be able to live your day-to-day life without it creeping up and swallowing you whole, or invading your dreams, like last night.”

Last night, I’d shaken him awake in the middle of a night terror. He’d jolted awake and jumped out of the bed so fast he was practically a blur. Then he just stood there, his body covered in sweat as he panted, hands in fists at his sides, eyes wild and scared. Eventually, I got him to relax by talking to him calmly.

He just kept whispering, “I need to get clean.” So I led him into the shower, and he stood there, palms against the tile as I quietly spoke to him and washed him from head to toe. Once he felt he was clean enough, I dried him and together we went back to bed, him holding me from behind as though I might try to leave. I wasn’t ever leaving him.

“I hate it so much. It makes me feel so fucking weak,” he growled. “Last night…” He looked down and away. “Why does it feel like sometimes it’s getting worse?”

“Because maybe it has to go through whatever cycle in your brain it needs to in order to expel it. I know you hate it, baby; I do too. But to me, you’re dealing with it, and taking steps to find a healthy frame of mind. And that is beyond strong. It takes a lot to admit when you’ve been wronged so horribly and do something about it.”

He shrugged. “I guess you’re right.”

I nudged him playfully again. “I’m always right.”

He turned and pulled me against him, wrapping his arms around my waist as I crossed my wrists behind his neck.

“You’re the only thing that matters to me in this entire world. You know that, Julianne? I’d burn this fucking city down to the ground if anything or anyone tried to take you away from me. You’re all I live for.”

My heart pounded while my chest ached at the sincerity in his tone. “Sweet talker,” I whispered and rose on my toes so I could kiss him. He tasted of coffee and the cinnamon churro we’d shared when we entered the park. Absolutely delicious. I hummed against his lips as he nipped and teased my own.

Unfortunately, my phone disturbed our private time, and I groaned.

He mashed his mouth to mine and muttered, “Don’t answer it.”

I kissed him hard once, twice, and then pulled back while reaching for my phone in my jacket pocket. The display said it was my lawyer calling. The judge had taken a week to review the handwriting experts’ reports and findings and was supposed to make a decision on the additional information regarding my contesting of my parents will. This call was possibly the answer I’d been hoping for.

“Ms. Christoffersen, yes, hello. What do you have for me?” I spoke into the phone while Gio put his hand to my nape and started to rub the tension he found there. Just thinking about this case made all my muscles tighten.

“The judge made his ruling. The last will received was marked a forgery. It is null and void. The most recent version from months before the accident was confirmed legit. That version was entered into the court as the actual last will and testament for both Lewis and Rachel Myers.”

“Oh my god!” I lit up from the inside out and pressed my hand over Gio’s heart. “The judge sided with us,” I whispered to him.

He smiled so wide I wanted to kiss him again, but instead had to hold the phone closer to my ear as my lawyer reiterated everything I’d hoped to hear.

“You now own half of everything included in your parents’ estate and business holdings. It’s over. Congratulations, Mrs. Myers-Falco.”

“Thank you, thank you! This is amazing news. I’m going to go celebrate with my husband. I’ll be in touch.” I turned off the phone, reached both of my hands into the air and cheered up into the sky. “We won!”

Giovanni pulled me into his arms, flat against his chest and lifted me up until my feet dangled in the air. Then he spun us both around like children, laughing and cheering right along with me.

When he came to a halt, I was dizzy, my hair all over the place, my cheeks and the tip of my nose felt warm, and pure joy flooded my body. I was like a sparkler on the Fourth of July, every pore flickering and simmering with energized excitement.

“I’m so happy,” I croaked, the emotions skittering over me like confetti.

He grinned, cupped my cheeks, then kissed me so completely my knees weakened. I didn’t worry about falling because Gio was holding me and kissing me like he’d never get another chance.

“This is amazing news.” He threaded his fingers with mine and ushered me toward the park exit. “I know just the place we should go to celebrate.”

“You mean we’re not going home to boink it out?”

He stopped mid stride. “If you’d rather have a fuck fest than a drink fest, I’m all for it.” His gaze lit with passion.

I chuckled and dragged him toward the exit. “Why not both? Drink first, dinner second. Then we fuck all night.”

He let my hand go to wrap his arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. “My wife. Always surprising me with her intelligent ideas.”

“Stick with me, sir, and you’ll learn a thing or two,” I joked.

“Oh, I plan on never letting you leave my side. You’re stuck with me, Jules. To love and to cherish. For richer or for poorer. In sickness and in health. Until death do us part,” he hummed against my hair.

* * * *

Lee pulled up to a hole-in-the-wall Italian restaurant where my family dined when my parents were alive.

“Gio,” I breathed, placing my hand on his knee to give it a squeeze.

“Some of my fondest memories are eating here with our parents. I thought after the news we received, we should bring their memory with us as we celebrate.”

“Baby,” I rasped while fighting back the tears. This was a happy time but our loss remained fresh, the wound still raw and painful when touched. It hadn’t been but a handful of months since we’d lost them.

He pressed his forehead to mine as the car idled. “They’d be so proud of you. Fighting for what was right. For what they wanted as their legacy. You are amazing, Julianne. Never doubt that.”

My stomach was completely aflutter at his ample praise. So much so, I cupped his cheeks and gave him a soft kiss. “Let’s celebrate. I need a drink and some pasta, stat!”

“What my wife wants, she gets.” He winked and opened the door and held out his hand, helping me out of the car.

When we entered, I recognized a familiar face standing at the hostess podium.

“Joel Castellanos in the flesh!” Gio boomed, and the handsome man turned around. A small brown-haired child with hazel eyes was propped on his trim hip. Gio clapped the man on the shoulder. “What in the world are you doing here?”

Joel chuckled. “Taking the family to the best Italian restaurant in New York City. Hey, Julianne.” He smiled gently.

“Where’s Faith?” I had met his wife briefly, first at Gio’s family’s funeral and then at my own parents’ service the next day. We’d held them back-to-back because so many of the same people were expected. Joel and his new wife Faith had attended both events to pay their respects. He’d been a long-time customer of our company, buying up land and properties that would be ideal for his luxury resorts.

“She’s…” He looked behind him as the stunning brunette walked up holding hands with a redheaded child I knew had to be Penny. “Right here.” He grinned. “Darling, look who I ran into.”

Faith smiled as she took in both Gio and me. “Oh my goodness, hi!” she gushed then came over and plowed into me, hugging me as though we’d been friends for years. We weren’t, but Faith was just warm and affectionate like that. Gio patted her shoulder as though she might have a cold when she steamroll-hugged him.

“I hear congratulations are in order.” Joel cocked a brow. “No wedding invite though.”

Giovanni chuckled and then wrapped his arm around my shoulder, tucking me to his side. “She couldn’t wait to lock me down. We married in a quickie Vegas wedding.”

“Technically we did the same, so I can’t chastise you too hard there, though I distinctly remember inviting you both.”

Gio laughed. “With only twelve hours notice, I might add. I was in London at the time securing a deal.”

“I was manning the fort,” I stated honestly.

“Then we should celebrate now…unless you have romantic plans?” Faith noted. “Because we have the girls.”

“Are you kidding? We’d love to have dinner with you and the girls. We’re celebrating a legal win actually.” I waved at Penny. The little girl held Faith’s hand and swished her pretty dress from side to side. And the little girl Joel was carrying was wearing the same dress.

“I love a good legal battle. I expect the details over dinner,” Joel said nonchalantly, then addressed the hostess. “We’re actually going to need a table for six. I believe the proprietor was holding the back for my private party.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Castellanos. We’ll make the adjustment immediately. It will be a few more minutes,” the hostess said and then dashed through the throngs of restaurant patrons to the hidden back deck area.

“You scored the entire back deck?” I asked.

“I like to dine with my family in peace,” Joel said coolly.

“Birds of a feather, my friend.” Giovanni chuckled.

While we waited, Faith introduced me to her daughter Eden, a shy little thing who clung to Joel. He doted on her as if she was his own, and my heart practically melted when Penny called Faith Mommy. I knew how heartbroken Joel had been when he lost his Alexandra, leaving him a single dad. Now, several years later, as he maneuvered his family around, he seemed happier than ever.

Once we were all seated, a couple bottles of wine ordered, appetizers on the way, I held up my glass.

“To new and old friends. May we be this happy for years to come,” I said.

“Salud.” Both Giovanni and Joel said.

“Cheers.”

I clinked my glass with Faith’s as she blurted, “Heck yeah!”

“Okay, so tell us about this lawsuit you won,” Faith wiggled in her chair and sipped her wine, obviously eager for some juicy gossip.

I told them all about the will, the forgery, and the drama I was having with my brother.

“Brenden always seemed like a nice fellow,” Joel murmured. “Shame.” He tsked and shook his head. “And about what I read in the celebrity rags…”

“It wasn’t good. All of it true,” Gio admitted.

Faith, who happened to be sitting across from Giovanni suddenly reached out and covered Gio’s hand with her own. “I’m a survivor too.”

Arrow, right to the heart. Someone had harmed this angel sitting with us.

“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Gio rumbled, dipping his head. I covered his thigh with my hand and rubbed his leg back and forth in case this conversation made him feel uncomfortable. So far, he seemed to be handling it well.

“It’s okay. I mean, I’m okay. With a lot of love from these guys.” She gestured to Joel and the girls. “And my father, I’ve been able to get past it. You never forget, but it doesn’t haunt you the way it does early on. Are you talking to someone?” she asked boldly.

Not a lot of people would venture down this path of questioning, when the subject was so touchy, but she seemed perfectly content and willing to share her own pain and recovery.

“I am.” Gio said and cleared his throat. His body became tense and more rigid as he sucked down almost a half glass of wine.

She patted his hand. “Good. And you have Jules to fall back on.”

“I’m very grateful for that.” He nodded, his tone becoming a bit curt.

She smiled so sweetly. “Joel will give you my number. If you ever want to talk to someone who’s been through what you have, I’m a phone call away.” Then she looked at me. “Both of you.”

“Thank you. That’s very kind.”

“What can I say, I’m kind. But I’m also that kind of girl who would like to get toasty and have tipsy fun with my husband when we put the girls to bed. So fill ’er up, Jules.” She pushed her empty wine glass my way.

I chuckled and refilled her glass and Giovanni’s.

The appetizers came, followed quickly by the entrees and we ate heartily, lots of oohs and ahhs all around. The girls were keeping themselves busy, coloring, playing on their parents’ phones, and even running around the empty room, hiding under tables, and giggling themselves silly. Joel kept his eyes on each one, but let them have their fun. Faith, on the other hand, was drink for drink with me. Each of us having a one-track mind toward drunk sexy time with our handsome husbands.

Faith then coaxed me into planning a vacation where Giovanni and I would come and visit them in Greece for our postponed honeymoon. Which I thought was a fantastic idea.

“Gio! We’re going to Greece!” I hollered and Faith clinked her glass with mine sloshing red wine onto the white tablecloth. “Whoopsie,” I said and then grabbed the bread basket and covered it. “All better.”

“You are sooooooooo smart!” she gushed. “No one will even know.” She put a finger to her lips and made a loud shushing noise.

“All right, it’s dessert time!” Gio called out and the girls came running, squealing as little ones often did.

The waiter brought out one of everything on the menu and we all descended on the treats like scavengers.

“I have a little surprise for my wife,” Gio announced as he extended his hand. Lee came out of nowhere and handed him a manila envelope.

“Lee? Where you been?” I asked, thinking he could add ninja to his resume.

He chuckled and then shook his head. “Doing my job. Keeping an eye on you two, not that you need it with Joel’s security. Two per person, Joel? Nice.”

“I don’t leave my family’s safety to chance.” Joel stated, serious as a heart attack.

“Whoa, that was hot,” I blurted.

“Right? He makes me melt. So hot I want to climb him like a tree,” Faith breathed, clearly about ready to do just that.

“You want to climb Daddy?” Penny asked. “You’re too big.”

“Psshhh! I assure you I’m not, little miss!” Faith grinned, her gaze plastered to Joel’s smirking face.

“Later, my love.” Joel brought the conversation back to Gio. “Now what is this surprise?”

Gio rubbed his thumb across his bottom lip, and just that move made me want to bend over his lap and get spanked. It had been a while since he’d given me a good spanking, and right now, that was all I could think about.

“Open the envelope, Jules.”

I pouted, wanting more than anything to leave and start our second party. Alone. In our bedroom. With both of us naked. I opened my mouth to tell him so, but he must have deduced where my thoughts had gone. He blocked my mouth with his thumb over my lips. “Open the envelope. Playtime later.” He used the Dom voice, and my panties went damp.

I bit his thumb, and his eyes darkened with lust.

With shaking fingers, I pulled out the paperwork. It was hard to decipher what I was looking at in my drunken state. “This is about FM Enterprises.”

He nodded. “I’ve signed my parent’s half of the company over to you. The business is yours, Jules. After the judge’s ruling today, you now own seventy-five percent of FM Enterprises.”

“Holy shit!” Faith breathed.

“Holy shit indeed,” I mimicked.

This changed everything.
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Dinner was amazing and went better than I’d expected. Everyone seemed to genuinely like Naomi. However, even with all the fun and celebration, my father had taken me aside and grilled me good.

“Son, if you have more to share about your relationship with Naomi, now is the time to come clean,” he’d warned. His light brown eyes pierced straight through me, as if he could see the conflict behind them.

My heart beat so fast and hard I thought it might explode out of my chest like a rocket being launched. I could feel my palms become damp as the nerves kicked in. There was no way he could’ve known how Naomi and I had really met or the circumstances behind our marriage agreement.

“Dad I…” I lost the words entirely, my mouth suddenly so dry I could barely speak.

How does someone tell their father they’re marrying for money? I was sure he’d not only be pissed, but it would disappoint him tremendously. And the last thing any of us kids wanted to do was disappoint our parents. They’d given everything to provide us a great life filled with love, honor, and family. Marrying for anything but true love would be abhorrent to them.

“Son,”—he squeezed my shoulder—“is Naomi pregnant?”

The relief that rained down over my entire body was a deluge of electrical sensation skittering along every exposed nerve ending. So much so, I burst out into uncontrollable laughter.

“No, Dad, no!” I said through bouts of chuckles.

“Then why are you moving so fast? After your announcement you said you both planned to be married in a couple weeks. If there’s no baby news, I can’t wrap my mind around why the two of you are rushing.”

“Says the man that married his high school sweetheart the week after graduation?”

“Times were different back then,” he blustered.

I shook my head. “Why wait when you know you’ve found your soulmate?”

Dad jerked his head back. “Soulmate?”

“Yeah, Dad. I met her in Las Vegas. I sat down in an empty seat at the bar, turned to say hello, and about swallowed my tongue.”

“She is a rare beauty, just like your momma,” he quipped.

“It’s more than that. We started talking, ordered drinks, then dinner, and talked all night long. It was effortless. I told her about the family, Ma’s garden, the injury that stole my career, and she listened, Dad. She listened and asked questions and genuinely cared. Everything about her screamed she was the one, and we’d barely had a few hours together.”

“And then you kissed her…”

“And then I kissed her.”

“And you knew.” He smiled.

“And I knew.”

“Just like me and your momma. Your granny and grandpa before you. One kiss is all it takes.”

“What’s got you so quiet? Afraid to show me your place? Is it messy?” Naomi teased, breaking me out of my reverie as I unlocked the door to my modest apartment.

“It’s a place to hang my hat and catch some Z’s. It’s close to the college and my folks. I actually don’t spend much time here,” I said while flicking on the lights.

Naomi walked to the middle of the small living room. The kitchen was open to the primary living space, a bar separating it, which had been great since I would cook and watch the game. The entire apartment was maybe nine hundred square feet with just one bedroom and a single bath.

I watched as Naomi ran her hand along the arm of my black leather couch. There was a glass coffee table in front of it with nothing but a tray that held the remotes to my TV and surround sound system. A single leather chair was wedged into the corner, and across from all of that was my entertainment center. My mother and sisters had given me framed photos of the family and my teammates from college to display across the flat surface. The 60-inch flatscreen hung above it. The only decoration I had hanging on the walls was above the couch, and it consisted of two football jerseys. Mine from my first year playing college ball and Dad’s from his high school glory days. Our last name was printed in bright white letters on the back. Those jerseys were my most precious possessions, and Dad had been so proud when he saw them hanging up next to one another.

“Both yours?” She lifted her chin toward the hanging jerseys.

“Nah, mine from college. Dad’s from high school.”

Her expression gentled. “That’s sweet.”

I looked away for a moment as my cheeks heated.

“And your bedroom?” She batted those fake eyelashes with intention.

I extended my arm toward the small hallway that led to my bedroom and a miniscule bathroom I barely fit in. When I took a shower, the curtain would stick to my side half the time, but the rent was affordable when I was in school and worked part-time.

We entered my bedroom and I smiled. Paris and Cheyenne had done me an even bigger solid than I’d expected. The entire place smelled fresh and there wasn’t any dust in sight. The bedding had been washed, and the smell of Tide and sunshine-dried sheets mixed with a big bouquet of flowers sitting in a glass vase in the center of my dresser.

Naomi pointed, pursed her lips, and propped a hand on her hip. “You had fresh flowers delivered while you were gone? Or is someone expecting you home?” Her tone was pure sass.

I chuckled and raised my hands in surrender. “I will admit to texting Paris and Cheyenne, promising them forty bucks a piece if they made sure my place was presentable to the woman I’d be bringing home. The flowers were all them, I assure you.”

She grinned, and her body language relaxed. “Well, that was mighty kind of them.”

“It was. Though I kind of liked the idea of you being bitten by the green-eyed monster,” I taunted.

Her mouth dropped open as she spun around. “I am not jealous.”

I scoffed. “Could have fooled me.”

Now both hands went to her hips. Uh oh. In my vast experience with five sisters, a mother, and a granny, a hand on a cocked hip meant that she was about to throw shade. A hand on each hip meant a woman was about to lay down the law and teach your ass a lesson.

“I’ll have you know, I am perfectly capable of controlling my base instincts. If I was jealous, and I’m not saying I was, the point would be moot because you wouldn’t know it anyway.”

“Is that right? So you have no problem with the woman on the elevator slipping me her number before we exited on my floor,” I deadpanned.

“She did what now?” Her voice rose an octave, and her eyes blazed. “You know her? What apartment does she live in?” Naomi shook her head. “Did she not see the ring on my finger?” She held up her hand and wiggled her fingers, those long nails clacking against one another. “The gall. And I was right there. Let’s go.” She pointed at the door. “I’m going to give that woman a tongue lashing about the importance of the sisterhood and keeping her hands, eyes, and phone numbers to herself.” She moved to storm past me.

I caught her around the waist and hauled her flat against my chest as I chuckled. “Baby, there was no number exchange. And yes, I do know that woman. She’s happily married with kids and works the late shift at an events center. I’ve gone to some shows downtown with her and her man.”

She pouted and narrowed her gaze. “You tricked me.”

“I did.” I smiled.

“Now I feel embarrassed,” she whispered.

“There is not one single thing to be embarrassed about, Nay. Yes, you were jealous of the idea another woman hit on me. That makes me feel some type of way. A good type. But the fact that you were willing to confront her directly, sticking up for yourself and our relationship…now that, baby, is all kinds of hot.”

She peered up at me with those dark doe eyes. “You think so?”

I dipped my head and whispered against her lips. “Hell yes.” And then I kissed her.

Naomi wrapped her arms around my neck, tilted her head, and opened her mouth. I took the offer and plunged my tongue inside to tangle with hers. She sighed dreamily as we stood there and kissed for a long time. Soon, the desire for more overcame us both, and we were peeling one another’s clothes off. I yanked down the long zipper of her jumpsuit as I ran my lips along her sensitive neck. She moaned as I pushed the fabric down her shoulders and urged her body backward until she hit the bed and went down.

I knelt and pulled off one sexy-as-fuck stiletto and then the other before grabbing the fabric that had fallen down to her waist. I slid the jumpsuit down her legs and tossed it over my shoulder. She was clad only in a slinky royal blue bra and lacy thong.

Naomi lifted up on her elbows and stared as I stood and pulled off my shirt, unbuttoned my pants and shoved them unceremoniously down my legs. I kicked off the Jordans, wincing as I unintentionally may have scuffed one, but getting to see Naomi laid out in her lingerie on my bed was worth any price.

My girl smiled coyly and gestured at my gray boxer briefs. “Keep goin’ baby. I want to see the beast.” She licked her lips and bit down on the bottom one.

I eased my fingers into the waistband of my briefs and slowly dragged the fabric over my hardened cock. It sprang free of the confining cotton, and I groaned at the relief.

Naomi sat up then, put her hands on my waist and dipped her head. Before I could utter a single word, she had the head of my cock in her mouth, and that talented tongue of hers was making figure eights. I closed my eyes and hissed through the intense pleasure.

“Woman, this is going to end before it even begins if you keep it up with that mouth,” I warned.

She sucked hard and pulled back, letting the tip go with an audible plop. I grunted in response.

“I thought you liked my mouth, especially when I do this.” She dove for my cock, taking me halfway down her throat in one fell swoop. It felt so good, my vision blurred at the edges. I cupped her jaw and watched as she ran her tongue all along my dick. Arousal beaded at the tip and then slid down the side, headed for the base when she licked it up with a flick of her tongue. She hummed after, as though that single drop was liquid gold.

I tunneled my fingers into the back of her hair and maneuvered her head where I wanted it most.

“Suck me good, baby, fuck yeah, just like that.” I groaned and tipped my head back as she blew me deep, her mouth bobbing up and down my shaft, swirling that tongue around the sensitive underside before she took another plunge.

I was going to lose it too soon at this pace. With great restraint, I eased my hips back, and hauled her to a standing position.

“Hey, I wasn’t done playing,” she griped.

I was too far gone. My desire for her had reached a fever pitch, and I wanted, no, I needed to be inside of her, and since she took birth control, we’d agreed to forgo protection.

“Turn around,” I ordered.

“But…”

“Baby, turn around,” I demanded with more grit to my tone.

She spun around, gifted me the view of her toned ass, and I had to bite back a moan. Instead, I pushed my hand between her shoulders. “Bend over, present that fine ass to your man.”

“Good Lord, you’re in a mood.” She bent in half, primly bracing her hands on the bed as I palmed both ass cheeks.

“Yeah, Nay. I’m in the mood to fuck you good and hard. You ready for that? Or do I need to sample this sweet honey first?” I yanked her panties down to mid-thigh to restrict her movement, spread her ass cheeks and licked from clit to winking pink rosette. Her sugary cunt was dripping with her desire. “Just as I suspected, you’re weeping for my cock.”

“Shut up and fuck me already.” She mewled and wiggled her ass, shifting her legs as though she couldn’t wait a minute longer.

With the taste of her sweet cunt on my tongue, I wedged my cock at her entrance and plowed all the way to the hilt.

“Fuuuuuuck” we both moaned simultaneously.

After a few test thrusts, she adjusted to my intrusion, and I rode my woman hard. I dug my fingers into the fleshy bits of her hips, and pounded as deeply as I could get with each thrust.

Naomi was bucking wildly, moaning, hissing, and arching her spine, fully giving herself over to me and her pleasure. I ran my hand up and down her back as I fucked her, watching her body respond to mine. Her skin misted with sweat and shone like golden umber beneath the low lamplight.

“God damn you are beautiful. I just want to touch, kiss, and fuck you forever.” I bent in half and ran my tongue along the top portion of her spine. “Lift that knee up onto the bed. I want more,” I growled.

She tried to move, but her panties prevented her from doing so. I used my foot and stepped between her thighs taking the flimsy lace to the floor. When she was free, she cocked one knee up on the bed. I wedged my knee alongside hers and gained another inch with her spread open so wide. “Fuck yeah,” I ground against her, glorying in the way her body accepted mine.

It was beyond anything I’d had before. Naomi was one-of-a-kind in every way.

With my heart in my throat, and my cock balls-deep in beauty, I set a feverish pace, pumping into her  until her entire body locked me down tight. Her core clenched around my cock so hard my breath caught.

She screamed with her release, and I rode her through it, wanting to wring out every last ounce of her pleasure before I took my own. My legs were starting to shake, and my back pulled tight at the awkward position, and I desperately wanted to go longer, take even more, but Naomi felt too good. I gritted my teeth, tightened my hold on her hips and planted myself as deep as I could go, then I let the pleasure take me.

Absolute nirvana.

My release coated her insides until I trembled with the effort to hold still any longer. Naomi must have been at the same breaking point because her top half slumped to the mattress, her face turned to the side, air sawing in and out of her lungs.

I got my bearings and slowly eased out of her body, watching with primal satisfaction as a trail of our combined releases coated her silky thighs.

“Hold there, baby. I’ll be right back,” I leaned over and kissed one firm butt cheek, then the other before quick-stepping it to the bathroom where I used a cloth to wash off my cock. Once the water was warm, I wet a new washcloth and brought it to the bedroom.

Naomi hadn’t moved a muscle.

“You sleepin’?” I chuckled as I wiped her clean.

She simply hummed, eyes still closed. When I finished my task, I tossed the cloth into the hamper near the closet and pulled down the covers. Naomi crawled to the center of the bed.

“I’m gonna close down the house,” I said, then walked through my home and made sure the doors and windows were secured and lights out before I climbed into bed behind her. I curled around her, tucking her against my body. She wiggled back until we were touching from top to toe.

She yawned. “Today was a wonderful day.”

I pressed my nose against her delicious smelling neck. I’d tried and failed to figure out what type of perfume she wore but it was a complicated mix of roses, something nutty, and coffee beans. All I knew was that it was intoxicating and made me want to run my nose all over her skin.

“It was a good day,” I finally agreed.

“I like your family,” she murmured.

“I’m glad because they seemed to like you too. I haven’t seen my mother and father smile or drink that much in a while. They were fully celebrating our pending nuptials and that makes me happy.”

She smiled and sighed, then slipped off to dreamland.

“Now we just need to get your parents on board,” I whispered into the quiet of the night.
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“Emily, dear, do not touch the artifacts,” I warned and watched as she pulled her hand away from a painting.

“It looks so real,” she breathed.

“Oui. And it continues to look that way because it is untouched.” I looped my arm with hers and led her through the next room in the Palace of Versailles.

Christo followed closely behind us, enraptured by the art before him. Every time we came here, he spent long minutes with each painting as though seeing each artist’s process through their eyes and not his own. I adored watching him take in art. His admiration, awe, and often astonishment in another creator’s work was magical to behold.

“I’m getting kinda hungry, Auntie Alana.”

I patted her hand. “I have one of those power bars Aurelie handed me, in my purse. Let’s take a walk in the garden while Christo soaks up more of the paintings, oui?”

Emily grinned. “Awesome. I mean oui, Tante Alana.”

“Très bien, chérie. Your French is coming along quite nicely.”

The girl’s cheeks heated under my praise as she smiled beautifully.

I turned to Christo who was staring intently at a painting of one of the princesses who had lived here centuries ago.

“Mon coeur, Emily and I are going to the gardens for some fresh air. Can you meet up with us when you’ve completed your assessment of this room?” I had to be specific of my needs with Christophe in this environment, otherwise I’d lose him to the art.

He blinked several times and then looked at me with a smile. It seemed he was already mesmerized.

“Désolé. Qu’as-tu dit?” I’m sorry, what did you say?

I chuckled and went to him, lifting my head until he dipped his and placed a tiny peck on my lips.

“Emily and I are going out to the gardens. She needs a snack, and I need fresh air,” I repeated. “Meet us when you’re done viewing this room, oui?”

He smiled, cupped my face, and traced my cheekbone with his thumb. He looked at me with such adoration my heart nearly stopped. “There is nothing more magnificent in this room, in this entire castle, than my wife.”

I kissed him gently, cupping his face as I did so. “Je t’aime. See you soon,” I whispered against his lips.

I let my fingers trace his face as I backed away.

“You guys are sooooooo romantic,” Emily gushed as I took her elbow once more.

“One day, chérie, you will find a love like mine and Christo’s.”

“You think so?”

“Of course. You are beautiful, intelligent and know your own mind.”

“You think all that about me?”

I turned to face her. “You are more than worthy of deep, life-altering love. When you are older and it is your time, it will find you like your Uncle Christophe found me. I am certain of it.”

She nodded but didn’t say anything more until we made it to the lush green gardens. Tourists lined each path taking photos and posing for family pictures. The sun was shining, and the sky was so blue it was rather blinding in its glory.

“Do you think that my mom and dad were a bad match and that’s why they didn’t work out?” Emily asked, nibbling on her thumbnail.

I removed her hand from her mouth and tsked. “Don’t bite your nails. It’s a nasty habit and not becoming of the lady you are growing up to be.”

She frowned and then put her hands together in front of her, fidgeting.

“From an outsider’s perspective, your mother and father’s love burned very bright, very fast. And often those things burn out quickly. Unfortunately for them, that is what I believe happened. However, both would absolutely agree that you were their reward for the love they once shared. And I know your father doesn’t regret a single moment of your lives together.” I reached out and took her hand. “Does that make sense, chérie?”

“Yeah, I guess so. But, what about Maia?”

“I think he and Maia found one another exactly when they were meant to. You being a part of this new unit you three are building makes that love stronger. You’re choosing to be a family. Like your love for me and Uncle Christo. We are not your blood, but that doesn’t make us any less family, nor our love for one another less, does it?”

She shook her head emphatically. “No. I’ve never known anything but love from you and Uncle Christo my whole life. More than I get from my mom.” She looked down and scuffed the toe of her shoe on the concrete.

I looped my arm around her shoulders and tucked her to my side. “Your mother is a complicated woman, whose priorities aren’t where they should be. Alas, I know her well, which means I also know that she loves you very much, in her own way.”

“Yeah, but do you think it’s weird that I’m already feeling so close to Maia after only a short time? I mean, she’s so cool and nice. And she seems to like me. Really like me. I even texted her and Dad, and she responded with pics of them smiling and saying they missed me.”

I smiled and ran my fingers through her long blond hair. It was as soft as spun silk.

“I believe there is enough love to go around. Love is never a bad thing. And you’re allowed to feel whatever it is you feel for Maia. She’s a wonderful woman who’s eager to be a part of your family. How about we focus more on enjoying each other’s company and less on who may or may not be mad about you loving someone who deserves your affection, hmmm?”

“You mean, Mom,” she sighed. The weight this young woman was carrying broke my heart. She didn’t deserve to be worried about hurting her mother’s feelings because she liked her father’s fiancée.

“I mean your mom. Portia is…well, she’s Portia. Let your father deal with any concerns she may have about Maia, and you just be you. Okay, love?”

“Thanks Auntie Alana. I mean, merci!”

We both laughed as my phone rang. I pulled it and the brightly packaged energy bar from my purse. I handed the snack to her and noted the caller ID said Diego Salazar. My heart started to beat rapidly as I pressed the button to take his call.

“Hola, Señor Salazar,” I answered.

“Mrs. Toussaint, I have some bad news. Are you in a safe place?” he asked instantly.

“I am, oui.”

“I’ve confirmed the person that requested our services on Maia Field has been incarcerated. She is not a concern for the time being.”

Relief plowed through the center of my chest, and I put my hand over my heart. “That’s wonderful news.”

“No, it’s not. She is just one cog in the much larger wheel of what is taking place. During my investigation, I tracked down that her boss was the one that threatened you. He never gets his hands dirty, but for some reason, he did so with you. That alone is concerning. And he is unaccounted for.”

“This is the man that you were most concerned about. The one that is more powerful than even you?”

“Sí,” he growled, sounding like he was chewing on rocks. It was obvious Diego had a deep distaste for whomever this individual was.

“What does all this mean?”

If the man that threatened me did so himself, it meant that he had a personal vendetta and would continue the threats until he got whatever he wanted from me. My hands started to tremble.

“What’s the matter, Auntie?” Emily asked, concern in her tone.

I lifted my hand and waved, giving her a fake smile before turning around and pressing the phone closer to my ear.

“Diego, what does this mean?” I asked again.

“Information about his last known location came from my men, who followed him to the airport. My team was able to secure the destination where his private plane landed a few hours ago. That’s the reason for my call.” His voice sounded angry and harried.

“And?” I croaked.

“The plane landed in Paris, France. You need to get somewhere safe, immediately. Are you protected?”

My mouth went dry, and a shiver of fear ran up my spine.

“I…we…hadn’t seen any trouble the past few days.” My mind was a blur of activity as my gaze traced over every stranger close to us, looking for a possible threat. “We left our bodyguards in the car to relax. We’re touring the Palace of Versailles.”

“¡Dios mío! Get the fuck outta there immediately, señora. I’m going to send you the directions to a safe house.”

“Okay, oui. Merci, Señor Salazar.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You’re marked for death, Alana. Now get to the safe house and call me when you arrive.”

“I will,” I said and hung up, then grabbed Emily’s hand.

“What’s happening?” Emily’s bottom lip trembled.

“We have to go now, my darling. Stick close to me. I’ll explain when we get in the car.”

Emily clung to my hand as we walked as fast as we could. We met up with Christophe in the same room we’d left him in.

He saw my face and reached out to hold onto my arms. “What’s wrong?”

“Salazar called and said the person that threatened me is in Paris. He landed a few hours ago.” I lifted my phone to show him the text message. “He sent us directions to a safe house,” I practically sobbed, but choked it back in order to be strong for Emily. I didn’t want to frighten her any more than she already was.

“Let’s go.” Christophe took my free hand, and the three of us left the palace as fast as we felt appropriate, without causing too much attention.

Christophe had his phone to his ear as we walked to the exit where we’d planned to meet our guards.

“They’re not fucking answering,” he barked, fear coating his words.

I squeezed his hand as we kept going. When we reached the exit, we could see the two blacked-out SUV’s parked side by side a couple rows in.

“Come on! Run!” Christo instructed, and Emily and I did as he said.

When we got to the SUV’s, Christophe flung one of the doors open and a body fell to the ground, blood from his slit throat soaking his white shirt.

Emily screamed, and I wrapped my arms around her and tucked her to my chest to hide the gruesome sight.

Christophe ran around to the other side of the car and pulled open that door. I could see through the windows that he’d found the same.

I watched in horror as he ran to the other SUV. I shifted Emily and made her walk backward away from the carnage as I kept her face tucked to my chest so she wouldn’t see.

“Fuck!” Christophe roared.

And then suddenly we heard a screeching of tires as a different blacked-out SUV careened toward us.

The guards must have called for help. Thank goodness. My shoulders fell in relief, as I saw Christophe’s head shake and his eyes bulge in fear.

I looked at him as he suddenly screamed, “Alana! No! Run!”

But I was too late. The SUV peeled to a halt in front of me and Emily. Two men in masks poured out both the side doors.

“No, no, no!” I cried as Emily screamed. One of them yanked her brutally out of my arms. Another came up behind me and locked his massive arms around my body, forcing my arms to my sides, putting me in a human vise grip so tight I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Let her go!”

Muted gunshots were fired in Christophe’s direction, and I screamed bloody murder as I watched him duck behind one of the other SUVs. They shoved Emily into the car kicking and hollering. I went willingly at that point. “I’ll go, just don’t hurt her,” I yelled and got into the car. Emily immediately clung to me as she shook like a leaf and sobbed.

“Go, go, go!” one of the men yelled as he hammered at the leather seat in front of him. He then slammed the car door, shoving us into the middle seat, wedged between two masked men.

The tires screeched as they shot forward racing through the parking lot. I turned the best I could to see out the back window. Christo stood up from where he’d been crouching, his hand clutching his arm where blood poured down the sleeve of his shirt. He’d been shot, but he seemed to be okay…for now.

The masked man in the front passenger seat turned around to face us, gun pointed right at my head. “Shut up, stay calm, or you’re both dead.”


Episode 73

Collateral Damage
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RHODES

There was a pep in my step as I held Maia’s hand, and we walked along the Seine River in the heart of Paris. I’d shown her the Rodin Museum, the funky and quirky St. Germaine district and now the Seine. Seeing things through the eyes of someone I cared for was more rewarding than seeing those same things for the first time myself. And Maia was enthralled with the city. Her dark-brown eyes were big and sparkling every time she pointed to a unique building or something beautiful that caught her eye. My gaze, however, was entirely on her. I thought she was beautiful when I bid on her, when I first kissed her, the time I first saw her smile, and certainly when I made love to her, but seeing her so genuinely happy and carefree? Priceless.

She clung to my hand and pointed at a boat trailing through the water. “They look like they’re having fun,” she murmured.

“If you’d like to take a boat ride down the river, we can do that. They offer the excursion regularly.”

She shook her head. “No, I prefer walking alongside it with you.”

I looked down at the same time she looked up at me. It was the perfect opportunity to kiss her, so I did. She tasted of the raspberry macarons we’d just purchased from a local vendor and snacked on while we walked.

“Mmmm,” I hummed and flicked my tongue across her bottom lip. “You’re delicious,” I said against her soft lips.

She sighed and looped her arms around my neck. “So are you.”

I kissed her a couple more times, enjoying the sunshine, the taste of raspberry-coated kisses, and the cool Parisian breeze until my ringing phone broke us from our reverie.

One of our bodyguards interrupted before I could answer the phone. “Mr. Davenport, I’m sorry to bother you, but we have a problem.” I let the call go to voicemail as the large man shared more. “The team assigned to the Toussaints and Ms. Davenport haven’t checked in. We connect with one another every hour to ensure all charges are safe,” he added, his tone openly concerned.

I hugged Maia to my front while I took in the two bodyguards that I’d forgotten had been following us through our weekend away. They were excellent at keeping a distance and not disrupting us.

“Okay, what does that mean exactly?” I asked.

“We don’t know. It’s unusual, and when something like this occurs, we prefer to take extra precautions by getting you and your fiancée to safety while we look further into it.”

My phone started blaring once more, so I pulled it out of my pocket and noted Christophe’s name. “It’s Mr. Toussaint now. I’ll check on things.” I gestured for them to wait a moment.

“Hey Christo…” I started jovially.

“They’ve been taken!” Christophe roared brokenly.

“What? Taken? What are you talking about?”

“Alana and Emily were just kidnapped. I’ve been shot in the arm. But they are fucking gone. The guards are all dead!”

My entire body went stone cold. Icy fear chilled my blood and made gooseflesh rise from head to toe. The back of my neck prickled like a fire poker was stabbing me.

“Did you hear me?” he yelled. “Alana and Emily have been kidnapped! We need to do something. Oh my God. I couldn’t get to them. I screamed…then the bullets started flying and I…” I could hear a muffled choked sob as he continued. “I’m sorry, I…Alana was annoyed with the guards. We went to Versailles, a very public place, so we let them wait in the car. Stupide! Désolé! Je suis vraiment désolé!” He kept repeating the apology.

“Christophe, stop. Calm down. Breathe and tell me exactly what happened.” I gritted my teeth as Maia’s expression contorted in distress. She clung to my side as the bodyguards barked orders into their phones.

I held the phone tightly to my ear as Christophe reiterated exactly what had happened, finding the dead guards, and then the new car squealing toward them, gunshots, and then finally Emily and Alana having been shoved into one of the SUVs. “So Diego knows who’s behind this. We have to contact him now. Text me his number. I’ll call him.”

“Oui, oui,” he hissed.

“Christo, the moment after you send me his number, call the police and get medical attention. I’m going to track Emily’s phone.”

He spit out several phrases in rapid French, but I ignored him, looking at the messages icon on my display until it showed I’d received his text. I double checked it was the number. “Get help while I talk to Diego. Tell the police everything you can remember. We’re headed your way now.”

“Is Maia okay?” he asked before I hung up.

“We’re fine. I’ll be in touch soon,” I bit out and ended the call. Then I clicked on the message and called the head of the West Coast Latin Mafia. How in the fuck was this my life?

He answered on the second ring. “Salazar. Who is this?”

“Mr. Salazar, I’m a friend of Alana Toussaint. She and my daughter have been kidnapped. Supposedly you know exactly who has taken them. I’m willing to do or pay anything for information about this individual.”

“Who am I speaking with?” he asked, cool as a cucumber, while I was fighting to overcome fear and anger and remain calm.

“My name is Rhodes Davenport. My fiancée is Maia Fields. I’m sure you remember that name.”

“Sí I don’t make it a habit of forgetting people I owe, Mr. Davenport. Unfortunately, we are both in a predicament. If I tell you who has likely captured your daughter and friend, he will then retaliate against me and my organization. His resources reach quite a bit further than my own.” 

“Did Alana not tell you that I’m a very wealthy man?” When shit hits the fan, and you’re backed into a corner, throw money at it. At the very least it was worth a shot.

“She did, in fact, share that. Money cannot help a man who is dead, mi amigo.”

“From what I understand, you owe Alana this information at bare minimum. And she is not here to defend herself. She is in the clutches of someone you are hinting is a very powerful and fearsome man. If you’d shared this information days ago, we could have avoided this situation. He has my daughter, Mr. Salazar. A thirteen-year-old girl that I’m certain is terrified out of her mind. Are you comfortable knowing that her life may very well be in your hands if you don’t share what you know?”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No, I’m guilting you. There’s a difference. Don’t you have someone in your life who means everything to you. Absolutely everything?”

Silence.

One beat. Two. Three.

“You do. Now imagine if this kidnapper had your loved one. What would you do?”

“I’d kill them all. It would be a bloody, brutal, battle that’s talked about for generations to come. Their descendants would feel the stain of their brethren’s betrayal and my wrath their entire lives. And that’s if I allowed them to still breathe.”

I gasped, my throat clogging with unchecked emotion. “Fuck.”

“What are you willing to lose for your daughter’s life, Mr. Davenport? A piece of your soul?”

“Without her, I’ve already lost a piece. I’d do just about anything.”

“Even if it could mean your life in exchange for hers?”

I swallowed against the lumpy fear bubbling at the back of my throat.

“Yes,” I choked out. “She’s worth everything.”

“You will owe me a marker. That marker might require you to do something unlawful or against your moral code. This part is not open for negotiation. When I call, you will answer or suffer the consequences,” he grated.

“Unlawful?”

“Do you want your daughter back, Mr. Davenport? My help requires sacrifice. I’m not in the business of reuniting children with their parents,” he clipped.

When he said that, I remembered my friend Joel Castellanos told us he’d received help from a man named Salazar back in Las Vegas when Faith’s daughter was kidnapped by her ex, Aiden Bradford.

“Technically, I don’t think that’s exactly true,” I said, stupidly risking losing his help.

“¿Disculpe?” Excuse me he said in Spanish. Thank God for high school foreign language requirements.

“You helped my friends, Joel & Faith Castellanos during their situation earlier this year.”

“¡No me jodas!” he spat, which I knew was slang for something liken to Fuck me! “These are friends of yours?”

“Yes, very good friends.” A slight exaggeration. We did know one another well, but it wasn’t as though we spent holidays or birthdays together. “I’m an architect. My company built The Alexandra in Las Vegas and many of his other locations around the world.”

“That was you? He’s mentioned your work is top notch.”

“Yes.”

“Beautiful building. Would you consider building one for me, at half the cost? I have found that my legitimate businesses are doing quite well, and I need a new headquarters. Nothing as grand as The Alexandra—”

I cut him off. “Mr. Salazar, I will build you a fucking castle in the middle of the ocean at my expense. I just want my daughter and Alana back. Please…anything you can do.”

“I need to make a few calls. I’ll be in touch soon. Don’t do anything stupid like call the police,” he warned.

My heart stopped. “I…I…”

“You already did. ¡Mierda! Why is it I’m suddenly connected to all of these law abiding, morally sound, rich hijos de puta?” I think he just called me a motherfucker, but I couldn’t be sure. “This is bad for my image,” he grumbled and then abruptly hung up.

I immediately pulled up the location app on my phone and logged in. Emily’s tracker was moving at sixty miles per hour and headed down a highway toward Paris.

She’s close.

“He has Alana and Emily,” Maia whispered, her gaze also on the small dot that represented my daughter’s phone.

I nodded because there really wasn’t anything more to say.

“When they call us, offer me up in exchange. He went for me first for some reason. That could mean he wants me more than her. I’ll absolutely take her place,” Maia offered.

This woman… I pressed my lips to her forehead in a hard and fast kiss.

I shook my head and cupped her cheeks. “No Maia, he’s not getting you too. We’ll get her and Alana back, no matter what it costs. My guess is he’ll ask for a ransom.”

“You think this is about money?” She cocked her head to the side, seemingly uncertain of the direction of my thoughts.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is I’m a billionaire, and that often comes with people wanting a piece of you. To be honest, I hope money will get us out of this. I’d sign over every dollar I had for them.”

“You’re such a good man, Rhodes, but I don’t know if that’s what this individual wants. If you think about it, really think about it, he left me a note just like Alana’s. Remember?”

“’She ruined my life, I ruin yours,’” I stated flatly.

“Exactly. The person used the word she, which means they weren’t directing it at me per se, but to me because of her. Then Alana’s said, ‘You ruined my life.’”

“What are you trying to say?”

She licked her lips as tears filled her eyes. “I think this person wants revenge against Alana. I don’t think it has anything to do with you or Emily or even me, for that matter.”

“Then why do you think they chose to harass you and take my daughter? They could have left her behind.”

“Collateral damage,” she whispered.

I closed my eyes as the truth behind those two words wove through my mind in endless circles, spinning down and around until all the pieces made sense. Maia was right.

“They planned to hurt you to get to her.”

She nodded.

“And they’ll do the same to Emily.”

Her lips trembled as the tears fell. “I don’t know. We don’t know that.”

“Fuck!” I roared. “FUCK!”

Maia put her hands to my shoulders. “We have no clue if he’ll hurt her. She’s a young girl.”

“Oh my god, this isn’t happening.” I bent over and sucked in as much air as I could. “This isn’t happening!” I convulsed, as the fear threatened to cripple me. I braced my hands on my knees and silently prayed. Over and over, I asked God to grant me a fucking miracle.

“We need to follow her tracker. Call the police and tell them where she is,” I blurted, pulling myself back together bit by bit.

“But Diego—”

“I need everyone on this, Maia. Not just some twisted mafia guy. Anyone and everyone.”

“Okay, Rhodes. What do you need from me?” she asked, her heart flooding into every word.

I reached out and took her hand. “Just hold my hand and don’t let go. I can’t lose you too.”

“I won’t let go. No one is taking me from you,” she promised, but I didn’t believe her. Some psycho had already kidnapped my daughter and friend. We had no idea what he was capable of, only that the highest guy in the Latin freaking mafia was afraid of the man’s reach.

I squeezed her hand and lifted it to my face, breathing in the spicy vanilla scent that surrounded her. For a moment it calmed me enough to clear my head and focus on the here and now.

“It will be okay,” I said as much for myself as for her.

“We’ll get them back,” Maia said with such confidence I put all my faith into her belief.

“We’ll get them back,” I repeated.

One way or another, I was getting them both back. Even if I had to risk it all—my money, my morals, my very life.


Episode 74

Family First
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SUMMER

TJ splashed and squealed happily during his bath. I picked up a yellow ducky, dunked it under the water until it filled up, and then squirted the tile wall with it.

“Oooohhhh!” TJ squealed and then spoke a bunch of words in Norwegian I didn’t understand but I got the gist. He clapped excitedly, so I repeated the process, this time aiming the water from the duck’s mouth onto TJ’s little hand. I was rewarded with a screech-laugh.

“How’s he doing?” Jack asked, his own hair wet and dripping onto a black, long-sleeved t-shirt. He had gray lounge pants on, his feet bare. Obviously, he’d taken a quick shower while I bathed TJ.

“Great. Having a blast. He loves the water,” I smiled. “Was that the door I heard?”

He nodded. “Yeah, Erik and Savannah arrived. I put them in Ellen’s room. They’re getting showered and cleaned up now.”

I nodded and poured the water over TJ’s head. He squealed in glee again.

“He really does love the water.” Jack smiled for the first time in days.

“Yep,” I answered and finished cleaning him up.

“Hvor er mamma?” TJ asked Jack.

Jack closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then moved into the bathroom and sat on the toilet near the bathtub. I shifted back and handed him the washcloth. He immediately ran the soft cloth along TJ’s back.

“Mama er i himmelen med pappa,” he croaked.

“Heaven with Dad?” I asked, wanting to be sure he was telling TJ his mother was gone, so I could prepare mentally and emotionally. It would also confirm what faith TJ and Ellen had practiced, so I didn’t step on any toes with my own beliefs. I made a mental note to discuss these things with my family so they didn’t say anything that might confuse TJ. There was plenty of time for TJ to learn the beauty of all faiths and one day choose his own spiritual path. 

Jack nodded curtly.

“Mamma med pappa?” TJ frowned. 

“Ja,” Jack whispered, pressing a hand to the boys back.

“Jeg vil ha mamma!” TJ suddenly screeched, standing up, tears in his eyes, his cheeks turning ruddy as big fat teardrops fell down them.

“What did he say?” I asked and handed Jack a towel.

He wrapped it around TJ and scooped him up and out of the bath. He held him close as I watched, my heart breaking for the young boy.

“He wants his mother,” Jack shared, his tone gutted.

I leaned over and kissed TJ on the top of the head. “I’m going to give you some time alone with him. I’ve laid out an outfit and a pull-up diaper. Both are on his bed. It seems he’s not fully potty-trained.”

Jack nodded, tears running down his face as he whispered to TJ and kissed him over and over.

I gently left the bathroom, but the second I was out of sight, a broken sob tore from my lungs as I braced myself with one hand to the wall. I’d almost made it to the guest room when a curvy redhead exited Ellen’s bedroom. The woman’s big blue eyes widened, and she dashed over to me with her arms wide open. She pulled me against her ample chest, and I sobbed like a baby into this stranger’s arms, fully convulsing against her as my grief and sorrow took over.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” she said with a hint of a slight midwestern American accent. “Cry it out. Lord knows you and Jack have had a horrible few days. I’m so sorry we couldn’t get here faster. Jack had the jet in California, and we were in Australia.”

I nodded and sniffed, clinging to her warmth. She smelled of wild berries and sunshine, a beautiful calming concoction that should be bottled up and sold everywhere. I bet Autumn clocks her scent right away and will want to know what she uses to smell so good.

“You must be Savannah,” I rasped, my voice obliterated by the emotions taking over.

She nodded and held me tight for a few minutes as I let it all out. Slowly, the crying subsided, and I lifted my head and wiped at my tears. I was still standing in Jack’s t-shirt and my panties, the shirt dampened from TJ’s shenanigans in the bath and now my tears, when the man I assumed was Erik exited.

“Am I interrupting something?” he asked gently, his Norwegian accent a bit thicker than Jack’s.

I shook my head and pulled at the hem of my shirt, trying to cover the important bits. “Hi, I’m Summer, but you probably already knew that.”

His lips pressed together, and he hooked his arm around Savannah’s waist. “My wife, Savannah. And I’m Erik, but you probably already knew that,” he repeated my words in a sweet tone and winked.

I lifted my hand and waved, then shuffled on my bare feet and pointed to the guest room. “I’m just gonna go get cleaned up, and then yeah, I’d be happy to make you some lunch. We just ate, but I can…”

He shook his head. “We’ll manage, solskinn,” he said, using the same nickname Jack called me.

I opened my mouth and closed it. “You called me solskinn,” I whispered in surprise.

“Sorry. You just look like the sun to me. Though perhaps right now it’s a bit of a rainy day.” He reached out slowly, as though I were a frightened animal that might scamper away. I didn’t, and he cupped my cheek lightly and wiped away a stray tear.

“Jack calls me solskinn,” I muttered, and he pressed his lips together and smiled.

“It suits you. We’ll take care of lunch. Go on and get ready for the day. We all have a lot to talk about.”

I nodded and then bolted to the guest room.

* * * *

After I fully showered, I felt more human, more ready to take on the day. I even blow-dried my hair and put on a touch of makeup. Then I pulled on some jeans, fluffy socks, and a tank. I pilfered one of Jack’s fancy cable-knit sweaters and pulled it on. It was huge and exactly what I needed to feel comfy cozy.

What I was not prepared for were the angry male voices speaking rapid-fire Norwegian inside the kitchen.

Slipping and sliding along the wood floors, I made my way to the kitchen, where Jack’s face was red as a tomato, the veins in his neck bulging with his overt fury as he pointed at Erik. He said something angrily, and Erik threw his arms up into the air and then slapped them down at his sides, clearly agitated.

“What in the world is happening here?” I blurted, entering the kitchen and putting my arms out in a t-shape between the two men. Savannah was nowhere to be found. “And where is TJ?”

“He’s with Savannah, taking a walk outside while I talk some sense into my brother,” Erik barked.

I had to admit, an angry, super tall, lumberjack-sized man with long hair, a beard and mustache, and very large biceps and tree trunk thighs was something to see. But it was also pretty scary, so I backed up until Jack looped an arm around my waist and pulled me until my back was against his front.

“No, he’s out of his mind!” Jack roared in return. “If you think you’re going to steal TJ away from me, you’ve got it all wrong, brother,” he seethed, putting special enunciation on the word brother.

“Steal TJ away? Someone catch me up?” I asked, trying to deescalate a heightened situation.

“Go ahead, Erik, tell Summer exactly what you and Savannah are attempting to do,” Jack sneered.

“Jack, stop talking to me like I’m your enemy. We’re family.”

“Oh really? Now, we’re family. Where the hell were you when Troy died?” Jack fired off.

“That isn’t fair. I was in the hospital.”

“And after? Where were you then? Were you consoling a grieving, pregnant widow? Oh no, you were traveling the world, trying to find yourself. While I was here.” Jack pointed at the ground. “With Ellen, our sister by choice, who had lost her husband, our best friend, and was about to have a child! Do you have any idea what that was like?”

“Jack,” Erik said his name, and I could hear the apology in the single word, but I didn’t think Jack could.

“No!” Jack shook his head. “Don’t you dare start. I was the one who went to the birthing classes with a grieving widow. I was the one that held her hand through every contraction. I was the one that cut the umbilical cord and saw TJ enter the world. For the past two and a half years, I have been here. You haven’t!”

“I know, I know. But that’s all changed. I have Savannah now, and I’m a new man,” Erik responded.

“You have Savannah now. Woo hoo! Great for you. But who had Ellen for the last two years? Who had TJ? Hmmm? He doesn’t even know you. You’ve met him what…twice in his entire life? While I have a room here and have had weekly dinner night as a family.”

“I told you, all that’s changing. I’m more present now than I ever have been. And Savannah and I talked about it. We want kids soon anyway. We can raise TJ as our own and you can—”

“I can what? Be free? Be a single man? Have nothing in my life besides work? Don’t you see, Erik? I’ve wanted a family for so long, you’ve just been too wrapped up in yourself to see it! I want people in my daily life that I can love with my whole heart. Ones who care the same for me. While you were off soul searching, I was here, in the trenches with Ellen and TJ. Grieving. Dealing with daily life. Taking care of them.”

“And I did find myself,” Erik barked. “I did, and I’m here. Right here, ready to give back. Ready to do the work!”

“Fucking great man, I’m happy for you. But you’re too late. You can’t come in here and all of a sudden play Daddy to a child that doesn’t even know your name!”

“So, what? Jack, the great playboy is ready to be a father?” Erik laughed dryly.

I clenched my teeth so hard my jaw ached from trying to stay out of it and just be silent support.

“I’m going to follow Ellen’s wishes for TJ to the letter.” Jack let me go and walked over to the counter where a large envelope sat. “In here is Ellen’s last will and testament. She listed me as Troy Jack’s guardian in the event of her death. You will note, Ellen and I already had this conversation not long after TJ was born. My signature is on the document and was signed by a witness. TJ’s mine, and I’m not letting him go.”

“Jack…” Erik lowered his voice to one of concern and not anger. “Savannah and I aren’t trying to steal the boy from you. We just wanted to offer another option. A good one. You know we’d be excellent parents. We have a lot of love to give, and we’re married. We have our life plan in place. You’re just starting out with Summer,” Erik gestured to me. “You need more time.” 

I held up my hands. “Hey, don’t look at me, dude. I want the whole enchilada: TJ and Jack.”

Erik’s head jerked back. “You just met and you’re telling me you are ready to be a mother?”

I shrugged. “Kids are awesome. I want more of them, and soon, if Jack is down with that plan. I was kind of waiting to drop that bomb on him until after the wedding, but now that we’ve got TJ, I don’t really see any reason to wait.”

Jack’s head snapped toward me. “You want kids soon?”

“Hey, I’d get off birth control the minute you said go. I’m not getting any younger, and my parents are dying for some grandchildren. I always dreamed of having a whole houseful one day.”

Jack grinned in that boyish way that made my heart pound and my coochie clench. “A whole houseful?” he repeated.

“Yeah, honey. Lots of little tow-headed kids running around my pink house, speaking bits and pieces of English and Norwegian. Dark eyes and serious expressions.” I could already imagine it.

“This woman really is the sun shining on a cloudy day,” Erik hooked a thumb toward me.

Jack burst out laughing, a much-needed break in the tension. It filled my chest with relief and joy.

“What can I say, I’m aptly named,” I smiled.

Jack padded over to me and cupped both of my cheeks. “Are we getting married, raising TJ, and having a bunch of babies?” he asked, his gaze laser focused on mine, his expression more severe than ever before.

“Yes, yes, and hell yes!” I cried out and looped my arms around his neck, plastered my body to his, and kissed him fast and hard.

“Jesus Kristus,” Erik murmured.

Savannah took that moment to enter through the front door, a bundled-up TJ in her arms. When he entered, the boy saw me and screamed, “Sum Sum!” and toddled over to me, his arms out wide.

I scooped him up and blew kisses against his neck until he was squirming and howling with delight. Then he turned around and put his hand out, his fingers grabbing at Jack.

“Dada Yak, Dada Yak,” he said and then spoke something in Norwegian.

“Ah, come here, buddy,” he grabbed TJ and put him on his hip, naturally balancing him like any dad would. Then he spoke quietly to him, and TJ’s eyes went to Erik.

“Unca Rick!” TJ repeated in broken English.

“It’s Air-Rick” Erik sounded out for TJ.

“Unca Rick!” he blurted, pointing at Erik and then said, “Sabby!” his pudgy hand waving at Savannah.

“Uncle Erik and Auntie Savvy is correct, buddy. Good job!” Jack spoke in English, then I think he repeated it in Norwegian. Which reminded me I needed to download Duolingo or Rosetta Stone to start learning Norwegian.

“Sooooo, how did it go while I was gone?” Savannah walked over to Erik and cuddled against his side.

“Jack has declined our offer to raise TJ. He and Summer are still planning to get married, raise TJ, and apparently have more children right away.”

Savannah’s eyes seemed to bulge at how surprised she apparently was. “Well, okay. That settles that. Of course, we’ll be available to support and help raise TJ in any way that’s needed.”

“I was trying to express the fact that we would be best suited to raise the boy,” Erik continued, and Jack glared, his body becoming rigid.

Savannah patted Erik on the chest. “Honey, just because you’ve got a new lease on life doesn’t mean you can push your desires on everyone else. Me, yes. Your parents, probably. Jack…uh no. He’s a grown man who has been present in TJ’s life. He’s likely to be the best source for TJ’s immediate happiness, especially during this transition period. He’s going to miss his mom a lot. Jack is a regular part of his life, as are your parents. We’re new to him. What he needs most right now is stability. Jack can give him that better than we can. And if in two or three weeks, or later down the road, Jack finds he’s not ready to be a father, we can discuss this again.”

“Thank you, Savannah. I appreciate your contribution, but I won’t be giving TJ up in two or three weeks. Not in a month or a year. I know what it’s like to not have a stable parent in your life or any parent for that matter. TJ will never feel alone or unwanted.” Jack’s gaze shot to mine, and I nodded. “Summer and I will raise TJ as though he were our own child.” 

“Understood. That doesn’t mean we won’t be here ready to give a helping hand,” Savannah offered. “TJ has family that loves him. I believe that’s the most important thing.”

“Me too. I’m sorry I got so angry,” Jack said, looking at Erik.

“I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have come at you like that. It wasn’t right. You have been in TJ’s life the whole time. I guess I just didn’t realize that you were ready for all of this. I’m seeing now, firsthand, that you have changed too.”

Jack smiled as I ran my hand along TJ’s soft hair as he pressed his head to Jack’s neck and started to close sleepy eyes.

“We’ll be okay,” I said to Jack, but meant it for all of us.

“We will. We have each other,” Jack murmured.

“We have family,” I reminded him.

Both Savannah and Erik came over, and we had a long group hug.

“Oh, and don’t forget, my parents and sister will be here soon,” I said.

“Your family is coming here, to Norway?” Erik asked. “Why?”

Jack chuckled. “Family first, brother. Family first.”


Episode 75

Unforgivable
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GIOVANNI

“And the nightmares? Have they lessened since the attack?” my therapist asked, her eyebrow cocked when I sighed deeply.

I crossed my ankle over my knee and tugged at my tie. The damn thing felt so tight that it was restricting my airflow.

“Is there a reason you are ignoring the question?” She tilted her head and stared at me.

When she did this, sometimes I felt like it was a game of chicken. Who would break eye contact first? Except uncharacteristically, I was always the one that looked away.

“Not exactly,” I gave in. “It’s frustrating to have my nights plagued by this. I eat dinner with my wife, make love to her, and then fall asleep with her scent in my nose, and her body tucked tightly to mine. Everything is fine. Fucking great even. I’m living the dream. I’ve always wanted Julianne. Always.

“Now I have her, and this shit creeps up when I’m sound asleep and attacks me all over again in the middle of the night. Why isn’t it going away?” I snarled and then clamped my mouth shut, realizing I was physically growling like an animal.

“It’s been a week, Giovanni,” she stated rather gently, then leaned forward and pushed the tissues closer to where I sat across from her.

“And?” I looked at her blankly and then felt the wetness around my eyes. “For fuck’s sake.” I reached forward, grabbed a tissue, and wiped at my leaky eyes. I didn’t even know I was tearing up. That’s how removed from all of this I wanted to be.

“And these things take time.”

“How much time? Give me a realistic timeframe to work with.”

She smiled and pushed a long strand of curly dark hair behind her ear. When she smiled freely, she was a knockout. A rather stunning, long-legged, curvy Black woman with style, elegance, and class. Which would put me off speaking about my private life with her—if she didn’t have this comforting way and lilt to her voice that somehow made me believe everything would be okay.

“Healing doesn’t work that way, I’m afraid. It takes as long as it needs.”

I groaned.

She held up a finger. “With that said, I can already tell you’re a lot calmer than you were the last two visits. That in itself is progress.”

I spun my finger in a circle. “Whoop-dee-doo. I don’t want to appear calm; I want to stop having flashbacks and waking in the night after having horrible nightmares that scare the hell out of my wife. Julianne is worried about me, and she has enough to worry about.”

“Oh?” she prodded, one of her overtly obvious ways of getting me to talk about something or someone.

“The judge sided in her favor regarding her case. And I, in turn, handed over my family’s percentage of our shared company so she’d have governing interest, and her brother can fuck right off.” I grinned, imagining how Brenden probably took the news when his lawyers were notified. He’d lost his wife and now primary ownership of FM Enterprises. It was the least he deserved for all the shit he’s pulled.

“Brenden, the brother. Your ex-best friend. The man married to your ex-fiancée, the woman who attacked you.” Her dark eyebrows rose toward her hairline.

“Exactly.”

“And how do you feel about sticking it to Brenden in this manner?”

I grinned. “Fucking fantastic.”

She shook her head.

“What? He deserves all of it. You disagree?” I scoffed. 

“No, not at all. He has wronged you both deeply, and he’ll have to deal with the repercussions of his choices.” She nodded. “Doesn’t change the fact that what he did to you, to Julianne, still hurts. He is family.”

I made a rude noise with my mouth. “Not anymore.”

“Is that how Julianne feels? Have you discussed her brother and the chaos he and Bianca brought into your lives?”

“Well, yes and no. We’ve discussed the business, the forgery, and, of course, the fight her brother and I had. But, at the moment, she’s more concerned with me and my mental health after what occurred.” That tight feeling in my neck crept up, making me want to remove the damn tie all together. Instead, I tugged at the offensive thing once more.

“What about the baby?” She asked the one thing I wanted to talk about less than the attack.

“What about it?”

“It?” The single word sounded more like an accusation than a question.

I ground down on my back molars, feeling like a dragon, ready to blow fire and burn the world to ash.

“There’s no proof that I’m the father of her baby, and we won’t know unless she gets a pre-natal DNA test done or until after the child is born. If it’s mine, Julianne and I will raise it. There’s really nothing more to say about the issue, and I’d appreciate it if we moved on.”

She stared at me for a long moment. This time I didn’t back down, staring lasers right back.

“Okay. Let’s get back to the nightmares.”

* * * *

When my session ended, I felt emotionally fileted. My therapist assured me that the nightmares would eventually subside. Her theory was, the more I worked through the trauma, the more likely they’d come to a natural end.

I wasn’t convinced, but I was tentatively hopeful.

That hope died when I finally made my way home. I’d barely stepped a foot in the door when I heard glass break from deeper within the apartment. I moved quickly to the kitchen. Instantly my hackles rose, seeing Brenden sitting at the bar top, his hand wrapped around a beer. Directly behind him was a dent in the wall and a shattered beer bottle, the contents splashed everywhere, strewn across the tile floor.

“What the hell is this?” I snapped.

Brenden popped off his stool so fast it crashed to the ground as he backed away, hands in the air.

Another bottle flew across the kitchen and slammed into the wall again, just barely missing hitting Brenden in the head.

“Jesus, Jules!” he screamed as he ducked out of the way. “I’m calling a truce!”

“Fuck your truce!” she screeched. “I thought I could listen to you apologize, but you’re not sorry!” She reached for another beer, the fridge door hanging open as she launched another full bottle.

That one hit the target, hitting Brenden in the center of his chest and then exploding into a million pieces when it hit the tile.

“Ouch, holy hell. Stop! Stop!” he cried. “Are you going to do anything about this? She’s going crazy!” Brenden looked at me for help.

I leaned against the counter, crossed my arms over one another and watched him dance while my wife lost it.

“I’ll show you crazy, you rat bastard!” She tossed another bottle.

That one clocked him in the knee, and he went down to the floor and curled into a ball. I grinned at the sight.

“Nice one, baby,” I praised.

She blew the wild red curls out of her face. “Thank you,” she panted and shut the fridge door.

“Feel better?” I asked.

“A little bit, yeah. How was ther—uh, your appointment?” Her eyes went wide as though she were afraid she might have unintentionally shared my private business. 

“Therapy was good,” I admitted loud enough for the cretin to hear. I wasn’t ashamed of having a therapist. I was ashamed of the specific reason behind why I needed one. “She gave me a few things to think about and try. We’ll discuss them later. I see your day has been productive.” I gestured to Brenden, who was using the kitchen table to balance as he shifted a chair and folded his body into it.

“Brenden said he wanted to apologize in person,” she sneered, her focus on her brother.

“Did he now?” I asked, surprise evident in my tone.

“Jules, I didn’t try to take the business away from you, but that’s exactly what you are doing to me,” Brenden blustered, his narrowed gaze on my wife. Then he turned toward me. “Both of you want to remove me from my birthright.”

“You mean, like you did to me!” she screeched, and I winced at the piercing timbre. “You tried to fire me, Brenden! Can you even imagine how that made me feel to have my own brother push me away, and right after our parents died!”

He held up his hands. “I will admit, that wasn’t one of my best moments.”

“Your best moments? Are you fucking kidding me right now? You screwed Giovanni’s fiancée on their rehearsal night. You then married her three weeks later. You tried to fire me and push me out of a job I loved, and out of your life. And now what…because your wife is in jail, and I now own full say in everything FM Enterprises, you come crawling back as though you all of a sudden have a fucking heart? I don’t think so big brother!” She picked up the beer he’d left on the counter and catapulted it at his head.

It barely missed as he hollered and ducked.

“Okay, okay, I get it! I’m an asshole. I fucked up. Royally. I want to make amends.”

Julianne burst into full belly laughter as tears scored down her pink cheeks.

“I mean it. I do want to apologize. I did you wrong.” He looked at me. “Both of you. And I’m sorry.”

I didn’t have to say a word, Julianne said it all on our behalf.

“You’re not forgiven. Don’t you see? The shit you pulled Brenden is unforgivable.”

His head dropped forward, and his shoulders sagged. “I’ll put in the work. Whatever it takes to win your favor back.”

Julianne closed her eyes and shook her head. “It’s not that simple, Brenden.” The tears kept falling, and I wouldn’t stand for that. I moved through the muck and pulled her into my arms.

“I think you need to leave—unless you want me to make you leave again,” I grated. 

He shook his head and stood up. “You fractured two of my ribs last time,” Brenden muttered and cupped the side of his rib cage.

“Less than you deserved,” I warned. 

He scowled as he pushed his chair back in. “I really do want to fix things between us. Mom and Dad would hate that we’re fighting.”

Julianne removed her face from my chest and glared at her brother. “Mom and Dad would be so disappointed in you. They wouldn’t be able to see straight through their fury. Whatever this is”—she waved her hand up and down, gesturing to his entire body—“it’s not the brother I was raised with. I don’t know where he went, but my guess is he was brainwashed by an evil bitch.”

“Bianca’s in jail. Exactly what you both wanted. My pregnant wife is rotting in jail because of you two, and here I thought we could try and work things out,” he huffed. 

“You’re delusional. That woman assaulted my husband.”

“Oh, come on, like my tiny wife could overtake a man of Gio’s size and stature. He’s got what, a hundred pounds on her? Puh-leeze. Sexual assault? Really, Gio? No jury in their right mind is going to side with you.”

I could feel my wife tense, and her entire body trembled with anger. Thankfully, I had my arm wrapped around her waist, because she flung herself forward like a deranged cat that had just been sprayed with water and was going to scratch his eyes out. I locked her tight against my chest as she kicked and windmilled her arms.

“I’ll destroy you! Let me at him!” She wailed and screamed like a banshee ready to commit murder.

“Get ahold of yourself, Julianne. You really have lost it. I don’t know what I was thinking coming here, hoping to be forgiven. I genuinely thought maybe we could talk things out, and you’d drop the trumped-up charges against my wife,” Brenden spat. “She’s pregnant. She shouldn’t be in a jail cell.”

“No, she should be in the black hole for drugging and assaulting an unsuspecting man. I hope they throw the book at her!”

Brenden rolled his eyes as not one, but three phones started to ring. Brenden’s, mine inside my pocket, and Julianne’s, which was lying on the counter.

“Jesus, what now!” Julianne barked.

Brenden answered his phone while I ignored mine and kept Julianne from getting into trouble for attacking her sibling. Not that I wouldn’t love to see that show, because I truly believed she’d kick his ass.

“She what? When? Who?” Brenden asked the caller.

A huge, evil smile stretched across his face as he looked at us.

“I’ll be right there,” he spouted and then hung up. A smarmy expression flitted across his face. “Good news. Looks like I don’t need your help with Bianca after all.”

Julianne frowned.

“Why is that?” I dared ask.

“Because Bianca just made bail.”


Episode 76

This Too Shall Pass
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NAOMI

“You’ve arrived where? Atlanta? Mom, you can’t be serious.” I held the phone to my ear as Memphis puttered around his small kitchen making brunch. We’d slept in, made love and now were famished. The plan was to have a lazy day with Memphis showing me around his stomping grounds, not entertaining my parents, who God only knew why, decided to fly their private jet to Georgia.

“We have to meet the family you’re marrying, of course. I’ve already made reservations at Atlas. We’re staying at the St. Regis.”

“Mom, I’ve barely just met my soon to be in-laws…” I tried.

“Darling, we do not have time to waste. The wedding is in just over two weeks, unless you’ve decided to postpone?” she hedged, sounding hopeful, which grated on my last nerve. 

“Mother, I made it clear that Memphis and I will be planning our own wedding. We’ll let you know the details as soon as they have been decided.”

“Whatever you say, dear. Regardless, I’ve already called Mrs. Taylor and invited them to dinner this evening. We’ll be at the chef’s table, which is a great honor, as you know.”

“You called his mother?” I gritted my teeth, trying to breathe through the anger.

Memphis chuckled and shook his head but didn’t interject, just kept on cooking as if my mother’s antics were all the same to him.

“Of course. It would be rude of me not to after hearing the news you’re engaged to the man. In societal norms, we’re already behind. We should have met him when you started dating but seeing as you’ve shot straight through all of that to impending nuptials, I’m playing catch-up.”

“Nothing about me being with Memphis, or our marriage, can be put into a high-society box, Mother. I’m marrying him because he’s the man for me. I’m doing so, outside of your gilded world because that’s what I want. That’s what Memphis desires. He doesn’t care if we marry in his mother’s backyard.” The idea hit me like a ton of bricks. It was absolutely perfect. “Actually, you know what… Hey, baby?” I called out.

Memphis flipped a piece of bacon as he munched on another one he’d already cooked. “What’s up?”

“Do you think your mother would let us get married in her garden?”

“Naomi Shaw, don’t you dare! A backyard wedding.” My mother practically gagged through her gasp. “It’s untoward. My reputation would be ruined with all the ladies at the club. And your father, he would not be pleased.”

I grinned. This idea just got better. 

“Baby, she’d be through the roof. You know how proud she is of her garden.” He smiled gently, and my heart squeezed at the joy-filled expression on his face, cementing the plan more firmly in my mind. 

“If a backyard wedding is what you want, darling, we can do so at the New York estate. I’ll have tents put up and an endless array of fresh flowers, a champagne fountain, maybe an ice sculpture…”

“No.”

“No to the backyard? Oh, thank God!” Mother stated with relief. “It would be a stretch to do it justice in such a short time frame. We can host at the country club, or maybe I’ll call my contact at the Museum of Modern Art. You and Memphis can say your vows in front of priceless works of art. Yes, that would be lovely and perfect for the society pages,” she carried on.

“No to all of it. If Mrs. Taylor agrees to host our wedding, we will do it at the home where Memphis was raised, and in the garden his mother painstakingly tends to. It’s absolutely beautiful and will make the perfect location for a small, private affair.” I got up from my chair and went to snuggle against my man’s side. He nuzzled my neck and looped one arm around my waist. “I think your mother’s garden would be exactly fitting for us, what do you think?”

“Love the idea and my mother would be honored.”

“Naomi, please don’t do this,” my mother pleaded.

“It’s already done. Get used to the idea. And while you’re here, perhaps we can go wedding dress shopping?” I offered the olive branch, knowing my mother couldn’t pass up an opportunity such as this. 

She sighed deeply. “Your father is not going to be happy about your plans.”

I covered my mouth and tried not to laugh out loud. “We’ll tell him tonight so he can’t explode with guests in attendance.”

“Hmm, that could work, though Abraham has been known to have ugly outbursts in the past...” she warned.

“So, shopping?”

“Yes, I’ll set up some appointments with the best bridal designers in Atlanta. I may have to call in some favors, but I have a few IOUs in my back pocket, ready to go for situations like this.”

I was a situation. I rolled my eyes and sighed. 

“Mom, we could just go to the local shops and buy something off-the-rack. It doesn’t have to be…”

“Stop that line of thought right now, young lady. You’ve already made my life a living hell by choosing to have a backyard wedding like a commoner. I’m not about to have my daughter wear an off-the-rack wedding gown. I’d be the laughingstock of the year, no the decade! Do not say another word or so help me God, I’ll join your father’s campaign in breaking you two up.”

“That’s cruel, Mom.”

“Desperate times, darling. Don’t be late for dinner. Six p.m. sharp. Ta-ta for now!” she said and hung up before I could say goodbye or get another word in.

I growled under my breath and tossed the phone on the counter before faceplanting against Memphis’ broad, warm chest.

He rubbed his hand up and down my back. “You okay?”

“They’re impossible. You know that, right? You’re marrying into a family of rich snobs who can’t help themselves.”

He chuckled and pulled me farther into his arms, wrapping both around me and rocking us both side to side.

“You know what my granny always said when life was shit and getting me down?”

“What?”

“This too shall pass. And you know what, she was right. Every time. Nothing bad is permanent. Eventually, we all get through the tough times, moving onto the good. One day, your parents will just look at me as their son-in-law, not the man who is taking their daughter away.”

“Doubtful, but one can hope.”

“I have faith, baby.” He dipped his head and kissed me softly on the lips.

“I have faith in you,” I whispered.

“And I have enough faith for the both of us.” He kissed me again and smacked my ass, sending a little shiver down my spine. “Go sit down. I’m going to feed my woman and then we’re showering together.”

“Ooh, I feel better already.”

He laughed as he plated the food. “See, it’s already working. This too shall pass.”

* * * *

We met Memphis’ parents and his granny outside of the hotel. Granny was wearing a bold flowery dress and a quirky matching hat. Mr. and Mrs. Taylor were dressed similarly though more subdued in their fashion choices.

“Church formal, Granny?” Memphis smiled. “Stunning as always.” He bent down to her height, and she cupped his cheeks and placed a kiss on each one.

“Nothing but the best for my boy.” she said before letting him go and pulling me into a warm hug.

“My boy, Althea.” Memphis’ mother chastised from beside us as she hugged her son.

I don’t know why, but I held on tight to Granny, lavishing in the comfort of someone who genuinely gave affection and meant the feelings behind their embrace. She pulled back and tilted her head to the side as I blinked away sudden tears. “None of that now. It’s a day for celebration. We’re breaking bread with your parents, building a stronger foundation as one big family.”

I swallowed down the lump in my throat because Althea Taylor was a good woman down to her bones. But she didn’t know my parents. Beneath all the pomp and circumstance and the wealth, they weren’t naturally loving like the Taylors, and I was afraid of how they would treat them.

Memphis took my hand and shook it. “You good?”  

“No, but I’ve got you,” I confided.

“Damn straight. Let’s show them how welcoming us Taylors can be.” He grinned, his confidence shining in every word.

I plastered a genuine smile on my face because pretty soon, I’d be a Taylor, too, and there was nothing bad about that.

We entered the hotel lobby and were directed to the restaurant. The hostess led us straight through the opulent dining area and into a special section next to the kitchen with an open view of the chefs cooking.

My parents came out of their seats as we started to make introductions, when my mother looked directly at Althea and boldly asked, “And who are you?”

I noted that the table was only set for six, not seven. Internally, the fear of what my mother might say made gooseflesh rise on my skin and sweat bead at my temples.

“Chantelle Shaw, this is Althea Taylor, the matriarch of the family. It seems as though the table was set for six in error. I’ll see about having the adjustment made,” I volunteered and raced off to find help.

Before I could exit the area, a man in a suit approached and offered his assistance. I told him the concern, and he assured me he’d take care of it right away. And when he snapped his fingers at a couple of waiters and whispered our needs, the two individuals bolted into action.

Before we were finished with the pleasantries, the table had been adjusted. Memphis led his Granny to the head of the table, and she proudly took a seat. 

My father’s face was set in a grim line as my mother made nice with Robin.

We ordered drinks and were handed a very select menu with only ten items total.

“Excuse me.” Granny waved over our waiter, stationed not far from the table.

“How may I help you, madam?” he asked her.

Granny put a hand to her chest. “Such manners. Well, young man, my menu doesn’t have any prices on it. I believe I received the wrong one,” she stated.

Before I could correct her, Memphis’ father blurted. “Mine too.”

“Same here,” Robin stated, waving her menu like a flag.

Neither of my parents could contain the sour expressions that crossed their faces.

“Hey, guys, the prices are never listed in this particular restaurant,” I informed them.

“Then how are you supposed to determine what you can afford?” Leon asked.

“Dad, you don’t,” Memphis interjected. “You pay whatever the price is at the end of the meal.”

Leon shook his head. “And let some establishment take me and my hard-earned money for a ride? Can you believe this, Abraham? They think we were born yesterday?” He blustered and showed the menu to my father, who looked at him blankly.

“Dinner is our treat. Please do order whatever you like. We have eaten here before and are comfortable with their pricing structure,” my father offered. 

“I can’t let you do that.”

“Oh, but we insist,” my mother started, and I knew when Leon continued to shake his head that I would have to intervene. Leon was a proud man who took care of his family.

I reached past Memphis and patted Leon on the hand. “It’s customary in my family for the person that sent the invitation and picked the location to pay for the dinner. Perhaps the next meal will be a place of your choosing, and you can treat us,” I suggested.

My mother nodded avidly to which I was eternally grateful, even though my father looked bored and annoyed. 

“I could have you over for my homemade mac and cheese, and Leon can grill,” Robin offered, and I could have kissed her. “He’s a grill master.” She smiled lovingly at her man, and my heart melted. 

“She’s not lying,” Leon boasted and chuckled openly. “I’m a wizard on the grill.”

“Sounds…like a unique experience,” my mother agreed.

“Well, all right then. I’m starved. What’s good around here?” Leon asked, and I watched a muscle in my father’s jaw tick as he attempted to cover a sneer. Something he did rather poorly, but thankfully, Robin and Leon hadn’t noticed.

We gave our orders for appetizers and entrees as my father asked what Memphis’ father did for a living.

“Retired now,” Leon stated, rubbing his leg. “Was a long-haul truck driver for almost thirty years, until I had a bad accident.”

“Oh no,” my mother said, actually sounding as though she cared.

“Yep, it was the darndest thing, but I’m lucky to be alive—”

“And thank the good Lord for that. Praise Jesus,” Althea cut in, hands in the air, face pointed toward the sky.

Both of my parents looked at her as though she’d turned into an alien right before their eyes.

“So, Mrs. Taylor, Memphis and I wanted to ask you a very important question about the wedding,” I cut in, and my mother closed her eyes and sighed while my father actually snarled.

I powered through, knowing this request might make my father angry, but he’d never lose his cool in mixed company.

“As you know, Memphis and I want to get married right away. Within the next two weeks to be exact. We were thinking it would be incredible to get married in your garden.”

“What?” My father snapped at the same time Robin clapped and cried out happily, “Oh my goodness, yes!”

I smiled as Robin continued. “I would love that more than anything,” she said excitedly. “We can even set up a wooden podium and shift the arbor so that it serves as the perfect backdrop with my roses blooming behind it. The girls will be thrilled to set everything up. And I know a great baker in town. She goes to church with us and makes the loveliest desserts. Ohhh, you could even do a cupcake tower type of cake if you want!”

“A cupcake…” My mother shook her head. “I do not think so.”

Robin waved a hand. “It’s hard to explain, but I’ll text you some pictures. She even lets you have multiple flavors, and it’s easy peasy to pass out.” She put her hands to her chest, her smile stretched wide, her cheeks rounded with the effort. “I’m so honored.”

“No daughter of mine is getting married in a backyard wedding.” My father’s nasty side finally came to the forefront.

Granny narrowed her gaze. “Are you saying my son and daughter-in-law’s home isn’t good enough? Surely, we misheard you.” She gave him time to adjust and explain.

“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.” He crossed his arms over one another. “This is ridiculous. Naomi, how can you be entertaining any of this?” He gestured around the table. “I raised you better.”

Leon tossed his napkin on his plate. “What’s going on here? You haven’t said much. Do you have a problem with your daughter marrying my son?”

“Finally, it comes out. I’m glad you see it too,” my father rudely added.

“See what?” Leon quipped, his brow furrowed.

“How ridiculous all of this is. My daughter with your son,” he scoffed.

“Again, I’m not quite understanding you. Perhaps I missed something,” Leon growled. “I think you need to spell it out for me…” He gestured to the entire table, all of us having gone silent.

“Dad,” Memphis warned. 

Leon lifted a hand. “No, son. I want to hear what Abraham has to say. What is so ridiculous about your daughter being with my son?”

“Please, you don’t seem to be daft, Mr. Taylor. My daughter is a multimillionaire, and if she lets go of this silly idea of marrying your son, she can take her rightful place as heir to my empire and be a billionaire. She’d have the world at her fingertips.”

“And what does her future aspirations have to do with my boy? It was my understanding that he supports your daughter’s career goals.”

“I do, absolutely, Mr. Shaw,” Memphis cut in. “I’m going to do everything within my power to aid Naomi in achieving her dreams while I set out pursuing my own.”

My father huffed. “I don’t mean to be uncouth, Mr. Taylor, but your son is what? A college dropout—his only talents lying on a football field? What is he bringing to their prospective marriage but a bunch of failures?”

That had me jerking my head back as though I’d been slapped. “I can’t believe you,” I seethed.

“I only speak the truth,” my father blustered.

“So let me get this straight,” Leon continued, his tone fierce. “You do not approve of this marriage.”

“Not in the least,” my father agreed.

“Abraham, please,” my mother pleaded, her hand to his shoulder.

He shook her off. “No. I’ll not sit here and have a meal with these…people, who don’t even know what we’ve done or sacrificed to get to where we are today. Naomi should be with a man like Malik!”

Oh, good Lord, here we go again.

“I’m never marrying Malik, Dad. I don’t love him!” I cried.

“And you love this man you’ve known what, two weeks? You’ve known Malik all your life. He’s the perfect man for you. He’ll father the next generation of successful Shaws, and our legacy will continue.”

Leon stood, wobbling a bit as he grabbed his cane and braced one hand on the back of his chair. “Why are we here? If my son isn’t good enough for you or your legacy?” Leon grated, his words a deep angry timbre that would make anyone quiver in their boots.

“Because I needed to speak some sense to all of you. I’m prepared to offer you millions of dollars to force your son to walk away from my daughter.”

And there it was. My father always believing money was the solution to everything.

“Here we go again.” My mother sighed, grabbed her champagne, and downed the entire thing. I didn’t have time or the energy to scold her for drinking when she shouldn’t be.

“I’ve heard enough. Robin, Momma, we’re leaving,” Leon stated flatly. 

Both Robin and Granny stood as the waiter approached with our appetizers. We hadn’t even taken a single bite of food before everything went to shit.

“Twenty million dollars,” my father called out coolly. “Twenty million and all of this goes away.”

Leon took his wife’s hand and shook his head as he looked my father straight in the face. “I feel sorry for you.”

My father laughed. “I can’t wait to hear why.”

Leon looked at me with sorrow-filled eyes, then at his son. “Money can’t buy love, Mr. Shaw, but it can destroy a man from within.”

On that parting wisdom, he led his wife and mother out of the restaurant, their heads held high.


Episode 77

A Not So Blast From the Past
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MADAM ALANA

Emily trembled within my arms. Her skin becoming clammy and cool to the touch as the car careened through the busy streets of Paris. I could hear her breathing was rapid and shallow.  

“Chérie, look at me,” I whispered.

She lifted her face, her eyes rolling a bit before they centered again. I could see her pupils were dilated. I think fear was throwing the young girl into shock.

I rubbed my hands up and down her arms, trying to warm her while I kept her close. “I’m right here. You’re going to be okay. I’ll handle this. You just stay calm and quiet and everything will work out as it’s supposed to. Okay, my darling?” I encouraged, and she nodded silently.

“I said, shut the fuck up!” the masked passenger shouted, in an accent I believed was Russian. He pointed his gun at us while the SUV took another corner so fast our bodies squashed up against one man and then settled against the other like we were in a pin ball machine. “Give me your phones, now!” he barked.

I went to reach into my purse when it was ripped out of my hold by the attacker sitting to my left. Emily pulled hers out of her back pocket and half tossed it at the scary man before burrowing into my chest. She sobbed against my breast, her fingers digging into my arms. Her breathing became even more rapid before she brokenly gasped, and her entire weight slumped against my chest.

“Fuck, the girl passed out,” the man sitting to our right said.

“Good. We’re almost there,” the masked passenger growled as he tossed our phones out the window.

“Emily!” I panicked and pressed my fingers to her neck. Her pulse fluttered against my fingertips, sending waves of relief through my body. She was okay, just so terrified her body shut down.

I looked out the window and noted we were in the 1st arrondissement nearing the Ritz Paris, which overlooked Place Vendôme. A five-star hotel in the heart of Paris was not the seedy location I’d expected to be taken. And yet, the SUV pulled behind the lavish hotel where a few other masked men with visible guns were waiting. The SUV came to a screeching halt, and the men beside us jumped out. I patted Emily’s face gently.

“Wake up, darling,” I said, my heart in my throat. “Please, Emily…” 

“Just grab her and let’s go,” the lead man instructed one of his men, while pointing at Emily.

Then, before I could make a move, one of the burly men grabbed Emily around the waist, pulling her limp body from my arms and tossing her over his shoulder. I scrambled out of the car after them.

“Let her go!” I screeched, reaching for her and hoping someone nearby would hear my screams.

A meaty hand covered my mouth while a large muscular arm wrapped around my waist and lifted me off my feet as though I weighed as much as a feather. We were bodily dragged through a dark back door that led to a freight elevator. It went straight up the four floors to the top of the hotel.

“If you scream or say a single word when I let go of you, I will take the girl and carve your initials into each of her plump baby-soft cheeks. Then maybe I’ll take one of her little fingers and send it to her parents as a gift.” 

A sob tore from my lungs, muffled against his hand as the visual reached my brain. I nodded and held my breath as he let me stand on my own two feet and removed his hand from my mouth. I inhaled a full breath sharply and focused on Emily, who was still passed out, hanging over one of the men’s shoulders.

When the elevator stopped, one man walked down the hallway to a door at the very end. He opened it and disappeared through it. For several heartbeats, we all just stood there silently, none of us moving a muscle. The door across from us opened again, and he waved us forward.

“All clear, but hurry. Our guys have eyes on every floor, but you never know.”

I was grabbed by the elbow and shoved forward. I winced at the painful grip on my arm but kept quiet. We were led out into the main hallway of the fourth-floor suites from a staff only section. The men took us directly to the Suite Impériale, which made no sense. I knew from experience this room cost upward of $26,000 or more per night. In the States, they sometimes called it the Presidential Suite. Now why would my kidnapper take me to a room boasting the peak of luxury? None of it added up.

Not a single soul had exited any of the hotel’s suites as we were led to the double doors at the end. Once inside, two of our guards broke off and stood sentry outside the hotel room.

“Don’t let anyone in, no matter what,” the primary leader snapped.

They gave curt nods as the door shut, and Emily and I were brought to the living space in the center of the room. Once Emily was laid on the couch, I went to her, patting her cheeks. She blinked her eyes open, a confused expression on her face as she moved to sit up.

“No, stay lying down. I think you went into shock and passed out. You’re okay.”

“I want my dad,” she gulped, tears tracking down the sides of her face.

“I know, chérie. Just rest and stay quiet while I figure this out.” I pulled the throw blanket hanging over the back of the couch and covered her with it, then leaned forward and kissed her forehead. She held the blanket just under her chin while her eyes darted around the room.

Using every bit of strength I could muster, I faced forward, pressed my knees together and sat up straight. “Can someone please tell me the meaning of all this? Why are we here?”

Primary leader man lifted his hand and pulled off his mask, showing a handsome, rugged face I didn’t recognize. He had dark hair, short on the sides and long on top. His eyebrows were two narrowed slashes on a pronounced brow. His jaw was square and chiseled, reminiscent of someone from my past, but I couldn’t put my finger on whom. The visual was just out of reach.

He glared at me with hate in his dark, soulless eyes. “You know, for a rich woman, you’re not very bright. Leaving your guards behind like that,” he tsked. “Stupid move. Worked in our favor, though, didn’t it?” His voice was slightly accented, but he seemed to hide it, preferring to use an Americanized intonation.

“Our?” I prompted, attempting to get him to share more about who was behind all this.

The man chuckled dryly, then moved to the bar and poured himself a glass of straight Stoli vodka. He took a long sip, tilted his head to the side, and grinned. “You really don’t have a clue, do you?”

“I’m afraid not. I don’t tend to make enemies in my line of work. Especially not ones that would kidnap me and an innocent child.”

He took another drink. “That couldn’t be helped. You were holding onto her, making it very clear she was important to you. In my line of work”—he used my phrasing but with an added note of sarcasm—“you have to make split-second decisions that will benefit the whole. I knew you’d be more likely to come willingly if we took the girl. But as long as you do as we say, and follow our directions to the letter, no one will get hurt. Well, she won’t.” He gestured to Emily whose bottom lip quivered. “Your fate has yet to be determined.”

“That’s right, because I ruined someone’s life and now mine needs to be ruined? Wasn’t that what you wrote on the threatening messages?”

He shook his head. “Not me, but the man I work for.”

“Ah, some unknown man that believes I harmed him somehow.”

He shrugged. “So it would seem.” He finished the rest of his vodka and slammed the tumbler back down on the counter. “Settle in; he’ll be here soon.”  

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Emily said, loud enough for both of us to hear.

The man rolled his eyes. “Hold it,” he growled.

“Auntie, I have to change my pad,” she croaked.

I looked at the man with a stern, pointed expression. “May I take her to the restroom, please? I doubt you want a mess on these lovely white couches.”

Emily sat up and curled forward, covering her pelvis with her hand and hissing as though pained.

“Cramps?” I asked, rubbing on her back.

She nodded.

“Fine,” he bit out. “Hurry. And if I think for a second you’re pulling a fast one, I’ll hurt the girl.” 

Emily made a gagging noise.

“I think you get the picture, now go.” He pulled the gun from his holster and gestured toward a door off the living space.

“My purse has extra sanitary products.” I pointed to my bag that one of the men had placed on top of the bar.

Instead of handing it to me like I’d hoped, knowing I had a sharp nail file inside it that I could possibly use as a weapon, he dug through and pulled out a padded square wrapped in pink plastic. He tossed it at me, and I caught it mid-air.

I gave him a closed lip fake smile. “Merci,” I mumbled and hustled Emily into the bathroom.

Emily pulled down her pants and sat on the toilet. Apparently, she did need to use the restroom, but I knew she wasn’t due for her cycle for another few days. Thankfully, I’d kept a sanitary napkin in my purse just in case.

“Are you bleeding?” I asked.

She shook her head and then pointed at her watch. “It’s an Apple watch. They took my phone, but I can send and receive most everything.” She prodded the device display, pulled up her contact labeled “Dad” and moved to press call.

I shook my head and stopped her hand. “No, chérie, they’ll hear. Text him: 4th floor, the Ritz. Call 112,” I whispered close to her ear. In the states people called 911 for help. In France it was 112.

Her eyes lit up and she nodded, typing on the tiny screen at what seemed like the speed of light.

“Gotcha. I also silenced it,” she said so low I could barely hear it.

A loud banging sounded on the wood door, and we both jumped, Emily covering her mouth, so she didn’t scream.

“Hurry the hell up! The boss will be here any minute.”

I paced as Emily typed and peed at the same time. For having been so scared she’d passed out, she certainly bounced back and was doing great under pressure now.

She finished the text, flushed the toilet, and moved to wash her hands.

“Keep the sweater over your wrist,” I said right against her ear.

She nodded as I opened the door.

I took Emily’s hand and led her back to the couch. This time she sat right next to me, our thighs touching, our hands held together. She kept her head down, her hair covering most of her sweet face.

“You know, you could let the girl go before your boss gets here. There’s no reason to bring a child into whatever this is,” I tried.

The man’s shoulders shook as a bout of laugher left him. “Not happening. Besides, the girl looks familiar. Who is she?”

I shifted Emily closer, wrapping my arm around her back.

“No one. I’m babysitting for a friend,” I snapped.

“Bullshit. She called you Auntie, and I happen to know you don’t have any living relatives besides your husband, Christophe, who also has no family. And yet…” He tilted his head. “I’ve seen her somewhere… Look at me,” he demanded.

Emily shook her head and kept her head down. I’d never been more proud of her.

“Leave her alone!” I yelled as the door to the suite opened, and several men in black suits entered. A single large man in the center.

A man I recognized instantly.

It couldn’t be.

I hadn’t heard from him in over thirty years. Frankly, I’d been told he’d died at the hand of one of his many women. Stabbed in his sleep.

“Angus?” I gasped.

“Hello, Alana, it’s good to see you again,” he said in that charming thick accent I now knew was Russian.

My mouth fell open and closed. “I thought you were dead.”

His lips twitched into that smarmy smile that was all too familiar, his fake white teeth shockingly bright against his darker skin. His hair was no longer black as it had grayed over time, but it still looked greasy and unkempt.

He moved to the single chair across from the couch and took a seat. He snapped his fingers and one of his men got him a glass of vodka and put it into his hand. Another man handed him a cigar and a guillotine cutter with which he snipped the tip, allowing the top to fall to the white carpet without care. The same man flicked on a lighter and held it aloft. Angus leaned forward and lit his cigar, blowing large puffs of the noxious smoke into the air.

“Angus, why am I here?” I asked.

“That is the twenty-million-dollar question, isn’t it?”

I frowned. Twenty million was the exact number I paid him for the purchase of The Marriage Auction decades ago.

“I’m sorry I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you?” He puffed on his cigar and glared, an evil glint in his eyes.

I shook my head. “I really don’t. After I legally bought the auction for well over a fair price for the time, I never thought about you again.”

“Is that so?” He snarled. “That is not how I remember it going.”

“Oh?” I said, genuinely confused.

“After you took my book of business, my clients, and all my data and disappeared off to France, the authorities came after me for my part in the murder of Celine Holt. You double crossed me!” He sneered.

I shook my head. “Darren was given life in prison. I made no mention of you during any of my interviews or within my statements. You can check the court records.”

“Oh, believe me, I did,” he growled. “And yet, somehow, six months after all was said and done, you nowhere to be seen, the FBI came calling. They had been given undeniable proof of my involvement in the unlawful marriage of Celine and Darren. I was taken in, treated like garbage, and sentenced to ten years. And you know what I did for those ten years?” he asked, smoke billowing out his mouth and nose.

I licked my suddenly dry lips. “I swear it wasn’t me. Angus, you have to believe me,” I pleaded.

“I spent every minute of that time plotting how I would return the favor to you and yours,” he continued, not paying attention to me at all. 

“It. Wasn’t. Me,” I said as loud as I dared.

“Lies!” he roared, his face turning a molten red. “You were the only one that knew the finer details of my connection to Darren and Celine and the other men who were involved. All of them were on my roster.”

“Anyone involved in your organization was kicked out of the business within 48 hours of it being mine. I had no involvement. I swear!” I repeated the truth as I knew it.

“You ruined my life!” he fired back. “I lost ten years of my newborn daughter’s life because of you and that bitch Celine. If she was still alive, I’d kill her all over again. Instead, I’m going to have to settle for making your life a living hell, or maybe I’ll just lock you in the basement of one of my homes, hmm? Let you rot for the next ten years so you know exactly what it feels like to lose everything you love and hold dear.”

“Boss…” one of Angus’s men, standing by the window, called out.

Angus patted his bottom lip as though in deep thought. “Actually, maybe I’ll…”

“Boss!” the man called out louder.

“You dare interrupt me!” he growled.

“The authorities are here.” The guy pointed out the window to the street below.

Angus’s head snapped back to me, and he glared daggers. “You called the authorities?”

“With what phones? We gave them to your men in the car.”

He inhaled, his nostrils flaring as he snapped his fingers. “You”—he pointed at window man—“look into this and ready the ‘copter.” He turned and faced the lead guy. “Dimitri, take the girls out the back and meet at location C in an hour.”

“Get up!” The man I now knew was Dimitri demanded. He grabbed my elbow and tugged me from the couch, Emily following. “What about my wife?” he rumbled, his focus on Angus. 

“I take care of my own,” Angus sneered. “She’ll arrive in France soon. Now do as I say,” Angus commanded.

Dimitri yanked my arm, dragging us to the front of the suite and out into the hallway. We half-ran to the staff door we’d used earlier. I knew this was going to be our one and only chance to escape. I squeezed Emily’s hand and kept her close, my mind running through a thousand possible scenarios and coming up with nothing.

We entered the freight elevator and went down to the ground level. The second the doors opened, six policemen with guns and protective shields came into view. Red dots pointed at all of our chests.

“Hands up! Now!”


Episode 78

Safe
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MAIA

“We’re so close now,” Rhodes barked at our driver.

We were following the dot on Emily’s phone tracker. It hadn’t moved in the last ten minutes, leaving us to believe that the attackers were holding them somewhere not far from where we’d been when we found out they were missing.

“It says we’re here. Stop the car!” Rhodes hollered and shoved the passenger door of the SUV open before the vehicle even came to a complete stop.

Rhodes alighted from the car in a blur of movement. I scrambled after him and found that we were in what could only be described as a business area next to a busy street, one that included a roundabout where cars were zooming through at high speeds. There were cars and people everywhere. I scanned the roads, and the park across the street from where we’d stopped, looking for anything that might be familiar or look out of place.

“Where is she?” He pointed to his phone. “It says she should be right fucking here.” He smashed his finger on the cell’s display screen, his voice harried and gruff. Each moment that passed without him finding his daughter was shaving off another layer of his patience.

“Let me see, Rhodes,” I asked, coming closer. He shoved the phone into my hand.

“Emmmmiiiilllyyyyy!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Aaaallllaaaaannnaaaa!” He continued as I followed the blinking dot, moving super slow until I saw something white in the gutter, standing up against the edge of the curb. I ran over to it and found not only one phone but an obliterated sleek black one.

“Over here!” I called out to Rhodes and the guards that were scanning the area. The three of them ran toward me.

“It’s both of their phones,” I gulped, the initial excitement of finding the phone completely lost when I realized that whoever had taken them must have tossed their phones out of the car window.

They could be anywhere.

Rhodes saw the phones, closed his eyes, and fell to his knees right there on the side of a busy road in the heart of Paris.

He cupped the top of his head as he curled in on himself.

“Rhodes.” I went to my knees and wrapped my arms around him the best I could.

“She’s gone! They’re fucking gone. Our one lead…” He finally let out a torn sob. “My God…” He shook his head as his shoulders convulsed. “They could be hurting her.”

“Don’t think like that. She wasn’t the intended target. We’re going to find her. Hope is not lost.” I knew better than most that the second you lost hope, it was a deep dive into heartache and fear.

Suddenly, Rhodes’ phone pinged with a new message. I still held it in my hand as the display lit up with Emily’s name.

“Rhodes!” I shoved the phone in front of his face. “It’s Emily!”

He scanned the message.

“What does it say?” I blurted, my heart pounding a mile a minute as anticipation flooded my system.

“4th floor, the Ritz. Call 112,” he stated as he read.

“What’s 112?”

“That’s like calling 911 in France. Oh, good God.” He stood. “It’s from her Apple watch. Holy shit, we know where she is. The Ritz, 4th floor. Call the cops!” he called out to one of our guards.

They both instantly went into action, making calls.

“Let’s go! Now!” Rhodes grabbed my hand and practically dragged me to the car. We climbed into the back as our two guards jumped into the front and we shot off into traffic.

Rhodes pressed some buttons on his phone and then lifted it to his ear.

“We know where they are!” he spoke without offering a greeting. “The Ritz. What?” he barked. “You’re supposed to be getting medical treatment, Christophe! Fuck, okay, I get it. We’ll meet you there. We’ve already notified the authorities. We’re going to get them back!” he said with a smile on his face. He hung up the phone, lifted my hand, and kissed the top. “We’re going to get them back,” he murmured against my skin as though repeating it would somehow make it true.

* * * *

The car ride to the Ritz Paris was a hazy blur as the four of us raced through traffic at a much higher speed than everyone else. The driver laid on the horn almost the entire way until we pulled to a screeching stop behind a slew of police cars.

Once again, Rhodes jumped out of the vehicle. This time, I was hot on his heels, scanning the authorities for a little blonde head. Rhodes wasn’t so subtle. He ran at full speed through a bunch of officers standing around and straight toward the entrance of the Ritz. He was bodily stopped by a pair of officers.

The officer spoke in French but switched to English once Rhodes started talking.

“No one gets in or out. Building is locked down.”

“My daughter was kidnapped! She is in there right now. It’s my kid and her aunt. You cannot hold me back!” he roared and pushed at the officers, who did, in fact, hold him back.

“Monsieur, monsieur!” They tried to calm him as he pushed and hollered in their faces. If he didn’t lay off, they were going to arrest him.

“Rhodes!” I heard and turned around to find Christophe running in our direction. “Where are they?” he cried out as he approached at a full run. One of his arms was wrapped in a soiled bloody bandage, the rest of his sleeve soaked with crusty brown-red blood. “Where’s my wife and niece?” he added to the explosive situation.

The authorities spoke in English and French, telling Rhodes and now Christophe once again that no one was getting in or out of the building until they’d contained the scene.

“The scene? Was my daughter hurt?” Rhodes gasped, his face turning ghost white.

“Et ma femme?” Christophe roared in one of the officers faces.

I tried to grab both of their shoulders and haul them back, but they wouldn’t budge.

Out of nowhere, we heard, “Daddy!”

The three of us and the cops turned to see who was screaming, and my entire heart practically exploded with joy when I saw Emily and Alana rounding the building’s corner, several officers guarding them with guns at their sides.

“Daddy!” Emily broke away from the group, her arms out, legs moving fast as she ran toward us. Her hair was flying in the breeze, and tears were falling down her cheeks, but she was alive.

“Alana!” Christophe called out and bolted toward his wife.

Emily reached her dad, and he scooped her up and into the air, tucking his face against her neck. He trembled and shook so violently I worried they’d fall over, but he held strong. He wasn’t letting his girl go anytime soon.

“My girl, my baby girl. I was so scared. Thank you, God! Thank you!” He held her as they both cried.

Tears tracked down my face, and I just stood and watched it all unfold, relief and happiness flooding my heart and soul.

Just behind Rhodes was Christophe who was kissing every inch of Alana’s face before, finally, her mouth. He whispered words of comfort and love in French as she nodded and smiled, tears coating his fingers as he cupped her cheeks.

“Let me look at you.” Rhodes finally sniffed and wiped his runny nose and tears against his forearm. “Are you hurt?” he asked while he ran his hands down her arms and over her back.

“No, Daddy, I’m not hurt. I’m okay. Alana kept me safe.”

“Thank God,” he croaked and pulled her back against his chest. “Maia, get over here.” He waved me over and once again, I actually felt like part of the family. I bolted into their huddle, and he hugged us together.

I kissed the top of Emily’s head. “We were so worried. Your Dad was a mess as we looked for you. We’re so, so happy to have you back,” I whispered through my own overwhelming emotions.

Emily reached her hand between us and grabbed mine, keeping me close to her and her dad. She shivered as the realization that she was safe swept through all of us.

“You’re safe,” I whispered to her. “Safe, honey.”

She nodded and then snuggled deeper against us both, clinging so hard to my hand I could feel her nails digging into my palm, but I didn’t care. Whatever she needed to feel safe she’d get.

After a few long minutes, Rhodes released the hug huddle. “I need to see Alana,” he rumbled.

The ravaged, gritty tone he used made me instantly nervous.

“I’ve got Em,” I said. Emily burrowed against me, her arms fully wrapped around my body as she put her ear to my chest and looked out at the chaos surrounding us.

I watched as Rhodes approached Christophe and Alana.

Was he going to be angry that they were kidnapped on her watch? They did leave their guards in the car, which was the exact opposite of what we’d all agreed to.

Worry buzzed at my temples as I held my breath.

“Alana…” Rhodes started.

She turned his way, tears falling down her pretty cheeks. I’d never seen her cry before. As expected, she was a beautiful crier.

“I’m so sorry,” she murmured, her body language stiff and strung so tight I thought she might snap in half.

He reached for her arm and pulled her against his chest. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” he chanted and ducked his head. Then my big man broke down in the arms of a woman he loved like his very own sister. Alana wrapped one arm around his shoulders, the other cupped to the back of his head.

“It’s okay. We’re okay. Everyone is okay,” she repeated.

Christophe lifted his uninjured arm and clapped Rhodes on the back in what could only be seen as solidarity.

I watched as Rhodes nodded but clung to the woman’s embrace. “Thank you for keeping my baby safe. I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost either of you,” he admitted.

She eased back and cupped his cheeks. “Nonsense. You were always going to find us, mon chéri. I had no doubt. It was only a matter of time after Emily’s smart thinking.”

“That was your idea?” I asked Emily, and everyone looked at her.

She nodded excitedly. “At first, I was so scared that I passed out.”

“What?” Rhodes barked.

Emily waved her hand. “I was fine, Daddy. Auntie made sure of it. Then I remembered that even though they took our phones, I had my Apple watch on. So I told them I needed to use the restroom before the scary boss guy got there and we texted you from the watch!”

“That was so very brave of you,” Rhodes praised, letting Alana go and coming back to stand before his daughter. “So brave, Emily.”

She smiled so wide her cheeks turned pink. “I saved the day, huh?”

“You certainly did!” He hugged her again. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

“We have to go to the hospital. Apparently, Christo felt it prudent to leave in the middle of getting his arm stitched,” Alana glared at her husband.

Christophe smirked. “Nothing was keeping me from seeing you immediately.”

“Your health and well-being matter just as much as mine, mon coeur,” she scolded.

“If the situations were reversed, you’d wait to be stitched before meeting your husband who’d been abducted right before your very eyes?”

“Hmmmmmm,” she hummed noncommittally.

“That is what I thought, mon amour.” He took her hand and kept her close. “Why don’t you three go on ahead to the house, and we’ll be there soon.” 

Alana and Emily were both unharmed. Still, even though Emily seemed fine, I knew we’d need to work through this terrifying experience. And I’d be there to help her with processing everything. The one thing I was good at was dealing with trauma.

As we started to head for the SUV, a man in a suit approached. “Excusez-moi, Mr. Davenport, Mrs. Toussaint? I’m Antoine Moreau, lead inspector assigned to this case. I understand this is a trying time,” he said in an extremely thick French accent. “However, we need information immediately about the men that held you. Particularly a man named Angus Sokolov. He’s wanted in several countries. And no one has laid eyes on him in years…except for you two.”

“Are you saying he got away?” Alana gasped, a hand going to the center of her chest. Christo tucked her close in response.

“Oui. He disappeared out of thin air it seems. We were able to capture many of the men that were here, including his top henchmen, Dimitri Volkov. He was the one that was leading you out the back. Though I know the type. He’d rather die than rat out his boss. A man like Angus always has leverage against the members of his team.”

“Dimitri did mention something about a wife. Angus responded that she hadn’t arrived in Paris yet. They had a few harsh words about it before we went out the back. He also mentioned readying a helicopter.”

The inspector wrote that information down in a notepad. “That’s excellent information. I need to interview you and the girl.”

Rhodes lifted up a hand, stopping the detective from getting any closer to us. “Look, Inspector Moreau, my 13-year-old daughter was kidnapped and held by these criminals. She’s been terrified for hours. I’d like to get her fed, rested, and in bed so she can feel safe,” Rhodes stated in a tone that brooked absolutely no argument.

“And my husband needs to go back to the hospital. He was shot by one of Angus’s men and was receiving treatment when he was informed we’d been located. If you’d like to escort us, I’d be happy to tell you every detail I can recall. Emily was passed out for much of the experience and likely won’t be able to add anything more than what I can share.”

“Oui, madame, I shall follow you. Merci. Mr. Davenport, I still need to interview your daughter. May I come to your home tomorrow?”

Rhodes nodded. “If you must, yes, you can come to the Toussaint’s home tomorrow. We’re staying with them while on holiday. I hope you catch this motherfucker. He deserves to be put away for life,” he sneered.

“Oh, we’d love nothing more than to lay our hands on him. I’ll be in touch,” inspector Moreau confirmed.

“We’ll see you back at the house,” Rhodes rumbled and then took Emily’s hand and gestured for me to take her other one, putting his daughter between us as we walked to the car, our two guards leading the way.

“Do you think Aurelie will make us some crepes? I’m starving,” Emily said on a yawn.

“I’m sure that can be arranged,” Rhodes smiled and seeing it made me smile.

Emily was fine. Alana was fine. Christophe would be fine.

We were going to be okay.

As long as the cops could find this Angus guy, all of this should go away.

I had no idea how wrong I’d be.


Episode 79

A Whisper in the Wind
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JACK

Summer’s family arrived just after the Johansen’s, with two suitcases apiece and big smiles for everyone. Apparently, they were planning on staying a while.

The room was loud and filled with laughter, warm greetings, and welcoming hugs. I watched Summer introduce everyone while holding TJ on her hip. She was a natural with him. It was a side to her that I didn’t expect to see so soon but couldn’t deny made me happier than I should be at such a sorrow-filled time.

Ann instantly went to Summer and reached for TJ.

“He doesn’t usually take well to strangers…” I warned as TJ went willingly into Ann’s arms, making me look like an idiot.

“Oh, who is my sweet baby boy! Grandma is soooo happy to meet you!” she cooed.

Shockingly, TJ patted her face and smiled as though he’d known the woman all his life. Something he didn’t do with just anyone. It had taken some time for him to warm up to Erik and Savannah, and here he was, babbling at a perfect stranger in Norwegian.

Summer came over to me and looped her arm around my waist, tucking her head against my chest.

“Mom is really good with kids. They all love her. She says it’s her super power.” She sighed contentedly. “But it’s true. I’ve never met a little one that didn’t gravitate to her.”

She swung TJ back and forth, dipped him forward and kissed his neck the same way I noticed Summer did with him. He squealed with glee as the Johansens looked on, also in surprise. They’d been some of the only family in TJ’s life, so they were already well known in their grandparent role and understood that him being so comfortable with Ann was a true blessing.

“Summer, he’s sooooooo cute!” Autumn gushed and reached out for the boy.

Ann turned sideways, keeping TJ away from Autumn and shook her head. “I’ve waited my whole life for a grandchild. You can just move on.” She stretched her arm out and fluttered her fingers, dozens of bracelets tinkling as she did so. “Me and my grandson have some bonding to do.”

TJ reached out for Ann’s wild blonde hair. “Sum Sum,” he said, making the connection to Summer’s mother’s hair and her own.

Summer left my side and clapped her hands. “That’s right, TJ, Grandma and Sum Sum have the same hair.” She put her head next to her mother’s lifting up a lock to show him.

“Ganske,” TJ whispered with awe in his small voice.

“What does that mean?” Ann asked.

“He said pretty,” Summer answered instantly, filling me with pride. It seemed as though my fiancée had been paying attention when I translated words for her.

“Well, Grandma thinks you’re ganske,” Ann repeated.

TJ laughed heartily, then looked around, just now realizing how many people were in the room. His eyes landed on the Johansens, and he reached his little hands out toward Irene. “Momo!”

Irene went over and played with TJ’s fingers. “Hello, søtnas.” Hello sweetie she fussed.

“Momo!” he squealed and bodily reached for Irene again.

“Momo means grandmother in Norwegian,” I said to Ann as she passed TJ to Irene.

“Aw, he loves his Momo.” Ann continued to interact, clearly very excited to meet him.

The adopted grandmothers took care of entertaining TJ as Henrik and Bernie approached me.

“How you holding up, son?” Henrik asked.

My shoulders automatically slumped. “I’m not going to lie. This is all very surreal. I never in a million years envisioned this scenario.” I looked down at my bare feet, not really seeing anything as another wave of grief plowed into me. “Losing Troy was hard enough, but now Ellen,” I croaked.

Henrik reached out a hand and gripped my shoulder. “You’ve been through a lot. All of us have, and you’re going to go through even more raising TJ. Just know that we’re all here for you and Summer. You’re just as much our family as Erik. We’ve always tried to show you, Troy, and Ellen that we love you all like our very own.”

“I know…” My calm façade started to crumble as Henrik pulled me into a fatherly hug. If I could show TJ half as much love as I’d received from Henrik over the years, he’d be fine. I held onto Henrik for a long few moments, then pulled away, wiping at the stray tears that kept falling whenever I got choked up.

Bernie then tugged me into a hug. “And the Belanger clan are all here to show our love and support too. Our families are uniting soon into one big happy family, and I couldn’t be happier to add you, TJ, Erik, Savannah, Henrik, and Irene to the crew,” he said with a couple manly claps to the back.

“Thank you for coming.”

Bernie shrugged. “Where else would we be? Family steps up during the hard times.”

I gave him a weak smile, but deep down, the wave of love and support for TJ, Summer and me was overwhelming.

Summer and Autumn approached where we were standing. “Hey, honey, I’m going to get started on dinner for everyone. Do you want to get drink requests?”

“Wine.” Ann called out.

“Oooh, I second that.” Irene agreed.

“I could do wine, but I wouldn’t be against trying some of that beer you brothers brew if you’ve got any,” Bernie added.

“Oh, Ellen has a full supply.” I smiled and then realized Ellen didn’t have anything anymore, because she was gone.

Nausea swirled in my stomach, and my mouth turned sour.

Suddenly, all I could see was Summer’s gorgeous face. She had her hands cupping my cheeks. “You okay, Jack?”

I swallowed down the grief and nodded.

She lifted up onto her toes and pressed her mouth to mine, obliterating the grief and discomfort with her soft lips and gentle caresses. As she pulled back, she tilted her head and ran the tips of her fingers down my nose to my lips. I pursed my lips to kiss her fingers.

“Stay with me, okay? One thing at a time. First, drinks. Then, dinner with family.”

“But Ellen…” I shivered at my own mention of her name. “I wish we were having this big family dinner and she and Troy were just out getting something from the store and would arrive at any minute.”

“I know. Me too.”

“But that’s never going to happen a…again.” I shuddered with the reality of it all. 

She licked her lips as her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “No, it’s not. But we are here now. All of us celebrating their memory and giving their son the love of a big family. Let’s focus on the good we can give their boy.”

“I’m falling in love with you. Real love. The forever kind,” I blurted, not being able to hold it in any longer. My admission incurred a few gasps coming from behind us. I did not give a shit who heard me. I needed Summer to know this was real. That my growing love for her wasn’t going to go away. 

“I know, sweetheart. It was only a matter of time,” she said as if she’d always known.

I couldn’t help but laugh through my stupid leaky eyes as I grabbed her hips and pressed her closer. Leave it to Summer to already know my feelings and be unfazed by them. “Do you have anything you’d like to add to the conversation as I lay my heart out for all to hear?” I waved my hand, gesturing to all of the adults standing gawking at us.

“Honey, we’re fated. I was just waiting for you to catch up. I was born to love you,” she said as if it was written in stone somewhere by God himself. “And I do love you. And TJ. And the life we’re going to build together as husband and wife. And the babies we’re going to add to it.”

“Are you for real?” I pressed our foreheads together. “Sometimes I think you’re too good to be true.” I admitted one of my biggest fears when it came to giving my heart to her.

Her fingers wove through my hair. “It’s part of my charm. Just go with it.”

I chuckled. “Okay solskinn, I’ll just go with it.”

Her belly growled loudly. “So…dinner and drinks then?” She brought me back around to what started this entire conversation, before I spilled my soul and feelings out into the room in front of our families like a lovesick loon.

“I’ll get the drinks. You start dinner and let me know if you need help,” I said before kissing her silky lips one last time.

“As if she’s going to cook.” Ann scoffed and practically ran into the kitchen. “Autumn, get my spices!” She snapped her fingers.

“On it, Ma!” Autumn said, digging through one of the suitcases in the corner and pulling out a huge clear bag filled with a bunch of other small bags containing herbs and spices. “Huzzah!” she cried out.

“Huzzahhhh!” TJ screeched, copying her.

Everyone laughed as TJ toddled over to me. “Dada Yak! Huzzahhhhhh!” he squealed again.

I burst into laughter and picked up my boy. “That’s right. Huzzah!” I agreed.

He clapped his hands and kept repeating the cheer.

I was sad and immensely happy when looking into TJ’s beautiful smiling face. Summer was right. We needed to fill up on the good because the next few weeks would be trying ones, learning to be parents while navigating our grief. But if anyone could help me and TJ through, it was Summer and our new, large, family.

* * * *

Dinner went off without a hitch. Everyone pitched in, making it come together easily. Ann was completely Vegan so there were some interesting substitutes for what I would consider “normal” ingredients, but in the end, Irene had pan seared and baked some chicken breasts for us carnivores while Ann made a spaghetti squash pasta with an olive oil-based sauce that was out of this world. They put the large dishes right on the table along with salad and heated rolls.

We ate in the formal dining room. The same one we once used for holidays. During those times, I would bemoan the empty chairs that were now all filled. All but one. 

Summer put her hand on my thigh. “You good?”

I placed my hand over hers and squeezed. “Yeah, I am. Just wishing Ellen could experience this.”

“Oh, she is. And she’s so grateful,” Autumn added, having heard what I said to Summer, who was sitting next her.

Summer nudged Autumn. “Not right now,” she growled under her breath.

Autumn dipped her head. “Well, she is happy,” she mumbled. “I thought you might want to hear that. But what do I know,” she rolled her eyes.

“Wait a minute. What are you saying, Autumn? Repeat that,” I asked. 

Autumn looked up after shoving a bunch of veggie noodles into her mouth, a couple of the long strands hanging down her chin as she stared at me with big eyes. She shook her head, that wild red hair bouncing as she finished chewing, covering the bottom half of her face with her napkin.

“No, I want to hear what you just said.” My tone was firm.

“Honey, you know Autumn, it’s um…nothing.” Summer scrunched her nose, and I knew that meant she was flat-out lying. I had learned enough about Summer to catch some of her tells, and when she wasn’t being completely honest, she scrunched up her nose.

“Oh, it’s definitely not nothing,” Ann waved her fork. “My Autumn is gifted with sight,” she shared with the group proudly.

“Sight?” Savannah asked.

“She can speak to the spirits, has visions, can often see bits and pieces of the future,” Ann shared. 

“Mom…” Summer warned.

“Really? You can talk to ghosts?” Savannah asked Autumn.

Autumn nodded but didn’t say anything, clearly worried she’d misspoke.

Erik cleared his voice. “Maybe we should just…”

“No!” I snapped. “Autumn, you heard me say I wished Ellen was here to experience this amazing dinner. And in reply, you said what?”

Autumn licked her lips, then looked at Summer as though she would get in trouble if she spoke.

Summer leaned back into her chair. “Go ahead. You might as well. The cat is already out of the bag, you can’t put the damn thing back in it.”

Autumn fiddled with her hands in her lap and sat up straight. “I just said that Ellen was experiencing this dinner, as she’s watching over us now. She keeps sending me waves of gratitude and love.”

“Well, I’ll be damned.” Bernie said and lifted his wine glass over the table. “To Ellen. You are loved and you will be dearly missed.”

One by one, each person lifted their glass.

I grabbed Summer’s hand and both of us lifted our free one, holding our wine in the air.

“To Ellen,” I whispered, grief coating my now dry throat. 

“Mama!” TJ lifted his sippy cup. How he realized we were talking about his mother, I didn’t know, but the joy on his face couldn’t be denied.

As I looked at the boy I would father, my heart started to pound, everything becoming all too real. Then a cool gentle breeze slid along my skin. Along with it, a floral, woodsy, almost beach-inspired scent swept through the air, easing my fears.

“Do you smell that?” Summer asked. “It…smells kinda like the beach.”

I knew exactly what the smell was. It was Clinique My Happy, Ellen’s perfume. 

“We’ll take good care of him, Ellen. I promise,” I said out loud to a now quiet room.

TJ broke the silence by screeching, “Huzzah!”

We all laughed and then cheered, “Huzzah!”

* * * *

Later that evening, Summer and I put a knocked-out TJ to bed. I covered him up with the quilt Irene had made him when he was born and tucked him in nice and tight. Then I stood and stared at the boy.

I’d always loved him with my whole heart, but this was different. I was now responsible for another human life. And as sad as I was, I was happy, too, because everything I ever wanted was coming to fruition.

Sadness and grief pressed into my subconscious as that realization hit me hard.

“What are you thinking?” Summer whispered.

“I was thinking that all I ever wanted was a family of my own. People that I could love unconditionally, who would love me the same in return.”

“And?”

“And I had no idea I would have to lose so much in order to achieve it.” I covered the sudden sob that tore from my throat.

Summer grabbed my hand and dragged me out of TJ’s room, into the guest room we were sharing. “Jack, Ellen did not die because you wanted to have a family. She was in an accident. Just like Troy. You didn’t manifest them losing their lives so you could have their son. You are gifting them the highest honor by raising TJ on their behalf. Don’t let grief twist your mind up. You and I were already on our own path toward being a family, remember? In a few days, we were supposed to get married on the farm.”

“And now we’ll be at a funeral.” I gulped, letting the nastiness out.

“Yes, you’re right. We’ll be sending Ellen to the afterlife while we’re still here, continuing our journey. Only this time, we have a little boy that will be coming on the journey with us. Who knows? Maybe this was always meant to be. Maybe this was also part of our destiny. The Universe has spoken. We’re going to be parents sooner than expected. So what? We have tons of support.” She pointed to the wall that led to the living space where I could hear the crew carrying on, downing bottle after bottle of wine and sharing memories of Troy and Ellen.

“You make it sound so easy while I’m second-guessing every decision I’ve ever made. Everything has to change for TJ.”

She shrugged. “That’s what you do when you raise kids.”

“Well, where are we gonna live? In California? In Norway? When are we going to get married? When does TJ need to be in school? Ellen had him in a daycare pre-school type thing. What about your business? What about Johansen Brewing? I’m the CEO. I can’t just neglect my commitments and neither can you.”

“Holy goddess, Jack! Slow the heck down. We have lots of time to figure every last one of these things out.”

“It will only get worse as the days go by.”

“How? Tell me how it will get worse,” she fired back, her tone heated.

“Because you could get up and leave me and TJ at any moment!” I slumped to the bed, my head in my hands, the truth a gaping open wound between us.

Summer approached, and I grabbed her hips and put my head against her stomach, needing her close.

She ran her fingers through my hair, her nails scratching down my scalp.

“There it is. That’s what’s really bothering you. Ellen left you. Your real parents abandoned you. All the moms you trusted in foster care ultimately left you. Troy passed on. Erik went off on his own for years and left you alone to handle it all.”

“Summer,” I rasped, my emotions gritty and raw as I dug my fingers into her hips. 

“You’re worried I’m going to leave you. But Jack, that’s not going to happen.”

I lifted my head and stared into the prettiest eyes I’d ever seen. “You have no good reason to make this mess your life.”

“No reason? What about love? I love you, Jack. I love you. I’m not going to wake up one day and choose another life. Baby, I choose you, and I choose TJ.”

“Forever? Not just three years?”

“You really think I give a fuck about that marriage contract? It’s already a whisper in the wind. I’m marrying the man I’m in love with, and adopting his son. That’s the life I choose.”

I let her words sink in and finally…they did.

“I’m not falling in love with you anymore,” I admitted, my soul reaching for the only woman I’ve ever wanted to spend my entire life with. 

“No?” Her lips twitched knowingly.

“I’m already in love.”

“Yeah, baby, I know you love me. You show me every time you look at me. Every time you kiss me. Now get up here and kiss me good enough for it to last through more wine and our family bonding time,” she instructed.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Do I even want to know what they are doing?”

“Mom’s doing everyone’s tarot cards. Autumn is reading their palms and telling them their futures. So yeah, kiss, then we gotta get in there.” She hooked a thumb toward the door.

I stood up, tunneled my hand through her glorious hair, and kissed her with all the love I had within me. When we were done, she was wobbly on her feet.

“I want to marry you.” I tightened my grip on her hair. 

“Okay.”

I dipped my head and pecked her lips. “Soon.”

“Okay.”

“Let’s go get our cards and futures read.” I sighed and took her hand.

“No need.” She grinned. “My future is just like my name. Filled with sunshine.”

I knew then and there I’d never be alone again, because Summer blacked out all of my darkness, making everything shine bright. 


Episode 80

You Belong to Me
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JULIANNE

“Looks like I don’t need your help with Bianca, after all,” my brother said with a slimy looking smile as he pocketed his cellphone. 

I frowned, uncertain where Brenden was going with his statement.

“Why is that?” Gio questioned when I couldn’t bear to.

A terrifying look of triumph crossed Brenden’s features. “Because Bianca just made bail.” He grinned, then lifted his hands, palms facing out. “I’ll see myself out,” he taunted and left the kitchen.

Gio held me tight as I started to tremble within his arms. “They let that disgusting woman out on bail? How?” I whispered, truly not able to understand how this could have happened. The woman drugged and assaulted a man with ill intent. She was caught in the act. Where is the justice system in all of this?

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. First things first, are you okay?” He rubbed my arms, and I shifted back to stare up into his face.

“Am I okay?” I scoffed, staring into those frosty blue eyes, looking for any hint of emotional trauma at the news we’d just received. But, of course, Giovanni was a man who had a one-track mind. And his mind makes me the priority, his own needs and feelings secondary.

My bottom lip quivered as I was genuinely hit with the fact that I could have had this man my entire adult life if I’d maybe been honest with him all those years ago. If I’d been more mature and admitted it was me in bed with him, and not his loser girlfriend, perhaps we could have had a decade of love already. He would have never met that bitch Bianca, and she wouldn’t have gotten her claws into him or my brother. If only…

“Julianne, you’re frightening me. Say something.” Gio’s voice was deep, demanding, and filled with concern.

“I can’t believe you’re worried about me.” I shook my head. “Gio, are you okay? You’re the one she hurt the most.”

He gave me a soft smile. “I have everything I could ever want standing before me. Am I unhappy at this turn of events? Absolutely. More than anything, I’m worried about what she might attempt now that she has been released. With her in jail, we had less to worry about.”

“That’s for sure.” I sighed and blew a lock of hair out of my face as I placed my hands on Gio’s chest, enjoying the thump-thump of his heartbeat against my fingertips.

“The good news is, when we were at dinner with Joel and Faith, and you were predisposed with planning our Grecian trip, I discussed the situation at length with Joel. He shared much about what occurred between Faith and her ex. It was far worse than anything we’ve dealt with, but he not only gave me some excellent advice, he provided me an ace in the hole.”

“Oh?” My heart started to beat faster as adrenaline pumped through my veins.

“He suggested I keep an eye on her, even in jail. Which means, the second the paperwork went through regarding her bail, the special security team I hired was notified of the situation.”

“What does that mean exactly?”

“It means the moment Bianca stepped foot out of the station, the team I hired is watching and keeping me posted of her comings and goings.”

“Okay, that sounds smart. I just hate that we have to even worry about her at all,” I said and wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my ear to his chest.

He embraced me fully, rubbing his chin against the top of my hair.

Gio’s phone rang close to where I was resting my head. I pulled back as he reached inside his suit coat pocket and pulled it out, his brows pinched together.

“That’s them now. Probably wanting to update me on her release,” he stated calmly before he answered.

“Mr. Castellanos, I was expecting your call,” Gio stated. “Yes, we did hear that Bianca was released on bail,” he said and then frowned deeply. “What do you mean she’s on the run?”

I stepped out of Gio’s arms and covered the gasp trying to leave my mouth.

“You’re kidding? How was she able to board a plane? I thought a person wasn’t allowed to leave the state if they were under criminal investigation.”

Gio’s shoulders slumped as he leaned the bulk of his weight against the counter. His head dropped forward in what could only be seen as frustration. “They didn’t see her as a flight risk, meaning she still had her passport? Fantastic,” he said dryly. “Do we even know where she went?”

His head snapped up as I held my breath, waiting for every little morsel of new information. “France?”

“France?” I mouthed. “Why France?” I whispered.

He shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. She never once mentioned France other than possibly going there for our honeymoon.”

I made a juvenile gagging noise and stuck out my tongue at the mere suggestion of Gio and Bianca honeymooning.

Gio pressed his lips together in a broken smile and whispered, “Behave.”

He listened for a bit longer. “So, what’s the plan?” His eyebrows rose toward his hairline in an expression of surprise. “A private jet? Whose?” He hissed. “I have no idea who she might know with deep enough pockets to secure a private jet at a moment’s notice. None of this makes any sense.”

I watched helplessly as he rubbed at his temples, clearly upset with the information being given. “You have men waiting at the airport already?” Suddenly, a smile flitted across his face, and I sighed with relief. “That’s good news. Okay, keep me posted on where she goes once she lands. Bruno, thank you so much for taking this job. Joel said you were the best, and clearly you have already proven that,” Gio offered. “I’ll keep the phone on me. Thank you.”

He hung up and let out a long breath of air.

“What? Tell me everything! She’s gone to France?” I rattled off, dying to know what he found out.

“According to Bruno and his team, right after Bianca was released, she was picked up by a blacked-out SUV. They followed her to LaGuardia airport where she was taken to a private section that bypassed the normal departure, security, and gate checks. She was immediately whisked away on a private jet to France.”

“And we don’t know whose jet it was?”

He shook his head. “No, though he does have men on the ground in France ready to follow her when she arrives, but that will be roughly seven or so hours from now.”

“All of this means she left without my brother. Do you really think she’s on the run?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is that Bruno Castellanos is on top of it.”

“Bruno?” I tried to place the name and came up empty.

“Joel’s cousin. Apparently, he runs all of the security for Joel and his family and was an integral part of Faith and the girls coming out of their trauma being healthy, happy, and most importantly, alive. While the man that kidnapped her did not fare so well.”

“Yikes.” I nibbled on my bottom lip and looked down at all the broken glass and beer spilled everywhere. “I need to clean this up,” I sighed.

When I turned to get the broom, Gio grabbed me by the elbow, spun me around, and plastered me to his front once more.

“What you need to do is understand that I’ve got everything under control. Bianca is not going to be able to hurt us ever again.”

Unless she’s carrying his baby, I thought but didn’t vocalize.

“But I don’t understand, Gio. She got out on bail when she shouldn’t have. She’s now mid-air, on her way to France. A different fucking country on another fucking continent. None of this is under control!” My voice rose along with my ire. “I am so tired of you—of us—getting the short end of the stick. This bitch is evil, and she deserves to go down!” I pointed to the ground and stomped my foot.

“You need to calm down,” he said in a low, commanding tone.

“Excuse me?” I clipped and tilted my head. “Don’t you ever tell me to calm down,” I growled.

Gio pursed his lips then methodically removed his jacket, laying it over the back of a barstool. He then removed his cufflinks, setting them on the counter. Next, he undid the buttons at his wrists and rolled them up his muscular, tanned forearms.

My breathing became labored as anger flushed my face and desire coiled low in my pelvis. I shifted from foot to foot, watching his every movement closely.

“You don’t believe I can keep you safe?” He cocked an eyebrow. “Then I guess it’s time I remind you to whom you belong.”

I crossed my arms and tapped my foot. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

He smirked as he undid the buttons at his collar, releasing them at a leisurely pace. My gaze was glued to each new bit of beautifully tanned skin that appeared. Once his chest was fully visible, the shirt hanging open, I couldn’t help the slight whisper of air that caught in my throat.

Gio’s eyes seemed to darken as desire wove through his gaze. He reached for one of the empty dining table chairs and pulled it a good ten feet out into the open space where there wasn’t glass and beer remnants littering the floor. He stood in front of the chair and stared me down.

“What are you doing?” I asked, clenching my hands into fists. I didn’t know if I wanted to fight him or jump into his lap.

“Proving to whom you belong.” He sat down into the chair, his legs spreading wide. “When my wife doesn’t feel safe, it’s up to me to remind her exactly how protected and beloved she is.” His voice sent a pleasurable shiver down my spine. It was the Dom tone I hadn’t heard since his assault. I’d thought he might never get back to that side of himself. I shouldn’t have worried.

“And you’re going to show me that how exactly?” I taunted, my anger dissipating as lust took its place.

He unbuckled his belt and whipped it through the loops, dropping it to the floor. It clanged against the tile, and I jumped at the sound. He opened his slacks just enough to pull his erect cock out.

I swallowed slowly, staring at my favorite appendage as he stroked it from base to tip, swirling his thumb around the glistening head. I couldn’t help the whimper that left my throat.

“I’m going to show you exactly how much control I possess. Now, come here.” He pointed at his side.

“And if I do, what do I get?” I breathed, feeling desire rippling through my veins.

“Release.” He growled the single word, and the deep rumble ping-ponged through my chest as gooseflesh rose on my skin. I itched to do as he said, but another part of me didn’t want to acquiesce so easily.

I stepped a few feet closer, but still out of arm’s reach. “What are you going to do to me?”

His lips twitched, and I wanted so badly to kiss them I almost broke down, but I stayed strong, holding out for a bit longer.

“I’m going to do whatever I want to you,” he claimed with a daring smirk.

“Is that right?” I hummed as if uncertain about whether or not I’d do as he said. We both knew I was going to cave. 

“Julianne, get your fine ass over here, now,” he barked in that no nonsense manner he often used when we were getting a little kinkier in the bedroom. I couldn’t have been happier to hear that raw demand cut through my hesitance like a hot knife through butter.

My nerve endings lit up with anticipation, knowing that when he used that tone, I was in for a satisfying evening.

“What if I don’t want what you are offering?” I blatantly lied, my chest heaving, nipples already erect, aching to be touched as I pulled off my shirt and tossed it to the floor. 

“There’s only one way to find out.” His eyes gleamed with salacious intent.

“And that would be?” I reached behind my back and unlatched my black lace bra, curving my shoulders forward to let it drop to the floor.

“Kneel.” His command was a live wire running through my body and zapping me right between my thighs. My clit throbbed with need as arousal dampened my panties.

Gio pointed to the tile by his side.

As though I were tethered, I slowly walked to him and kneeled.

“Good girl,” he praised, cupping the back of my neck.

I lifted my gaze to stare into his soulful eyes. I was so tired, confused, and angry. At the justice department. At Bianca’s mad dash to the airport. At her flying to France. At my brother making yet another scene in my home. At all of it. And yet here I was, an aroused mess of contradictions, kneeling at my husband’s side, because I no longer knew what to do or how to feel.

“I’m so frustrated and filled with rage, I don’t know what to do with myself anymore.” I admitted the dark truth. Gio would know what to do. I trusted him to wade through this hell at my side and get us both out of it unscathed. 

“I know, baby.” He massaged my neck, then ran his thumb along my jawline. “That’s why you belong to me. I know what you need. Now lie over my thighs and lift that skirt over your ass. You’re going to take twelve lashes of my bare hand.”

“Twelve?” I gulped. He’d never given me more than half a dozen before. I didn’t know if I could take that many without telling him to stop. When we discussed limits to our kink in the bedroom, we decided early on that we didn’t need a special safe word. If I told him to stop for any reason, then he stopped. End of story. He, more than me, didn’t like the idea of continuing our play if I was begging him to stop, even if I had another word I could use to end things. Apparently, the concept turned him off, and I was fine with that.

“You can handle twelve. It was only going to be six, because you allowed your brother to come to our home when I wasn’t here to protect you. The additional six are because you questioned my ownership,” he stated gently, running his fingers through my long hair.

“Gio…”

He put his fingers to my lips to shush me. “You belong to me, Julianne, and I belong to you. The day we said, ‘I do,’ we became one. I’m inclined to make sure you remember that fact. Now, be a good girl and take your spanking like a champ.”

I licked my lips, bolstered my resolve, and laid over his thighs, lifting my skirt up to my waist as I did so.

“Mmm,” he hummed, rubbing his large hand around my bared bum. Within a second, he’d untied the tiny strings at each of my hips and the lace fell away. He cupped me carnally between my thighs, his fingers dipping just inside. “I can see you like the idea of being spanked by your husband in the middle of our kitchen.”

“Gio…please…” I begged. For what, I didn’t know. I just wanted to forget it all. At least for a little while.

The first lash of his hand across the plumpest part of my bum burned like white hot fire and was exactly what I needed.

“Ahhhh,” I cried out with the second as searing heat turned to tingling pleasure.

Giovanni adjusted his thighs, tilting my ass higher.

“Yes!” I croaked as the third and fourth strikes came fast and furiously.

“I am yours, Julianne,” he growled.

Smack.

“Oh my God!” I gasped.

“Everything I have…”

Smack.

“Everything I am…”

Smack.

“Will be used to protect you.”

Smack.

“Do you understand?” he commanded with another burning, beautiful strike, this time across my thighs, which were coated with my arousal.

“Yessssssssss!” I answered with the tenth and eleventh flaming slap.

My head dropped down, too heavy to hold up.

Gio rubbed my bum roughly, gripping each cheek with a powerful grasp, cementing his ownership over my body. Only he could make it sing, pleasure and pain bursting through my nerve endings, making my sex clench over and over. My clit was a hair-trigger. One touch and I’d shoot off like a rocket into the stratosphere. 

“Who do you belong to, Julianne? Admit it and take your last spanking with honor and pride.” His tone was a tortured plea. He needed to confirm his place in my world as much as I did.

“You. I belong to you,” I grated through the searing heat and unimaginable pleasure.

His palm smacked right over my wet throbbing center, and I jolted as the mother of all orgasms barreled through me.

With speed and grace, he yanked me up, centered me over his erection and thrust home.

Stars flickered behind my eyes as I came hard, screaming at the top of my lungs, letting all the rage within me out into the open room as my husband pounded into my body. The orgasm fluttered through every nerve ending until Gio lifted me up and slammed my hips down and plunged deep, his release coating my insides as he held me tight.

I was gone.

Obliterated.

My body sizzled with tiny electric pin pricks over every pore as I slumped forward, my chin pressing against the back of his head as he buried his face between my heaving breasts.

We stayed that way for a long time, cooling down. I ran my fingers through his sweat-soaked hair.

He lifted his head, his eyes open and completely serene.

I cupped his cheeks and stared into the eyes I wanted to look into for the rest of my life.

“You belong to me too,” I whispered with conviction.

He smiled, and I dipped my head, kissing him while he lifted me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he walked us straight to the bathroom where he’d wash every inch of my body, caressing me mercilessly until I was a relaxed heap. Then he’d make sweet, slow love to me.

Yeah, I definitely didn’t mind belonging to Giovanni Falco. 


Episode 81

A Simple Man
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Once I walked my parents and granny outside of the restaurant and saw them off, explaining that we’d discuss what happened in greater detail later, I rushed back in to find Naomi sitting with her arms crossed, her body practically vibrating with anger. She had fiery daggers in her gaze pointed directly at her father when I took my seat next to her.

“I can’t believe you,” she seethed, hissing between clenched teeth.

“Me?” her father blustered. “You’re the one that set all of this into motion. If you’d just fall in line like the daughter I raised you to be, none of this would have happened.”

“You embarrassed me, Memphis, and yourselves, in front of three people I deeply want to impress,” Naomi continued.

My heart squeezed at her conviction. Naomi was the real deal, and she genuinely wanted my family to like her. She wasn’t the problem. Her stuck-up, high-handed parents, on the other hand, were not going to be easy to get past. Not to mention how upset I knew my family had to be. My father and mother worked hard to get where they are today and even with the tough times they’d had as of late, they were prideful people and didn’t deserve to be treated the way they had.

“Frankly Naomi, I don’t care what those people think of any of us. We are not like them.”

“I’m sorry to interject, Mr. Shaw, but what does, ‘like them’ mean exactly?” I ground down on my molars, trying to be steady and calm, but losing that battle with each new minute that passed.

“Middle class,” Abraham sneered as though the two words were poison on his tongue.

I jerked my head back. “Damn, brother, you go straight for the throat, don’t you?”

“I don’t mince words, if that’s what you’re getting at. And I am not, nor will I ever be, your brother in anything,” Abraham snapped.

I chuckled lightheartedly, disbelieving how whacked in the head he was. I stretched my arm out across the back of Naomi’s chair and looked him dead in the face. “Maybe not my brother, but you will soon be my father-in-law, so we should probably try to find equal footing.”

Abraham scowled as he glared. “You and your kind will never be equal to the likes of me and my family. And you’ll never be good enough to marry my daughter.”

That’s when Naomi stood abruptly. “You know, that’s too bad, Dad,” she sneered as she shook her head. “I shouldn’t have even tried to share this part of my life with you. I was an idiot to think that there was some shred of decency hidden behind the pomp and circumstance. You’re a narcissistic, money hungry, lonely man whose own wife can barely stand to be in the same room with you. So much so she’s spent years drinking herself to near-death and ended up in the hospital with a heart attack from drowning her sorrows in booze.”

“Naomi, that’s not fair,” her mother interjected.

“Isn’t it? And you expect me to live that life. A lonely housewife that spends my days shopping and lunching with the ladies at the club?” She scoffed. “I want more for my life.”

“You can have everything,” Abraham blasted, his hand smacking the table like a gavel. “I’ve created this empire for you! For my future grandchildren. All I have can be yours.”

Naomi shook her head. “That’s what you don’t see and are not”—she pointed to her ear—"hearing. I don’t need or want your life’s work. I want my own. What I’ve been working toward and what I’ve created so far is my dream, Dad. Mine. And this man,”—she hooked my arm—“he’s what I want for me. For my future.”

Abraham looked me up and down and apparently found me lacking when he stated, “Unacceptable.”

“You know what’s unacceptable? Being rude to my fiancé’s family. Trying to force me into an unhappy marriage with a man I do not love. My mother killing herself slowly by drinking herself to death to avoid you. That’s what’s unacceptable.”

“I’ll not have you talk to me like this,” Abraham stood and tossed his napkin onto his uneaten plate. “You are my daughter, and you will speak to me with respect!”

“Respect is earned, not given, Dad.”

“I am your elder. Your father. You do as I say, young lady.” He used a phrase my own father might have said to one of my little sisters during an argument. However, Naomi was a woman in her mid-twenties and knew her own worth. I didn’t see her as the ‘do as I say type’. I feared Abraham was about to see a side to his daughter he wouldn’t like.

“Nay…” I took her hand and squeezed, trying to deescalate the situation. “Let’s maybe let things cool down, yeah?”

Her gaze darted to mine, and she shook her head once before turning back to her father.

“I’m not a child, and I answer to no man. Now here’s what’s going to happen. Memphis and I are going to go to his parents’ house and apologize for your actions. Then I’m going to plan my wedding. It will be held in the backyard of my fiancé’s family home. The two of you”—she pointed to her mother and then her father—“are no longer invited. I want you to get back on your jet-fuel-hogging plane and go back home. We”—she pointed at me and then herself—“are going to get married, go on a lavish honeymoon paid for with my own damn money, and plan out the rest of our lives together. While I’m on a beach in Tahiti with my middle-class husband who makes me happier than any first-class Ivy League bozo ever could, I’ll think about whether or not I want either of you in my life or the lives of our future children.”

She leaned forward, picked up one of the uneaten appetizers, and tossed it to the center of the table. It made a loud clanging noise that rattled throughout the kitchen. “Don’t forget to eat your five-star meal. It looks delicious. Come on, baby, I’m starving. You think we can drive through McDonalds on the way to your parents?” she asked as if she hadn’t just gutted her parents like a fish.

I took her hand and nodded as I led her out of the kitchen area, through the throngs of patrons staring at us as we hoofed it past the tables, then through the hotel lobby out to the sidewalk.

“Holy Moses, woman!” I yanked Naomi against my chest, then swooped my arms around her, holding my wrists below her juicy ass as I lifted her up and spun us both in a circle.

She clung to my shoulders and squealed as I cheered.

I let her slide down my body and cupped her cheeks, staring into her pretty eyes with such pride I couldn’t even find the words right away to tell her how amazing she’d been when she stood up for herself. 

She whooped, fist bumping the air. “That felt so damn good!”

“Baby, I’m so proud of you. You told them off! That was some Oscar-worthy shit!”

Her face split into an ear-to-ear grin. “I was so mad!”

“You were well within your rights to be angry. He was all kinds of wrong. I had no idea it was that bad. He really does see himself as being above others, doesn’t he?”

She nodded and then her smile shifted. “Not me, though.” She looped her arms around my neck. “My whole entire life I’ve been trying to escape the weight of his discontent. It started with me being born a girl and not a boy. Then, when my mother couldn’t have any more kids, it became worse. My whole life was him telling me what he wanted for me. What I was going to be because of him. I never wanted any of it.” Her bottom lip began to tremble, as though all of what she had done just sank in. “I’ve never been what he wanted. Never lived up to his high standards.”

I ran my hand over her long hair. “Baby, I don’t think anyone could. That man doesn’t yet realize that he lost the best thing he’d ever created. I can only hope one day he learns from this and figures out how to earn you back.”

She closed her eyes and let her forehead hit my chest.

“I’m sorry. I know you love him and your mom.”

“I do, but I can’t be anything other than me. And I want you, Memphis. I want a wedding where the smell of your mother’s roses tickles our noses. I want your dad grilling the best Atlanta barbecue any of us have ever tasted. I want all of your sisters there decorating and helping to make things just right for their brother and his bride. I want Granny telling us what to do and asking when we’re going to have her first great-grandchild. I want all of it, because I’m in love with you. And I’m in love with all of them, even after only one freaking night.”

My heart stopped at hearing those three little words. When I entered the marriage auction, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be in a marriage based on love.

“Naomi, you did not just admit you love me out here in the middle of the street in downtown Atlanta after blasting your parents, with strangers all around?” I gestured to where we stood.

Her eyes widened as I suspected she didn’t realize what she’d said. Then, suddenly, my girl burst out laughing.

“Woman, if you’re about to give me everything I ever dreamed of, you best make sure you mean it. A man like me will get to thinking some things…” I warned, my heart leaping for joy as my mind wanted to be sure it was legit.

“As a matter of fact,” she cupped my cheeks, “I meant every last word. I love you, Memphis. And I can’t wait to marry you.”

“Hot damn,” I dipped my head and took her mouth in an obscenely wet and deep kiss.

The PDA was so off the charts, a few teens on skateboards made fun of us as they rode by, screaming “Get a room” and “Right on man, give her the tongue” until we broke apart, her giggling with pink cheeks and me chuckling, a shit-eating grin on my face. A smile that likely wouldn’t go away for quite a while. Maybe never when I had a woman like Naomi on my arm.

“Come on, Nay, let’s continue this back at my place.”

“Oh, hell no,” she clipped. “You’re driving me through Mickey D’s for a Big Mac, fries, and a chocolate shake, then we’re going straight to your parents. I wasn’t kidding about apologizing. I’m not starting my marriage with my new family hating me. Nuh-uh, no way, no how. Oh, and I hope you have your wallet on you, baby, because you’re buying,” she said and flounced—yes, flounced—her cute ass to my car.

“Yes, ma’am,” I stated instantly.

* * * *

As expected, my parents were incredibly gracious about what happened at the restaurant. Granny, not so much. Until, of course, Naomi asked Granny if she’d be willing to walk her down the aisle, since her father was no longer invited. Granny was surprised by this revelation and pulled a three-sixty on her ire, claiming that she would be taking Naomi under her wing as her grandchild from here on out and that no man, including her father, would be allowed to say cross words to her granddaughter. Then, she and Naomi prayed about it.

I was going to intervene, but Naomi dutifully took Granny’s hands and bowed her head as my grandmother prayed that all would be well, that we’d have a splendid and blessed wedding, and that one day, if the good Lord saw fit, maybe He’d help her family work out their problems.

And that was it. Nothing more needed. Once the apologies and prayers were out of the way, the discussion went straight to planning the wedding. Mom and Dad got all of us beer and wine while everyone talked over one another, sharing their ideas for our nuptials.

The conversations were light, filled with joy, and by the time we made it home, Naomi was shining as golden as the day we met.

“You look happy,” I murmured from where I stood behind her in my tiny speck of a bathroom. She had just finished washing her face and applying her multitude of skincare products.

“I am happy. I’m getting married in less than two weeks to a hunk of a man who I think might actually love me,” she hedged, reminding me that I hadn’t said those three important words back.

“Oh yeah? What’s this guy like? Maybe I know him, and I can ask him for you?” I teased.

“Well, he’s big. Strong. Has the best smile I’ve ever seen.”

I wrapped my arms around her waist and pressed my chin to her neck. “And…”

“Smart and compassionate. Oh, and he’s a tiger in the bedroom.”

My eyebrows rose. “A tiger?”

“Mmm hmm. Best I’ve ever had.”

“Is that right?” I laid tiny kisses to the ball of her shoulder and slowly started to kiss my way along the exposed skin.

“Yeah. And he makes me feel…” She sighed as I kissed up to her sensitive ear, flicking the cartilage with my tongue.

“He makes you feel…”

“Like my happiness matters,” she finished.

I pulled my mouth away and slowly eased her around to face me as she leaned against the small sink. I kept my hands curled around her hips. “Naomi, your happiness does matter. What you want in life is important. No one gets to decide that but you.”

“And what about you?” She put her hands on my shoulders and caressed up and down my arms, sending pleasurable chills running along my spine.

“If you’re happy, I’m happy. If my sisters are settled and enjoying their lives, I’m happy. If my parents can retire and live out their golden years together, I’m happy. I’m a simple man. There’s not a lot I need.”

“I love that about you too.”

“And I love you, Naomi.”

Her bottom lip quivered as her eyes shimmered with love. “Really?”

God, I loved how shy she became sometimes. “Yeah, baby, really. I told you before, I practically fell in love with you at the first kiss.”

“Our goodbye kiss?”

I nodded.

“That was hard. I felt like I was losing something important, and I didn’t know why.”

“The Universe had other plans.”

“Good plans.” She rose onto her toes and nuzzled my neck, leaving warm kisses in her wake.

“We’re going to make it through all of this, you know that right?” I asked.

“I wish my family was like yours.” She blew out a long, frustrated breath.

“Poor?” I choked out teasingly.

“Kind,” she countered while playfully smacking my chest.

I brought her into my arms for a big bear hug. “I know you do. If I could make Abraham see reason, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

She shook her head. “He is who he is.”

“People can change.” I wanted to give a man I didn’t know, who didn’t like me, a shard of a chance with his only child.

“Not him. He comes from a different stock. He will be angry I’m getting married without him. See it as a personal slight when it has nothing to do with him and everything to do with us.”

“He’ll survive. It’s not his life.”

“I don’t know, something tells me he isn’t going to leave this alone. My father has never lost a battle a day in his life. I’m worried about what he’ll try next.”

“Maybe I could talk to him again. Man to man?”

“I wish I could tell you that it would make a difference.” She yawned. “I’m so tired. How about a quickie before bed?”

My manhood rose to the suggestion, but I ignored it. “How about I put on a cheesy romantic movie, you and I get in bed, cuddle up, and relax until we both fall asleep.”

“That sounds like heaven. Except you forgot one thing.”

I interlaced our fingers. “Popcorn?”

“That…and the quickie.”

I burst into uncontrollable laugher. “My woman has a one-track mind!”

“Yeah, so what are you going to do about it?” she taunted.

“I’m going to give her what she wants,” I lifted her up and tossed her onto the bed before Supermanning it right on top of her, bracing my weight on both sides so I didn’t crush her completely.

“Good answer!” she squealed with delight.


Episode 82

Forgive Me
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The ride to the hospital passed in a blur. My mind was switching between worry over Christophe and the bullet wound he’d suffered, and the information Angus had shared during my captivity. When we arrived at the hospital, we were ushered directly into a private room. A host of officers were stationed outside of the room while a pair of detectives followed us and the doctor inside.

“Glad to see you came back, Mr. Toussaint. I was worried when you received that call and left mid-stitch,” a blonde doctor with big doe eyes tutted. She then walked over to a standing metal tray on wheels and dragged it over to the side of the bed. The tray had a myriad of medical supplies on it.

One of the detectives shifted out of the way as she pushed the tray closer in the rather confined space. She then frowned, looking at them pointedly. “Couldn’t your interview wait until my patient is patched up?” she asked.

I stood behind Christophe with one of my hands on his healthy shoulder.

Detective Moreau frowned. “I apologize for the inconvenience, but time is of the essence. We don’t want this criminal to get any farther away than he already has.”

“Fine, just stay there.” She pointed to the opposite wall from where Christophe sat. “Now let’s see how much additional damage you did to yourself, Mr. Toussaint.”

“I’m sorry. I had to get to my wife. Nothing could have stopped me.”

I bent forward and placed a kiss on the back of his neck. “I’m okay, chéri,” I whispered against his skin.

He inhaled sharply. I knew he had been as stressed as I was, not knowing if the other was safe. Seeing him get shot was something I’ll never forget. All I wanted to do was get him the medical attention he needed and then go home and lie in our bed in the comfort of his embrace. I wanted my body to be pressed from toe to nose to my husband so I could let all of what had occurred today drift away. Emotionally my mind was a vortex of turbulent feelings. Physically, I was drained beyond compare.

The doctor proceeded to cut the soiled bandage off his arm. Christophe hissed in pain, making my heart clench at his discomfort. She tsked as though she was dealing with a petulant child, while the detectives started in on their interview.

“First off, how did all of this start?” Moreau asked.

“Well, I guess we’d have to go back thirty years if we were to start at the very beginning,” I answered. Because ultimately, as Angus said, all of this was my fault.

“We’re ready when you are. Take your time,” the detective said gently, his tone kind but firm.

“When I arrived in the United States, I was an eighteen-year-old South Korean orphan. Angus ran something called The Marriage Auction.”

Detective Moreau frowned. “Like a mail-order bride situation?”

I shook my head and then thought more about it. “Actually, it was kind of like that. We had to pay him a bunch of money to legally bring us to the United States. Once there, we agreed to enter into his auction.”

“For marriage?”

“Oui. We were flown to Las Vegas from Europe. When we arrived, he made us get cleaned up and dressed for the event. We stood on stage the same night, and he put us up for auction to the highest bidder.”

“This sounds more like sex-trafficking,” Moreau interjected.

I shook my head. “Non, each candidate agreed to be in the auction. We weren’t forced. You see, we were promised a lot of money. Most of us had very little and no hope for the future. We were all in precarious positions and considered this an opportunity to change our lives. Which was what it was for me. In exchange for Angus getting us into the US and providing this service, he took a commission of our bid, a very large one. We then would receive the remaining amount over the years. But only if we served the full five years.”

“It still sounds questionable.”

“Oh, it definitely was. He could have handled it all better. Most importantly, he should have had safety precautions in place and a system by which to vet the bidders. Other than that, the marriages were entirely legal,” I said with confidence.

“Technically not all were completely legal,” Christophe muttered, surprising me.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

He licked his lips and looked down at this lap as though shamed. “Our marriage was legal because I had my lawyers make sure everything was on the up and up, especially with the French laws. Before you walked down that aisle, I’d had our contract revised.”

“Christophe,” I whispered. “You never told me that.”

He closed his eyes. “There were many other things I kept from you. But you must understand, you were so traumatized by all you had experienced prior to us finding one another and then with Celine’s loss, I didn’t want you to worry. I handled things on your behalf, and then time passed, and none of it mattered anymore.”

“Such as?” I snapped.

He let out a long breath. “Darling, Celine’s marriage to Darren was never legal.”

I gasped at that revelation. I’d been under the impression the entire time that, although Angus was a horrible business owner and operator, at the very least he had been honest with his candidates.

“Is the Celine you’re referring to Celine Holt?” Moreau asked. “The same woman Angus went to jail for ten years over?”

Both of us nodded but it was Christophe who spoke next. “Celine is the reason my wife was kidnapped today. It’s all my fault.”

I stepped back and put my hand over my mouth as I came around the bed so that I could look my husband in the eyes.

“Your fault? Angus said it was my fault he went to jail for his part in Celine’s case. He kidnapped me so that he could seek revenge against me. Planned to put me in the basement of one of his dreary homes and leave me there to rot for ten years.” My voice rose as Christophe’s red rimmed eyes became shimmery, but I continued undaunted, needing to say my piece. “I knew nothing of what Angus spoke. You and I both left The Marriage Auction and Angus’s name out of everything, lest he retaliate.”

“You did protect that information,” Christophe’s voice cracked, clearly pained, not from the stitching the doctor was doing, but from something else.

A part of me knew that whatever my husband was about to say was going to destroy everything I’d believed up until now.

“Christo? What did you do?”

He closed his eyes and pressed his lips together.

“Christo!” I demanded.

“Once Darren had been put away, I contacted the primary detective on the case. I shared all that had occurred from the time you and Celine joined the auction up until her death. Angus deserved to go to jail for putting her in that situation. He knowingly subjected your best friend, the sister of your heart, to an evil man that had nothing but ill intention. Darren had a record a mile long. Domestic violence, attempted rape, and a host of other crimes that he’d used money to escape from.”

“Chéri…” I gulped as a sob tore through my throat.

“He put sweet Celine in a volatile man’s hands…and for what? Money! What he did was abhorrent, and Celine deserved justice for all of the crimes committed against her. Not just the men that took her life. But the man who’d put her in a violent and illegal marriage contract to begin with.”

“How did you know?” I asked between sniffles.

“Celine had stolen a copy of her contract and sent it to me for safekeeping. I didn’t think much of it at the time. Then, months after she passed and you’d purchased the auction from him, I found it in my office safe and reviewed it. I’d never seen a more disgusting misuse of a person’s trust than what that document consisted of. For a couple months, I sat on it, letting it eat away at my conscience until I couldn’t let it go. I contacted the detective and sent him the contract. Angus was arrested, tried, and sentenced to ten years without you even knowing about it. And you know what? Until today, I never regretted that decision.”

“Mon amour, why didn’t you tell me?” I wiped my eyes and stared at the man I loved more than life itself, feeling lost and betrayed.

“I didn’t want that man’s filth to touch you ever again. You were grieving the loss of Celine. You had just put everything into taking the auction from him.”

“Oui, darling, but I’d promised him if he sold me the business, I wouldn’t share everything.”

“And you kept that promise, Alana. I, however, did not make that vow.”

“I…I…don’t know what to say,” I admitted, my mind confounded by the mix of information coming at me from every direction. Sadness. Anger. Fear. Regret. The emotional cascade threatened to take me down as my chest tightened painfully and my heart beat a frantic rhythm, making me lightheaded. I was a fish out of water, unable to react or move forward from all of this.

It was too much.

“Well, I do. I’m sorry, Alana. I’m sorry that you and Emily were endangered for something that I did. If I knew then what I know now, I’d never have made that choice. I’m sorry, mon amor. I’m so sorry,” he croaked as the tears fell.

The doctor handed him a square of gauze that he used to wipe at his wet eyes and cheeks. She finished the stitches and bandaged the front and back of his arm where the bullet had gone straight through. “You’re all set. I’m going to get your discharge papers ready,” she said before exiting the room.

“Now we know why you’re his target,” the detective stated flatly. “And I’m guessing the girl was leverage?”

I nodded and looked away from my husband. “We were together. They basically admitted her capture was to ensure I came willingly. They threatened to hurt her irreparably if I didn’t comply or tried to escape. Emily came up with the idea to use her Apple watch to contact her dad, telling him where we were and to call the authorities.”

“Smart girl.” The detective scribbled something in his notepad. “Do you have any idea where Angus may have gone?”

“Non. He said something to Dimitri about taking us to location C. Another one of his men said the helicopter was ready, so I imagine he escaped that way. And then there was mention of Dimitri’s wife on her way to Paris.”

“Did you get a name for his wife?”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t mentioned.”

“There’s no marriage on record for Dimitri Volkov though our agency is running background checks on every female coming into Paris today. It’s a needle in a haystack, but we’re hoping for a hit.”

“What I’m hearing, Detective Moreau, is that Angus has gotten away again? He’s still out there and not only wants revenge, he likely wants me dead.”

“Alana…” Christophe reached out and pulled me between his thighs, then wrapped his arms around me, his embrace tight as I trembled, the fear getting the best of me.

“We’re going to do everything we can to protect you and your family, Mrs. Toussaint.”

I couldn’t help the insane chuckle that burst forth. “No one can keep me safe. He’s going to keep coming after me until he gets what he wants.”

“Which is why I’m going to suggest witness protection,” Moreau stated with conviction.

“I need to think about all of this. I need to go home.”

The detective started to object. “We don’t recommend—”

“I’m going home whether you like it or not. Rhodes texted that he’s called for more guards.”

“We’ll send some units to patrol the area for the time being. Please think about witness protection. At least until we have him in custody.”

The doctor came back in holding a clipboard.

“I shall.” I suddenly needed to go home more than anything. “Can we go?” I directed my question to the doctor.

“Sign here and here,” she pointed at her clipboard then handed it to Christophe. He scribbled his name and handed it back to her. 

It didn’t take long for Christophe and me to be released into the care of a pair of police officers who took us back to our estate.

There were guards milling about everywhere the eye could see. The tree lines. The gates. Around the perimeter of the house.

I clenched my teeth and waited until Christophe exited the car, offering me his hand. I took it, barely able to stand as exhaustion made every step feel like I was walking in cement shoes. Before we could even take the first step toward our front entrance, the door flew open and a whirlwind of gold and pink came flying down the stairs.

Emily crashed into me, almost knocking me over. Thankfully, Christophe was at my back and kept me from falling.

“Are you okay, Auntie?” Emily’s concerned gaze looked up at me, while her arms were locked around my waist.

I cupped her cheeks. “I’m perfectly fine, ma douce.”

“She wouldn’t rest in bed until you both came back,” Rhodes shared as he walked down the stairs. Maia followed closely behind.

“You guys look beat,” Maia frowned. “Aurelie made crepes and a whole host of other things. I think she’s nervous-cooking because there’s enough to feed an army.”

“Maybe we should offer it to the guards? I’ve counted ten, chéri.” I eyed Rhodes.

“There’s actually sixteen and it’s nonnegotiable. Four will remain inside the house, monitoring the entrances and exits. The rest will patrol the estate. I’m taking no chances until our flight leaves tomorrow evening after our interview with the authorities.”

I’d expected nothing less from the concerned father. Rhodes was a man of action. He didn’t rest on his laurels, waiting for someone else to make the tough decisions for him. I respected that side of his personality.

“I understand. We’ll catch you up on everything before we rest.”

For the next half hour, Aurelie set Emily up in her room, and we went over everything that had occurred with Rhodes and Maia. By the end of it, I was barely able to keep my eyes open.

Together the four of us made our way quietly up the stairs. Rhodes and Maia to check on Emily, and us because our suite was upstairs. When we were about to pass Emily’s room, Aurelie exited.

“Emily’s asking for her dad and Maia,” she said.

“Merci, Aurelie. We’ve got it from here.” Rhodes smiled weakly.

Our house attendant bypassed us silently and dashed down the stairs.

“You good?” Rhodes asked me.

“Not even close, but I will be.” I gave him a half-hearted weak smile.

He leaned forward and kissed my cheek. “We’ll figure this out.”

“I hope so,” I whispered, tears welling up and stinging the back of my eyes. I pushed it all down and took my husband’s hand.

Rhodes opened the door. “Hey, baby girl, you need us?” I heard him say as we watched them enter Emily’s room.

“Will you both lay down with me? I’m scared,” Emily said in a small, frightened voice I’d never forget for as long as I lived.

I’m scared.

I’m scared.

I’m scared.

The two words spun violently within my mind as I let go of Christo’s hand, raced down the hall and through my bedroom into the bathroom. There I fell to my knees and vomited. I heaved over and over until there was nothing left but an empty stomach and a shattered heart.

Christophe helped clean me up, and waited patiently as I brushed my teeth and washed my face in a daze. He brought me into the closet where he removed all my clothing. I stood there stark naked and completely numb as he put me in one of my warmer satin pajama sets. I dutifully allowed him to dress me and followed his direction until he too had changed his clothes and put on a t-shirt and satin pants. Then he led me to our bed where he pulled down the covers and I crawled all the way to the middle. As expected, he entered behind me. Once the covers were over us, I turned around and flattened myself to his chest.

For a few long minutes we just lay there breathing, safe within one another’s arms.

“Will you ever forgive me?” His voice was a low, deep rumble that reminded me of a cat purring.

“Your heart was in the proper place. And you did right by Celine,” was all I could offer.

“That’s not an answer, Alana. Do. You. Forgive. Me?”

I let all that had happened roll around in my mind, none of it making any sense after the day I’d had.

“I don’t know.”

His hold tightened. “I’ll earn your forgiveness. Just promise to give me a chance.”

“I want to forgive you, Christo. I do, I really do…but I’m so hurt.”

“That’s fair, and I understand. Just don’t shut me out. Talk to me. Let me earn your trust again.”

I had no doubt that Christo and I would work through this…eventually.

“I need some time,” I whispered and closed my eyes, snuggling closer to the man I loved.

“You have my entire life, Alana. Take as much time as you need.”


Episode 83

Never Come Home
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MAIA

After Alana and Christophe shared their history with Angus Sokolov and why they believed he was after them, we were all a little taken aback. Alana was very clearly exhausted and emotionally drained and likely traumatized. Who wouldn’t be? Rhodes hadn’t said much when they went over the story, calmly listening and taking it all in. I wondered what he thought about everything. I knew he was grateful to Alana for taking care of Emily during their terrifying experience, but when he had Emily within the safety of his arms, he’d turned into stoic, serious Dad, taking charge and keeping an eye on his girl.

Once Christophe and Alana were done talking, the four of us headed upstairs, Rhodes and I to check on Emily, Alana and Christophe to get some much-needed rest. Just as we made it to Emily’s room, Aurelie exited.

“Emily’s asking for her dad and Maia,” she said to our group.

“Merci, Aurelie. We’ve got it from here.” Rhodes smiled weakly.

The cook or housekeeper, I wasn’t really sure what her role was, seemed to manage just about everything inside the house, silently left and went back downstairs. Before we entered Emily’s room, Rhodes turned to Alana.

“You good?” Rhodes asked her.

“Not even close, but I will be.”

He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “We’ll figure this out.”

“I hope so,” she whispered, her eyes becoming shimmery with tears. Alana crying was something I didn’t like seeing. It was unsettling. Mostly because in the years I’d known her, she was always so put together and reserved in her emotional responses. Seeing this side made my heart hurt, and I rubbed my chest.

Rhodes opened the door to Emily’s room and entered with me in tow.

“Hey, baby girl, you need us?”

Emily had the blankets up to her chin, her eyes wide and terrified. I could see her shaking even from a good fifteen feet away.

“Will you both lay down with me? I’m scared,” Emily shared in a low, frightened tone.

“Of course we will. Anything to make you feel safe,” Rhodes murmured as he sat on one side of the bed.

Taking his lead, I kicked off the slippers Alana had loaned me and went to the opposite side. I pulled back the covers and got right into bed with Emily.

Rhodes smiled when I pushed next to Emily and looped my arm over her waist. He stayed on top of the covers but faced his girl.

“Wanna talk about it?” Rhodes asked.

“Every time I close my eyes, I see those men with guns.”

I clenched my teeth and held back my own response. I wanted to yell, kick, scream, and hunt down every last man that even looked at her, but that wouldn’t help Emily. She was our priority, not my own revenge.

“Most of those men were captured by the police. You were there, sweetheart, you saw it yourself.”

“But…” She let out a short, ragged breath. “But they…they killed the guards. And they were so nice. They didn’t do anything wrong.”

I could feel her body shake as she cried. Not knowing what to do or say, I stayed silent, but I lifted my hand from around her waist and ran my fingers over her hair, massaging her scalp.

“You know Daddy is going to take care of you right? Nothing like that is going to happen ever again. We’re talking to the police tomorrow and then we’re going home.”

“Home?” she croaked. The hope in her tone was heartbreaking.

“Yeah, Em. I’m taking you and Maia back to California. Far away from the trouble here in France. Would you like that sweetheart?”

She nodded then was quiet for a minute. “What about Auntie Alana and Uncle Christo? Won’t they be safe if they come with us to California?”

The air thickened with that request, and Rhodes took his time preparing his answer. My guess, he wanted his daughter far away from the men that wanted revenge on Alana, even though it was Christophe’s actions decades ago that set this problem into motion.

“Right now, it’s safest if you and Maia and I go back to California alone.”

“Then what are Auntie and Uncle going to do? They can’t stay here. The bad guys will find them. They need to run away,” Emily shared.

“We agree on that.” Rhodes sighed. “It’s just safer if they hide somewhere no one would expect.”

“For how long?” Her voice cracked.

Man, teenagers were ruthless. If they wanted to know something, they’d keep prodding you until they got whatever it was they wanted.

“I don’t know, Em. Probably until the head bad guy is found,” Rhodes answered.

“That scary Angus dude?” she asked.

“Yeah. The scary dude,” he chuckled, obviously trying to lighten the situation on his daughters behalf.

“But they’ll be safe. The police will help them hide.” Her body quivered so I inched closer sharing my body heat.

Rhodes cupped Emily’s cheek. “They’ll be safe. Alana and Christophe are very intelligent, and they know a lot of people. I’m certain they’ll find the perfect place to lay low while the authorities do their job. Now you need sleep, little miss,” he encouraged. “I want you to close your eyes—”

Emily suddenly reached out and grabbed his wrist. “One of you will be here when I wake up, right?”

Rhodes glanced over Emily toward me. I nodded avidly. I wasn’t going anywhere. My job now was to be glued to Emily’s side while Rhodes helped get us all to safety.

“Yeah honey, me or Maia will be here when you wake. I promise.”

She let out a ragged breath. “Okay. I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you too, baby girl.”

Emily looked over her shoulder. “I love you, Maia.”

A shockwave of surprise tore through my body at hearing those words. My heart beat hard against my breastbone and zaps of electricity prickled against the surface of my skin. I couldn’t remember the last time someone told me they loved me.

“And I…I love you, Emily,” I said and was surprised to find how much I meant the sentiment. I hadn’t said those words to anyone in…years, but Emily had stolen my heart.

“Sleep now, buttercup.” He kissed her forehead.

I shut my eyes and slowed my breathing, letting go of everything that had happened today. I was used to sleeping under stressful circumstances. When I felt Emily’s body relax, I let myself rest.

Together, the three of us fell asleep.

* * * *

For the first time in years, I slept the entire night all the way through. More than that, as I opened my eyes, I realized I was incredibly warm. Not only did I have Emily snuggled up against my side, her head on my chest, Rhodes’ arm was locked around us both. And I didn’t wake up frightened.

Even when we had our weekend together before everything turned to shit, I still woke up scared, jumping out of bed each night terrified of where I was and who was in bed with me. Rhodes would calmly approach, walk me back to bed, and then wrap me in his arms as though none of it ever happened. I eventually would fall back asleep when my heartbeat calmed and my fight or flight dissipated, but it still happened every single night.

Last night, holding Emily and Rhodes holding both of us…nothing.

I did not have the time or the mental capacity to break all of that down as my bladder was screaming at me.

Slowly, I detangled myself from Rhodes, shifting his arm along his side. Then I rolled so that Emily rested on the pillow. She mewled like a baby cat in her sleep and Rhodes instinctively acted, his arm shooting out and curling around his girl. All while he slept. Emily settled, and I held my breath as I slid out of the blankets and headed to the bathroom.

When I came back from doing my business, brushing my teeth and washing my face, I noticed Rhodes’ eyes were on me.

“You okay?” His voice was a rumbled, gritty whisper.

I nodded and hooked my thumb at the restroom.

He extended his arm, and I walked over to his side of the bed. He curled his fingers around my hip then stroked my thigh affectionately.

“I’m going to get some coffee. You want some, or are you going to sleep more?”

“Coffee’s good. I’ll stay here in case she wakes.” He squeezed my leg, and for some reason, I felt compelled to bend in half and place my lips over his. Rhodes hummed as I teased his lips gently before pulling back, my cheeks heating as embarrassment flushed my face.

“A man could get used to that kind of wake up, babe.” He grinned and licked his lips.

I rolled my eyes as I moved around the bed and put on the slippers then quietly left the room.

When I reached the kitchen, I found Alana wrapped in one of her silk robes, this one a pristine white. Matching bottoms swished around her dainty feet, her cherry red painted toes just poking out from the hem.

“Morning,” I said.

She turned around and leaned against the counter, a coffee mug in her hand. “Bonjour. Did you sleep okay?”

I nodded. “Better than normal. We ended up crashing with Emily. She was scared.”

Alana’s spine straightened and her jaw firmed. “I don’t know how we’re ever going to live with the pain and fear we’ve caused our niece,” she shared.

I frowned. “No one blames you or Christophe for anything that happened. Angus is a despicable human being. He put your best friend in a horrifying situation that ended up costing her life. I’d say the ten years he got wasn’t nearly enough.”

Alana sighed. “I hope Rhodes agrees.”

I moved around the island and approached her, once again feeling driven to make emotional and physical contact, something I always strayed far away from. Regardless of my desire to hold back from these connections, I pushed myself to comfort the one woman who’d been there the most for me. It was my turn to be there for her in whatever way I could. I reached out and put my hand on her arm and gave it a squeeze.

“You know he doesn’t blame you. He thinks you’re a hero for protecting his daughter. Both of you survived with no physical injuries. You made sure Emily was safe. That’s all that matters to him. Besides, he loves you and Christophe as though you were his brother and sister.”

Alana put her cup down and embraced me. I held on, hugging her back, and was surprised to find genuine comfort within her arms. Much like I remembered having with my own mother before I was forced out of the only home I knew. Tears pricked at my eyes, and I breathed through the sudden onslaught of emotion as I cleared my throat and pulled back.

She smiled gently in that coy, knowing way that was entirely Alana.

“Thank you, chérie. You’re a good friend.”

I looked down and away. “Of course,” I mumbled, feeling awkward and shy.

I didn’t have any female friends. The women at Sam’s motorcycle club were okay. They were civil to me as Sam’s chosen sister, but I wouldn’t call them friends. Sam called them ‘biker bunnies’ and they tended to the men in whatever capacity they wanted. I kept my opinions on that situation to myself. It wasn’t my business, and those women were not being held against their will. They came and went as they pleased and were treated pretty damn well as far as I could tell when I visited or attended one of their parties.

“How’s Emily?” Alana asked.

“Sleepin’. Rhodes is awake but staying with her. We promised she wouldn’t wake up alone. I’m here to get us both a cup of coffee, if that’s okay?”

Alana smiled. “Anything of mine is yours, chérie.” She gestured to the coffee pot. “Cups are in the cabinet above.”

I grabbed a couple mugs. “Soooo…tell me about Celine. Unless it’s too painful to talk about her,” I quickly amended.

“Non. It isn’t too painful. She was sunshine and light. My opposite. Easy to laugh. Easy to make friends. Beautiful inside and out. I miss her a lot. Every day in fact.” Alana looked off into the distance with a dreamy expression.

“I feel that way about my mom and siblings,” I blurted, then covered my mouth, shocked I was openly talking about my family.

“Oh?” she responded, allowing me to fill in the blanks.

“It’s been years since I’ve seen any of them. They probably wouldn’t even recognize me or vice versa.”

Alana’s brows furrowed deeply. “Are you planning to see them anytime soon?”

Leave it to Alana to dig deeper without sounding intrusive.

“That’s the plan. Rhodes has promised to help me. My stepfather is not a good man. I’d like to get my mother and siblings away from him, and now I have the money to do so.”

“I see. And they are in Colorado, oui?”

“Yeah. I’ve put calls in to my grandmother’s nursing home but hadn’t received a call back from my mother. It’s been months since I’ve spoken to her, and I’m really worried.”

She reached into her pocket and pulled out her cellphone. “Then by all means, chérie, give them another call.”

“Right now?”

Alana shrugged. “Do you have somewhere else to be?”

“I need to take the coffee up to Rhodes.”

“No need. I’ll do it for you. I wanted to check on Emily and Christophe anyway.” She wiggled her fingers in a ‘go-on’ gesture.

“It’s international…” I tried one last time to avoid calling.

“Well then it’s good that my phone has an international plan, darling,” she cooed then grabbed the cup of coffee I’d made for Rhodes and sashayed out of the kitchen and up the back stairs. I’d forgotten about those, which were a direct shot to the second level.

I stared at the phone and let out a long breath then dialed the country code and the number to the nursing home. I’d had the number memorized for years. It rang three times before being picked up.

“Community Oak Convalescent & Rehabilitation Hospital,” the operator answered. “How may I help you?”

“Hello, my name is Maia Fields. My grandmother, Evelyn Fields, is a patient there…”

“Oh goodness me child, I hate to share this kind of news over the phone, but Evelyn Fields has passed away.”

“What?” I gasped. “When?”

“I’m so sorry. It happened yesterday evening. Mrs. Burke was with her, as were her other two grandchildren.”

My heart sank. Not because my grandmother was gone, but because I no longer had access to my mother. I didn’t know my grandmother well, had only seen her a handful of times when she’d been put into the nursing home. It was the one instance where I remembered my stepfather Damon being kind. He’d helped move Grandma across states and put her in the nursing home so that she was close to Mom. Grandma had arrived at the facility already unwell with the beginning stages of dementia.

“Um okay, thank you. Oh, did Mrs. Burke happen to leave a note of some type for me? She would have expected me to call and check on grandma.”

“Let me check, just a minute.”

I crossed my fingers and waited with my heart in my throat.

“Ah, here we are,” the older woman said. “It’s in an envelope with your name on it. Do you want me to open it and read it to you or do you want to come get it?”

“I’m in France. Please open it. Thank you.” My hands shook and chills ran up and down my spine. I maneuvered myself to one of the chairs and sunk into it.

“All right. It says, ‘My dearest Maia, stay away. Things are worse than before. Don’t ever come home. Stay safe. I love you. Mom.’ Oh honey…” the woman whispered.

“Thank you. Um, do you know anything about the funeral plans for Evelyn?”

“Let me see…” she said, and I could hear papers shifting. “Says here the service for Evelyn Fields will be this coming Sunday at our onsite church.” Sunday was six days from now.

“Thank you so much for your help,” I said and then abruptly hung up.

Tears fell down my cheeks as I got up and walked to the French doors. The entire room felt stifling hot and the air thick as molasses as I opened the doors and went out onto the balcony. I braced my hands on the concrete banister and looked out over the lush green gardens, my thoughts a turbulent whirlwind.

My dearest Maia, stay away.

Things are worse than before.

Don’t ever come home.

Stay safe.

I love you. Mom

Out of nowhere, a coffee cup appeared next to my hand and then a pair of arms came around me, locking around my waist.

“Hey, you look lost deep in your thoughts,” Rhodes rumbled against my shoulder as he rested his chin there and pressed his chest to my back, surrounding me with his warmth.

“I called home.” Even I could tell my voice was monotone as I responded.

“And?”

“My grandmother died.”

Instantly Rhodes spun me around and cupped the sides of my neck, pushing my chin up with his thumbs. His gaze was piercing and filled with sadness.

“I no longer have a way to reach my mother,” I breathed.

He shook his head. “That’s bullshit. I’ll make it happen.”

My bottom lip trembled. “You don’t understand,” I croaked and clung to the sides of his shirt. “She left a note. I had them read it to me.”

“And what did the note say?” His steely gray eyes were clouded with worry.

“She told me things were worse than before—and to never come home.”


Episode 84

A Walk in the Park
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SUMMER

The next few days consisted of me, Jack, and TJ spending loads of time with the Johansens and the Belangers. The ten of us all together made for a truly entertaining group. Every last adult fawned over TJ, building connections that I knew would last his whole life. It was all so bittersweet. While my family was through the moon happy to have a little one to dote on, Jack and Erik were knee-deep in the grieving process. Ellen had been a true sister to them. Even Irene and Henrik were having moments where they carried solemn, wistful expressions as we all showed TJ as much love as possible.

Yesterday, the funeral home released Ellen’s ashes. For now, they’re sitting next to an urn that holds Troy’s ashes. Apparently, Ellen hadn’t wanted to spread them. She preferred to keep her husband’s remains close. While the sentiment was sweet, it definitely wasn’t vibing with the guys. Erik and Jack had spent the better part of the day trying to figure out what to do with them as we walked through a park filled with naked green statues. Vigeland Park is a place that holds some special sentiment to Erik and Savannah, and they were eager to take TJ to it, so we all bundled up to brave the cold weather and set about seeing some naked art.

“So this artist is super famous for what again?” I asked Jack while pushing the empty stroller. TJ was walking about ten feet ahead, each hand held by Erik and Savannah. They really had committed to becoming more involved in TJ’s life.

“Besides the fact that Gustav Vigeland was responsible for all two hundred and twelve bronze, granite, and iron pieces, he designed the park itself.”

“His talent is obvious, that’s for sure,” I said while scanning the myriad of incredibly detailed sculptures. “And the nakedness? What’s up with that?”

Savannah must’ve heard me because she turned around, her face lit up with a big smile. “See!” She pointed at me. “I knew someone was going to ask the same question I did when we first visited.” She chuckled. “It’s weird they’re all naked, right?”

“Nekkid,” TJ spouted and giggled.

Jack grinned, the first of the day. His mind has been entirely on plans for Ellen’s funeral and not only her ashes but Troy’s as well.

“What if we put their ashes together, save a little for TJ, maybe in a necklace or a small sealed container and then spread them where they would want to be together as a couple?” I suggested.

Not only did Jack stop in the middle of the bridge, but so did Erik.

“That’s brilliant,” Jack whispered.

I looked from Jack to Erik, who was also smiling. “I love the idea,” Erik agreed. “And I know just where they’d want to have their final resting place,” he finished.

“Tromsø,” Jack whispered.

“What’s Tromsø?” I asked.

“It’s a city in the arctic. It’s where people go to see the best possible view of the Northern Lights.”

My mouth fell open as it dawned on me what they were referring to. “We’re going to see the Northern Lights? Like the magical green, purple, and pink lights in the sky?” I gushed excitedly.

Jack put his arm around my shoulders and nuzzled my neck. “You want to chase the lights, solskinn?”

“Heck yes!” I squealed.

Erik and Jack both smiled so beautifully I knew we’d solved a problem they had been stewing on for days.

“It’s where Troy asked Ellen to marry him ten years ago,” Jack shared.

“I’ll have the jet ready for takeoff tomorrow,” Erik offered. “I’ll have my parents look into booking suites for all of us.”

“Oh, so it’s far away?” I asked.

“Two or so hours by plane from Oslo,” Jack answered. “Really close to Finland.”

“This is so cool!” I squealed, wrapped my arms around my man and jumped up and down like a little girl who was just told she was going to Disney World. “We’re going to see the Northern Lights!”

“Well, we’re going to chase the lights,” he corrected. “Not everyone sees them when they go. It may take days if they show at all, but this time of year is prime for viewing them.”

I let out a loud raspberry. “It’s happening. There’s no way the Universe is going to cheat us out of seeing them when we’re trying to lay your friends to rest. Oh man, I’m so excited. Mom will lose it!” I blathered.

Jack chuckled. “You think they would be interested in going with us?”

My eyes practically bugged out of my head at the idea. Mom and Dad were as adventurous as I was. Autumn too. They’d be down to go and do anything, anywhere. Which gave me another idea that would be incredibly memorable and surprise Jack at the same time.

“Believe me. They will be so down!”

He chuckled and kissed my cheek. “Then we’ve got our plan.”

“Sum Sum!” TJ squealed from where Savannah was holding him on her hip. He was pointing at an angry looking baby statue that was primarily green in color, aside from a shiny gold hand. “Bayyyyy beeeee!” He spoke as he patted the hand.

“Oooh that’s cool!” I left the comfort of Jack’s embrace and went over to Savannah.

TJ immediately stretched his arms out for me and Savannah passed him off.

I rubbed the baby’s gold hand. “Baby is right, sweetheart! Like TJ.”

“TJ, TJ, TJ,” he repeated, followed by a bunch of mumbled Norwegian words I didn’t know, which bummed me out. Still, I was getting better and better at learning the language each day.

Jack downloaded an app on my phone and I’d been picking up bits and pieces. Jack claimed I was a fast learner and that filled me with not only pride but the desire to be even better. So every time I went to the bathroom, or was sitting in the car as a passenger, I took out my phone and learned a few new words. It seemed I was great at hearing and saying the words but not so good at the written form.

TJ cuddled against my chest and pressed his face to my neck. “You guys want to head back? TJ needs a nap,” I announced to the group.

“You guys go on ahead. We want to walk around a bit more,” Erik said while taking his wife’s hand. “This place holds some good memories for us.”

“Cool. We’ll see you for dinner? Our mothers are preparing another feast,” I reminded them.

“We’ll be back in a couple hours,” Savannah answered.

Jack pushed the stroller while I carried TJ and he slept against me. It felt perfectly natural to be carrying him. I stroked his hair as we walked and took in the beautiful view of what seemed like endless, lush greenery. Oslo was absolutely stunning. I didn’t think I’d been anywhere in the world more beautiful.

Jack broke the quiet during the walk back to the car. “You know, I never expected to see you being a mother so soon or ever. I wasn’t sure that was in the cards for us, seeing as our marriage was only supposed to be for three years.”

“Psssshhhhaaawwww,” I blurted. “I knew you were special after our elevator fiasco.”

He shook his head and grinned. “That’s not even a little true.”

“Okay, that’s fair. I knew you were hot, smug, and I wanted nothing to do with you,” I teased.

“You know, we still have to eat pizza from the place you used as your fake phone number.”

I snorted and covered my mouth so I wouldn’t wake TJ. “I forgot about that.”

“Baby, I’ll never forget it. The first time I asked for a woman’s phone number and she gave me the wrong one. My pride took a big hit, but it also made me want you ten times more.”

I shrugged. “You embarrassed me. Then you were snobby but still kind enough to help me through the elevator thing. Except for the panties…”

His gaze heated, and he licked his lips. “I’d give just about any amount of money to get into your panties right now.”

“Shut up!” I pushed at his arm as we made it to the car. “You can’t get me all horned up when I’m holding a sleeping baby. Jeez Louise!”

“Can I get you all horned up once we get TJ home and settled in his bed?” His dark eyes sparkled with salacious intent.

“Abso-fuckin’-lutely.”

“Then let’s get our boy home and in bed so I can get my woman into bed.”

I rolled my eyes, but the idea still made my heart beat faster and my cheeks heat with excitement.

* * * *

The flight to Tromsø was incredibly opulent. I’d never get over flying in a private jet. My parents, however, were living their best life, having the flight attendant pour multiple top shelf cocktails while oohing and aahing over every detail. When Erik asked for an ice cream for TJ, and they had it available on the plane, cone and all, you would have thought he’d asked for a million dollars cash to be delivered. They were blown away.

I was a nervous wreck. I’d started second guessing my big surprise, unsure if Jack would appreciate it or not. Even after talking to my mother, who was through the roof excited, and Autumn who’d told me the idea was sooooooo romantic, I was still worried the timing was off. Regardless, my heart was in the right place, and my gut told me this was exactly what was needed to help Jack through one of the hardest times in his life.

“You good, solskinn? You’ve been really quiet,” Jack whispered, dipping his head close to mine.

“Just thinking about tomorrow night when we chase the lights,” I half lied.

“It’s going to be whatever it’s meant to be.” He took my hand and kissed each of my fingertips, then nibbled on the very tip of my pinky, making me giggle.

“There she is. I much prefer my sunshine smiling,” he said and pecked me on the lips.

I hummed and pressed my lips more firmly to his, deepening the connection.

“Kysse, kysse, kysse,” TJ banged on the tray in front of him with the hand not holding a dripping ice-cream cone.

Jack chuckled and leaned across the seat to kiss TJ on the top of his head.

“Dada Yak!” he cooed, all smiles, his sweet face covered in vanilla ice cream.

My heart was so full watching Jack dote on TJ, wiping the mess from his face and tapping his nose while making silly faces. He was so good with him, completely committed to the little guy’s happiness. He was already becoming a great father, and as I looked around the plane, everyone watching the two interact, it was not lost on anyone else either. Even Savannah gazed at the two dreamily and rested her head on Erik’s shoulder.

“That’s gonna be you one day,” she sighed.

“And I can’t wait, elskede,” Erik murmured, his eyes on Jack interacting with their nephew. “Whenever you’re ready. No rush.”

Savannah and Erik were a great couple. A love match from The Marriage Auction. Madam Alana sure knew her stuff. Which reminded me we hadn’t touched base with the woman in weeks.

“Has anyone heard from Alana?” I asked.

Savannah nodded. “My sister Dakota keeps in contact with her, but I don’t think they’ve talked in a couple weeks. Last I heard they were heading back to France. Usually, she does that in between quarterly auctions. What I do know is they’re really excited about the twins.”

“They’re considering building a house near the Goodall ranch,” Henrik interjected. “We’re actually considering the same since Savannah and Erik bought a house there.”

“You bought a home in Montana?” Jack sounded a little hurt. Obviously, this was news to him.

Erik shrugged. “When the twins come, Savannah wants to be close enough to help out. We were planning on being there most of the first year. I hadn’t had a chance with all that has happened to update you.”

“Maybe we should consider the idea if everyone is planning to commune together,” Jack said. “How often do you plan to be there?” Jack asked Erik.

“We were thinking half the year,” Savannah answered. “I mean, I’ll go wherever Erik is, but my sister means the world to me, and she’s having twins. Even though she’s as tough as nails, having children is so far outside of her wheelhouse I want to be there to not only help, but to be a real part of the twins’ lives.”

“Makes sense. If Autumn was preggers, I’d be all over that like bees to a flower,” I butted in.

“Sisters always have each other’s backs,” Autumn responded.

“Damn straight,” I air high-fived her from across the plane.

“Damn, damn, damn!” TJ squealed.

“Uh oh, we’ve got a parrot on our hands,” I reached out and tickled TJ’s socked feet and watched him shriek with joy. “I’ll have to mind my word choices.”

The rest of the group laughed and continued discussing Montana. I didn’t care if Jack bought a house there. Like Savannah, I could be happy just about anywhere as long as I had Jack and now TJ. Of course, we still needed to figure out where we’d live most of the time, but that seemed less important than the three of us being a real family.

An official, legally binding one.

I just hoped Jack felt the same way after my surprise tomorrow.


Episode 85

Bad News - Part 1

[image: ]

GIOVANNI

“Why are we going to Joel and Faith’s penthouse if we’re meeting with his cousin Bruno?” Julianne asked as I held open the lobby door to one of the most prestigious buildings in downtown Manhattan. It was actually one building over from where I used to live. Which reminded me that I needed to connect with my realtor and put it on the market. Between the never-ending fiasco that was Bianca, and the fact that I was assaulted there, I had no desire to ever enter that building again.

I’d let my assistant Muriel hire a crew to clean it out. She would know best what things I’d want to keep and what I’d donate or sell. I’d already had most of my clothing and toiletries moved to Julianne’s place, now our current home, and there was little I could imagine needing from that location.

“No one knows where Bruno Castellanos lives. Not even his family. He’s an enigma and likes to keep it that way.”

“How mysterious. Do you think that means some of his work might be a little”—she pursed her lips and cocked her head from side to side—“shady?”

“Shady?” I chuckled.

She pressed the button for the elevator. “You know, sketchy, not on the up-and-up, dark and dangerous, possibly illegal?” Her eyes were wide and filled with excitement.

The door opened, and we entered the elevator. I entered the code we’d been given into the keypad and then pressed the button for the penthouse level.

“What I know of Bruno is he’s the best at what he does, which is high-profile security. Joel informed me that he’d served in the special forces. Also, according to Joel, Bruno shares very little of his everyday life, preferring to keep work and pleasure completely separate.”

“I’ll bet I can get some personal info out of him. People love to talk about themselves.”

I interlaced my fingers with my wife’s and smirked. “You could surely try, my love, but I don’t think you’ll get anything of value out of him. From my communications with him and what Joel has shared, he’s a fortress.”

“Fortresses are meant to be conquered. Should we make a little wager?” She grinned, her glossy pink lips distracting me.

“Hmm?” I asked, tugging her closer, those lips a hairsbreadth from my own.

“I said, should we make a bet?” she whispered.

“Sure,” I answered distractedly and nipped at her bottom lip, then hummed. I soothed the bite with my tongue and was surprised by a sugary flavor bursting across my tastebuds.

“You taste like candy and smell like cherries.” I tugged her lower body closer, my hand gripping her juicy ass. “Jesus, just you standing here looking at me with desire in your eyes—and that succulent mouth—is making me rock hard.”

The numbers on the elevator panel were already up to fifty-eight. Joel and Faith were on the seventieth floor, with a perfect view of Central Park.

“What is your wager?” I gritted through clenched teeth.

“If I get something personal out of Bruno today, you have to let me lead in bed.” She batted her eyelashes prettily.

“Jules…” I warned, not exactly against the idea, but not loving it either. I was still raw from the Bianca experience, and though I’d made love to and fucked my wife many times since then, I was still a tad gun-shy about giving over control.

Julianne pouted, reminding me how very much I wanted that mouth. “Just one night where I finally get to play with you, kiss you all over, trace your skin, and make love to you without you taking over.”

Images of a naked Julianne straddling my body while placing kisses along my chest, her nails scraping down the muscles of my thighs flashed behind my eyes. I ground down on my back molars. “Fine,” I bit out. “And if I win?”

“I’ll suck you off right in this elevator on the way back down.” She flicked her tongue along her bottom lip.

“Deal!” I said right as the elevator dinged, notifying us of our arrival.

Julianne backed away as I adjusted my blazer over my hardened shaft, willing it to go down. Just my wife merely standing next to me with her tight, body-hugging skirts, long legs, and gorgeous face made me ache on a good day. When she was using that sexy tone and teasing me…brutal. I cracked my neck and cleared my throat as she hooked her hand through my elbow, a huge smile on her face. She suspected she’d already won, and she hadn’t even entered the battlefield yet. I adored her confidence.

We exited into a large open entryway with marble floors and a glass circular table in the center. A massive pot of white orchids was perched on top, looking delicate and elegant.

The sound of children screeching could be heard through what sounded like a rock band playing on the stereo.

“Hello?” Julianne called out as we stood in the entryway.

Olympia, Joel’s mother, appeared from around the corner, wearing a bright yellow apron. “I thought I heard someone arrive.” She smiled in greeting. “Come on back to the kitchen,” she said in accented English while waving us to follow her.

I looked at Julianne, and she shrugged and started to follow the older woman.

When we reached the kitchen, I was shocked to see a bare-footed Joel and Faith wearing jeans and sweaters, an explosion of flour everywhere. The girls were in pajamas, their hands covered in what looked to be colored icing. Trays of flower-shaped sugar cookies were on cooling racks in three different places, proving they were deeply into this project.

Penny noticed us first and jumped down off her stool and came running at us with rainbow frosted hands. Before she could tag me, Joel had scooped her up, little legs still in motion. She howled with glee as he turned her around and plopped her booty right on top of the counter where the cookie mess had detonated.

“Hi, guys.” Faith waved, her own hands looked sticky with dough as she put balls on a baking sheet.

“Looks like you all have been busy baking,” Jules said with a smile.

“Wanna bite!” Little Eden held out her multicolored icing covered hands with a loaded to the brim frosted cookie on it. “It’s yummy!”

I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

Julianne shrugged. “I’ll take one.”

My woman wasn’t one to pass up a sweet treat, especially if it was being offered by a darling little girl that was nothing but smiles and good cheer.

Julianne walked over to where the girls were and pointed at a new cookie sitting on a cooling tray. “I’ll take a plain one with um…” She pondered the bowls of colored frosting. “White icing.”

“White’s boring!” Penny complained. “Are you sure you don’t want piiiiiiinnnnk,” she drew out the word as though it were far superior to the white.

“You’re right, what was I thinking? Pink is the only way to go.” She tapped Penny on the tip of her nose. “Will you make it for me?”

Penny nodded avidly as she reached for a spoon and plopped a huge glob over one of the plain cookies. The outside of it was covered with multiple-colored smudges, making it a bit soggy from the icing remnants on her hands. I couldn’t help watching the little girl with her tongue in the side of her cheek, trying really hard to cover the entire cookie. Once finished, she presented the ugliest cookie I’d ever seen to Julianne. Penny’s eyes were filled with sparkles and pride as Julianne took the treat. She inspected it and then smiled wide.

“It’s magnificent! The best cookie I’ve ever seen,” she gushed.

“Eat it, eat it, eat it,” Penny and Eden chanted.

Without so much as a thought, she opened her mouth wide and took a huge bite before closing her eyes and humming, confirming that what she was eating was absolutely delicious.

I fell even more in love with her at the sight of her going above and beyond to please two sweet girls.

“It’s perfection,” she cooed and finished chewing.

“Yay!” The girls squealed at the same time.

“Bruno is in the study,” Joel stated, while washing his hands. Once done, he dried them off and removed his apron before setting it on the counter. “Faith, we have a bit of business to tend to with Bruno and then I’ll be back to help clean up.”

She lifted her head from what she was doing and accepted the kiss Joel planted on her lips.

“Okay, honey. Don’t forget, we’re taking the girls to FAO Schwartz and then ice skating. You promised the girls.”

“And I have no intention of missing a moment of our family time,” he assured her.

“I’m sorry if we’re intruding on your Saturday,” Julianne was quick to apologize.

Faith shook her head. “Oh no, I’m not worried about you visiting. I just don’t want my husband to get caught up in something work related. He’s easy to distract. I have to keep him on his toes,” she teased.

“She tells the truth. When I’m in my study, I tend to get caught up. Alas, this meeting isn’t about me; it’s about you, so I’ll just get you settled with Bruno and then I’ll leave you to your meeting.”

“Excellent. Thank you. We’re very grateful for your help.” I reached out and Joel shook my hand.

“Of course. Anything for a friend.” He smiled and clapped me on the back with his free hand. “Be right back, girls,” Joel called out. “Save me the best cookie.”

“Okay, Daddy! Okay, Baba!” Eden responded in English and Penny in Greek.

We followed Joel through the living room and down a long hallway. He opened a door and gestured for us both to enter before him. A tall, dark-haired man in a pristine black suit was standing by the window looking over Central Park, his cell phone pressed to his ear. His hair was similar to mine in that it was overly long around the collar, but his had curling waves that suited him. He wore a beard and mustache combo that was very European, the mustache rather thin and his beard primly following the edge of his jawline meticulously.

“You’re sure? Fifty million dollars?” he clipped, his face contorting into an expression of extreme distaste. “Yes, thank you. Keep looking for a connection,” he barked and ended the call.

“Bruno, this is Giovanni and Julianne Falco,” Joel introduced.

I reached my hand out, and Bruno shook it and then turned fully toward my wife. He scanned her from her face down her body to her sky-high heels and back up again, before accepting her hand, dipping his head, and kissing Julianne’s on the top.

“Oh, wow, such a gentleman,” Julianne preened, her cheeks becoming inflamed.

“Yes, well, when I see a beautiful woman stand before me, my natural instinct is to put my lips on her, take in her alluring scent, and commit it to memory,” Bruno confided.

My instinct was to grab my wife’s elbow and tug her behind me as I stepped directly into Bruno’s personal space. “You may want to refrain from attempting to seduce a woman right in front of her husband, lest you prefer to accept the consequences of said action,” I growled in warning.

Bruno backed up a step and held his hands in supplication. “I mean no offense. An unearthly beautiful woman like Julianne should be appreciated as any magnificent piece of art,” he said conversationally.

“It’s Mrs. Falco to you, and yes, art should be appreciated…from afar. Touching precious pieces that belong to someone else is a dangerous way to live,” I stated flatly, my nostrils flaring as instant irritation replaced any rational reply I might have had under a different circumstance.

“I understand. I apologize for being forward. I forget American women and men culturally greet one another differently.”

“Mr. Castellanos, you called us here today because you had news on our situation. A situation I’m paying you handsomely to manage. One which does not include you ogling my wife. I’d prefer we get right to it.”

Bruno nodded curtly. “Again, I apologize for my forwardness. Please, have a seat; we have much to discuss.”

I walked over to a chair and pulled it out for my wife. Julianne kept silent and sat, crossing her long legs over one another. She smirked when our eyes met. She knew I was riled up, and though I’d likely get a talking to for acting rather rash about Bruno’s advances, a part of her liked my jealous side.

“I’ll leave you to your meeting,” Joel announced and then left the room, shutting the door behind him.

“Thank you both for meeting me here,” Bruno started.

“Why are we meeting you here, anyway? Do you not have your own offices in New York?” Julianne asked.

“I do my business in a variety of places,” Bruno responded.

“Do you live in the city?” she asked, wanting to win our bet and get something personal out of him.

“I live wherever my work takes me. Now, I have some bad news…”

“But,” Julianne tried, and I held up my hand.

“Jules, let the man explain why we are here.”

She let out a long sigh. “Please continue,” Julianne waved her hand, clearly annoyed with me interrupting her attempts at getting information from the enigma that was Bruno.

“As I was saying, I have bad news.”

“Please, feel free to be as candid as possible,” I ordered.

“I had my tech wizard do a full search on Bianca Cameron-Myers.”

“And?” I prompted.

“She doesn’t exist.”

“How so?” I frowned.

“Well, for starters, the marriage license she and Brenden Myers filled out and submitted to the court system wasn’t legal. Neither was the one you submitted several months prior to them marrying,” Bruno continued.

“Explain.”

“The marriage licenses are fake,” Bruno said coolly.

“What do you mean by the licenses are fake? I was there when Bianca and I filled one out. We went to the county recorder’s office and applied in person. I was standing right next to her. We both provided our IDs and birth certificates.”

Bruno nodded. “I think I’m using the wrong term. The documents and the marriage certificates themselves were real, they just aren’t legally binding.”

“Well, I know mine wasn’t to Bianca since we didn’t end up getting married. Brenden, Julianne’s brother, however, did marry her.”

He shook his head. “It’s not legal.”

“How is that possible?”

“Because Bianca Cameron doesn’t exist.”

“You said that, but I don’t understand what you mean by it, seeing as I was engaged to her and then assaulted by the same individual, which I assure you, was a very real experience. One I won’t be able to forget any time soon.”

“I mean that there is no record of Bianca Cameron before five years ago. It’s a fake identity. She made it up. And she has some of the most impressive forged government documents I’ve ever seen. Top notch. The best quality available on the black market. She would have had to pay an exorbitant fee for such work. I know of only a handful of people who could create an identity like hers out of thin air. All of whom I’m working on contacting for more detailed information.”

“So what you’re saying is that my brother and Bianca are not, in fact, married?” Julianne confirmed.

“Not legally, no. Though he likely has no idea. Which brings me to another major concern.”

“Besides the fact that Bianca is a con woman who’s taking my brother for a ride? I’ll strangle the bitch myself!” Julianne snapped, anger coating her tone.

I reached out and covered Julianne’s hand with my own, showing her that she was not alone. “We’ll handle this,” I swore and watched her bottom lip tremble, but then, as expected, the longer she held my gaze, the quicker she put herself back together. The shock turned into a fiery passion, making her eyes appear icy as she sat up straighter, transforming into a badass right before my eyes.

“Continue,” she said flatly.

“Before your canceled engagement, Bianca took out a life insurance policy on you with a forged signature.”

I frowned. “I wasn’t aware of that.”

“Don’t worry, it was canceled after she married your brother.” He directed his answer to me and then turned to look at Julianne. “However, she did take one out on Brenden Myers the same week they were married. His signature on that policy was his own so he knew about it. However, the same day she was released from jail, she upped his policy from five million to twenty-five million using a forged signature.”

“My God!” Julianne blurted and rubbed at her forehead as though all this information was giving her a headache. 

“Fuck!” I swore.

Bruno closed his eyes and nodded, silently confirming what I didn’t need to ask.

This was way worse than I could have ever imagined.

“What does it all mean? To what end?” Julianne asked.

“It means your brother is in danger. Bianca is planning to off him in order to be rewarded with the twenty-five-million-dollar life insurance payout.” Bruno confirmed what I’d surmised.

Julianne covered her mouth as she gasped. “But she left town…so he should be okay.”

“Her being in town has nothing to do with what she’s capable of having done on her behalf. Which brings me to more bad news.”

“Jesus.” I ran my hand over the back of my neck and massaged the sudden tightness there.

“I can’t say for sure that it’s her pulling the strings, but there are men following all of you. I had my guys on Bianca, but without your knowledge, I had men on Brenden and the two of you, just to be safe. Unfortunately, there are two men tailing each of you and several on Brenden.”

“Do you know why they are keeping tabs on us?” Julianne whispered, her voice sounding small and frightened. The badass flew out the window once she found out we were being watched and her brother was in danger.

“In my experience, there are only two primary reasons to have someone watched,” Bruno shared. “One, because they’ve done something bad. Or two, something bad is about to be done to them.”
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JULIANNE

“In my experience, there are only two primary reasons to have someone watched,” Bruno shared in that sexy Greek accent I found incredibly distracting. Not to mention the way he studied me as though he were cataloguing every last detail of me was rather unsettling. “One, because they’ve done something bad. Or two, something bad is about to be done to them.”

I stood up and tapped the top of the desk in front of me with my finger nail. “Are you telling me that right now, my asshole brother is in real danger, and we’re sitting here chatting about it like we’re discussing the fucking weather?” My voice rose as fear and uncertainty started to squeeze my heart into a vice grip.

Gio was behind me in a second, his arm sliding around my waist and pulling me against his solid frame.

“Jules, it’s going to be okay,” he spoke against my neck, his warm breath sending shivers racing down my spine.

I bent over, bumping him with my booty, knocking him back a foot so I could shrug out of his hold. I started to pace the room. “Let me get all of this straight,” I bit out.

“Bianca Cameron isn’t a real person,” I said out loud while pacing.

“No, I didn’t say she wasn’t real,” Bruno stated with a slight hint of mirth I didn’t appreciate, “I said that Bianca Cameron was a fake identity.”

I spun around and glared daggers at the Greek god who I’d thought was rather debonair when we met, whom I now wanted to clobber.

“Not helping, Bruno. Julianne doesn’t take splitting hairs well.”

I shifted my heated gaze to Gio, and he clamped his mouth shut as I put all the pieces Bruno shared together. My mouth opened and closed at the severity of what all of this information meant.

“She’s going to kill him,” I breathed through the horror and shock. 

“That is my guess,” Bruno hedged while Gio shook his head, wisely informing Bruno, without words, to shut the ever-loving fuck up.

“She’s really going to do it. Attempt to kill her own husband.” A sour taste hit my mouth as the sick and twisted thought of her murdering my brother became more real. He might be the scum of the earth, but he was still my family.

“I’m not sure she thinks of him as her husband,” Gio said gently.

I stopped mid pace. “What about the baby?” I blurted. “Did she get counterfeit documents for that?”

Please, oh please, tell me that was fake too, I chanted internally.

Bruno frowned deeply. “As much as I’d like to tell you that her pregnancy was a farce, we have multiple different doctor’s reports stating that she is indeed pregnant. The night she attacked you, she was admitted to the hospital and a sonogram performed. An officer I know and trust watched the entire procedure. The due date she provided is also accurate, in case you were wondering.”

“Of course. That couldn’t be fake!” I fisted my hands, which had started to shake.

Gio approached me slowly, spreading his arms out. I went straight into them and tucked my ear against his mighty chest, waiting for the comforting thump, thump, thump of his heartbeat.

“This is so fucked up.” My breath hitched as I clung to my husband.

He wrapped me in the safety of his embrace and nuzzled the top of my head. “Agreed.”

“There’s a piece I’m missing in the data I’ve collected. May I ask how you met Bianca originally? You were the first to date her, correct?” Bruno asked.

Gio let out a haggard sigh. “Yes. She was a paralegal at the law office my family used. We met over a year and a half ago when I went in to sign some documents regarding my parents’ estate.”

“The law offices of Hunter & Dodd?” Bruno clarified.

Gio nodded.

“Well, that confirms something else my team figured out.”

“Which is?” Gio sighed.

“One of my tech experts who was comparing documents realized there were similarities in documents between the Falcos and the Myers that shouldn’t exist.”

“Such as?” he asked.

“I had my team pull every official document within the last five years that has your name, your wife’s, her brother’s, Bianca’s, and both of your parents, along with any of the business contracts from the company you share. We compared them all.”

“That must have been quite the data pull,” Gio surmised.

“It was. It also confirmed that the same individual was forging signatures for the whole lot of you.”

“Excuse me?” I perked up from my safe space against Gio’s chest. “You know that I just won my case regarding my parents’ wills having been forged. You found others?”

“Many others, I’m afraid. Buildings that were purchased using forged signatures. People being paid from separate accounts that were opened up in your names, accounts I’m certain none of you are privy to. This is someone who’s been playing the long game with your family. They were smart about it too. With the size of both of your families’ holdings, it would be easy to leech tens of thousands at a time, shifting money around and moving it from account to account. A lot of it was paid to individuals that didn’t exist, so it looked like normal business expenses. Your families buy and sell a lot of properties from different arms of your business. A few purchased over the past five years were likely to go unnoticed by accountants or financial officers when the sheer amount of business being done is so exorbitant. Unless some of your staff were planted or paid off. We’ll be looking into each employee across all of your holdings and report our findings.”

“Oh my God! So what you’re saying is that Bianca was the one that forged my parents’ wills?” I swallowed the bile trying to coast up my throat and breathed through my nose.

“She’s been stealing from both families for a long time. Since before she had ever laid eyes on Giovanni or Brenden for that matter. My guess is they were both a means to an end. A way to get whatever it is she’s after.”

Gio and I separated. I went back to pacing and he walked over to the chair and slumped into it, seeming more defeated than I’d ever seen him before.

“How could I have been so blind to her antics?” he grated out, anger taking over his normally cool and calm exterior.

“Con artists are usually exceptional at their craft. With how much I’ve found, she’s extraordinary and more than that, she has a lot of hate in her heart toward both of your families.”

“But why?” I croaked, emotion tearing through the defenses I’d built. “What did we do to her?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m still trying to figure that out. There are pieces of the puzzle missing. I’m slowly uncovering those pieces and putting things together, but it takes time.”

“Which is something we don’t have a lot of. Especially since she fled the country. Do we know where she went?” Gio interrupted.

“Yes. And it doesn’t make any sense.” Bruno sat back in the leather chair, clasping his hands in a prayer position at his chest, his extended fingers just brushing under his chin.

“Where did she go?” I asked.

“She was followed from the airport to a small town outside of Paris called Mouroux. There are only five thousand residents who live there. My team hasn’t figured out why she’d have any reason to go there.”

“I do,” I whispered, the hair on the back of my neck standing up as gooseflesh rose across the surface of my skin. Dread tightened my gut, and the bile I’d been holding down tried to resurface once more.

“Do you know someone who lives there?” Bruno asked.

“Near there,” I nodded. “Yeah. My godmother.”

Giovanni’s eyes widened, and he instantly pulled his phone out of his pocket to make a call.

“Who’s your godmother?” Bruno asked.

“Alana Toussaint, but most people know her as Madam Alana.”

“Fucking hell!” Bruno grunted and jumped out of his chair and stormed to the study door. He opened it and disappeared through it, likely connecting Joel and Faith’s marriage and my godmother having been the one to introduce them.

“Alana’s not answering,” Gio barked as he pulled his phone from his ear and pressed a few more buttons. “I’m trying Christophe.”

What in the world would Bianca have to do with Alana?

My mind was spinning a mile a minute when Bruno returned with Joel and Faith in tow.

“What’s going on?” Joel asked, his loose demeanor from before replaced with a cold, calculating one.

“Besides the fact that my brother’s wife is not really his wife. She may or may not be carrying his or my husband’s baby. She just fled the country after going to jail for assaulting Gio. She forged a bunch of shit in our names, has been stealing from us for years, wants to kill my brother for a big insurance payout, and is likely now going after my godmother.”

“Who’s your godmother?” Faith asked.

“Alana.”

Faith’s eyes widened to the size of dinner plates. “Madam Alana is your godmother! That is sooooooo cool,” she breathed in awe.

Joel grabbed Faith’s hand and kissed each of her fingertips, reminding me of the way that Bruno had taken a similar liberty with my hand. “My love, now is not the time to gush over Julianne’s familial connections. She is worried about their safety.”

“Jeez Louise, I’m so sorry Jules. Is there anything we can do to help? Alana is beloved by all of us.”

“I don’t… I don’t know. Gio?” I asked.

Gio tucked his phone into his pocket and shook his head. “He didn’t answer either.”

“What is going on? This is insane!” I tunneled my finger into my hair and tugged at the roots, waiting for the pinch of pain to bring me back to the here and now where I could think straight instead of the spiral of misery I was headed for.

“I’m having my team watch Bianca closely. I’ll have another group go to the Toussaint’s home and check on them,” Bruno promised as he grabbed his cellphone and walked out of the room.

“I can’t believe this is happening. Why does she hate us so much?” I shuddered as the emotion within me swelled and broke, tears slipping down my cheeks.

Faith wrapped her arms around Joel and sniffled, her emotions getting the better of her too.

Gio’s phone rang at the same time as mine.

“God, what now!” I bitched, looking up at the Heavens. I didn’t think I could handle any more hits.

Gio answered while I ignored mine.

“When? Right now? We’re on our way,” he said. “We gotta get to the office.”

“Work?” I blurted. “Why? It’s a Saturday.”

“The alarms have been tripped. Someone’s broken in.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake! Let’s go!”

* * * *

Bruno offered to drive us to my office. I say mine, because I was the one who now owned seventy-five percent of it.

It took twenty minutes in New York traffic to get literally five miles down the road. Bruno, without being told, rolled up to a screeching halt in the yellow loading zone directly in front of the building, risking his vehicle being towed as the three of us jumped out of the black SUV and ran into the lobby.

“Come on, come on, come on.” I pushed the elevator button over and over until it finally opened.

I held Gio’s hand as the elevator rose and stopped at our floor. I was out the second my body could fit through the opening and raced down the hall as fast as my stilettos and tight-fitting skirt would allow.

“Julianne! Wait for me. Dammit!” Gio hollered as he caught up to me and gripped my elbow, forcing me to stop as Bruno raced on ahead, a shiny black gun already in hand.

I pulled and tugged, trying to get him to let go so I could chase after Bruno.

“Stop it!” he barked right in my face. “We don’t know what we’re going to find. Be smart. Let Bruno, who has a gun, go in first! The police aren’t even here yet,” he whisper-yelled, bringing the reality of what I’d been about to risk to light.

“Okay, okay, yeah.” I licked my lips and tried to breathe. That was until I heard my brother yell, “Who the fuck are you?”

Which had me forgetting all reason and racing to our offices. Thankfully, he was standing in the middle of the reception area, no burglar in sight, his hands up, palms facing out as Bruno held the gun on him.

“Bruno, it’s okay. He’s my brother,” I panted. “What are you doing here?” I asked, gulping breaths of blessed air.

“The alarm company called. Same as you two, I suspect.” Brenden pointed at me and then at Gio, who was leaning against the doorframe. “Who’s Rambo?”

Giovanni chuckled and then abruptly stopped when I jerked my head and glared in his direction.

“He’s a friend,” I answered.

“Friends who carry guns. Some nice company you’re keeping as of late,” he sneered.

“You’re an ass, you know that?” I huffed. “And to think I was worried about you. I need to get my head checked.”

“Now that I can agree with. Maybe a shrink will tell you to drop the schmuck you’re married to.”

“Do you have any idea what is going on?” I snapped, losing every last ounce of my control, anger vibrating and sizzling through my blood like acid.

Brenden shook his head and turned toward the hall that led to his office. “There’s no one here. Maybe some kids jiggled the handle too hard or something. Honestly, I don’t really care. I just came to make sure we weren’t robbed. I’ve got my own problems to deal with. Just go.”

“You mean like the fact that your wife up and left you, fleeing the country in a private jet to France?” I scoffed, wanting to get him fired up so he’d talk to me. Really talk to me like a decent human being. Maybe ferret out the brother I once loved so dearly.

“She’s in France?” he asked, stopping before his office door.

“I’m going to go meet the police and let them in,” Bruno stated and then left the office.

“Brenden, there is so much you don’t know about Bianca. If you’d just listen to me. We had her checked out and not only has she been lying to you, she’s been lying to all of us. She’s not even Bianca Cameron or Bianca Myers. It’s a fake identity she created—”

“You know, Jules, I thought you couldn’t get any lower. Marrying my enemy. Taking the business away from me. Having my wife put in jail for some trumped-up bullshit charges. And now you’re spewing this garbage? To what end? What are you going to get out of all this? You’ve already destroyed my life. Without Bianca, our baby, and this company, I’m fucking nothing!” he screamed.

“That’s not true. You own twenty-five percent. We can fix all of this.”

“Oh, fuck you, Jules. I can’t believe I used to worship the ground you walked on. Believed that I had the smartest, prettiest, coolest little sister in the whole world. I loved the fact that we were so close, could tell one another everything, and now look at us. Just take your husband and get the fuck out of here and leave me alone.” He opened the door to his office, and an ominous beeping sound crackled through the air.

“Brenden!” I screeched, reaching my arms out toward him.

“Julianne!” Giovanni roared, his arm wrapping around my waist and pulling me backward with such force my spiked heels grated along the carpet. Suddenly, he veered us to the right and pushed me behind him.

A blast of hot air catapulted us up and off our feet as though we were flying through the air in slow motion. The world around us exploded into bright reds, oranges, and yellows before turning completely black.

The Marriage Auction saga continues in the fourth and final book for Season 2. You can read book 4 now.

Also, if you haven’t read Madam Alana (A Marriage Auction Novella) you might want to rectify that by clicking here! Madam Alana will continue to be featured in the coming books throughout the rest of this season and it’s more exciting to have read her beginning but it is in no way required to continue reading the novels.
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