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Book Description

The Marriage Auction 2: Book Two

By Audrey Carlan

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

This is the filthy, gritty, angsty soap opera you never knew you needed. Welcome to The Marriage Auction.

Meet the Bidders:

Rhodes Davenport: A billionaire single dad with a wounded heart and no desire to purchase a bride. The Madam of the auction has other ideas.

Naomi Shaw – A stylish, stunning, and shrewd businesswoman who owns a jewelry empire. In her experience, men have only been good at one thing, using her up. Since she no longer believes in true love, what’s the next best way to secure a man devoted to her and only her? Buy one.

Jack Larsen – A stoic and stern businessman who runs the largest brewing company in the world. As an orphan, his friends are the family he has chosen. All his life he’s wanted nothing but to find a woman who will stay and create a family with him. Since his best friend found the love of his life in the marriage auction, he believes he can too.

Giovanni Falco – An only child who lost his parents and their best friends in one fatal accident. He thought he could count on his fiancée to see him through, but she betrayed him with his best friend the night of their wedding rehearsal. When he receives a strange call from an old friend and a picture of his childhood crush in the marriage auction, he seizes an opportunity he can’t let slip through his fingers.

***

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 31

The Heart of the Issue
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MEMPHIS

Something icy cold slid across the surface of my bare abdomen waking me from a dead sleep. I snapped one eye open to assess where I was. White walls with unfamiliar artwork greeted me. The hotel room was chilly as shit because during our sex marathon, Naomi asked me to hike up the air conditioner. However, at this moment, I was toasty warm all over, but especially down my right side where Naomi had curled her beautiful body. I glanced down and realized it was her hand that chilled my stomach. I put my hand over hers to warm the top as I took in my fiancée. Little puffs of air left her mouth and teased against my chest as she slept. I didn’t have chest hair because I waxed regularly, preferring smooth skin, which made it easier to see how my muscles flexed and moved when I worked out. It helped keep my focus on the particular muscles I wanted to manipulate during my workouts.

Her face was peaceful and angelic. She had perfectly arched black eyebrows that matched her hair. A long, slim nose that turned up just a tad at the tip. Her lips were just the right amount of plump for kissing, nipping, and biting. Her face was oval shaped, her cheeks high and rounded, complimenting her deep-set eyes. Tiny baby hairs curled around the edge of her hairline and stuck up in every direction, making this normally put-together goddess even more adorable.

I was about to lean down and kiss her awake, and maybe continue our marathon for another day when a buzzing sound interrupted me. I glanced over at the end table where we’d set our phones to charge. Hers was ringing. She didn’t so much as stir at the sound. My woman was wiped out. I grinned, proud that I was the reason she was so exhausted. I rose onto an elbow, and Naomi slid off my chest, mumbling something incoherent before cuddling back up to my side, still fast asleep.

I grabbed the phone and read the display: “The King.”

The fuck.

Who could possibly be listed as The King in her phone? Instantly I thought back to when we’d met at the bar. She’d just been shafted by some loser who’d used her to get into her pants. Irritation clouded my exhausted brain, and my protective side came roaring to the surface.

I clicked the answer button and barked, “Hello.”

“I’m sorry. I must have accidentally dialed the wrong number,” a cultured male voice responded.

“You lookin’ for Naomi?” I asked, adding a hint of authority to my tone.

“I am. And who, may I ask, is this?” The caller’s snooty tone a poor attempt to express a sense of superiority.

Looked like this “King” was about to get a lesson in exactly who I was to this woman.

“Memphis Taylor. Her fiancé.” I added the last bit to clarify my position in her life.

“Don’t be absurd,” the man huffed. “I’d know if Naomi was engaged. Now let me speak to her. Right this instant.” The superiority vibe went straight to arrogant.

Who the hell does this guy think he is?

“Look man, I don’t know who you are, or who you think you are, but my woman is sleeping. Whatever you need to say to her, you can say to me, and I’ll be happy to relay that message.” I was ready to end this call and go back to starting my day by waking up my Queen…with my mouth, possibly between her pretty thighs.

“Excuse me, Memphis Taylor,” he repeated my whole name as if he was recording it to memory. “When my daughter is awake, please tell her to call her father immediately. Her mother is in the hospital after suffering a heart attack,” he snapped and then hung up abruptly.

“Ah hell!” I croaked and slapped my forehead with my palm, knowing I’d just fucked up royally.

Naomi stirred, her eyes opening drowsily. “Hey, baby, what’s got you lookin’ so pale? You feelin’ okay?” She pushed up to her waist, her gorgeous, rounded tits on full display.

I closed my eyes, hating that I had to give her such bad news after we had the best day yesterday.

“Nay, that was your dad on the phone.” I swallowed as her eyes widened.

“And you answered?” she responded with a nervous note in her tone.

“Uh, yeah. And I may have told him I was your fiancé,” I admitted, ripping the bandage off my major error so we could deal with the problem.

“Did he freak out?” She reached for the blanket and pulled it up over her chest. The protective need to cover herself made me feel even worse.

“Yeah, but, baby, that’s not the problem.” I tried to figure out the best way to give her such bad news.

She reached out and took my hand. “What is it? Did he yell at you? Let me guess, he ripped you a new one, huh? I’m sorry, Memphis, my father is a difficult man and so hard to please you wouldn’t believe…”

“Naomi!” I said her name, adding a serious edge to it. “Baby, forget about your dad. He called to say your mom had a heart attack and is in the hospital.”

Her eyes widened. “What? My mother?”

I handed her the phone. “Here, call him back right away.”

She nodded, her eyes becoming shimmery as they filled with unshed tears. “Okay, okay. Yeah. I can’t believe this. She’s so…unbreakable.” Her fingers fluttered over the phone as I slipped out of bed and entered the bathroom to get the two fluffy, white robes I spied earlier. I put one on and tied it at the waist before bringing one out to her.

I held it open as she stepped out of bed, naked as a jaybird, and slid one arm through the first sleeve, her other hand pressed to her ear, holding the phone. She switched sides and dipped her shoulders to put it on. I tied the belt around her waist.

“Daddy? It’s me. What’s going on with Mom?” she asked breathlessly.

I left the room to start some coffee right as I heard her say, “We’ll talk about Memphis later. How’s Mom?”

I gritted my teeth as I filled the machine with a small coffee pod, placed a mug under the spout, and set the machine to brewing.

Naomi entered the living space and went to the floor-to-ceiling windows, staring out at the city of Las Vegas as she listened to her father’s update.

“Okay, we’ll get on the first flight out. No, I didn’t take the jet to Las Vegas. It was a pleasure trip not a work trip. And Dad, I don’t work for you. It’s inappropriate for me to take your jet for personal use.” She inhaled sharply. “Yes, I am officially engaged. No, it’s not to Malik…Jesus, dad. When are you going to let that go? It’s been over for a long time.”

Who the hell was Malik?

My competition for her affections? Perhaps. But she wouldn’t have agreed to marry me if she was still hung up on some other guy. And she most certainly couldn’t have given me all that she did between the sheets last night if there was another fella in the back of her mind. I recalled her mentioning the guy named Jamal that had cut her loose right before she came to Las Vegas, which is who I thought was on the phone when her father called, but not someone named Malik.

Why was that man more important than Jamal, if that was the last guy she’d been seeing romantically ?

Too many questions with no answers.

I sighed deeply as I added some cream and sugar to the coffee, not knowing how she liked it yet, but most people were okay with those options. Gently I approached and tapped on her shoulder. Her obsidian eyes softened when she looked at me and then down at the cup I held aloft.

She mouthed “Thank you” as I passed her the mug.

“I know I didn’t tell you I was in a relationship because it’s my business, not yours. Dad…” Her voice rose like thunder. “DAD! We’re not talking about this right now. Go be with Mom. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Yes, thank you for calling. Of course, I’m bringing Memphis.” She groaned. “Yes, we’ll take the helicopter when we reach JFK instead of a car. Yes, soon. Bye.” She ended the call, and her shoulders slumped. She didn’t even say, “I love you”, which said a great deal about the relationship she had with her father.

Within mere seconds I was behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist, resting my chin on her shoulder. “How’s your mom?”

“Alive. Being kept for observation,” she croaked.

I reached for her mug and set it on a nearby table, then gathered her in my arms. She planted her face to my chest, and her shoulders shook as she cried. “I can’t believe my mom had a heart attack,” she sobbed.

“But she’s okay. You said so yourself. She’s being held for observation. That’s a good thing. Did they have to do surgery or anything?” I rubbed her back in soothing strokes.

She shook her head. “No, they’re doing more tests. They don’t really know why it happened, but my guess is that it has something to do with the fact that she’s a lifetime closet smoker and openly drinks her weight in cocktails daily.”

I sucked a whistling breath through my teeth. “That’ll do it.”

“But she also works out every single day. Always has. Also eats really clean. Way better than me. She’s the one that taught me to keep myself in good shape.” Her breathing started to even out as she leaned back and wiped away her tears.

She was so beautiful when she cried. A living, weeping angel.

“None of that matters if you’re backing it up with booze and cigarettes, right? Everything catches up to us at some point. Add stress alongside all those things, and sometimes the heart just can’t keep up with it all.”

“True,” Naomi nodded and took a deep breath. “Are you okay with going to the Hamptons with me? I know we just got together and deserve some time to figure things out but…”

I cupped her face with both hands. “Naomi, there is no place I’d rather be in this world than by your side, especially when you’re hurting. I’m going to be your husband. I am your man. And after last night, woman, you couldn’t get rid of me if you tried. You’re stuck with me, baby. Now go get in the shower and pull yourself together. I’ll start looking at flights and join you in a minute. You said JFK airport, right?”

She nodded and smiled sweetly, rose on her toes and pressed her forehead to mine. “What did I ever do to deserve a man like you?”

“Funny, I was thinking the same thing when I woke up and found the most beautiful woman in the world cuddled up to my side this morning, sleeping soundly.” I dipped my head and kissed her softly.

She hummed and flicked her tongue against my bottom lip then bit down on the bit of flesh before she pulled away, her eyes glittering with mischief.

“Don’t think I didn’t see what you did there. You bite my lip and my dick answers. Good mornin’, Naomi.” I rolled my hips against her in a tease. “How you doin’ gorgeous?” I ground against her playfully, and made kissy noises against her neck sloppily, until she was a squealing, giggling mess of laughter.

“Okay, okay, stop!” she begged. “I’ll play nice next time. I promise!”

I hugged her tightly, enjoying the small amount of joy I was able to bring her. I cupped the back of her head. “It’s going to be okay. She’s stable and they’re just doing tests right now. And I’m here for you and going to be here every step of the way. You feel me?” I murmured into her hair near her ear.

“I feel you.” She sighed, sounding relieved not stressed.

Job well done. My old man would be proud.

I smacked her bountiful, firm booty. “Now get your fine ass to the shower. I’ve got some plane tickets to purchase.”

She let me go and reached for her coffee and took a sip. “Mmmm perfect. Oh…” She maneuvered over to her sparkly bag from last night and pulled out a credit card. “Use this for the plane tickets,” she instructed me, and a bitter taste hit the back of my tongue.

I scowled. “I’ve got plenty of money now, remember. The deposit went in last night.”

“And that’s your money, to be used for you and your family. Don’t fight me on this. We’re going to see my family not yours.” As if that magically fixed the issue.

“So? How does that make a difference?” I clenched my teeth, hating that she had a point, but still, I was the old-fashioned type. If I took a woman out, I paid. If we were traveling together somewhere, I should be the one paying.

Naomi paused at the door to the bedroom and leaned against it. “I can already tell this is going to be a thing between us, isn’t it?” She tapped a long fingernail against the coffee mug, making a tinkling sound.

“What thing?” I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth, so I didn’t say something stupid.

“The money thing. You’re a man’s man. Macho. Old-fashioned. Alpha. Exactly my type.”

“Well, there you go. Seems like we’ve already got it worked out then.” I smirked, feeling my chest lighten a bit.

“Not even close!” she snapped. “Here’s how I believe it should work between us: If we’re going somewhere for my family or my work, I pay. If we’re going to be with your family or visiting them, you pay. Fair?” She smiled and cocked a brow, waiting for me to answer.

I narrowed my gaze, thinking about all she’d said. She definitely did not need to be battling with me when what she really needed was to get her ass to the Hamptons. Money talks could come later. However, what she was proposing was fair, and she was right due to the fact that I’d only been given the deposit. Until we got married, I wouldn’t have that first huge sum of money in my account to use on plane tickets.

“Fine. For now, I will agree to your compromise,” I said while lifting the credit card to show her I’d use it.

“Excellent. Oh, and baby, I only fly first class, which means you only fly first class.” She winked and then sauntered into the bedroom, her hips swaying in obvious invitation.

I bolted to the slim laptop I saw sitting on the desk in the corner and fired it up. I had to find some tickets to New York fast if I wanted to distract my woman in the shower.

I found a single flight leaving in three hours to JFK airport in New York for a couple grand a piece. I could not believe how much they cost, but when I called out the price to her, she said, “Score, great find and price.”

I swallowed down everything inside of me that said this was highway robbery, likely put in place by some suit at the top in the airline industry and purchased the damn things using her credit card.

When I was done, Naomi was squeezing out the water from her long hair and had just opened the door to exit the shower as I let my robe fall to the floor.

“Y-your turn,” she said breathlessly while looking my body up and down, her gaze shimmering with interest.

I devoured her wet, naked body from toes to tits and higher to her beautiful face as I shook my head, my cock rising with every new naked inch I spied. I reached out and lightly eased her back into the stall. “Nuh uh, you’re still dirty.”

Her lips twitched as her gaze lit with desire. “I am not. In fact, I’m squeaky clean.”

“Then let me dirty you up again.” I pressed my naked chest to Naomi’s and herded her with my body, until her back was flat against the tile. “Hold on tight, baby. We have to be quick. Our flight leaves in three hours.”

She smiled, put her hands to my shoulders, and hopped up until her legs were around my waist.

“I’m still clean,” she whispered, her mouth nipping at my earlobe.

“Not for long,” my voice was a low, needy rasp. “Let’s see how dirty I can make you.”


Episode 32

How About Those Waffles
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JACK

There was a weight of some kind pressing directly on my chest as I slowly started to come out of dreamland. A purring rumble entered my sleepy brain as I opened my eyes to find myself face-to-face with a black cat with striking yellow eyes.

I stared at it, and it, in turn, stared at me.

“Um, hello there, furry friend. Are you a nice kitty or a mean one?”

The animal brought its face closer to mine, and I held perfectly still. I did not want to be attacked by a strange cat by startling it. To my surprise, it rubbed its forehead against mine, the purring sound increasing in volume.

“You’re a nice cat.” I lifted my hand and stroked its silky body from head to tail.

In response, it rubbed more of itself against my hand, demanding more pets. I was happy to oblige. I liked animals, but didn’t have time for them back home since I spent most of my time at work.

I sat up and cradled the cat in my lap as I looked around Summer’s bedroom. The woman herself was nowhere to be found. The bathroom door had been left ajar, and I couldn’t hear any sounds that would suggest she was close. I glanced over to the end tables. No clocks. I continued to scan the room; she didn’t have a single timepiece anywhere. Perhaps she used her phone as an alarm. I had a clock in every room back home so I wouldn’t be late. I doubted my free-spirited fiancée would have the same philosophy.

I grinned at the thought of Summer. My fiancée. The woman was something to behold. When she dropped her robe last night, baring her naked body without a hint of concern about her nudity, I fell a little in love with her. That kind of confidence was inspirational and incredibly attractive. Granted, her body was insane. Breasts that were a nice handful, rounded hips, soft stomach, and toned legs that I fantasized wrapped around my waist more than once. She wasn’t a hardbody gym type girl, but she wasn’t all soft either. She was perfect for me. Which made me eager to see how she was fairing this morning. I looked forward to finding her and seeing what was in store for the day. With a woman like Summer and her family, all I knew was that it would be interesting.

Smiling, I went to move the cat off me and it meowed loudly and dug its claws into my shirt in objection.

“You want to come with me?” I curled my arm around its lithe form and scooted out of bed and cradled it in my arms as I went to the bathroom, setting him or her down on the vanity so I could do my business. The cat waited patiently for me to do my thing, brush my teeth, and wash my face before it meowed a demand.

Maybe it was hungry. “Did your mom forget to feed you?” I scooped it back into my arms and headed out of the room and down the three flights of stairs. “I’ll find your food bowl and check it out,” I promised the cat.

To my delight, it meowed a couple times in response.

When I made it to the kitchen, I noted coffee was already brewed and the cabinet where mugs were housed was wide open, clearly an invitation to make myself a cup.

My cat friend jumped from my arms onto the counter, and I set about pouring myself coffee. I went to the fridge and found some milk, adding a hefty dose before putting it away and closing the cupboard.

The cat bolted to the floor and went over to what I assumed was a door that led to the garden or backyard as Americans called it. I frowned as the cat scratched at the door and meowed, which was also when I heard the sound of female laughter coming from outside.

I smiled at the noise and opened the door. The cat walked out as I exited. It looked up at me, waiting, seemingly expecting something. I realized the cat wanted me to pick it up and hold it again. I chuckled as I scooped up my new friend once more, coffee in one hand, lazy cat in the other as I set about finding my bride.

Two distinct female voices could be heard as I walked along a winding path that led deeper into the yard. There were towering trees, intricate bushes, crawling green vines, and lush flowering plants everywhere the eye could see. Someone had not only a green thumb, but fully green hands if the wonderland I was walking through had been done by one person. Summer was a horticulturist, and her business was plants. If she could do all of this in her own yard, I couldn’t wait to see what her business created.

I came to a fork in the path where there was a little wooden sign with two arrows. One arrow said: There be dragons that way, the other: Be nice to the gnomes.

I chose the gnomes on instinct that led to a path with a variety of garden gnome ornaments in varying poses. One was meditating, another climbing a tree, one hung from a branch, another sat on the edge of a small trickling fountain. It was bizarre, unlike anything I’d encountered before, but also charming and entertaining to look at. There was something special and unique in every little nook and cranny, whether it be a small statue of a toad, a stack of painted rocks, a suncatcher, even a little pond that was home to orange, white, and black koi fish swimming peacefully.

This place was an escape from reality, a breath of fresh air, a way to connect with nature without having to leave your own house. It was damn impressive and made me wonder what Summer would do with my homes. I looked forward to seeing what she could come up with to make them more cozy and less minimalist.

Finally, I came upon my girl who was bent in half, pointing at the dirt where Autumn had dug a hole. Summer was wearing a tiny slip dress that rode up showing a tiny bit of cheek, her long bare legs on full display. I had to grit my teeth as the sunlight shown straight through the flimsy white cotton and outlined the pert shape of her breasts and erect nipples.

“No, I think it would look better there,” Summer instructed, her bare feet and knees covered in dirt and bits of mulch. She’d obviously been at this for a while.

“Ohh, good idea. Then I’ll encircle it with the river rocks I gathered last week. It will look awesome,” Autumn gushed.

“Totally, sis. That is badass! Look at you, coming up with all the cool ideas,” Summer stated with appreciation.

Autumn looked at Summer and smiled sweetly. “It’s because I have an excellent teacher.”

Apparently the two of them could stop bickering long enough to actually be kind to one another. This dynamic was curious to say the least.

“Which reminds me, you were going to show me exactly where on the foot to press in order to loosen the muscles in the lower back.” Summer lifted her dirty foot and placed it on her sister’s bare knee. Autumn didn’t so much as blink at the move, and instead grabbed Summer’s foot, flexed it and pressed her fingers into a specific spot.

“How about right there?” Autumn asked while manipulating the arch of Summer’s foot.

“Gaaaawwwwd, right there. For goddess’ sake that feels good.” She groaned in appreciation, rubbing her lower back.

I had to hold my breath and grit might teeth in order to not get hard. Seeing my woman backlit by the sun, her beautiful breasts outlined by the thin garment, her body arched, those stunning legs looking a mile long…

I cleared my throat right as the cat meowed and both women turned toward me.

“Morning ladies,” I grunted, hoping my semi-hard cock wasn’t visible behind my pants since I couldn’t hold a cat, and a cup of coffee, and hide my response to such an enticing visual.

“I see you’ve met Rebecca,” Summer smiled wide, her sun-kissed face looking even more beautiful free of all makeup, her hair a wild halo of blonde waves catching the light. She removed her foot from Autumn’s knee.

“We’ve become friends.” I nuzzled the top of the cat’s head with my chin, and it purred loudly as Summer moved to meet us, her breasts bouncing delectably against the scrap of relatively sheer cotton she wore.

Summer stopped a foot in front of me and stroked the cat’s head. “Yeah, well, Rebecca has good taste in men,” she winked.

Rebecca… I chuckled, now understanding where she’d come up with the fake name. “Great name.”

Summer lifted her hand and brushed back the layers of my hair, staring me in the eyes as she rose on her toes and pressed her mouth to mine. She tasted like sunshine and sugar as she flicked her tongue over my bottom lip and sighed.

When she pulled away, she took the cup of coffee and helped herself to a long sip. “Mmmm, needs sugar.” She handed it back to me as if drinking from my cup wasn’t incredibly intimate.

“Hi, Jack.” Autumn waved as Summer looped an arm around my waist.

“Morning. Looks like the two of you have been busy.”

Summer shrugged. “Had an itch to do some earthing. Autumn heard me poking around and we slipped into old habits. Sorry you woke alone in a strange place. I was going to make coffee, then feed Rebecca, but I saw my hummingbird feeders needed to be filled as well, and then my fish needed some food, and a few weeds had sprouted up and well…” She smiled. “Sometimes I get swept away by it all.”

“It’s okay. Do you want to go get breakfast?” I asked. The stew was good last night, but I needed sustenance first thing in the morning.

“I could make waffles. I don’t do pancakes. I don’t like ‘em,” she added randomly.

“Wait, aren’t pancakes and waffles made the same way, but one is pressed into a mold and the other cooked flat? How can you like one but not the other?” I asked.

“Texture is weird for her. She’s always been like that,” Autumn interrupted while wiping her filthy hands on her shorts.

Summer just shrugged and grinned. “Come on, Jacky, let me get you fed. Then how about I take you to our farm?”

“Sounds like a plan. Autumn, will you be joining us?” I hoped she’d decline.

“Nope, it’s time for me to open the store. Have fun. Rebecca!” she called out, and the cat bolted out of my arms and raced off to greet Autumn. The cat then leapt into the air, landing right on Autumn’s shoulder where she caught her so she wouldn’t fall. “Morning, girl. Let’s go sell some helpful items to people that need them,” she murmured to the cat.

Summer took my free hand and led me back down the winding path to the house.

“Is the cat yours or Autumn’s?”

“Mmm… She’s technically mine, but I’m always gone during the day, so she hangs with Autumn in the store. The customers love it. Rebecca loves it. And my sister has a friend. She doesn’t like being alone all the time.”

“What about her girlfriend?”

Summer rolled her eyes. “Her girlfriend thinks her store is too stinky from the homemade candles, herbs, and incense she sells. I think it’s because she’s a stick-in-the-mud who doesn’t give two figs about how my sister tries to help others find healing through homeopathic, holistic, and pagan remedies.”

“Nonbeliever, eh?” I chimed in as I followed her back into the house.

“It’s not a requirement to be a believer of the pagan faith to be a part of this family. But it is required to be considerate, compassionate, and respectful of the things we believe. Not to mention how hard we work. My sister is incredible and an expert healer. She has a bachelor’s degree in biology. She’s a certified yoga teacher. And she’s a registered herbologist. Autumn is no slacker. Her system of healing the body and soul is just different than some, but no less valid or important. Raquel doesn’t see it that way. She thinks Autumn is wasting her time on the store instead of getting a job at some college. And Raquel hates where Autumn lives. Probably because it’s connected to me.”

“Autumn seems pretty happy and well adjusted.” I set my now empty coffee mug on the counter and refilled it. Then I took another cup down and poured coffee for Summer, making sure to add milk and sugar as she mentioned about mine when she stole a sip.

I handed her the mug after she hefted a waffle maker onto the counter.

“She is. We may bicker a lot, but she’s one of the kindest people I know. And I don’t think Raquel is worthy of her.”

“I’ll take your word for it. So, after waffles, we’re headed to the farm?”

Summer’s entire face lit up as she spun around, the little white dress floating out and back down. I couldn’t resist cornering her against the counter and curling my hands around her hips. “Do you often garden in flimsy dresses like this?” I lifted my hand and traced the spaghetti strap, pushing it so it fell down her shoulder, more of her plump breast becoming visible as the fabric caught at her bicep.

“I do. I’m guessing you like what you see…” she taunted, letting the other side slip off her shoulder until the fabric was barely clinging to the top of her breasts.

I lifted my hands and cupped both mounds, grating my thumbs across her nipples. She gasped and arched into my hands wantonly.

This woman. She didn’t hold back. She gave herself fully to everything she experienced.

“You are so fucking beautiful.” I dipped my head and kissed the fleshy tops of her breasts, running my tongue along the surface.

“And you, husband-to-be, are very talented with those fingers,” she panted as I rubbed at both hardened peaks.

I hummed and dragged the fabric lower until I was able to get at one lovely pale pink nipple, which I sucked heartily. She cried out when I tugged hard and deep, flicking my tongue against the sensitive tip.

Her fingers threaded through my hair, her hands keeping me at her breasts. I had no plans on leaving these perfect tits until I’d gotten my fill.

Summer hiked a leg up and around my hip, bringing our bodies closer. I cupped her ass with one hand and spun her around until I was able to lift her up and onto the small four-seater table in the corner. The fabric of her mini dress fell to her waist gifting me an open view of her perfect upper body.

I palmed both breasts and sucked at each nipple, switching from one to the other. Summer tightened her legs around me and shoved a hand between us, her nimble fingers going straight inside my pajama pants where she palmed my erection masterfully.

I moaned around her breast, pressing her upper body until she lay down on the table. Her hair spread out across the wooden surface, and I watched as her wet nipples glistened in the golden light of the morning.

“Helvete,” I cursed, and she smiled.

I slid my hand down between her breasts and over the soft fabric. I pushed up the bottom of the dress and dragged a knuckle over the damp cotton between her thighs. She mewled when my knuckle grazed her clit, so I put my thumb there and circled it to tease her.

Her body practically shot off the table as I manipulated the little knot and watched her breasts bounce along with her ragged breaths.

“So good,” she whispered and closed those pretty eyes, then stretched her arms above her head.

I’d just curled my fingers around the edges of her panties in order to remove them when there was a quick knock at the door, followed by Autumn barreling in.

She saw our compromised position, my dick tenting my pants, her sister laid out mostly bare on the table and her eyes widened, then she spun around. “Shit, fuck, I’m so, so sorry. Dad called me. Said he needed to talk to you right away and…jeez. My timing is shit!” She waved a hand. “Just call Dad. He said he tried to call you several times already.” Autumn bolted out of the house, slamming the door in her wake.

“Well, that’s one way to kill the mood,” Summer started laughing hysterically while pulling up her dress.

I was not far behind her. This family was something else.

She grinned. “How about those waffles?”

“Perfect,” I agreed, still laughing.


Episode 33

As You Wish
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MAIA

My stomach growled as I slipped on my worn Doc Martens. I glanced at the clock and noted it was 9:45 a.m. If Rhodes was punctual, he’d be here to pick me up at ten for the late breakfast he’d suggested we have. Then I figured we’d head to my studio above Sam’s garage to start packing up my things. I couldn’t believe I was about to marry a stranger. Then again, I also couldn’t believe I’d sold myself in Alana’s marriage auction for a whopping seven million dollars.

With a grin on my face, I snatched up my phone, clicked on my bank app and typed in my ID and passcode. Then I went to my account and looked at the balance. I read the number over and over, pride filling my chest and relief making me sigh with contentment.

$250,284.67.

While staring at the amount like a complete dork, I reached out and grabbed one of the dinner rolls I’d pilfered last night and took a bite. It was a little stale, having sat out all night, but it would provide nourishment and make that gnawing ache in my gut subside. I didn’t know why, but I always woke up hungry as a hippo. Even after I’d stuffed my face to the gills last night at Caesars Palace, I still woke famished.

I signed out of my bank account, bit down on the roll and held the bulk of it between my teeth as I tied my shoes and thought about my next steps now that I had a good amount of money to work with. The first thing I needed to do when I got settled was reach out to Mom. Let her know I had money now and could help her, Maisie, and Zach get the hell out of town while my stepfather and his demon spawn were away at work.

She wouldn’t want to risk angering my stepfather, so it would be wise to come up with a full plan for extracting them and finding a place to set them up before they ran.

I gritted my teeth and chomped down on the roll, my mind instantly going to what could be currently happening in that home behind closed doors, or worse, at night. I clutched the roll in my fist, forcing myself to chew what was in my mouth, even though it now tasted like sawdust.

Derrick could already be harming our half-sister irreparably like he did to me. Maisie was close to turning twelve. I was eleven, he fourteen, when my stepbrother started coming into my room. But maybe because he’s so much older now, and Maisie is technically biologically related to him, versus me, who is just a stepsister by marriage, he wouldn’t think to harm her. Yet, in the back of my mind, I knew nothing would stop Derrick’s sick and twisted desires.

Without warning, time slowed, and my vision darkened.

“Be quiet, Maia! Shut the fuck up! Don’t make another sound or I’ll tell your mom you begged me for it. Dad will believe me too. And your stupid mother will fall into line just like she always does. You want Dad to give her another black eye?” He hissed against my ear.

I shook my head, tears pouring down my face as he held a hand over my mouth to keep me quiet.

“Then open your legs and stop your whimpering. No one is going to save you.”

I trembled as the door suddenly opened, smacking against the closet opposite it. Rhodes rushed inside and fell to his knees by the bed as his hands grasped my shoulders.

“What’s the matter? I heard you whimpering through the door, and you wouldn’t open it. I knocked and knocked.” He cupped my cheek, his gaze darting from my face, down and over my body, as though checking for an injury. “Are you hurt?”

I shook my head, the flashback so real my stomach clenched painfully, a sour taste flooding the back of my tongue. I pushed Rhodes out of the way as I raced to the bathroom and vomited up the little I’d eaten this morning.

Rhodes was right behind me, wetting a cloth and handing it to me as he rubbed my back. “You’re sick?” he surmised.

Sick of the flashbacks? Yes.

Sick of worrying about my sister’s safety? Absolutely.

Sick of knowing my mother was being beaten regularly with no one to save her? Yeah.

Sick of not knowing if my stepfather was laying hands on my little brother? Definitely.

“Not in the traditional sense,” I answered noncommittally.

“What happened?” Rhodes flushed the toilet as I got up and went to the sink, rinsed out my mouth, and loaded up my toothbrush with paste.

“It was nothing. This uh…happens sometimes when I’m really hungry and I haven’t eaten,” I lied.

“Then what was with the bread roll I saw mangled and left on the bed?” he asked. “Is that what you hid in the napkin last night after dinner? Food?”

I shrugged and set about cleaning the nasty from my mouth and mind.

“If you needed to eat earlier, I would have picked you up sooner. I chose ten o’clock so you’d have some time to gather your thoughts after all that occurred last night,” he said gently. “You don’t need to steal food. Those days of not having enough are over for you.”

“You mean for three years,” I corrected around a mouth full of foam.

“No, I mean forever. Even if we separate, I’m still going to ensure that you’re taken care of. I’d never leave my wife high and dry.”

I spit out the paste and rinsed. “Well, I’ve been promised a lot of things by a lot of people. Most never come through.” I changed the subject. “Where are we going to eat?” I didn’t want to talk about what he saw when he entered. I didn’t even know how he got into my room in the first place.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You looked like you’d seen a ghost or were out of your mind with fear.” He swallowed and rubbed at the back of his neck, his expression one of genuine concern.

“I’m fine. Just ready to get the day going. What’s on the agenda?”

He blinked silently, probably trying to gauge whether or not I was telling him the truth. I certainly wasn’t. I’d been quaking in my boots, terrified, as I was every time a flashback hit, but he didn’t need to know that. At least not now. I’d keep that skeleton in the closet for as long as humanly possible, lest he think he’d scored a headcase for a bride, not just someone who was down on their luck.

Rhodes inhaled deeply and then let his breath out slowly, something I was beginning to notice he did rather often. Maybe that was his way of pulling his thoughts together.

“Uh, well, I was going to suggest breakfast be your choice. Then I thought it would be a good idea to go to your place and start packing your things. Talk. Learn more about one another. The things that normally take place before one gets engaged.” His lips lifted up on one side, gifting me that sexy, endearing boyish grin.

“Fine.” I agreed. I also needed to tell Sam I’d be leaving indefinitely and say goodbye.

Goodbyes were not my thing. Ever. Usually, I didn’t connect with anyone long enough to actually feel anything about leaving abruptly, but Sam was my best friend and a super overprotective brother type. He knew more about me than anyone. He’d also understand what I had to do but hate that I’d finally succumbed to the auction. He’d been proud of me for lasting so many years without accepting Alana’s offer to join. I hoped he wouldn’t be ashamed, but I couldn’t wait any longer to help my family. I wasn’t making enough money as a maid, and definitely not as a pickpocket, which could also land my ass in jail if I got caught.

The auction was my last chance.

“Tonight I’d planned on having dinner with a client and his wife, but I could cancel if you’re not up to it,” Rhodes offered.

I shook my head. There was no way in hell I’d be having my new fiancé cancel things on my behalf. The goal was to ensure he wanted to keep me, not toss me back out to the wolves. The contract was clear. If either party wanted to get out for any reason, there was always the option. I only got the full seven mil if I signed on the dotted line, officially got married, and stayed through the three anniversaries after that.

However, if he wanted to bail before the first year was up, they’d deduct what he owed me based on the time we were together. Right now, he’d already paid the deposit of $250,000. Once we got married, I’d score the first installment of that seven mil. That money was going to set me, my two siblings, and my mother up with an amazing life. Then everything we suffered would just be a bad memory.

Which reminded me, “When are we getting married?” I asked.

He frowned and cleared his throat. “I, uh, huh… I honestly hadn’t thought that far ahead. As you know, it wasn’t part of my plan.”

“Contract states we are supposed to be married within thirty days of signing the contract. After that, we are supposed to have consummated the marriage within two weeks. Maybe after dinner we can tack on a quickie drive-through wedding?” I suggested.

“You want to get married today?” he croaked.

“Why wait?” I stated flatly.

He started to pace the small room, then ran his hand through his hair repeatedly. “I feel like we need more time to connect. And to be honest, I don’t think I could go through with a wedding ceremony if my daughter wasn’t there. You haven’t even met Emily yet.” His shoulders slumped.

“Technically, I met her at the airport.” I reminded him.

That was the wrong thing to say. Because suddenly, he stopped pacing and slumped into the single chair in the corner of the room, put his elbows to his knees and his head in his hands, looking utterly defeated. “Shit, that’s right. She might actually remember you. What the hell are we going to tell her?” He lifted his head, his face a mask of worry. “I married my pickpocket?”

Damn, the man had a point.

“Uh, that wasn’t something I’d thought through just yet,” I admitted weakly and sucked in my bottom lip while I started to consider each possible scenario.

He lifted a hand, gesturing toward me. “Exactly. That’s why we need to discuss these things. Emily will be with Alana and Christophe for the next two weeks. We have until then to figure out what we’re going to do about introducing you to my daughter and the actual ceremony.”

Which meant I had to wait to get the next payout.

I groaned under my breath. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but none of this was. All I knew was this man wasn’t going to marry me quickly. He wanted his beloved daughter to be a part of it. Which was really sweet, but the exact opposite of my own plan. Regardless, the only way we were going to get through any of it was one step at a time.

“First things first: breakfast. I’m thinking bagels and coffee then we hit up my house to start packing. I need to settle up with Sam anyway. Then, we’ll meet with your clients for dinner. After that, we’ll figure it out.”

He looked up from where he’d been staring at his shoes, likely contemplating all his bad life choices. I knew that look well and recognized it when I saw it.

“Bagels and coffee?” he reiterated.

“I know a great place.”

His lips twisted as he stood. “Lead the way.”

* * * *

We munched on breakfast in the back of the limo Rhodes ushered me into when we got to the front of the hotel. While we ate and headed to my place, I took stock of my fiancé. He was ruggedly handsome. Not in the way that a man who hikes mountains or rides a motorcycle was, more in the way that he didn’t take himself too seriously. His nails weren’t perfectly manicured but there wasn’t any dirt underneath them either. He had on a pair of worn jeans that fit his body seamlessly and a white button-up, linen, short-sleeved shirt that was pretty unremarkable. His hair was entirely salt and peppered and his beard looked to be no more than a couple days’ growth, which seemed to be his preferred aesthetic.

Those cool gray eyes slid to me, and for a moment, I was lost in their beauty.

“You’re gorgeous, you know that?” His voice was a low rumble that reminded me of a desert storm.

I licked my lips, and his eyes changed color, morphing from that icy gray to a murkier blue, the pupil growing larger the longer I stared.

“You actually believe that,” I said, shocked at seeing the truth in his eyes.

“Of course, I do. I wouldn’t have said it if it weren’t true. Alana didn’t lie when she chose you for me. I couldn’t get you out of my head after we crashed into one another.”

I could feel my cheeks heat in response to his admission. “Really?”

He bit down on his bottom lip and leaned closer, our faces only a foot apart. I could smell the woodsy citrus cologne he wore as it weaved like a temptress in the air around us.

“There is something about you, Maia, that is unlike anyone I’ve ever met.” He reached out and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, then brought his face a few inches closer.

I swallowed nervously at his nearness, feeling the very heat of his breath as he traced the tips of his fingers along the side of my face in a feather-light caress.

“Are you going to kiss me now?” I whispered and licked my lips again, feeling bold and unsettled.

His gaze heated even more as one side of his mouth lifted. “Do you want me to kiss you?” He traced my bottom lip with the pad of his thumb.

I continued this sexy little game a moment longer. “If I said yes, would you use it against me?”

“If you say yes, I’ll use my body against you.” He teased, upping the stakes. My mind instantly imagined his large, manly frame pinning me to the leather seat as his lips devoured mine.

“Please kiss me,” I breathed.

“As you wish,” he threaded his fingers through my hair and leaned in the last couple of inches, pressing his lips to mine.

His mouth was soft and warm like the latte I’d been drinking, only he felt much, much better. I shifted my body and pressed closer to him. He flicked the seam of my lips with his tongue, and I invited him in, opening my mouth on a low purr. Rhodes cupped my other cheek, tilted my head and kissed me deeply and with intent. It was a whirlwind of explosive sensation spinning through my mind as I hummed and dug my fingers into the landscape of his broad shoulders. The man had to be two or more of me, his frame all-encompassing as he continued to rock my world.

Arousal tore through my body like white-hot fire. I’d never been kissed with such passion and longing. It went on and on, until I found myself scrambling into his lap. His head fell back against the seat, giving me access to his scrumptious neck. I kissed down the column and back up while his hands landed on my ass. He grabbed two handfuls of cheek and I took the hint, rocking my hips against his frame and crying out when his hardness pressed exactly where I wanted him.

Out of nowhere, there was a knock on the half-open window, which shocked the hell out of both of us. I ripped my mouth away, disbelief at how far we’d gotten, both lost to the sexual chemistry between us. Rhodes seemed none the wiser as his eyes widened, glancing up and down my frame where I sat on top of his lap. A smile split across his face.

“Um…” He started to chuckle as another knock sounded on the window.

I turned my head to find Sam, a dark expression on his face, his muscular arms crossed over his chest, his motorcycle jacket clearly visible.

“You.” He pointed through the open part of the window. “Out,” he demanded. “Now.”

“Okay, okay, bro. Chill,” I slid off Rhodes’ lap and winced at the sheer size of the bulge he was now packing behind his jeans. “Uh, I’m going to go talk to Sam.” I hooked a thumb toward the growly biker standing a few feet away.

Rhodes pressed his lips together and nodded, adjusting his pants. “I’m gonna need a minute.”

“By the looks of that heat you’re packing, you’re going to need more than a minute,” I taunted.

“Not helping,” he responded but was still grinning hotly.

I slipped out of the limo and slammed the door shut, positioning my body in front of it.

“Who the hell was that mauling you just now?” Sam growled, big brother mode firmly engaged.

I held up my hands. “Sam, his name is Rhodes, and he’s my fiancé.”

“Bullshit! Try again,” he sneered, trying to look over my shoulder at the car.

I put my hands out in front of me to make myself look bigger. “Sam, I put myself in the auction last night.”

Sam shifted me aside and pulled open the door to the limo.

He pointed at Rhodes and roared, “I’m gonna fucking kill you!”


Episode 34

A Recipe for Disaster
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GIOVANNI

Gio, we need to talk.

I’m pregnant. Eight weeks.

You may be the father.

Bianca’s text invaded my mind like a parasite, gobbling up all the good I’d just experienced with Julianne on our wedding night.

Could it be possible she’s carrying my child?

Technically, yes.

The last time we were intimate was eight weeks ago. The morning of our rehearsal dinner. The same night when I walked in on my best friend in the entire world plowing my fiancée from behind in a small private dining area in the back of the restaurant. I’d just lost my parents a month before, as had Brenden and Jules, but we decided they’d want us to continue living our lives to the fullest. I wanted to postpone the wedding, give us all some time to heal, but Bianca was adamant that we proceed.

I clenched my teeth as I pulled on a pair of slacks.

“Gio, come here.” Jules patted the empty space on the bed next to her.

I turned around and looked at the most beautiful woman in the world. My wife. Somehow, we’d finally ended up exactly where I once dared to hope we’d be. Together, married, having just consummated our marriage. And it had been life changing. I’d never been happier than when I was pleasuring the woman I’d been in love with most of my life. Not that she would be the wiser to my long-standing feelings.

Everything about Julianne called to me. From her lush curves to her fiery spirit and her incredible mind, Julianne was the whole package.

Now, what was I? Some chump who’d been taken for a ride by his then-fiancée and best friend. And now I was possibly going to be a father. To my wife’s niece or nephew.

My stomach churned as that realization stabbed me in the gut like a poison-dipped arrow.

“Please, sit next to me.” Julianne held her hand out.

I sighed deeply and approached the bed. I lifted a knee and sat so that I was facing her as I took her hand in both of mine.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, guilt and shame twisting up my insides painfully.

“Gio, is it possible the baby is yours? Truly?” She spoke gently, as though I might crack and break at any moment.

“We were intimate exactly eight weeks ago. Same day I caught her with your brother. However, she’d been on birth control our entire relationship. The possibility of her being pregnant is unexpected.”

Jules sucked in a sharp breath and snarled. “So it could be yours, or it could be Brenden’s.”

I nodded as a numb sensation slithered across my skin.

“I’ll never be free of her,” I whispered, sounding hoarse. My emotions were clouding my ability to criticize and judge the situation from a ten-thousand-foot view.

Jules squeezed my hand and cupped my cheek. “Look at me,” she demanded.

My gaze went straight to hers. Her eyes were so open and blue, I wanted to drown in them and let everything that just happened disappear as I gorged on the goodness that was my wife.

“She could be playing you, Gio. Hell, she could be playing you and Brenden. The woman is evil, and the carnage she’s wrought on this family has been devastating. Who’s to say it’s not part of some grand scheme? Maybe she’s not even pregnant. We haven’t seen any proof.”

A small glimmer of hope shimmered at the edge of my mind. Julianne made an excellent point. Bianca has been nothing but destructive since she was caught two-timing me. And she doubled down when she got Brenden to marry her. Then she tripled that wave of ruin by firing Julianne from our company. Now she’s suddenly pregnant with a child that could be mine or Brenden’s?

“It’s all too convenient, if you ask me,” Jules added.

“You’re right.” I frowned, running through all she’d brought to light.

“I usually am.” She winked playfully then got up onto her knees, the sheet molding magnificently to her gorgeous body. I wanted more of her. So much more. I didn’t think I could ever get enough. Julianne was made for me, and tonight, marrying her and then making love to her proved it beyond a shadow of a doubt.

Unless Bianca was pregnant with my child…then I could lose her.

I swallowed down the fear clogging my throat. “I have to ask you a serious question, but I want you to think about it. You don’t have to answer right now.”

Her brow furrowed. “Okay…shoot.”

I gritted my teeth. “If she is pregnant with my child, are you going to leave me?” I whispered, sounding weak and defeated even to my own ears.

She closed her eyes and shook her head slowly, then let out a long breath, her shoulders slumping. “You think so little of me?” Her gaze lifted, eyes filling with unshed tears. “After all this?” She spread her hands around the bed and then between us. “We’re married, Gio. We just consummated our commitment…fantastically, I might add.”

“I agree,” I rushed to explain. “It’s just,” I let my gaze fall to the bed. “I couldn’t ask you to stay and help raise another woman’s child. Your husband’s child, with your brother’s wife,” I almost gagged on the truth in that statement, because the entire situation was repugnant.

Julianne cupped my cheeks, and I cast my gaze to hers.

“You and me, we are in this together. Not only as man and wife, but as life-long best friends. We may not have ever believed we’d be right here, married, about to take on the world as we know it, but we’ve always been there for one another. That will never change, regardless of what the future might bring.”

“Or what a demon might birth.” I scowled, refusing to believe I would have to raise a child with a woman I loathed. Then again, thousands of families did it every single day. I wasn’t special by any means.

I pressed my forehead to Julianne’s. “I don’t deserve you,” I admitted for more reasons than just this new development.

“No, you don’t, but then again no one does,” she teased before pressing her lips to mine.

We kissed for a full minute, reigniting the fire that had been banked by Bianca’s message. Now it was a raging inferno once more.

I slid the satin sheet from her naked body and pressed her back down on the bed. Ready to worship my wife in every way possible. Delete the last half hour as if it never existed until we were forced to deal with it again.

Her hand went to the button of my slacks then slid down the zipper. “Just so you know, I have an IUD. No unplanned pregnancies happening for us.”

I rubbed my nose along hers and stared into her eyes. “I wouldn’t care if you were the one who was pregnant, Jules. If I’m being honest, I may have imagined a life over the years where we were together, and chasing a couple redheaded little ones running around the family estate.”

She beamed in response. “Maybe I had similar dreams at one time.”

I closed my eyes as her hand wrapped around my hardening shaft. “Are we sure this new thing between us can handle another hit from Hurricane Bianca?”

“I’m more sure of you and me than I am of anything else in my life right now. And ewwww, don’t say her name when we’re being intimate,” she grumbled and then stroked my cock until I moaned. “When we’re in bed like this, it’s me and you. The rest of the world slips away. Deal?”

I leaned down and took her mouth in a wet, deep kiss.

“Deal.”

* * * *

Julianne was a force to be reckoned with when we got off the plane in New York and into the limo for the ride to her penthouse. She didn’t even ask if I wanted to go to my home, immediately instructing the driver to take us to hers. It didn’t matter to me. Already my staff were flying from the lake house to my Manhattan home. Muriel was shocked but elated when I called her from the plane and told her I’d married Julianne. My longtime assistant hated my ex-fiancée with a passion.

We exited the limo, and I held Julianne’s hand as we entered the elevator and rode up to her home.

“I hope you don’t mind coming straight here instead of your place. I couldn’t stomach the thought of sleeping in the same bed you’d shared with her.” Julianne’s pale cheeks reddened and her brows pinched together in what I could feel was a deep loathing for the woman in question.

“Fair enough. I’m not even sure if all of her belongings were removed since I went to the lake house immediately after the rehearsal dinner.”

She nodded as we exited the elevator into the foyer of her apartment. I followed her through the living room and into a long hallway. There were large, framed pictures and canvases lit from above by track lighting, highlighting each piece. I’d always known Julianne was a lover of art, and now she was revealing a piece of herself I imagined not many got to see. It made me feel special to have been invited into her sanctuary.

Julianne opened a set of double doors into the master bedroom at the end of the hall. A huge king-size bed was positioned across from a luxurious sitting area, complete with an electric fireplace with a television hanging above it. This must be where she watched TV since I didn’t notice one in the main living area. The bedroom was large and filled with sleek birch-colored furniture trimmed with gold hardware. A sumptuous, cozy-looking plush couch and loveseat also surrounded the fireplace, inviting visitors to sit, put their feet up and stay awhile. A glass, gold-framed coffee table and end table with modern crystal lamps completed the space. Her bed was covered with a buttoned-back gold-toned shiny fabric. A puffy white comforter with gold swirls and several king-size pillows finished the look. Julianne planted her ass on a bench at the foot of the bed and removed her shoes.

“Do you want take a shower and sleep some more?” she asked, glancing out the window where the sun was just rising over the New York City skyline.

I shook my head, all that occurred buzzing through my mind like a horde of angry wasps. “I think I need to call Bianca, see if she’ll meet me somewhere. Maybe pop into my place and grab more of my things. You’re good with us both staying here for the foreseeable future?”

“Honestly, that would be preferred. I think we’ll have more clarity here and be able to relax better away from things that might hold some difficult memories of your time with her before…”

I completed her sentence. “Before everything went to hell in a handbasket?”

She grinned sheepishly. “I wouldn’t have put it like that exactly.” She stood and walked over to where I was standing in the center of her room. She lifted her arms and wrapped them around my neck, plastering her body against mine. “You know we’re going to get to the bottom of all this, right?”

I sighed and hugged her, enjoying the simple act of being held and cared for by someone I knew with my entire soul wouldn’t ever screw me over.

“I’ll head to my apartment and call Bianca to see if we can meet there.”

“Ask her for proof of the pregnancy including the name of her obstetrician. We want to know exactly how far along she claims to be, and what is the soonest we can get a paternity test to confirm. As a matter of fact, do you want me to come with you to meet with her?”

I grinned, instantly imagining how badly that would go. Bringing my new wife to see my ex-fiancée who’d betrayed me. Not even including the connection to Brenden, it was a bad idea all around.

A gruff laugh escaped me at the visual. “I’m thinking having you and Bianca in the same place right now would be a recipe for disaster.”

Julianne smiled coyly. “On second thought, I think you’re right. I’d probably scratch her eyes out the moment she opened her mouth. And if she is pregnant, hurting her would make me feel guilty, even though I want to do more than scratch that bitch’s face.”

I chuckled and held her close, enjoying that we could talk so freely after all we’d been through. It had been the worst three months of both of our lives and the drama only seemed to be getting started now that we had this potential pregnancy concern to deal with.

“You going to be okay while I head to my place?”

“Will you be here to sleep next to me tonight?” she asked flatly.

“I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

A sweet, relieved expression slipped across her face. “Then yes, I’m happy to do some work and follow-up with my lawyers regarding the contesting of my parents’ will. Also, I need to notify the PR department about our marriage so they can issue a press release. Is there anything you do or do not want me to say? If we don’t announce first, you know the media will have a field day with their speculations.”

“True. I can’t think of anything. Just run it past Muriel if you could. She’s excellent at reading between the lines of things and can ensure the information comes across as we want it to.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that. I’m going to take a shower and take a nap. You kept me up all night, mister.” She prodded my chest with a jaunty finger. “But first, I’ll walk you out.”

I took her hand and she led me into the kitchen where she opened a drawer and pulled out a square keycard like the room keys at a hotel. “Use this to bypass the front desk,” she offered.

I pocketed the keycard and at the elevator, turned to her. “You know, you’re an amazing woman, Julianne. I don’t know a single person that would take on all of this as gracefully as you have.” I threaded my fingers through her hair, gripping the bulk and hefting it in my fist so I could tip her head back and kiss her deeply.

She mewled and sighed, resting her hands against my chest and leaning in.

I took her mouth in a way that was possessive as fuck, and I didn’t care. I wanted her to know exactly how she made me feel, sticking by my side, trusting me to talk to Bianca alone, and welcoming me into her home so completely.

When I reached my fill of her mouth and she’d relaxed fully against me, I pulled slowly away. She nipped and pecked at my lips, gifting me a needy groan. “Are you sure you have to go now?” Her suggestive smile left no doubt about her desire.

“If we want to get the answers we need as soon as possible, then yes.”

She pouted obstinately, and it was adorable coming from the normally intense, hard-ass, take-no-prisoners woman I knew her to be.

“Fiiiiiiiinnne,” she dragged out the single word right as the elevator whirred into motion.

I frowned. “Who has full access to your home?” I barked, pulling her away from the double metal doors while stepping in front of her, putting myself between her and the elevator in the event she needed to be defended from an unwanted presence.

“Uh, no one… Shit! Except…” There was a subtle ding that announced the elevator had arrived on her floor.

“Brenden,” I growled as the doors opened and my ex-best friend appeared, disheveled, and wearing a suit that looked like he hadn’t changed clothes in at least two days. His brownish red hair was all over the place, and there were dark smudges under his eyes.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he bit out when he saw me.

“Funny, I was about to ask you the same thing,” Julianne sneered.

“I came here to see you! Apologize for what happened at work. I didn’t intend for things to get so heated.” His gaze took in our stance and how I was holding onto Julianne protectively. He spoke through gritted teeth. “What’s he doing here?”

I smiled deviously. “I live here now.” I cuddled Julianne close. “You should probably tell him before the announcement goes out,” I encouraged.

“What do you mean, you live here now? And what announcement?” Brenden snarled, his entire body a riot of buzzing negative energy.

Jules glanced at me and cocked a brow, smirking like the sexy little vixen I now knew she was, inside and outside the bedroom.

“Gio and I got married this weekend. Surprise!”
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Revenge
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“Do not outline your beautiful eyes to look like those of a racoon my darling.” I instructed Emily. “You want to use a steady hand and glide the liquid along the edge just above the lashes, like so.” I expertly made a perfect cat eye on my right lid then showed it to her.

Emily nodded and then bent her gangly teenaged body in half like a pretzel over the vanity until she had her face almost touching the mirror. Her teeth were pressed tightly into her bottom lip as she concentrated.

I pressed my lips together in order to suppress a chuckle at her antics. She was trying so hard to apply her makeup as I’d shown her.

She made a few bumbles as she stroked the liner across her lid. A deep frown marred her pretty face as she inspected her work.

I tutted. “It looks très bien, chéri. When we make an error in life, we take a deep breath and then attack it again, non?”

“I wish I could do it just like yours,” she grumbled and bent over the counter again, getting as close to the mirror as possible.

“We can smooth anything out. First you must learn the art of patience and practice. Eventually, this trick will be second nature to you.”

Emily sighed, focused intently on her eye and painted over the bumpy line with another coat, fixing the error beautifully.

“Magnifique!”

“Now if I could just do the second eye to match.” She grinned, her smile reaching all the way to her big doe eyes.

“I have all the faith in you. Just focus, breathe, and be patient.”

I held my breath as she repeated the process. This time she didn’t pause; instead, she attacked the lid with confidence, the result exactly as expected.

“Yes!” Emily jumped up and down with pride after she realized she’d done it.

I smiled coyly and winked. “An expert if I ever saw one. You may keep that bottle of liner. When we get to France, I will buy you a full makeup kit, and we will practice anything you want to try that you may have seen in magazines or perhaps the looks your friends are attempting, oui?”

“Oui.” Emily agreed. “I’m going to sign up for French as my elective in high school next year.”

“That would make your Uncle Christo and me so very proud. You can call us and practice any time you want.”

Emily beamed with joy at the suggestion. This sweet girl was desperate for female attention. I knew Rhodes did everything he could to provide for his daughter, and she was lucky to have him. It was Portia that was the mismatched cog in the wheel.

Portia had a beautiful, young daughter who needed her guidance and love, and yet she chose to put her dalliances and her modeling career, which was slowly tanking with every year she aged, as top priority. I’d never understand it.

Christophe and I tried for years to have children of our own, but it was never meant to be. We could have adopted and actually considered it, but with our careers at the time and the amount of travel we did then and still do, the decision sorted itself out. Now, I appreciate the family we have chosen and the ones they bring into our world, such as Emily, and the twins that Dakota was soon to have. I could hardly wait to meet the two precious girls. And Joel told me he was planning to convince Faith to have a child. So many amazing things to look forward to in the future.

“Auntie Alana, can I wear the red lipstick again?” Emily asked.

“Red lipstick is for nighttime affairs and mature women like me.” I opened my makeup drawer and pulled out the palest pink lip stain I had and handed it to her. “Try this for daytime wear.”

“Cool.” Emily snatched the tube and applied it more liberally than I would have.

I grabbed a tissue and handed it to her.

She frowned. “What’s this for?”

I pulled one of my own, folded it in half and taught her how to blot the extra color off her lips.

“Makes a cool kissy imprint,” she noted and pointed at her lip stamp on the tissue.

“And removes excess lipstick so you don’t get it on your teeth.” I explained.

“Smart,” she breathed, blotting off the bulk of color.

“Okay, let me see you in all your glory,” I prompted.

Emily fluffed her gorgeous golden hair, spun in a circle, and cocked a hip. “How do I look daaaaah-ling?” she dragged out the word.

“Absolute perfection!” I blew her a kiss.

She copied me exactly, returning the kiss, then bounced on her toes. “I cannot wait to go to France. How long is the plane ride anyway?”

“Approximately nine to ten hours, my lovely.”

She made a sour expression.

“A lady does not snarl and pinch her face upon hearing unfortunate news that cannot be changed. It’s unbecoming.”

Emily dropped the nasty look and replaced it with a small smile. The girl was so eager to please.

“Better. Come, let’s get your uncle. He’s probably pacing a hole in the floor waiting for us to be ready.”

“Do you always make him wait?”

“Oui. I like to show the man I adore that I make an effort to put my best self forward, as I am an extension of our family and his good name.”

She nodded but didn’t seem to truly grasp what I was saying.

I nudged her shoulder and dipped down to her ear so that I could whisper. “I also like to see the way his eyes light every time I enter a room. Watch him closely when he sees us.”

Emily giggled and strutted down the hallway, positively feeling herself. As she should. The girl was beautiful with a delightful personality when she let the real Emily Davenport show instead of the defiant, obstinate one she presented to her father. The latter was something I planned to work on during our time together. Emily needed to understand that her father was on her side in all things. It was my hope that after our two weeks together, she will have matured enough to see this on her own.

We entered the living room where my husband was rocking back and forth on heels and toes, hands in his pockets, staring out at the Las Vegas landscape. He looked dapper in a sleek, tailored khaki suit with a white collared shirt underneath. No tie today, leaving the first couple of buttons undone. His greying hair had been swept off his freshly shaven face. My husband was a looker to be certain. Always has been.

“We are ready, mon coeur,” I announced.

Christo spun around, and his gaze landed on me. He took in my body from my head, hair parted in the middle and drawn back into sleek ponytail, his gaze moving over the cream silk sleeveless blouse, down the pale lavender pencil skirt to the nude Jimmy Choos I wore on my feet. He cocked an eyebrow, lifted his hand and ran his thumb along his bottom lip, his gaze heating with lascivious interest.

“Cheri, you are a walking dream,” he breathed, awe filling his tone.

“Merci beaucoup,” I preened, feeling my cheeks heat as they always did when I was under my husband’s lustful scrutiny. “And your niece,” I reminded him she was there. I felt a great deal of feminine pride that my husband of thirty years still only had eyes for me.

His gaze darted to Emily. “Goodness me, am I in the presence of two models fresh off the runway in Milan?”

Emily practically vibrated with glee. “Thanks, Uncle C. Are we ready to go? I’m dying to get to France!”

“Good things come to those who wait,” he responded. “Alas, we are ready. Let us go.” He held out his arm gesturing for the two of us to precede him.

Emily bolted to the door, likely headed to the elevator.

Christophe immediately looped an arm around my waist from behind, tugging me until my back rested against his chest, my rear to his groin.

“I would very much like to hike that pretty skirt up to your waist, rip off the sexy lace panties I know you’re wearing, bend you over that couch, and fuck you until you beg me to come.” He growled and pressed his hardening length against my behind.

I gasped as he ran a trail of kisses down my neck, teasing and setting a fire that neither of us could afford to succumb to with our teenaged charge present.

“I would like that very much, mon cher,” I cooed. “Hold on to that thought until we make it home.”

“Home,” he huffed. “I’m going to wait until Emily falls asleep on the plane in the lounge, and then I’m going to take you to the bedroom and do exactly as I have described, only it will be your hands planted on the bed.” His fingers gripped my hip and then slid over the rounded curve of my bum where he squeezed.

A mewl slipped from my lips as I rolled my hips, adding pressure to his hardening erection.

“Are you guys coming or what?” Emily appeared in the foyer, tapping a foot. “Dude, what’s taking so long? You can hug and kiss at home. Let’s goooooooooo.” She bounced with the exuberance only a teenager could muster this early in the morning.

I swallowed down the lust my frisky Frenchman had inspired and cleared my throat. “Coming,” I answered as Christophe released me.

He coughed as he buttoned his suit jacket over his tented slacks.

I cocked a brow, pursed my lips, and swayed my hips as I strode after Emily. There wasn’t a doubt on this Earth that my husband was watching my ass from behind. I grinned, feeling flushed and desirable.

We made it down to the lobby where I heard my name called.

“Mrs. Toussaint, Mrs. Toussaint,” one of the hotel managers quickly walked over to us, an envelope in his hand. “This was left for you. I wanted to make sure you received it before your trip. We look forward to seeing you back home in a few months. Safe travels to you both.” He nodded at me and then at Christophe.

Emily hooked her arm with Christo’s as we walked through the lobby toward our waiting limo. Christophe had already made sure our bags were loaded into the car. All that remained was us.

I slid my finger along the flap of the plain white envelope as I walked. My name had been typed out in black on the front: Alana Toussaint.

I pulled out the single trifold sheet and unfolded it. All the blood drained from my face at what I read.

YOU RUINED MY LIFE

NOW I RUIN YOURS

The two lines were typed in all capital letters. I fanned my face with my hand as Christophe approached.

“What’s wrong? You’ve gone white. Are you feeling unwell?” he asked.

I stood there silently, blinking numbly as he snatched the page from my hands and read it.

His shoulders stiffened, his jaw firmed, and his nostrils flared like a fire breathing dragon. He pursed his lips as he hooked me around the waist and escorted me to the car.

“Stay here. I’m going to speak to the manager immediately. Lock the doors,” he barked, obviously as upset as I was at the note.

I nodded and, my hands trembling, pressed the switch for the locks the second the door closed.

“What happened, Auntie?” Emily asked, worry in her voice.

I shook my head. “Just some strange news Uncle Christophe needs to look into. All is well. Why don’t you pick some music while we wait.” I was proud that my voice didn’t quiver because my heart was pounding a mile a minute, and sweat had beaded along my hairline as fear slid through my veins.

The two sentences spun around my mind on repeat. Who could have sent the note? There wasn’t any signature or clue as to who left the message. I swallowed down the emotions clogging my throat as I desperately tried to imagine who might want to scare and threaten me.

I couldn’t come up with a single name.

YOU RUINED MY LIFE

NOW I RUIN YOURS

What did I even do with this information?

Call the American police?

Notify the French authorities?

I was at a loss for words when Christophe approached the limo at a brisk pace. He barked orders to our driver who ran around the front of the car and got in. I clicked the locks open when Christophe was close, and within seconds he was in the car.

He didn’t even buckle his seatbelt before the driver started the vehicle and bolted out of the hotel parking area.

“What did you find out?” I asked, clinging to his side, trying to keep my voice steady so that Emily wouldn’t be afraid.

“The manager said it was the usual courier service that comes all the time. They gave me the name and promised to send a picture of the delivery person from the security footage. We’ll notify the authorities. I’ll take care of it.” He lowered his voice, his eyes flicking to Emily who was busy connecting her phone to the Wi-Fi in the car so she could play her own music. “It’s not uncommon for people in our positions to receive such mail, Alana, though it is extremely concerning. We will take the threat seriously and proceed with caution until we know more.”

I nodded and rested my head against his shoulder, his presence a balm to my shattered nerves.

“Can you think of anyone who would be upset with you?” He took my hand, interlacing our fingers.

I shook my head. “There hasn’t been an issue in decades. Besides the snafu with Rhodes and the actor I hired, I can’t think of a single disgruntled bidder or candidate.” I sighed.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this, mon amour. Relax, I’ve got you.”

Easier said than done. My mind wouldn’t stop trying to connect the dots.

Who could I have wronged so terribly they believed I ruined their life?

The real question though was…how far would someone go to get revenge?
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How the Other Half Lives
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I smiled as Memphis took in the helicopter. We’d just flown from Vegas to JFK and now needed to transfer to my father’s helicopter for the 40-minute ride to the Hamptons.

“This is yours?” He continued to gawk.

I shook my head. “No, it’s my father’s.”

“How rich are you?” He gasped, then must have realized what he’d said because he lifted his hand. “That was rude. Don’t answer that.”

I chuckled as the vessel door was opened. “Have you ever been in a helicopter?”

“Naw, this isn’t something I ever considered a possibility.” He hauled his large body in after me.

“Are you afraid of heights?” I reached out and gave his thigh a comforting squeeze.

“I wasn’t before now.” He grinned in that sexy way that made me want to kiss him. Then I realized I could kiss this man whenever the hell I wanted and did exactly that.

He teased my bottom lip and then my top lip before smiling as I pulled away. “What was that for?”

I shrugged. “Just wanted to. You’re my fiancé, which means I can kiss you anytime I want.”

He cocked an eyebrow and leaned forward until our faces were only a couple inches apart. “Then that means I can do the same.” He pressed his lips to mine.

I sighed into his kiss as the engine hummed to life and the rotors started to whirl, which made the aircraft tremble.

Memphis snapped back to attention and adjusted his seatbelt. He lifted his chin toward my lap. “Buckle up, Nay,” he instructed as if this was my first time in a helicopter.

I’d grown up zipping from one location to another in many helicopters over my lifetime. It’s my father’s favorite mode of travel. He’d never admit it, but I think it made him feel like he’d “made it” as a one percenter if he could afford to travel in this manner.

I indulgently buckled my belt and leaned back as the pilot handed us each a pair of headphones.

“What are these for?” Memphis asked.

“Sound protection and so we can talk to one another and the pilot.” I settled the pair on my head.

“Cool, cool,” he murmured, following my lead.

The co-pilot passed a bag back to Memphis. “Inside you’ll find today’s issue of The New York Times, some bottled water, and a few snacks.”

“Wow, you fellas thought of everything. This a pleasure helicopter?” He chuckled and dug through the bag as they did preflight checks and communicated with the tower before takeoff.

“Nay,” he gasped the nickname he’d given me, one I’d already come to adore. “They have candy bars in here?” He pulled out a couple and waggled his eyebrows.

I laughed. “Looks like they thought of everything. My father likes to have his creature comforts, that’s for sure.” I inhaled fully and let out a slow breath as I thought about what it would be like when we arrived at the hospital. I sent up a silent prayer that my father would be on his best behavior, even though I knew it was unlikely.

A few minutes later the pilot took off, and we were headed to my family’s vacation home. The co-pilot asked if we’d like information about New York when we flew over it and Memphis exuberantly agreed.

Me, I’ve seen it all before, but seeing how he hung on every detail the co-pilot shared about one of my favorite cities was a sight to behold.

Memphis pointed out the window, his forehead touching the glass. “Whoa, there’s the Statue of Liberty. Baby, did you see it?” he exclaimed, pointing out the window.

I’d seen it a thousand times, but I dutifully snuggled up to his side and looked over his shoulder, mostly to be close to him. He smelled like the hotel body wash and a cologne that had hints of oak and leather. I pressed my nose to his neck and breathed in his scent to ease the tumultuous emotions running through my mind about what we would find when I saw my mother…and my father.

Memphis took my hand from his thigh and held it over his heart while we stared out over Long Island. A sense of peace soared through my body as we cuddled.

“I know this is a shit reason to be taking a helicopter ride over New York City, but it’s still pretty magical, Naomi. Thank you for sharing this with me.” He kissed my forehead, and I couldn’t help sighing and closing my eyes, soaking the moment in.

“You’re welcome. I think it’s pretty magical experiencing this with you too.” I nuzzled against his side as far as my seat belt would let me go.

Too soon we were hovering over our family vacation estate in the Hamptons.

“Tell me that isn’t your house.” Memphis’ face twisted into an expression of wonder.

“It’s not my house,” I clarified. “It belongs to my father and mother.”

“Which means you’re going to inherit it one day?” He tilted his head to the side and pursed his lips.

“Maybe.”

“Day-umm. I knew I was marrying a wealthy woman, but this is insane. Helicopter rides, mansions overlooking the Atlantic Ocean…”

“Like I said, it’s not mine. I think you’ll find our home in Manhattan to be a bit more discreet.”

He frowned as the helicopter landed on the pad.

“We’re moving to New York?” He swallowed as if this was the first time he realized he’d be moving to somewhere other than Atlanta.

“That’s where my headquarters are. I thought I told you that?”

He shook his head, a solemn expression crossing his handsome face before it was replaced by what I immediately recognized was a fake smile. I’ve seen the man smile many times, mostly at me, and this was not a real one. Something we’d discuss after I checked on my mother. Once I confirmed that she was okay, we would need to have a real discussion about our future.

Surprisingly, he took my hand and squeezed it with intention. “Where you go, Naomi, I go. If that’s New York, then that’s where we’ll be.”

This man was too good to be true. Still, I didn’t want him feeling like he was giving up his whole life for me. I know it’s what was expected of the marriage auction candidates, but there was something about it being all about me that didn’t feel right. Which was strange since it was the reason I signed up in the first place. I wanted a man to fit into my life, not the other way around. Yet, I felt the need to jump into his world with both feet too. Experience everything that had made him the incredible man he was today. And after hearing about his big family, I knew being close to them was what would make him happiest.

I shook off the niggle of worry that had infiltrated my subconscious. I’d dissect those feelings later and Memphis and I could come up with a plan. I could easily buy us a home near his family, and we could go there regularly. I’d bet that would make his eyes light up with excitement once more.

Pushing the idea to the back of my mind to discuss later, I followed him out of the helicopter.

My father’s staff met us at the entrance.

“Miss Shaw, it’s so good to see you,” Rupert, my father’s personal butler, and a man I loved like an uncle, stated as he bowed in greeting.

I rolled my eyes and held out my arms. “Rupert, you’ve known me since I was born. You’ve changed my diapers. Get over here and give me a hug.”

The older man shuffled over and held me close. “I’m sorry about your mother, dear heart,” he whispered into my hair.

My tears immediately stung against the dry grit of travel. I sniffed, and he pulled back, removed a handkerchief from his breast pocket and handed it to me.

I patted my tears away with the cloth. “Thank you. She’s going to be okay though. I just know it.”

He nodded, his eyes lighting up when he noticed Memphis hovering close.

“And who is this strapping young man?” He smiled kindly.

“This is Memphis Taylor, my fiancé.”

His eyes widened. “Well then, it seems congratulations are in order to you both.”

I slid my arm around Memphis’ waist and leaned my head against his chest. “Thank you. We’re excited too.”

Memphis reached out and shook the man’s hand. “Good to meet ya, Rupert.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Taylor.” Rupert responded. “I’ll have your bags brought to your room. I imagine you will want to head to the hospital soon.”

I nodded.

“I’ll have a car brought around to take you where you need to go. It will be waiting when you’re ready.”

“That would be lovely. Thank you, Rupert.” I tugged on my man’s hand and gestured to the open entrance. “Come on, I’ll show you where we’ll be sleeping.”

We stepped into the grand foyer, and Memphis whistled. “So this is how the other half lives. My folks would never believe this. It’s almost like a museum,” he gushed, and I winced.

The home was nice but very cold. “My father loves art and anything that gives him more status among his circle of associates.”

Memphis sucked his bottom lip between his teeth and nodded silently as I led him up the sprawling staircase to my room. It was at the opposite wing of the house from where my parents’ rooms were, which I now realized was a blessing in disguise. Because I had no plans to keep my hands off my fiancé once the lights went out. But first, I had to see my mom. I’d checked my phone when we landed and my father had texted that she would be released tomorrow. Still, I wanted to see her myself.

“Let’s get situated and then head to the hospital. Unless you want to stay here and take a nap while I go.” I swallowed down the fear that he might accept the offer. I really wanted him by my side for support, but we were still new. This wasn’t the ideal scenario for meeting one’s future in-laws.

His head jolted back in offense. “Naomi, I would never leave you hanging to handle such a stressful situation without me. What kind of man do you think I am?” He scowled, a hurt timbre to his voice.

I quickly approached where he stood ramrod straight and wrapped my arms around his middle, resting my chin on his chest and staring up at him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend, but I also didn’t want to assume anything. We’re new…”

His jaw hardened. “We’re going to be a family soon. Family takes care of one another.”

I almost laughed because that was not at all the type of family I had. Sure, we put on an air of the perfect family for my father’s precious reputation, but it wasn’t real. I hadn’t seen my family since they donated a bunch of money to a charity event they demanded I attend. That was eight months ago and most of the time we lived in the same city. I certainly didn’t go over and help with manual labor like Memphis did, pitching in with his mom’s garden before coming to Las Vegas. And the fact that he selflessly entered into the auction to provide monetary assistance for his sister’s schooling so they’d have a better life, proved how close knit they were.

That was not how my family showed their love.

“You’re right. Forgive me?” I pouted and fluttered my lashes.

He smiled, dipped his head and took my mouth in a slow, gentle, luxurious kiss. “Always, Nay. Let’s go see your mom. I’ll bet you’re itching to check on her.” Then he pecked me on the lips once more.

* * * *

We approached the hospital suite hand in hand. I squeezed his tight as I knocked and pushed open the door to the room the person at the nurses’ station gave us.

I entered first, Memphis trailing behind.

My mother was sitting up in bed, a deep scowl on her face, her arms crossed. “I want to go home…NOW!” She snapped at a man wearing a white coat.

“We advise against that, Mrs. Shaw. We need to monitor your heart rate, blood pressure, and we are still keeping an eye on several of your lab values…”

My father interrupted the doctor. “Couldn’t we just hire an in-home nurse?”

The door shut behind us, making a loud noise.

Three heads turned to take in Memphis and me.

“Thank God, Naomi!” My mother held out her arms and wiggled her fingers.

I dashed over to her and hugged her fiercely. The stupid tears came back. “Mom, what happened?” I cried into her shoulder.

“I’m fine, my darling. I’ll be in tip-top shape in no time. Provided this doctor lets me go home immediately.” Her tone was snide and derogatory.

I shook my head and then sat on the side of her bed. “Mom, you do whatever they say. They are the experts, not you or Dad.” I gave Dad the side-eye but he only had eyes for the man hovering near the door. “Besides, you had a heart attack. That’s serious business.”

My mother waved her hand as if it was all the same to her. “Mild heart attack, and it happened when I was running on the treadmill. I pushed too hard for too long. I’ll cut back.”

“That is not why you had a heart attack, Mrs. Shaw. Ma’am, I don’t think you understand the severity of your situation. If you don’t make some serious life changes immediately, you could have a bigger, possibly catastrophic cardiac event, such as heart failure or even a full arrest.” The doctor sighed, obviously a long-suffering veteran of this kind of backlash.

“Mom, that sounds serious. Why did this happen?”

“Your mother has a condition called ACM,” he started, and my mother glared.

“I just need to layoff the afternoon cocktail now and again,” she stated nonchalantly.

The doctor shook his head. “You have alcoholic cardiomyopathy. ACM is a condition where your heart changes shape because of long-term heavy alcohol use. These changes often cause long-term damage, leading to severe problems such as what you experienced this weekend. If this condition goes untreated, it will likely progress to heart failure. You need to cut out all alcohol intake, not to mention smoking, as it’s also detrimental and can make your condition much worse.”

“I don’t smoke,” my mother bald faced lied.

“Mother…” I chastised.

“Okay, I only smoke socially,” she tutted.

“Since when?” my father challenged.

“Since my entire life!” I bit out ignoring him and turning to her. “Mom, do not lie to your doctors or your family. You’re cutting out the booze and cigarettes immediately. Period. Your health is more important than anything else. Remember—you’re the one that taught me your health is your wealth.”

“Listen to your daughter. She’s making sense…for once.” A backhanded compliment from my father? Could the world be ending?

“Mrs. Shaw, we’re going to keep you one more day and check your labs again in the morning. If everything remains stable, I’ll discharge you tomorrow afternoon,” the doctor announced and left the room.

My mother sighed deeply. “At least give me some good news,” her shrewd gaze turned to me.

“Well, since I’m engaged, you’ve got a wedding to focus on.” I dropped the bomb, knowing my mother loved nothing more than planning a huge party to show off all they had.

She gasped and covered her mouth. Finally, her gaze reached past where I sat to Memphis, who was leaning against the wall giving silent support. I stood up and walked over to him, took his hand and brought him to my mother’s bedside.

“Memphis, I’d like to introduce you to my parents, Chantelle and Abraham.” I gestured to my mom then my dad. “This is Memphis Taylor, my fiancé.” I beamed and hugged his side.

He smiled wide. “Sorry to meet you under these circumstances Mr. and Mrs. Shaw, though I’m very glad to see you are on the mend.”

“You must be joking.” My father looked Memphis up and down with a sneer. “Naomi, this is beneath you, to trick us like this during such a traumatic time.”

Memphis’ fingers dug into my side. “This is no joke. I’m marrying Memphis and I’m doing it in a month.”

“I cannot believe you!” he roared. “A college dropout? An ex-footballer? Really, Naomi. You can’t be serious. You’ve done a lot of things to disappoint me, but this? I’ll never accept it,” my father snarled.

“Sir, it’s obvious you’ve had time to look into me since our call this morning, but I assure you, I will be devoted to your daughter.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will. She’s your meal ticket. Sugar momma is what I think the younger generation is calling it these days,” he sneered.

Memphis clapped back. “Excuse me? Your daughter is far more than a meal ticket. She’s the whole damn buffet, but none of that matters. I’m going to worship the ground she walks on as her husband. I doubt any other man could say the same. Now, I think I’ll go wait outside until the three of you have had some time to chat.” Memphis turned to face me. “Nay, I’ll be just outside in the waiting area. You need me, I’m there.” He kissed my forehead and then pecked me on the lips before he squeezed my arms and left the room.

“How could you!” I fired at my father the second Memphis left the room.


Episode 37

Puff Puff Pass
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SUMMER

The memory of Jack’s kiss, his hands on my breasts, the way he worshipfully gazed at my body when he had me splayed out on the kitchen table not an hour ago kept running on repeat through my mind. I wiggled in my seat as Jack drove the SUV down the road toward my parents’ house and the farm where all the magic happened.

Jack smirked but kept his gaze on the road ahead as I crossed and uncrossed my legs for the zillionth time. I’d planned on taking matters into my own hands while in the shower earlier, but for some reason, that felt like the easy way out. I had a man in my life now. A man who wanted to bang me into next Tuesday and would have if Autumn hadn’t interrupted us. My sister’s timing had always been terrible. I’d certainly remember to keep the back door locked in the future.

“You’ve sighed for the third time in as many minutes, Summer. What’s the matter?” Jack asked, then took the turn leading straight to my parents’ land as if he’d driven there a thousand times before, when he’d only driven it once, which was last night.

“Nothing.”

“Are you worried about something?” he pressed. “You can tell me anything.”

I rolled my eyes. “No, it’s not anything important.” I sighed again, hating how I was incapable of keeping my feelings and emotions from showing.

His gaze flicked to mine, eyebrows rising toward his hairline in question. He even went so far as to tap his fingers on the wheel, expressing in no uncertain terms that he’d wait patiently until I gave up what was bothering me.

“Fiiiiine. But it’s a bit inappropriate.” I slapped my thighs dramatically as my cheeks heated.

“I didn’t think you were the type to worry about whether something was appropriate or not. It’s part of what attracted me to you in that elevator. I like how you’re uninhibited and speak your mind.” He gestured with a wave of his hand to go ahead and share.

I sighed deeply and chewed on my thoughts for a minute as my heart pounded wildly. Just looking him in the face, the air in the car got thicker, more energized, setting my body ablaze. “You teased the hell out of me earlier…”

He cocked a single sexy brow but stayed silent.

I swallowed nervously. “And just when things were heating up, and about to get really damn good, my annoying sister ruined it. I’m horny as all get-out. It’s been a long time for me, okay?” I grumbled.

A full belly laugh left him as he shook his head. “You do not mince words, do you, solskinn?” He called me sunshine in Norwegian, something I found ridiculously sweet.

I growled low under my breath at the teasing nature of his tone when he pulled up next to my parents’ truck and parked, then turned to stare at me. He had his left arm stretched out, wrist lying loosely over the steering wheel, looking extra freakin’ cool. Literally my fiancé was a heartstopper. Dark finger-swept hair, chocolatey brown eyes, chiseled jaw with the exact right amount of scruff to make any heterosexual female take notice. Tanned skin, a toned physique, and the most kissable lips. All of this put together made me want to ride him until I saw stars.

I glared at him as he smiled coyly, then grabbed my hand and brought it to his lips. He kissed the tip of each finger until I was holding my breath and squirming in my seat.

“When we end this day, I will have you on your back completely naked, spread out on your bed, where I will become familiar with every inch of your beautiful body. This, I promise you.” He dragged his lips against my pinky finger and then sucked it into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the small digit.

My breath caught, and those dark eyes melted with desire as heat pumped off him in waves.

I cleared my throat. “I look forward to it,” I whispered, my voice a raspy, needy mess.

“I shall as well.” He nipped at the very tip of my pinky, and I groaned at the small bite of pain that instantly turned into pleasure. What else on my body could he give the same treatment?

“Keep that up and my parents will be getting a free triple X show right in front of their house,” I challenged, my nerve endings singing as arousal soared through my veins making the space between my thighs slick and my panties damp.

Jack inhaled through his nose, his nostrils flaring as if he was thinking about putting the SUV in reverse and fulfilling his promise right now. Eventually the sexual tension between us was so thick I could have cut it with a knife. He let out a long, tortured breath and opened the car door. “Let’s go see this farm you’ve created.” He seemed as deprived and uncomfortable as I was.

I fanned my face and got out of the car as my father rounded the side of the house.

“There you are. I was just about to ring you again,” he said excitedly. “The new strain is testing at our highest level yet. Come on, come and see!” He waved for us to follow.

I clasped Jack’s hand, and we followed my dad around the house and down the path toward the indoor growing facility where his lab was. We’d had it built when the outdoor farmed plants started to exceed our expectations and profit margins to the point where we needed more office and lab space. That’s also when we decided to build the indoor planting facilities where the more specialized and higher potency products could be grown.

Jack took in the multiple large domed, almost tent-like buildings attached to the brick-and-mortar structure where the office and lab were housed. I tried to see our setup through his eyes. From an outsider’s perspective, the whole thing looked like something out of a sci-fi movie. And he hadn’t even seen the inside.

I nudged his shoulder. “Come on. I’m excited to see what you think of what we’ve built and eager to get your opinions and thoughts on the possibility of expansion, possibly even worldwide,” I breathed, feeling wings take flight in my belly at the idea of the sky being the limit on what my family and I had created.

Jack rubbed my lower back as Dad held the door to his lab open. We walked through and went straight to a set of glass double doors. Those led directly into our lab, which had an open one hundred and eighty degree view through floor-to-ceiling glass walls of our indoor farm.

“Min gud,” Jack gasped, which I think was Norwegian for “my god” in English. He walked over to stand before the glass that revealed line after line of my flourishing plant babies.

“Sunny, check this out. You won’t believe what the Autumn Moon is testing at!” Dad announced while pointing at his computer screen.

I left Jack to his gazing and checked out the numbers on the plants we’d named after Autumn.

“Damn, that is high. Get it!” I joked and snorted as my Dad chuckled. Sure, my pot jokes were lame but still funny to me.

“It’s doing exceedingly well with our practical tester group too. Looks like adding the moon water and adjusting the soil as you suggested worked exactly as you’d hoped.”

Pride filled my chest, and I beamed with the knowledge that I had been right. A lot of the time, success came with trial and error and maybe a little boost from the Universe. Letting the moon charge jug after jug of water when it was at its fullest, then adding that to each plant for a little boost was my sister’s idea.

“Don’t tell Autumn about this or she’ll think it was her. She demanded we go skyclad as we filled the water jugs. We did some manifesting during the spring equinox, which was also her idea, so…”

He laughed more exuberantly. “My theory is that the soil adjustment was most likely the source of the outcome.”

I opened my mouth to argue the natural and spiritual benefits of moon water, especially when it fell right on a full moon, and during the spring equinox, but my father held up a hand to stop me from arguing.

“Though I am also not averse to admitting the possibility that the Universe might also have given it a solid nudge as well.” Oh, the man knew better after thirty years with my mother.

“Damn straight,” I narrowed my gaze as I heard the door from the lab to the indoor farm open and close. I’d become so caught up in the data my father was sharing, I had left Jack on his own. Apparently, he got tired of waiting for me.

I watched through the glass as Jack clasped his hands behind his neck and scanned the long lines of plants.

“This is really great news, Dad. We’ll have to work with our marketing team to figure out the best way to announce that this particular product has the highest THC percentage to date. Our locals are going to go wild but so will our vendors all the way up and down the West Coast. We can even encourage mentioning we used actual moon water in the growing process.”

“Absolutely. It’s going to be a high profit year for sure, Sunny.” He sat down and focused on his computer, instantly lost to his data per usual.

“If that’s all, I’m going to show Jack around.”

Dad nodded, his gaze never leaving his screen. He was already in another world. One where numbers, math, and science reigned supreme and everything else was just background noise.

I pushed through the door to the indoor farm and came up behind Jack. He didn’t so much as flinch when I wrapped my arms around his middle and snuggled against him. “Pretty cool, huh?”

“Cool?” The single word rolled off his tongue as though it were a curse. “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?” His tone was jagged, not at all what I would have expected. My plants were absolutely stunning. Each aisle contained a different shade of green with each individual plant having gobs of sticky flowering buds on them. The smell was intoxicating and made me want to hit my vape so I could feel connected and at one with the atmosphere.

“If you think you’re seeing the finest indoor cannabis farm in all of the US, then you are correct.” I let go of him and moved around so I could see his face.

His expression was like marble. Stone cold.

I frowned and tilted my head. “What’s the nasty vibe I’m feeling coming from you all of a sudden?”

He slowly blinked and then looked down at me.

“You farm marijuana?” His voice was scrupulous and the question rhetorical because it was blatantly obvious now that he could see thousands upon thousands of plants in varying stages of growth running in every direction. Our indoor facility was the size of multiple football fields. And this was only the indoor plants. We had acres upon acres of sun-grown varieties.

“Ye-aaah,” I stretched out the word while trying to figure out the nuance in his statement.

“This is legal here?” he gasped, flabbergasted.

“Uh, yeah. For almost a decade, dude. I wouldn’t be in the business of selling illegal anything.”

“It’s absolutely not in Norway, nor in most if not all of Europe. Although from what I read recently, most countries have decriminalized it but are nowhere near close to recreational use, let alone medicinal. I had no idea when you stated you were in the plant business that yours would be one that was illegal in most countries besides your own.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I’m not even sure how I feel about regular use of the substance myself.”

I put my hand to my hip and glared at him, feeling that icky vibe turning into a vortex of ugliness. “Well, you better figure out those feelings real quick, buddy, seeing as you’re supposedly marrying the biggest seller of cannabis in the United States.”

“I-I…” His words fell away as he stared out at the sea of plants. “This could be really bad for Johansen Brewing.” He closed his eyes and scowled. “Shit, this could end up a PR nightmare. I need to think about all of this. Talk to my second-in-command, get my team on this before anyone finds out we’re engaged.” His jaw firmed and a muscle in his cheek started to flicker. “I need to speak to Erik too.” Then he cursed under his breath in Norwegian. “Erik’s on his honeymoon.” He inhaled like a fire-breathing dragon about to burn down the world as I knew it.

Then he ripped my chest open and stabbed me straight through the heart with his next outburst.

“This is bad. This could ruin everything we’ve built. What the hell have I gotten myself into?”


Episode 38

The Desert Awaits
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RHODES

“Sam, I put myself in the auction last night,” Maia shared with the man she’d told me was not only her landlord, but also her best friend. I watched as the man visibly got angrier, his gaze flicking to where I sat, waiting for Maia to give me the signal to get out.

Sam suddenly shifted Maia aside and pulled open the door to the limo. He pointed at me and roared, “I’m gonna fucking kill you!” as he attempted to crawl inside to attack me.

Flight or fight mode kicked in, and I pushed out the opposite side of the limo and came around the back to put myself between him and Maia. I held my hands up in supplication.

“I am not a threat,” I stated clearly and calmly.

The tall, muscular man scowled, puffs of air going in and out of his snarled lips. His face was a mottled red, matching the bandana he wore over his forehead.

The hotel limo driver, who was probably in his late sixties, finally got out of the car, a cell phone in his hand. “You start fighting and I’m calling the cops. I do not get paid enough to get in between whatever this is.”

“We’re fine. No cops needed,” I assured the driver who shrugged and got back into the limo.

“Sam,” Maia said as she slid from behind my back to my side. I kept my arm out, encouraging her to stay back just in case. Regardless of whether this man was friend or foe, he was visibly furious. Anything could happen, and I didn’t want her caught in the crossfire. “Rhodes is a good guy. I actually knew him before the auction. Stand down,” she instructed.

Sam crossed his impressive arms over his chest, the look on his face murderous. “Explain,” he demanded.

If he wasn’t staring at me like he wanted to pummel me into ash and run me over with his motorcycle for good measure, I’d likely respect the guy. He seemed genuinely ready to throw down for Maia. And from what she’d already shared, it didn’t seem like she had many people in her corner to count on.

“Rhodes and I met in the airport. I stole from him. We had kind of a moment…” She lifted her head to face me, a small smirk painted across her pretty lips. It was almost as if she wanted to see if I’d experienced the same special thing when we’d plowed into one another.

I nodded and put my arm around her shoulders, tucking her closer. “We did. Slammed into one another by accident,” I started, but Sam cut me off.

“By accident.” Sam snorted in disbelief. “She probably instigated the whole thing. My sister is clever as fuck.” He made a point to express her elevated status in his life as a family member. This man cared a great deal for Maia and wasn’t about to allow any man to drag her into something she didn’t want. “And no matter what you have to say, Maia has the protection of the Las Vegas Hounds, so consider your next words carefully.”

“I assume that’s your motorcycle gang?” I clarified.

Maia nudged me hard. “Rhodes, it’s a club, not a gang.”

Sam shook his head. “Nah, it’s a gang. And we back one another up, no questions asked. Maia is one of ours. You fuck with her, you fuck with the Hounds.” He stepped a steel-toed boot closer to us. It took everything I had not to back up. I needed to protect Maia and show I wasn’t a man that would back down just because I’d been threatened by a biker.

Sam squinted and took in my face and then my form entirely. “How old are you?” He leaned forward. “You look like you’re old enough to be her daddy,” he snarled. His breath smelled of coffee.

“Whoa, Sam that is none of your business and entirely uncool,” she snapped and pressed a hand to his chest, forcing him to back away from us. “Besides, I’ve never dated a man that wasn’t at least ten years older than me, which you already know,” she added.

My gaze shot to hers. Here I was thinking I was robbing the cradle and trying to wrap my own mind around how much younger she was than me, and she’s into older guys.

“Just turned thirty-eight a couple weeks ago,” I admitted. “Not much older than you I suspect, big brother.”

His nostrils flared as he continued to glare.

“Sam, you’re only a few years younger than him. And my birthday is next month. We’re fourteen years apart not twenty-five. I’m telling you right now, as a friend, step back, and lay off. Rhodes offered me an out of the marriage when he learned a bit more about my circumstances. I declined. He’s not in this to screw me over,” Maia shared, emotion filling her tone.

“I’m truly not. None of this was planned, man. We ran into one another at the airport, sparks flew, and then somehow, she ended up on that auction stage. A mutual friend of ours owns it, and I happened to be there. Then I saw Maia and…” My throat suddenly went dry as burnt toast. “I lost all sense and threw caution to the wind. Now we’re working together to figure it all out. I’m not in this to hurt her. I, uh, I’m a little smitten, if I’m being one hundred percent honest.”

Maia spun to face me again. Her mouth dropped open. “You are?” Her voice cracked, and those big brown eyes stared with such hope in them, I wanted to haul her into my arms and kiss away every last one of her fears.

“So, what I’m hearing is,” Sam cut into the moment. “You’re hot for my sister and you plan to wife her up and take good care of her, so that no one will ever hurt her again.”

“What do you mean, again?” I frowned and clenched my teeth.

Sam shook his head. “Not my story to share. Come here, squirt.” The growly biker opened his arms, and Maia left my side and went straight into them, her cheek to his chest.

Instantly, I felt colder without her close. How her little body could radiate so much heat, I didn’t know, but I sure as hell looked forward to finding out in the near future.

Sam pressed his chin to the top of her head. “You sure you’re good with this? Marrying some guy you barely know for a bunch of money?” he asked, and I waited with bated breath to hear her answer.

“It’s actually not just a bunch of money, Sam. It’s seven million life-changing dollars,” she corrected.

“Seven mil…shee-it. You want to marry me, too, Richie Rich?” His bearded lips cocked up into a wonky, still somewhat frightening, smile as he watched me like a hawk.

“Nope. I’m good with just Maia. It would be nice to have your blessing though. And, of course, we’d love to have you at the wedding when we work out the details,” I offered, knowing that, if this man had protected her from some harmful situations and given her a roof over her head when she needed it most, he was important to her.

Maia squeezed the man around his middle and then stepped back. “I’ll need someone to walk me down the aisle, you know, to give away the bride and all that. Unless, of course, you’re busy with the Hounds on a ride or something,” she tossed out.

“You want me there, I’m there. You know that. Me and you. Family by choice, yeah?” He confirmed exactly what I’d thought. “The brothers are gonna want to roll up to that wedding, depending on location. But even if I have to fly, I’m there, Maia.”

She nodded and sniffled, quickly wiping her eyes so that we wouldn’t see her tears. She was so tough. I wanted nothing more than to prove that she didn’t have to be so strong in front of me. I’d take care of her. Make sure she had all that she could ever want. We just had some things we needed to work through first to get there.

Sam rubbed the back of his neck and tapped his foot. “And if your fiancé pulls any shit, there’s a place in the desert that the Hounds visit on occasion. A place with no roads. No water. No one to come save you if you happened to get stuck out there alone. You get my drift…Rhodes.” He said my name as if it was the scum on the bottom of his steel-toed boot.

“Heard you loud and clear.” I reached out my hand for Sam to shake.

He took it and squeezed the hell out of it. I coughed at the short-lived pain and waited until he let it go.

“I think we understand one another. With that being said, if you swear you’re going to take care of her, I give my blessing.”

I jerked my chin in the affirmative. “I swear it. Which also brings me to why we’re here. We need to pack up her things as she’ll be moving to California soon.”

Maia spun around. “I will? California. You mean you don’t live in Las Vegas?” she asked.

“Los Angeles, actually.”

“Huh,” she puffed out her bottom lip, lost to her thoughts. “I’ve always wanted to go to California. But first, I’ve got business in Colorado. Is stopping there first a possibility?” Her question came out shaky, which was strange as she’d been relatively confident about everything else up until mentioning where she grew up.

“Sounds like you two have a lot to discuss.” Sam reached out and patted Maia on the head and ruffled her hair.

She ducked away and glared at him while he grinned wickedly.

“I need to pay you for this month’s rent.” She moved to pull her wallet out of her back pocket.

Sam waved his hand in the air and shifted toward his bike. When he got to it, he put a long leg over the Harley and fired her up. The pipes growled like a grizzly bear, my chest vibrating pleasantly to the sound. I’d always wanted to try to ride a motorcycle, but those dreams died when Portia got pregnant with Emily. Bikes were dangerous, and Emily needed me alive and kicking more than I needed to test the levels of my manhood on what was commonly called a death machine.

“Consider it an engagement gift. Let me know when you’re cutting out of Vegas and text me your new address.” Then his dark gaze lifted to mine. “She doesn’t check in with me regularly, me and my brothers will find you. There will be no hole deep enough to hide from us. You keep that in mind.”

“Sam!” Maia griped. “Stop threatening him. He gets it. Damn, and I thought Alana was scary. You’re batshit crazy.”

Sam shivered at the mention of Alana. Now that fear I understood. She could cut a man down to size with a simple tongue-lashing.

He pointed at me as he rolled his bike slowly past us. “You remember what I said. The desert awaits if you hurt her. I’ll be in touch.”

I lifted my hand in a wave. “I’ll protect her with my life.”

He slowed to a stop at the end of the driveway. “Not good enough, but it’ll have to do for now.” He made a facial expression that was half snarl, half smile before he shot off, his motorcycle blazing a fiery trail down the street.

“Well, that was interesting,” I ran my fingers through my hair and let out a relieved sigh.

“You actually handled that really well. Sam can definitely be scary, but there’s a teddy bear with a big heart underneath it all. He just wants the best for me. And he never liked the idea of the auction, so I think he had a knee-jerk reaction to it all. He seems good now.”

I chuckled as I followed her up the driveway to the stairs that led to the studio above Sam’s garage. “I think we have a different version of what the word good means, sweetheart,” I teased.

She grinned, and my chest filled with light. Making this woman smile was a new priority. She didn’t do it enough, but hell, when she did, it was mesmerizing.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Her cheeks pinked up before my eyes.

“You’re just so pretty when you smile. I like seeing it.”

Maia ducked her head sheepishly as she unlocked her door. “Haven’t had a whole lot to smile about, but it seems like things are looking up,” she said, entering and stopping abruptly with a gasp.

“What is it?” I eased around her and noted the entire space had been ransacked. Pillows shredded, the stuffing everywhere. Some of the pictures hanging sideways on the walls. A small TV in shards in the center of the room. The closet had empty hangers with everything tossed willy-nilly, a lot of it in tatters. In the small eat-in kitchen, the cabinets were left open with all the items that were inside broken on the tile floor.

“I can’t… I don’t understand…uh…” Maia was struck silent, her eyes as wide as saucers.

“We have to get out of here. Call the cops. And call Sam back. He needs to see this and notify his insurance.”

“But…but…” Maia moved forward, pushing my arm away when I tried to prevent her from entering fully.

“Fuck!” I followed her in and both of us stopped and stared at the frightening message written in black spray paint along the back wall above her small bed.

SHE RUINED MY LIFE

NOW I RUIN YOURS

On seeing that note, ice-cold fear raced through my veins and propelled me into immediate action. I scooped Maia up and over my shoulder, then took the stairs to the street level two at a time, my focus on the waiting limo. I put her into the car and locked the doors.

I cupped her cheeks as she trembled, her face ghost white. “I’m right here. I’ve got you. You okay, baby?” I asked, then kissed each of her cheeks and her forehead before looking into her eyes. “Answer me?” I asked again.

She nodded but didn’t say anything, just blinked as if she was in shock.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed the police.

“Las Vegas Emergency Services.”

“Yes, my name is Rhodes Davenport.” I gave the caller the address. “My fiancé, Maia Fields, has been robbed and her life threatened. We need the police here as soon as possible.”

“We’re sending help now.”

“Give me your phone,” I held out my hand.

She pressed her thumb to the password protector and the display appeared. I went to her contacts and hit call on the contact simply named “Sam.” I took Maia’s hand, and she held mine with both of hers, then brought her legs up and curled into a fetal position, burrowing as close to me as she could get.

“Did you change your mind about marrying Mr. Moneybags?” Sam chuckled, sounding like a completely different guy.

“Sam, it’s Rhodes. You need to get back home. Maia’s place was ransacked, everything is destroyed, and she’s been threatened.”

“I’ll be there in five,” he clipped out and hung up.

I wrapped my arms around Maia as she clung to me, her face pressed against my chest.

“I’ve got you. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Not now, not ever.” I vowed as I kissed the top of her head and held on until the sound of approaching police sirens filled the air.


Episode 39

Not Everything Is As It Seems
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JULIANNE

“What’s he doing here?” My brother snarled at the sight of Gio in my home.

Giovanni smirked. “I live here now.” He brought me closer to his side. “You should probably tell him before the announcement goes out,” Gio encouraged, likely loving every second of this moment. I couldn’t blame him; I felt the same way.

“What do you mean, you live here now? And what announcement?” Brenden snapped, his expression one of burgeoning anger.

I looked at Gio and cocked a brow before smiling coyly at my brother. “Gio and I got married this weekend. Surprise!”

Brenden glared. “Don’t fuck with me. It’s been a hard enough couple days as it is, Jules.”

I huffed and shook my head while planting my hand on Gio’s chest possessively. “It’s no joke. We got married in Las Vegas yesterday.”

Brenden’s face went blank, as if he couldn’t comprehend the truth that was staring him in the face.

“What? No congratulations?” Gio goaded. “You’d think after you stole my fiancée, fucked me over, then screwed over Julianne, you’d have something to say? Oh, that’s right, Bianca has your balls in a vise so tight you can’t even speak for yourself anymore. Isn’t that right, bro,” Gio sneered, disgust evident in his every word.

Brenden’s cheeks turned bright red as his lips twisted into a white snarl. “You’re just pissed because Bianca fell for me. She got tired of your ass being all about work and came running to a real man who could give her the love and attention she deserves.”

Gio huffed out a dry laugh. “Right, a real man. Someone I considered my best friend in the entire world. Trusted more than any other. A brother not by blood, but by choice. You used to be a real man. Now you’re just a pathetic asshole who has a reputation for fucking people over, who’s own sister can hardly stand the sight of you. Look at her.” He gestured to me. “You hurt her. Broke her trust. The only person you had left. The last soul who would have stood by your side no matter what. And you fired her from our company because Bianca told you to? Which, by the way, isn’t even legal. We both own the company fifty-fifty, and I say Julianne stays,” I growled through my teeth.

“You have no idea who you are dealing with. You think I’m a horrible person for what I did, fine! I’m a horrible person. No one but you gives a fuck. We have a much bigger problem now that Bianca’s pregnant,” Brenden fired back, spittle flying as he spoke.

“Which remains to be proven,” I added for good measure, lest either of the men forget the very real possibility the bitch could be lying through her perfectly bleached teeth.

Brenden’s gaze slashed to mine. “I’ve seen the ultrasound images. It’s real.”

“Yeah? Were you there with her when they were taken?” I asked, giving him a closed-mouth, waspish smile.

Brenden frowned. “No, but I trust her.”

Gio snorted. “Look Brenden, if she could lie to me for eighteen months, carry on an affair with you at the same time, and fuck us both on the same day, she can fake a pregnancy. I’m certainly not putting it past her. I want a paternity test as soon as possible.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t care whose baby it is. I’m going to raise it like my own no matter what,” he hissed as if he were making some big sacrifice.

“If it’s my baby, I will demand full custody because she’s a lying, cheating, unscrupulous bitch who has no business raising a child,” Gio returned, grit in every word. He’d make her pay. Drown her in endless legal battles until he got what he wanted. And he had the endless monetary means to do it too. I didn’t wish that for him, or for myself. But I surely wouldn’t want Bianca as the primary parent in that scenario either. The child’s well-being must be the priority.

Anger filled the air around Brenden before he suddenly pounced, jumping through the air toward Gio, who pushed me out of the way right before Brenden crashed into him.

“I’ll end you myself!” Brenden snarled, his hands encircling Gio’s throat and squeezing.

Giovanni gripped Brenden’s wrists and tugged, desperately trying to remove his hands from around his neck, to no avail.

“Stop it! Let him go!” I screamed as Giovanni’s face turned a sickly shade of red as he arched back, trying to knock Brenden loose, but Brenden held on. They slammed into my entryway side table that had a vase filled with flowers and a mirror above it. The vase went crashing to the ground, broken porcelain and water spreading in every direction.

Gio finally used his foot to trip Brenden, both men falling to the hard floor. Brenden’s grip loosened enough so that Gio could get the upper hand.

They rolled from one side to the other until Gio was on top. He pulled his arm back and punched Brenden in the face multiple times. Blood sprayed across the white marble floor in sick crimson splotches as Brenden screeched in pain.

“Gio! Stop, you’re going to kill him!” I cried, watching as Brenden somehow leveraged Gio onto his back and delivered a punch of his own. But Gio was faster. His arm came up, his fist crashing into Brenden’s ribs once, twice, and then a third time, which was accompanied by a sickening crunch sound.

“Fuck!” Brenden wailed like a banshee, sliding to the side, and curling inward, one hand going to his ribs.

Gio tumbled in the other direction, and I raced over to help him stand. There was a stream of blood sliding out of one of his nostrils while he clutched his neck tenderly.

I caressed the swollen, red marks gently as Giovanni let out a hoarse cough. “I’m okay.”

“I want you out of my home,” I hollered at my brother.

Brenden slowly moved onto all fours and winced as he eased to a standing position, still hunched over, one arm planted across his middle protectively. He looked at me and then at Gio as he pushed the button to call the elevator. He scowled deeply then faced me.

“I came here to apologize, and this is what I get? Me and you, Jules. We’re done.” My heart slid to my throat and choked me as he looked at Gio. “You both deserve each other,” he mumbled, a deep sense of loathing filling his statement.

“You brought this upon yourself, Brenden.” Giovanni looped an arm around my shoulders. “I would have never betrayed you. Not in a million years. And now you’re what, disowning your sister because you can’t handle the repercussions of the decision you yourself made? Your parents would be so disappointed.” He shook his head, his expression filled with disgust.

Tears fell down my cheeks as I watched that arrow hit the bullseye and my brother recoil.

“Brenden, when you’re ready to talk civilly, give me a call. Until then, I guess I’ll see you in court,” I muttered, hating that I was losing my brother after everything we’d already lost.

On that parting shot, the elevator doors opened, and Brenden stepped in. He turned around, his eyes filled with hate, blood dripping down the side of his mouth as he focused on Gio and then me.

“Fuck you, Gio. Fuck you both!”

* * * *

Once I’d gotten Giovanni cleaned up and sitting at my kitchen table with a bag of frozen peas pressed to his swollen neck, I slumped into one of the other chairs and pressed my forehead to the table.

“Everything is so messed up,” I admitted.

Gio reached out, put his hand on the back of my neck and started to rub the knots he found there, working the tension out with skilled thumbs and fingers.

“It certainly is. I imagine he will go straight to Bianca after what’s happened. Means she won’t be too eager to meet with me any time soon.” He sighed. “The idea that I might actually be a father to that woman’s baby is making my stomach tight.” He winced.

“We have to find out if the baby is yours though. Sooner rather than later. Maybe instead of talking to her, we go through the lawyers. It seems safer. We also need to figure out what the heck we’re going to do about work. The longer all of us sit around with our thumbs up our assess, the more work builds up, the more clients we lose.”

Gio let out a long, haggard sounding breath. “Honestly, Jules, I’ll follow your lead on how you want to handle this. Hell, I’m happy to sign over my half of the company to you if it makes things easier,” he offered.

I lifted my head and stared into his tired eyes. “You’re really generous, you know that?”

He groaned and raked his hands through his hair. “No, I’m not. I just don’t want to fight with my ex and your brother. These are people I thought would be my family and have my back, throughout the rest of my life. When we lost our parents, I clung to that gift. Saw it as a blessing that I had a woman who loved me, and a best friend I’d do anything for. And both of them betrayed me.”

I sat up and my bottom lip started to tremble. The sorrow in his eyes, in his very soul, matched my own.

Gio cupped my cheek. “Julianne, you’re the only person in the entire world I can trust. The only person I love, who I know loves me back. And I know the romantic part of our relationship is new, but I have pined for you for years. Marrying you, making love to you…it’s more than I could have ever hoped for.” He swallowed and cleared his throat.

“Gio,” I breathed, feeling every ounce of his pain.

“I love you, Julianne. I have always loved you. I loved you when we were kids, and I loved you from afar as business partners.” He leaned forward, pressed his forehead to mine and traced my bottom lip with his thumb. “And I love you now. I don’t want anything to get between what we’re building and what we’ve already shared. As a matter of fact, I won’t let it. Brenden and Bianca don’t get to have this. They don’t get to steal what we’ve found. Does that make any sense?” His question was tortured, ripped straight from his still beating heart.

I curled my hands around his face, threading my fingers through his hair. “It makes perfect sense. Because I’ve been in love with you since we were kids too. That kiss on the dock was a dream come true for me. And even then, Brenden got between us. Even freakin’ then. And now…” I let the words fall away as I took a weighted breath. “Now I’m more in love with you than I ever thought possible. I don’t want this baby to be yours because I want to be the only one having your children. I don’t want to lose any part of you to her, or to him. I’m tired of going without.”

“Jules, you’ll never be without me ever again,” he swore, dipping his lips so he could take mine in a long, reaffirming kiss. “I love you. I’m not going to let them or anyone else get between us. You have my word. We’ll figure this out, and you know what? Down the road, we’ll be better for it.”

I chuckled and wiped at my nose and eyes with the back of my hand as the tears fell. “It’s not going to be easy.”

“Nothing in life worth having is easy, Jules. You know that.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “Why don’t we take a long bath together, order Chinese takeout, and push all of this to handle tomorrow?”

“That sounds heavenly.” I was already imagining the heat of the water soothing the rest of the tension from my body, then possibly making love to my husband and falling asleep on his mighty chest. Yeah, heavenly fits.

Gio stood up and held out his hand.

I clasped it and let him help me up. Arm and arm we walked back to my bedroom.

No, our bedroom.

Gio let me go and kicked off his shoes and pulled his shirt over his head, standing before me bare-chested and sculpted like a Greek god.

“Take a picture, it will last longer,” he teased.

“Oh, I plan to. Many, many, many pics for the spank bank when one of us is traveling for business purposes,” I teased.

“Filthy girl.” He grinned wickedly. Just hearing him call me that name sent a lightening burst of arousal racing through my veins.

My phone started to ring, and I glared at it on the nightstand as if it were a living breathing monster come to life.

“Ignore it,” Giovanni suggested.

I walked over and glanced at the display. “It’s my lawyer. It could be important.”

He shrugged. “It’s up to you. I’m going to run the bath.” He pushed off his pants and boxer briefs, his dick already half-hard.

I cocked a brow and watched as my favorite appendage started to salute me while I reached for the phone, but my eyes were on my husband’s spectacular body. I clicked the button to answer and watched Gio’s toned ass flex and move as he entered the bathroom.

“Hello, Ms. Myers,” my lawyer greeted.

“Mmmhmm, that’s me.” I was trying to catch glimpses of Gio as I finagled through removing my clothing with the phone pressed against my ear.

“I’m calling because we found something concerning in your parents’ will.”

I unclipped my bra and sat on the bed in my panties as I removed one arm at a time. “What did you find?”

“Well, you told me to look into everything, that even the tiniest detail could be important,” she noted.

“Yes, continue…” I sighed, wanting nothing more than to go meet my husband in the bath. “I’m kind of in a hurry,” I prompted as I stood and wiggled my undies down my legs.

“I had a hunch after comparing some of your parents’ documents. Specifically, the last few updates to their will over the years.”

I watched as my naked, drool-worthy husband appeared at the bathroom doorway, his hand around his cock as he stroked it to full attention, then turned slowly and stepped one foot and then the other into the huge jacuzzi soaker tub.

I had to clamp my mouth shut so I wouldn’t whimper. Instead, I took a breath and focused on the call. “I’m sorry to rush you, but I only have another minute…” I ground my teeth, my heart racing as I walked into the bathroom, no longer willing to miss out on the view.

Giovanni was lying back, legs spread, cock hard, arms out at his side, head resting on a towel, and eyes closed, looking every inch the spoiled king.

I licked my lips as I squirmed where I stood. I was going to ride him until all the water left the bathtub and needed to be refilled because of our shenanigans.

Giovanni told me he loved me.

I told him I loved him.

“Are you listening to me, Ms. Myers.”

“I’m sorry, can you repeat the last part,” I frowned as Gio’s eyes opened, his gaze filled with white-hot desire.

“I said, I had a forensic handwriting expert review the last four signatures on the last four updates of your parents’ will. The first three matched exactly and were determined to have been signed by your mother and father. The last one, however, the one submitted a week before their untimely death, wasn’t a match.”

“What are you saying?” I croaked, then held my breath.

Giovanni sat up, suddenly interested in my conversation. “Are you okay?”

I nodded and held out a finger for him to wait a moment.

“I’m saying that the signatures on the last update to your parents’ will were forged.”


Episode 40

Operation Parent Approval
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MEMPHIS

“How could you!” I heard Naomi sneer as the door to the hospital room closed behind me.

I shook my head and let out the long breath I’d been holding. “Looks like I have some work to do with the in-laws. Jesus, help me,” I muttered under my breath.

Naomi’s parents already hated me, and they didn’t even know me.

It was obvious that her father had done a background check on me while we were traveling from Las Vegas to the Hamptons. And he wasn’t wrong about my history. I was a college drop-out and ex-footballer. Getting hurt on the field a semester before graduation and losing the possibility of going pro was devastating. Physically, mentally…hell, even spiritually. The loss of the career I’d been working my entire life for, just gone with one wrong play, had done a number on me without a doubt.

If I were being honest with myself, the auction was the first thing in a long time that had given me any hope. Not only for my family to have what they needed to succeed, but for me as well.

Besides, Naomi was everything I could ever want in a woman. Smart, beautiful, sassy, hilarious when she wanted to be, and so good in bed I swear I saw stars last night. On top of it all, the woman was rich. And if the mansion we helicoptered to, in the Hamptons of all places, was anything to go by, her family had more money than mine would see in their lifetimes.

To the Shaw’s, I was just some nobody with no future who was leeching off their daughter. It would be up to me to prove them wrong. The problem was, they were technically right about some of it. I did enter into a relationship with Naomi for her money. She entered into it for a companion, a protector, and I’m starting to gather, a way to get her parents off her ass about marrying someone they wanted for her. And yet, one weekend with the woman, and not only was my mind in it to win it, so was my heart. Before I’d even known Naomi was a bidder, I was half in love with her. We connected so completely at the bar that first night, and then with that initial kiss…

I slumped down into a waiting room chair, put my elbows to my knees, and dropped my head into my hands. Visions of last night flooded my mind. We’d been so into one another that we couldn’t even make it to the bedroom. I banged her on the floor of her hotel room foyer. And she did not complain, just as eager to get at me as I was to join with her. Then we ate, we talked, and I made love to her the way I had envisioned after that first night when we’d thought we were saying goodbye forever.

But fate had other plans.

I firmly believed if we weren’t supposed to be together, there would be no way that, out of all the possible bidders, I’d meet mine prior to the auction and fall for her. Then to have her feel the same for me, in a way that she willingly paid ten million dollars was beyond belief.

Ten million dollars.

For me.

She could have walked away. Not made a bid after all…but no. She fought for me during that auction. Put her name and her money on the line to secure me as her husband.

I would not let her down.

Her family had no idea what was coming because I was going to schmooze the shit out of them whether they liked it or not.

My phone buzzed against my ass as I pondered the methods by which I would start Operation Parent Approval.

I pulled the phone out of my back pocket and noted the display said Sydney, who was the second oldest in the lineup of us siblings. She was also located in New York City, working as a model, which meant she wasn’t too far away. Immediately, an idea started to form.

“Hey, Syd, what’s poppin’?” I answered, feeling a renewed sense of excitement.

“Ugh, I just finished a job, and I can’t wait to get home and shower it off,” she groaned. “I’m in the subway right now, so ignore the background noise.”

Sydney often called me on her way home from a modeling gig, especially if she was riding the subway. I preferred it because I’d heard the subways in NYC weren’t exactly the safest place to be. And I had a sister who looked like an even hotter version of Rihanna, which meant she was instantly a target.

I frowned at hearing the nastiness in her voice. “Something happen?” I asked.

“Not really,” she sighed tiredly. “The photographer was just kinda gross. Wanting me to make lewd facial expressions. Until the client finally entered the picture and vetoed that plan. Still, I was scantily dressed in this sparkly number that hid most of the important parts but showed enough to make me feel a little uncomfortable. Especially when he asked about the vulgar stuff, like straddling a bench and rubbing on it while making my face look like I was having an orgasm.”

“The fuck you say?” I stood abruptly and started to pace the small waiting room. Thankfully, there weren’t any concerned family members of sick patients waiting for their loved ones in this seating area so I could move and speak freely.

“Yeah, it was gross, but the client stepped in, like I said. Still, this shit happens all the time. I mean, yeah, I’m a model, but I’m not into overtly sexual content. And I absolutely do not do nudity of any kind.”

“That’s right, Syd. You draw that line in the sand, and you do not cross it unless you want to. It’s your body. Make sure you’re always the one in control. Besides, you have a manager, right?”

“I do. She’s great. When she calls to check in on the job, I’ll tell her I’m not comfortable working for that photographer anymore. I may lose some work, but it’s worth it.”

“Damn straight,” I agreed with gusto. “Don’t ever let anyone walk all over you. And if you need a support system, you got one right here, sis.”

She chuckled, and I could hear her mood shifting. My job as big brother was achieved. I always wanted my sisters to feel as though I had their back, but I also encouraged them to stick up for themselves.

“Sooooooo, I called to see if you were newly engaged. I checked my phone a thousand times last night but heard zip from you. I’m dying to know, were you chosen at the auction?”

Sydney was the only member of my family that knew about the auction. At first, she was shocked I was willing to become some rich woman’s husband for a bunch of money. Until I told her what that kind of money could do for our family. Along with it only being a three-year commitment. And I’d assured her over and over that I wanted to do it. No one was forcing me. It was entirely my decision.

I wasn’t feeling pressure from the family—or simply just sad that I’d lost my pro career. Of course, I was devastated by all of that, but I could have gone back to school, finished my last year, and gotten a job with a degree in business or teaching, which had been my backup plan. Except knowing my father had worked most of his life to secure a retirement plan that would set him and my ma up, then having that come crashing to a halt due to an unfortunate accident, was brutal. It made me realize that I needed to step up and do what I could for our family.

My father was devoted to us. He’d not only given us love, respect, and discipline, he’d taught us what it was to work hard, chase our dreams, and support one another in all things. To him, family was the most important thing in the world. Only God was held above it.

With my father being unable to fully retire as planned, he and my mother lived off of his disability and my mother’s wages. They also supported my granny and my other siblings Paris, Holland, and Cheyenne who still lived in the home. Sydney was modeling and sending home whatever she could to help, Odessa lived on her own but with roommates. She was also up to her eyeballs in nursing school debt, and Paris, at eighteen, had just been accepted to Harvard. Most of my sisters were drowning in school debt, not to mention my parents who had already added a second mortgage on their house just to make ends meet.

They’d given us everything, and it was my goal to turn the tides. As the oldest sibling and only son, that weight was heavy around my neck. Even if I was the only one that put that responsibility there.

“Hello? Did you get chosen or what?” Sydney asked again.

“I did.” I grinned, thinking about the moment when Naomi strutted her sexy ass into that ballroom and signed the contract.

“She’s amazing, Syd. Smart. Gorgeous. And we’d actually met before the auction not knowing either was going to be in it.”

“Wow, really? That’s cool. You actually sound a bit down though?”

I sighed and rubbed at the back of my head. “Her mother had a heart attack. We flew straight from Las Vegas to New York and then took a helicopter to the Hamptons.”

“Oh no. Is her mother okay?”

“Yeah, she’s going to be released tomorrow.”

“Well, that’s a relief. Can we go back to the part where you said you took a helicopter to the Hamptons?”

“Girl, I know. It was wild. Never flown in one before. And you should see the size of their beach mansion. It’s like walking into the Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous,” I shared. “You know, the one that Gran watches reruns of all the time?”

“Dang, sounds like you scored a very wealthy woman. What’s her name?”

“Her name is Naomi Shaw.”

“No shit! The Naomi Shaw? I actually did a campaign for one of her jewelers last summer. She’s big in the diamond business, brother. And I think her parents own a bunch of mines across the globe. There was an article about her not that long ago in Forbes Magazine.”

“Really? Do you think you could find the link and text it to me?” I asked, desperate to gobble up any information I could on Naomi’s family in order to be successful in my plan to win over her parents.

“Yeah, for sure. I’ll send it over right after we’re done. And bravo, big brother. Naomi is smokin’ hot. I just pulled up a recent picture of her with some guy. Obviously, he’s toast now that she’s engaged to my bro,” she snickered.

“Was the guy’s name Jamal?” I asked, wondering if it was the same guy she’d dated most recently.

“Nah, it some other well-known rich fella named Malik Hendrickson.”

Malik.

“Yes, I am officially engaged. No, it’s not to Malik… Jesus, Dad. When are you going to let that go? It’s been over for a long time.”

The memory of that name roared to the surface of my mind. Naomi had mentioned it in a conversation with her father when she’d confirmed our engagement. The man must have had a starring role in Naomi’s past if her father jumped to that conclusion.

“What’s he do?”

“Memphis, are you seriously jealous of some guy from her past when you’re the one marrying her?” Sydney rightfully chastised me.

“Her father mentioned the name as if Malik was in their life now. As in the present, not the past. Just do me a solid and tell me what it says about him,” I grumbled.

“Fine,” she snapped. “He’s a big man in investments. Shit. Says he works for Shaw International as their Chief Financial Officer. Daaaaammmmn, Memphis, he’s got boo-koo bucks. Net worth says he’s north of a hundred million.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I croaked and wiped my clammy hands down my thighs. I was beginning to sweat, my skin itching as Naomi suddenly entered the waiting room.

“Hey, Syd, I gotta go. Naomi’s back. Call you later?” I said into the phone but stared into Naomi’s tortured gaze, her entire body seeming to vibrate with unleashed emotion.

“Yeah, yeah. Go ahead. Good luck. I love you.”

“I love you too. Text me when you get home, so I know you’re safe,” I asked, needing that bit of security from her after knowing she’d had a rough day.

“Definitely. Bye.”

“Bye.” I hung up and showed Naomi the phone. “That was my sister, Sydney,” I announced, lest she think I was talking to some random chick, especially during an incredibly trying time for her.

Naomi walked straight to me and then face-planted against my chest, her body shaking with the sobs that broke free.

“Hey there, I’m here. Let it all out.” I rubbed her back up and down as she wet my shirt with her tears.

“It’s all so much,” she blurted.

“It is, but I’m here, and I’ve got you. Cry all you want, Nay. Ain’t no one here to judge. Just you and me. You don’t have to be strong right now.”

“If I’m not s-s-strong, I’ll f-fall down.” She sniffled as her shoulders quaked.

“Nah, you won’t. Because I’ll be here to hold you up, keep you standing. You hear me?” I whispered against the top of her head. “I got you.”

Eventually, her tears slowed, and she turned her face to rest her cheek right above my heart. Together, we took some deep breaths, neither one of us saying a word, just existing in the moment.

“Okay, I’m better.” She let out a jagged breath. “Thank you.”

I looked into her pretty eyes and smiled. “You never have to thank me for holding you. It’s not only my job as your man, it’s my pleasure.”

She lifted her hand and cupped my cheek. “You are so good to me. Even after they were so horrible to you.”

I shrugged. “In football, we learned fast: when someone knocks you down, you get right back up or you’ll be trampled by the other players who want it more. I just have to change my plays when it comes to your folks. Don’t worry; I’ll win them over eventually.”

She finally smiled. “Let’s get out of here. I’m thinking food overlooking the ocean and then bed. I’m exhausted.”

“You got it, ma’am.” I hooked my arm over her shoulders and led her out of the hospital and into the waiting car where Rupert was behind the wheel.

“Are we waiting for your father?” Rupert asked.

Naomi shook her head. “My father says to come get him after you’ve dropped me off.”

My own eyebrows rose at that response. It meant to me that he didn’t want to share even a car with his daughter and her new beau. I let out a frustrated breath. I definitely had my work cut out for me when it came to winning over her father.

Rupert pulled up to the sprawling beach mansion. A tall, good looking Black man leaned against one of the entrance columns as though waiting for us.

Naomi groaned at the same time I said, “Who’s that?” I already knew she didn’t have a brother. Perhaps it was a nephew or another family member coming to check on her mother.

Rupert opened the door, and I got out, then held my hand out for Naomi. She took it and laced our fingers, holding on much tighter than she had before.

The stranger took the steps at a fast clip. “I came as soon as I heard. You must be terrified. How is she?” The man’s focus was entirely on Naomi. He wore a suit so fine I knew it had been made for him by the finest designer and tailors. Whereas I was in a pair of department store Dockers and a button-up—now rumpled and tear-stained.

“She’s gonna be fine. Did my father call you? How did you even know about this?” Naomi asked.

“I was in Los Angeles on business when I got the call. I left my meeting and took the first flight out.” His tone was harried but kind.

“You shouldn’t have,” Naomi stated flatly.

“Come on, Naomi. Of course, I should have. Lest you forget, I believed that woman was going to be my mother-in-law up until very recently.”

“I wouldn’t consider two years to be recent,” Naomi sighed, exhaustion evident in her tone.

That’s when I cleared my throat and put out my hand. “I’m sorry, we haven’t been introduced. I’m Memphis Taylor.”

The man’s shrewd gaze flicked to mine as if I was a mere gnat to ignore and then back to Naomi. “Who is he to you, and why is he here? This time should be for family only.”

I laughed. “Man, I am family. I’m her fiancé.”

The guy physically stepped back as though threatened. Then he took in our clasped hands and the way Naomi leaned into my side, obviously coming to his own conclusions.

“Is this true?” he sputtered sounding genuinely shocked.

“Yes. We’re getting married this month. I’m surprised my father didn’t tell you already,” she stated harshly.

The guy opened and closed his mouth, shock making his dark skin seem a little paler.

“Baby, you want to go ahead and introduce me?” I let go of her hand and curled my arm around her shoulder, hugging her close.

“Memphis, um, this is Malik Hendrickson. My ex-fiancé.”


Episode 41

A Security Threat
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MADAM ALANA

The flight to France felt longer than usual; it was fraught with concern and worry regarding the note I’d received. Emily played a game on her phone, watched a movie, and fell asleep within the first few hours. Christophe went straight to the office on the plane to look into what he was calling a security threat. He’d already had our home visited by the local French authorities, checked in with estate staff, and made sure no other mysterious documents or packages had been left.

When he shared that there were no additional concerns waiting for us at our home in France, a sense of relief eased through my worry, but didn’t remove it altogether. There was still a feeling of vulnerability and violation that came with receiving such threats—a gnawing fear I couldn’t quite shake.

Christophe eventually entered the lounge area where Emily was sleeping on one of the long couches. I sat on the settee opposite her, my mind going through every possible candidate and bidder I’d worked with this past quarter and coming up with nothing to offer. The bidders and candidates had certainly seemed happy as did the ones who’d attended but didn’t participate or win a bid. I made sure of this by offering complimentary top shelf drinks, catered food, music, gambling cards, and spa services within an environment that boasted luxury and relaxation. This showed each and every bidder that their time and energy had not been wasted. They’d taken time out of their busy schedules to attend one of my auctions, and I showed them I valued that gift.

“She just fall asleep?” Christo asked.

I nodded. “About a half hour ago.”

“No rest for you?” He sat down next to me and took my hand, then kissed the center of my palm.

I shook my head.

“Everything has been handled, Alana. There is nothing further to worry about. It seems as though it was a threat not backed by anything other than instilling fear into the recipient. Our home is safe. I’ve notified the hotel manager and owner of the casino. They are going to look more fully into the courier service and keep an eye out for any suspicious activity. I also informed them that I wanted a walkthrough of our Las Vegas apartment no less than once a week by their security team to ensure nothing is amiss. If another threat is received, we will deal with it. As for now…” He kissed his way up my inner arm to my elbow where he swirled his tongue devilishly, sending shivers racing along my nerve endings. “…we are safe. I wish for you to let this go. Don’t let someone’s immature actions ruin our mood. We are going to show our niece a wonderful time in France. Let’s focus on that, oui?”

“You’re right.” I sighed, trying to let the worry go. “There is nothing more that can be done. It just feels a bit disconcerting to have received something like that. Especially when we’re taking care of Emily.”

Christophe hummed in assent before he pulled me to his side, enfolding me in his arms until I rested against his chest. I relaxed as his heartbeat provided a soothing melody. “Rest, mon amour. We will be home soon, and all of this will seem like a distant, useless memory.”

I closed my eyes and let out a long breath, doing as he suggested. “Je t'aime,” I love you, I murmured as the stress finally took its toll and sleep claimed me.

* * * *

“This place is so dope!” Emily gushed as she spun in a circle, taking in the main living space of our home in France. “I love coming here. I’m gonna tell Dad to use some of his billions to buy us a house next door,” she said while peering out one of the large windows.

It had been a couple years since Rhodes and Emily last stayed with us here in France. We preferred meeting up at different locations around the globe to visit and vacation together.

“I don’t think your dad wants a home in France, chéri. Not when you both have rooms waiting here,” Christophe responded.

“Oh, right. That would be kinda dumb. I’m so stupid.” Emily frowned and kicked at the floor with the toe of her sneaker.

“Stop that negative self-talk right now, young lady. I’ll not have anyone talking down about my intelligent, kind, funny, fashionable, beautiful niece. It’s the same as calling one of Christo’s art pieces ugly.” I scoffed and made a face.

Emily’s corresponding smile reached her eyes. “I thought we weren’t supposed to make sour faces, Auntie Alana.”

“And quick-witted too.” I winked.

“Come, let us see what Aurelie is cooking for our homecoming meal,” Christo encouraged.

Emily bounced on her toes. “Oh man, I hope it’s Nutella and banana crepes.” She licked her lips.

“For dinner?” I questioned with a raised brow.

Christophe chuckled and wrapped his arm around Emily’s shoulders, leaning his head toward her ear conspiratorially. Those two were always conspiring about one thing or another.

“I may have called ahead and told her to have a few pre-dinner crepes available for my favorite niece,” he said loud enough for me to hear.

I rolled my eyes and sighed. Over the next two weeks, I would try to tame the teenaged beast, while Christophe spoiled the beauty rotten. Alas, I couldn’t bring myself to argue over it.

Christophe wanted a houseful of little ones early in our marriage, but the Universe had other plans for us. We didn’t mourn the loss—how does one grieve what one has never had— but there was a pang of emptiness we both often felt. Which was why we made connections with Rhodes so many years ago and, recently, with some of my candidates. I think it has been our way of filling that void. So much so, we were having a ranch house built in Montana of all places. I honestly could not wait to meet the Goodall twins who were set to arrive soon.

Which reminded me, I should check on them. But not before letting Rhodes know we’d arrived safely in France with his daughter.

“Darling, I’m going to call Rhodes and check in,” I announced.

He and Emily were already ahead of me, faces close. They were likely plotting all the ways they were going to get our cook to relinquish whatever home-cooked meal she had planned, so they could fill their bellies full of sugary treats. Later they would complain of stomachaches and rue their poor decisions.

I left them to their tomfoolery and took up a seat on my favorite couch. It faced the fireplace that was already crackling and spreading its warmth throughout our home. I kicked off my stilettos and pulled my legs up onto the couch, then reached for a throw blanket and put it over them. I stared at the painting above the mantel. It was one of Christophe’s first paintings he’d painted for me. It was the Grand Canyon. The same view we’d seen on what I was referring to as our honeymoon, and Christophe refers to as the start of us. We hung the painting above our bed, until he decided to paint nudes of me. I felt uncomfortable displaying those outside of our private space, so we moved this one into the common area.

This canvas showed the skyline over the Grand Canyon exactly as I remembered it thirty years ago. The canyon’s deep crevice in the landscape a swirling mixture of color as the sun’s rays shined over the craggy rocks. It had always been my favorite of his work, and I often sat and stared at it while pondering life’s challenges and successes.

Christophe appeared with a small plate in hand and a steaming cup of tea. “Before dinner nosh.” He smiled, handing me the plate with half a crepe and a dessert fork.

“You spoil her.” My lips twitched as I tried and failed to suppress a smile.

He chuckled. “Guilty. And I don’t care.” He set the plate and cup on the side table, then leaned over and took my mouth. He tasted of chocolate and tea, two delicious combinations.

I hummed and nibbled on his delectable bottom lip.

He swirled his tongue against mine as I sighed, then pulled away when Emily called out, “Uncle C! You have to try the chocolate and strawberry. It’s to die for!” Her teenaged high-pitched voice echoed through our home.

Christophe pecked my lips once more. “Wait for me!” He cupped my cheek then let his fingers glide along my jawline in a teasing caress before he turned and headed back to the kitchen.

I watched his broad shouldered, beautiful body walk away and hummed with joy at the blessings I’d been given when Christophe bought me in the auction all those years ago. My life would have been so different if we hadn’t found one another.

After taking a bite of the very rich treat and washing it down with a soothing sip of tea, I pulled my phone out of my purse that I’d set on the couch when we’d entered. I did some geographic math. France was nine hours ahead of Las Vegas. It was seven in the evening now, so it would be ten in the morning there.

I pulled up Rhodes Davenport and hit call.

It rang four times before he answered with a sleepy, “Hello.”

“Je suis désolé,” I’m sorry, I said, surprised to have woken him up. I knew Rhodes to be an early riser and ten in the morning was very late for him.

“Alana?” he mumbled. “Everything okay? Emily good?” he asked instantly.

“Oui. I am sorry to have woken you. I didn’t expect you to still be sleeping.”

“Huh? Wait, where is she?” He suddenly sounded concerned.

“Who?” He knew his daughter was with me.

“Maia. She was in my bed when I fell asleep,” he answered and then groaned loudly. “Fuck, we drank too much last night.”

“Oh, I see. Things have progressed much quicker than I expected with our little pickpocket,” I teased. A smile spread across my face as I pressed the phone closer to my ear so I could hear every morsel.

“What? No. I mean, yeah, kinda,” he admitted. “But not the way you think, exactly. We just, uh, slept. At least, I’m pretty sure that’s what happened.” A pause, a groan, then, “Jesus, who allowed the tiny man with a hammer to take up work against my brain,” he griped.

“Sounds as if you and Maia had a good time last night.”

“Actually, no. Not even close.” He let out a tortured sigh.

“What do you mean? If she was in your bed, and you both imbibed…”

“Her place was ransacked last night. Whoever did it wrote some sketchy threat on the wall of her apartment after trashing everything she owned.”

I kicked off the blanket and stood up. “You’re kidding. Did you call the authorities?” My heart started to pound, and my palms began to sweat as the hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention.

It was a coincidence…nothing more, I mentally chanted.

“Yeah, of course. And get this, she lives with some biker, who was none too happy about the space above his garage being broken into. Now his entire club is on the prowl. It was a shit show…” He groaned once more. “Where the fuck is she?” he said under his breath, and I could hear a door opening and then another deep sigh.

“You find her?” I croaked.

“Yeah, she’s asleep on the couch. Why she moved there, I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. Is everything good with Emily?”

“Absolutely perfect. She’s eating crepes with Christo in the kitchen right now. Do you want to talk to her?” I asked, my mind running a mile a minute about all he’d shared.

“No, I’ll call a little later, if you don’t mind. After I’ve taken some ibuprofen, fed my fiancée, and touched base with the cops and her biker brother.”

“Biker brother?” I scoured my mind for information about Maia and then remembered I’d had Christo look into a man named Sam that Maia rented from years ago. We’d exchanged pleasantries a few times when I brought Maia home from dinner or lunch, depending on the time of day. He’d often be on his motorcycle or working on one in his garage when we arrived. “Oh, that’s right. He’s connected to a rather intense motorcycle club, but they’ve never done anything other than help Maia in their own way.”

“Yeah, well, now they want to help Maia by finding and doing away with the asshole that broke into her home and left a scary message on her wall.”

“A scary message?” My mouth went dry. “What did it say?”

Rhodes cleared his throat. “It’s not something you need to be concerned with. I’ve got it covered. Just take care of Em, okay?”

“No, Rhodes. I need to know. What was the message?” I demanded, a frantic rush of adrenaline roaring to the surface. “I, too, received a threatening note before we left Las Vegas.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me about this, before you hightailed your ass thousands of miles away with my daughter?” he barked, anger suffusing his tone.

“I-I…I’m sorry. Christophe said this type of thing happens with individuals who are as wealthy as we are. He’s handling it, and it was only a note. Our home here in France was checked and the police in Las Vegas were notified too.”

“Fuck me. What did it say? I’ll send you a photo of the message and the pics I took of her place so Christophe can share with his contacts.”

“Um, it said something about me ruining their life and them ruining mine.” My voice shook.

Rhodes sucked in a hissing breath. “It’s the same fucking person, Alana. Check your text,” he growled, sounding furious.

My phone beeped, and I put it on speaker then went to my messages, clicking on the first one. There, in thick black spray paint, was the message.

SHE RUINED MY LIFE

NOW I RUIN YOURS

I covered my mouth as a sob tried to escape, and my body hunched over until my knees were so weak, I slumped to the couch.

“Alana! What’s wrong?” I heard Christo as if from far away in the distance. Sound wove in and out as he snatched the phone from my hand.

I heard words but didn’t understand them. I felt a hand on my neck and vaguely recognized the scent of Christo’s cologne. I could dimly hear my husband speaking, but it was as though his words were being said through a pillow, garbled and indiscernible.

The last thing I heard was, “I’ll be in touch,” before Christophe’s face was directly in front of mine. He spoke rapid fire French demanding I breathe with him. I did as he bade, until I slowly started to come back to my surroundings.

“Maia was threatened,” I blurted through my tears.

Christophe nodded and wiped my tears away but more replaced them. “Rhodes and I have it covered.”

“Why is this happening?” I gulped, my bottom lip trembling with the effort to be strong yet failing miserably.

“I don’t know. But we will figure it out. Now I need you to be strong, mon coeur. We have a little lady that needs us right now. She does not need to be scared, and if she sees you like this, she will be.”

I licked my lips, tasting my tears, and nodded. He wiped more of them away, and I cleared my throat.

He handed me the cup of tea, and I took a few sips before I felt capable of holding the cup on my own. “Okay, I’ve got it. Merci.”

He reached for my hand and helped me stand. “Why don’t you shower and get ready for bed, then come down for dinner when you feel more like yourself.”

“Okay, I will.” I answered on autopilot as the image of Maia’s apartment and those horrifying words invaded my mind over and over. I winced as I rubbed the tension at the back of my neck and took the stairs to our bedroom.

I set the shower spray on full blast and high heat, then went about removing my clothes. Once done, I went straight under the water, allowing the heat, steam, and pressure to ease the chill from my bones.

Why does someone want to hurt me?

Why Maia? She already had so very little to her name.

Then it dawned on me, like a slap to the face.

What if all of my candidates are being threatened?


Episode 42

Above the Law
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MAIA

I woke to the sound and smell of coffee brewing. My body was warm, covered in a blanket I didn’t have when I crawled out of Rhodes’ bed last night after he fell asleep.

Memories of the night filtered through the fog of sleep as I allowed myself to stretch and burrow into the couch.

Rhodes and I talking to the cops.

Pictures being taken of the mess and the threatening message spray-painted on the wall above my bed.

A grim-faced Sam, rolling up on his Harley to find police cars camped in his driveway, their flashing red and blue lights spinning.

Not long after he arrived, another ten motorcycles rode up, led by Torch, the club president himself. He walked the perimeter of the house, checked out the mess, and then approached me. He put a hand on my shoulder, dipped his head, and looked me dead in the eye. First, he asked me if I was okay, to which I nodded. Then his lips pursed, his nostrils flared, and he growled, “The Hounds will handle this. You’re family and under our protection.” The cops had a few words to say, none of which Torch bothered to listen to. Instead, he instructed his men to roll out.

After statements had been taken, we boxed up as much of my things as we could and stored them in Sam’s garage for now. Then we locked it up and Rhodes took me straight to my hotel room where he helped me pack up those things and moved them to his suite. He put mine in what I assumed was Emily’s room, for which I was eternally grateful. He didn’t need to know there wouldn’t be a time where we’d share space in the same way normal couples did. That discussion would come later. I could fake it for a while, but eventually he’d figure out that I wouldn’t be sleeping in a bed next to him each night. It just wasn’t a possibility for me. Sex was fine, but the actual sleeping together…

Even the mere thought of such a thing made my skin crawl and itch.

I rolled over onto my back and sighed then heard a cursed, “Shit!” and the sound of water running.

I sat up and the blanket Rhodes must have placed over me at some point fell to my waist.

“Oh, hey, good morning. Sorry I woke you.” Rhodes winced as he held his hand under the water.

“Did you hurt yourself?”

“Spilled coffee on my hand. I wasn’t paying attention when I was pouring, and yeah.” He sighed. “It’s okay though. Coffee?” he offered.

“Yes, please. But I can get it. You don’t have to.” I popped up and crossed the living room to the open kitchen, then promptly stopped in my tracks.

So much bronze male skin was on display.

My mouth went dry as I stared at Rhodes’ bare chest and legs. His hair was wet, slicked back, and curling around the ends as it air-dried. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, his skin still a bit dewy from the shower he’d just taken.

He was my every fantasy come to life. Tall, broad, muscular, not so toned and shredded that his abdomen was a washboard, but there was some obvious definition of his abs. A smattering of hair spread across his chest, just enough that I could already imagine the soft, feathery feel of it under my fingers if I placed my hand there. And those two indents at his hip that led to his groin…I gulped. I had never wanted to place my mouth on something more than I did at that moment.

Rhodes cleared his throat, and my gaze snapped up to meet his. Fire burned in his eyes as he took in my body. Which was when I realized I was wearing only a pair of black panties and a rather sheer tank top. My erect nipples pressed tightly against the cotton as I watched him look his fill.

He swallowed slowly, both of us silently staring at the other. The sexual tension instantly ramped up a thousand degrees, but neither of us was ready to pull the plug on that particular well. Because, once we did, who knew where it would lead us.

“I should probably, uh, put some clothes on,” he murmured, but didn’t so much as move a muscle.

I didn’t want to break the spell or the weighted electricity weaving between us as I responded, “Yeah, that’s probably a good plan. Me too,” I shook my head as if clearing the cobwebs and spun around to get my jeans.

Rhodes groaned as I did so. I looked over my shoulder to find his gaze planted right on my ass. If I had to pick a feature on my body I was most proud of, it would be my tush. It was high, rounded, and toned naturally. I didn’t have to work at it, I’d just been blessed with good ass genes.

I watched with a bit of feminine pride as he closed his eyes, bit his bottom lip and breathed slowly, clearly in need of a minute to pull himself together. I took that time to dart to the couch where my pants were pooled on the floor. I slid them on and turned to face him.

“So, what’s next?” I asked.

“Next?” He fumbled toward the coffee and finished pouring two cups. He added milk and sugar before setting one up on the counter for me to take.

I moseyed back over, this time on the opposite side of the counter in order to put some much-needed space between me and his very beautiful, very naked underneath that towel body.

“I spoke with Alana this morning. She also received a threatening message before they left for France yesterday.”

“What!” I gasped.

His jaw firmed, and he braced his hands against the top of the counter. “Apparently, she received a note, passed to her by courier through the hotel. Christophe called ahead and made sure their home hadn’t been infiltrated, and the authorities in both countries were notified. I shared what happened with your place and the message you received. They are both connected. However, your message was a little different. Yours said, She ruined my life.”

“Okay, and what did hers say?” I asked then took a calming sip of my coffee.

“Hers said, You ruined my life. Which, to me, means the person doing this wants to hurt Alana. They likely threatened you to get to her. To scare you both.”

“Well, it sure as hell worked. I’m definitely scared,” I admitted.

Rhodes sighed and then drank from his cup. “I need to get to Emily,” he announced.

I nodded. That made total sense. “But, Emily is in France. Isn’t that the safest place for her if the threats are happening here in Las Vegas?”

“We don’t know how far these people are willing to go to scare or hurt either of you. I cannot have my daughter caught up in this, and me not there to protect her. You understand that, right?” His tone brooked no argument.

“Yes, of course. I know Emily is the most important thing in the world to you.” Emotion tightened my chest. I’d never had a parent that cared that much. To want to protect me and keep me safe above anything else. Mom tried in her own way, I guess, but she had her own problems.

Suddenly, Rhodes was in front of me, his warm hand around my nape. “You’re important to me, too, Maia. I’m going to protect you both.”

My bottom lip started to tremble, and I hated my stupid traitorous body for all of these unchecked feelings flooding my system. Before Rhodes, before Alana, before all of this, my focus was entirely on making ends meet and looking for ways to help my family back in Colorado. I had been on my own for years. No one to answer to, no one to really care. Then Sam and his club became part of my world. And Alana too. Now I felt like I had precious things to lose. People outside of my mom, brother, and sister were at risk to a new danger, one I didn’t recognize or understand, and I had no clue how to handle it.

I nodded, not sure my voice would even work at the sincerity filling his tone. Rhodes was proving to be a man of strength, honor, and follow-through. When he said he’d keep me safe, I believed him.

“So what do we do now?” I swallowed down the fear chilling my very bones.

“I can’t be thousands of miles away from Em. We have to go to France. As soon as possible.”

“Okay, I understand if you have to go. I can stay here with Sam.”

Rhodes huffed and shook his head. “Maia, I’m not leaving you behind. You’re my fiancée. We’re getting married. You’re coming with me.”

My eyes widened so large they stung as I took in the repercussions of that decision. “But…Emily,” I whispered.

“Is going to have to meet my fiancée a bit sooner than expected. It’s not how we wanted to do it, but there really is no other option.”

I licked my lips, and he tightened his grip on the back of my neck, his thumb swiping over my cheek in soothing strokes.

“But…I need to get to Colorado. There are things I need to see to there. Important things.” My voice cracked.

“Your family lives there. That’s where you were born.” It was a statement more than a question.

I nodded but didn’t offer anything more.

He waited patiently for me to continue but I clamped my lips shut, not knowing how to go into all that was my upbringing, what happened to me, or even how my mom suffered daily. And then there was the unrelenting bone-quaking fear of what my siblings might be experiencing at the hands of monsters.

“Sweetheart, I can’t help you or your family if you aren’t willing to share. Right now, we have a very real concern. Both you and Alana have been threatened by someone who could, right this very minute, have their eyes on my daughter, all the way in France where I can’t get to her. Do you understand how pressing this is to me?”

“Yes, I do. And you’re right. I just need to, um, get in touch with my mom. Check in on her and my siblings.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Are they in some kind of trouble?” His question was gentle, not pushy, but held a thread of real concern.

“Honestly, I’m not sure. My focus was on getting a lot of money as soon as I could, but that has taken me years. Last I spoke with my mother was six months ago when she was visiting my grandmother. She’s in a nursing home.”

“I’m sorry, honey.” He squeezed the back of my neck.

“It’s okay. She’s been there a long time. But that’s, um, the only way I’m able to reach my mother.”

“Why can’t you just call her?”

I moved back, removing myself from his hold and crossed my arms over my chest protectively, not sure how much I was ready to give. He already had a major concern to worry about. And his thirteen-year-old needed him. Me and my family issues were not his and shouldn’t be. Technically, I was nobody to him. Regardless of our signed contract, or our mutual attraction to one another, he didn’t owe me anything. I was the one that owed him. My time. My body. My life for three years.

“Talk to me, Maia. I can’t help if I don’t know what’s happening.” His eyes and voice were pleading.

“My, uh, stepfather is not a good man,” I finally admitted.

“In what way?” He hitched a hip up and onto the barstool while I stayed planted a couple feet away, rocking myself as I decided what all I should share. The kind of man Rhodes was, he might take matters into his own hands, contact the authorities on my mother’s behalf. That couldn’t happen. I’d been down that road too many times, and it only ended with my mother severely beaten.

“He…” My throat was so dry I couldn’t even get the words out.

“Does he abuse her?”

I nodded.

“Physically?” he asked.

Another jerk of my head in the affirmative.

“And your siblings? Does he hurt them too?”

“Probably. I mean, it was his MO when I lived there. But I wasn’t his blood relation. They are. Mom went into the marriage as a single mother. I honestly don’t know. I was kicked out of the house as a teenager. I haven’t seen my mother, brother, or sister in person in years.”

Rhodes inhaled a full, deep breath. “And the money you’re getting from our marriage…”

“I plan to use it to help them escape him. Start a new life far from him and his demon spawn.”

“He had a child of his own when they got together?” He confirmed.

“Yeah.” I whispered, not wanting to get into anything regarding Derrick or my history with him.

“And since you’re referring to him as a demon, I can’t imagine he’s any better than his father?” He surmised.

“He’s worse.” I deadpanned.

Rhodes’ closed his eyes. “Okay.” He rubbed at his forehead tiredly. “First things first. We’ll meet up with Emily in France, while also trying to get ahold of your mother. What did she say the last time you spoke with her? Was she okay?”

I shrugged. “She always says she’s surviving and to take care of myself. And to stay far, far away.”

His nostrils flared, and he grumbled under his breath while scraping at his jaw, his mind at work.

“What about calling the cops? Having them do a wellness check on her and the kids at the home?”

My entire body went stone cold as gooseflesh rose on my skin. “We can’t call the cops,” I croaked.

“Why not? Wellness checks are a normal part of their job. We can make an anonymous call…”

I started to shake. “We can’t!” I snapped, my voice rising while renewed fear coiled low in my gut.

He sighed. “Why not? You have to give me more, Maia, if I’m going to be able to help. I need as much information about what’s going on as possible.”

“We can’t call the cops,” I said so low I could hardly hear myself speak.

Rhodes was done being at a distance. He stood up, came to me and pulled me into his arms. My cheek was pressed against his bare chest, the warmth a welcome respite from my frayed nerves. I locked my arms around his back and held on. He nuzzled the top of my head.

“Please trust me, Maia. Whatever you need, whatever is making you afraid, just give it to me. And I’ll do whatever is within my power to help. I swear it.”

My voice hitched as I clung to him. “If we’re not careful, he’ll kill her. I know he will. If he so much as sees me step foot anywhere near their home, he’ll shoot me on sight. He told me he would.”

“He can’t get away with this. He’s just a man,” he murmured against the crown of my head.

“But he’s not just a man…” My body hitched as the anguish threatened to buckle my knees.

“Sweetheart, he is.”

I shook my head. “He can do anything he wants. He’s proven it time and time again.” I closed my eyes as the tears slipped down my cheeks.

“He’s not above the law, Maia,” he insisted.

I huffed and more tears fell. “You see, that’s where you’re wrong.”

“Why do you believe that? What made you think one man can get away with beating his wife and possibly his children and nothing befall him?”

I shifted just my upper body back so I could look into his steely gray eyes. “Because my step-father is the law. He’s the Chief Marshal of the town, and his father is the Sheriff for the entire county. Everyone in town answers to him and no one goes against him.”

“Fuck.” He let out a sharp breath then pulled me back into his arms. “We’ll handle this. One step at a time, okay? First, we head to Emily. Then we figure out what to do about your family in Colorado. In the meantime, you can try contacting your mom to check in again. How does that sound?”

There really was very little I could do all the way in Las Vegas. And I did want to make sure that Emily and Alana were okay. Here in Vegas, the authorities, not to mention Sam and the club were on the prowl for whoever destroyed my place. We wouldn’t have any answers on that issue until the perpetrators were found and questioned. And I still had no idea how to extract my mother and siblings anyway. Whatever we did, would have to be well thought out, and done completely outside of my stepfather’s or stepbrother’s knowledge.

I needed to be smart. And the smartest thing I could do would be to trust Rhodes.

“You’ll help me save my family?” I pressed.

“I swear it on my life,” he promised.

I hugged him tightly.

“Then let’s get ready to go to France.” I backed up and patted him on the bare chest, my cheeks heating at the easy intimacy we’d just shared. “But first, you should probably put some clothes on.”


Episode 43

Brighter than the Sun
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JACK

How could I have not known?

I’d been so blinded by Summer’s beauty and personality that it never dawned on me to verify what exactly she farmed or how it could affect the company I ran.

“This is bad. This could ruin everything we’ve built. What the hell have I gotten myself into?” I blurted, not realizing how I sounded to the woman standing bare before me. Her emotions plainly visible across her horrified expression.

Summer backed away shaking her head before she crossed her arms across her chest. “Looks like you need some time to figure that out.” Her tone was jagged and raspy.

I cursed under my breath as the information battered my mind in a sickening reel of PR headlines sure to hit the news wires across Europe.

Johansen Brewing in the Drug Business.

Johansen Brewing CEO Weds Marijuana Queen.

Johansen Brewing Stock Plummets Under Announcement of CEO Engagement to American Drug Dealer.

I lifted my hand toward her, but she backed up another couple steps, her pretty eyes turning ice cold. “Why don’t you take the car and leave? I’ll meet you back at the house later tonight.”

“Summer, I’m…I’m sorry for what I said.” I tried and failed to sound genuine.

“No, you’re not.” She rubbed at her arms as though chilled. “Just go,” she mumbled, her bottom lip trembling.

“I just need to wrap my mind around all of this. Figure out what to do, and the best way to move forward for everyone involved…”

She huffed. “Everyone involved. That’s rich, Jack.” She ran her long fingers through her hair and sighed. “The only two people that matter in all of this are us. Me and you. The ones who are supposedly getting married.”

“Summer, please…” I tried.

“Or is that off the table now too?” She continued, undaunted. “Because what? You’re unhappy with what my family grows? Something that’s perfectly legal in thirty-eight states medicinally and twenty-three recreationally. Not to mention that number is growing every year.” She spun around in a circle with her arms out as if putting her vast indoor farm on display. “Why, might you ask, is it growing so astronomically? If you’d even bothered to ask before freaking out…it’s because the therapeutic properties cannot be denied.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t handle my initial response well, but this is not something I’m used to seeing. Cannabis may be run of the mill in the States, but it is nowhere near as well-received in Europe. And completely illegal in my own home country. Please excuse me if I reacted out of shock and fear of the unknown.” I fisted my hands, unsure of whether I was trying to convince her or myself.

“Look Jack, I’ve lived my entire life being different. My family is nowhere near what is generally thought of as ‘normal’. And for us, and in this town, it’s celebrated. Outside of our area, maybe not. We’re okay with that. I’m also okay with the fact that I provide a product that carries a stigma. Because I don’t care what other people think. I only care about the people I help. The ones with crippling anxiety and depression. The cancer patients who can finally eat a meal because my product made it possible for them to feel hunger or settle their stomachs enough from the endless bouts of vomiting. Also, those suffering from seizures and epilepsy. Then there are people with chronic pain. Do you know what that’s like? To be in pain every single day of your life?” She looked me up and down and scowled. “Of course you don’t. You’re in peak physical condition. But for those who have neuropathy, arthritis, muscular conditions, and more, cannabis is the only natural thing that provides relief.”

“Summer…”

She slashed the air. “And then there are the people that just want to chill the fuck out. Let their minds and bodies relax for a single freaking hour after working an eight-hour day that they gave their all to. Cannabis has endless uses and every last one of them are to help people. To ease pain. To relax the mind. You’re either going to get behind this with me, or you’re against me, and this thing between us stops here.”

An icepick to the gut couldn’t have hurt more. Surprise, shock, and confusion swirled in my mind and soul as I processed her ultimatum. I was either with her, or against her.

Summer stood tall and proud, even though tears were filling her eyes. The power and strength in her conviction was incredible to behold. She glowed with it. Her belief not only in her product but in what she and her family were doing for the greater good was breathtaking.

Had I ever in my twenty-eight years felt that passionate about anything in my life?

No.

Outside of helping Erik find his way back to himself and heal from the damage of that helicopter accident, I didn’t think anything in my life had brought the level of fire I could see burning in Summer’s gaze. It oozed from her very pores, sparking with the light and essence of a thousand stars. This woman would not be deterred.

Regardless of how we met, what commitments we’d made, the contract we’d signed, it would all end here if I couldn’t wrap my mind around and get onboard with the path this woman, her family, and their company were taking. But I wasn’t the type to jump in with both feet. No, I weighed all options fully. Planned, evaluated, dug into the details before making any decision, lest I make the wrong one.

Summer wasn’t like that. She was a free spirit on a path to enlighten the world with her cause and make it a better place while doing it.

I held up my hands in supplication. “I can see this is incredibly important to you, and my initial response was a bad one. I’ve already apologized for my knee-jerk reaction. I’m going to need a little time to process this information, if that’s all right with you.”

She lifted her chin in defiance, and it took everything I had not to smile. She was so damn beautiful. Her ire and the breadth of her conviction only made her more so. My hands itched to pull her into my arms, hold her close, and make the last twenty minutes disappear so we could start over. Alas, it wouldn’t change anything. She was still the owner and operator of a business I didn’t understand and knew nothing about. All I did know was that it wasn’t legal where I came from. Wrapping my mind around that part alone would be difficult, but I’d evaluate every possible angle and determine the best route for moving forward.

The one thing I did know with my entire heart was I didn’t want to lose her. I’d barely gotten to know her and already she’d wedged herself under my skin and into my psyche in a way I found refreshing. She brought a lightness and excitement to my world I wasn’t ready to let go of. Not now, maybe not ever.

Summer was everything I was not.

Free-spirited. Open-minded. Honest to a fault. Non-judgmental. Inclusive.

I’d never met a more welcoming person in my life, and I knew I never would again. People like Summer were like touching the sun. They burned so brightly one couldn’t behold them for longer than a few minutes if they weren’t worthy. I knew I wasn’t worthy of such a woman, but I wanted to be.

Wanted her.

Desperately.

“Just take the car and go. I’ll do some work here and have my dad bring me back later.” She sniffed and cleared her throat.

“Summer,” I called out as she moved to walk along the seemingly endless rows of plants.

She turned around, her expression sad and withdrawn, no longer light and airy as she’d been when we arrived.

“I’m sorry for how I reacted. We’ll talk…”

She nodded, reached her arms out wide and touched the tips of her plants as she went. A green goddess greeting her subjects with a sweet caress.

I took in a deep breath then pushed through the glass door back into the office. Her father didn’t so much as lift his head from his work as I passed, obviously not having paid any attention to the drama that unfolded outside of the office. I was thankful for it because I did not want to get a stern talking to by Summer’s father.

I left the building, hauled myself into the SUV and exited the farm. Destination unknown.

* * * *

Not having any idea where to go or what to do, I ended up back at The Pink Lady. As I parked in front, I noticed people entering the storefront at the corner. I don’t know what led me to follow, knowing I’d find Autumn there working, but I felt drawn to the location all the same.

The scent of spicy herbs and floral notes enveloped me the moment I walked in. The space was rather large, each wall set up with a different theme. The wall behind the primary counter was loaded from floor to ceiling with herbs, all categorized in glass jars and hand labeled. Autumn was behind the counter, scooping something into a brown paper bag for a customer. She lifted her head, and her gaze reached mine. Autumn frowned when she realized I was alone.

I waved nonchalantly and went over to the wall of crystals. There was something available in what seemed to be every color of the rainbow. Some with polished points, others rough as though they’d just been pulled straight from a mountain. Some were in spherical and obelisk shapes and even some that had been carved into animals. On the tables were various bowls of small rocks with names like amazonite, African bloodstone, howlite, rose quartz and more.

I continued walking around and found an entire section of incense, home-made candles, and other pieces of art and jewelry. Everywhere I looked revealed something unique and interesting to see and purchase. Against the final wall was a pair of giant amethyst geode wings, the mighty rocks stretched out wide. Teenagers were standing in front of them taking photos, likely to post the cool find to their social media platforms.

A wooden table in the corner caught my attention. On it was a massive tray filled with palm-sized, smooth rocks or crystals, I assumed. A shiny black one with striations caught my attention. I picked it up and was surprised to find it cool to the touch. I held it in my hand and picked up another one, a teal blue that reminded me of Summer’s eyes.

“Tourmaline and aquamarine, huh? Need a little understanding, protection, and empathy my friend?” Autumn said while looking over my shoulder at the two stones I held.

“Is that what these are for?” I didn’t have any clue about crystals and their energy. I knew scientifically that quartz was used in timekeeping but I didn’t know the specifics.

“You piss someone off?”

I chuckled dryly. “Actually, I think I messed up pretty good.”

“Well, working with those two stones would be a good start. But there’s a better way,” Autumn stated cryptically.

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“Tell me what happened with my sister, and I’ll tell you how to get back into her good graces.” She grinned wickedly.

“How did you know?” I wondered if her observation was part of the magic and witchery this family had.

“I’d love to say it was my intuition or my spirit guides, but I’d be lying. My sister’s fiancé walks into my store, not an hour after the two of you left to see the farm, and she’s nowhere in sight. My guess? You saw what she grows and lost your mind.” She chuckled.

I frowned. “Is it that obvious?”

“That you don’t smoke weed and likely know nothing about it?” She blinked, her expression neutral. “Yeah. You literally look like the poster child for those old Say No To Drugs campaigns. It’s not a stretch to believe that a hardcore, über rich businessman who comes from Norway and likely spends all his extra time at business-related charity events or galleries, wouldn’t exactly be the first to light up a joint and go for gold.”

My shoulders slumped as I clung to the two stones in my hands. “Your sister is really unhappy with me. I may have said some idiotic things in the heat of the moment when I found out and”—I shook my head—“I don’t know what to do.”

“Come with me.” I followed her back around the counter and to the wall of herbs. “Help me fill these web orders while we chat. Fill the scoop to bursting each time,” she instructed.

I set down the stones and read the first line item on a sheet of orders. “One scoop rosemary.” I scanned the herbs and found they were in perfect alphabetical order. Each jar had its own scoop, which was very efficient.

Autumn reached for something called amaranth. “So, what’s your problem with weed?”

“You mean besides the fact that it’s illegal in my country and almost all of Europe? Nothing.” I dumped the rosemary into a bag and folded the top then checked the list for the next item. Two scoops basil.

We swapped places and I went for the basil as she went for the spearmint.

“It’s legal here. In most places. Which means it’s going to be legal in all places once the federal government realizes they can tax the holy shit out of it. When that happens and the rest of the world sees how much money there is to be made, it’s going to explode. It already has. Dad can give you the numbers since legalization. We’ve been tracking it forever.”

“It’s not that I’m against it or anything…” I shared.

“Could’ve fooled me with that staunch attitude and gruff tone.” She snickered.

“I was just surprised and worried about the ramifications to Johansen Brewing…”

“Why?” she asked as we switched places once again to fill a new order.

“Because I don’t know what the repercussions of being in a relationship with Summer will be for the business.”

“Why does it matter? Johansen Brewing sells beer, right?”

“Yes.”

“She sells cannabis. They’re not even in the same industry so why would it affect anything you do with Johansen?”

“The thing is I don’t know if it could. What if people in Europe want to smear the company because I’m marrying someone they might see as a drug dealer?”

“Do you see her that way?” She tilted her head.

“No! Goodness no! She’s genuinely trying to help people, and it sounds like she’s good at it.”

“She is good at it. The best. And how can helping people be so bad?” she asked.

“I just, I know the media. They are ruthless. If they find one thing they can spin in a negative way, they will.”

She shrugged. “So? Summer’s not the kind of woman that cares about that and since it’s her business, she’s the one in the spotlight, right? Not you.”

“But—”

“Jack, there are no buts. You’re scared. My sister is working in a business that may or may not look good to some people. We’re used to the stigma attached to our product and company. What’s more important is how you feel about what she does. How does it affect you personally? Do you look at her differently, knowing she grows and sells this product? And if you do, it’s best to end things between you two before your feelings get too complicated.”

I absolutely did not see her differently. And intellectually I knew cannabis wasn’t the issue. It was my fear over what people might think and say about us as a couple, and the business I’ve devoted my life to, because of the stigma. It truly didn’t matter to me if someone partook or not. If this product helped people, let them use what worked for their own bodies.

“It doesn’t affect me personally. I only worry about the business…” I said and then realized it was the truth. What Summer did truly didn’t matter to me on a personal level. Hell, I’d even try it just to experience it with her. My only concern was centered on the possibility of blowback for Johansen Brewing.

The last decade of my life has been all about Johansen Brewing. Not about what I wanted or what I needed to make me happy and fulfilled. I’d spent my entire twenties making the company as successful as possible. For Erik, for his family, and for myself. To prove I could do it…and I have. The company is the most successful alcoholic beverage company in the world. Yet here I was, afraid to commit to a woman I wanted more than my next breath, all because it might tarnish the image of the company I worked for.

“I’m an idiot…” I sighed.

“We all have our stupid moments,” Autumn agreed.

“Will she forgive me?” I asked, a thread of worry coating my words.

Autumn smiled sweetly. “Summer is the most forgiving human on the planet.”

“Thank God…”

“Don’t be thanking the goddesses just yet,” she warned.

“I thought you just said she was forgiving.”

“I did. But, she’ll make you work your ass off for it. Be prepared to grovel, buddy. I’d suggest flowers, chocolates, candles, and a homemade dinner.”

I pulled my keys from my pocket and headed to the door. “On it.”

Autumn laughed. “Go get her, tiger!”

I’d never understand these women or their ways, but I was realizing that was the beauty of being part of their world.

I never knew what I was going to get, but I looked forward to every new moment.


Episode 44

No secrets. No lies.
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GIOVANNI

“Wait a minute, I need you to say that again for me on speaker so my husband can hear it.” Julianne moved the phone from her ear and pressed a button.

“I didn’t know you’d gotten married, Ms. Myers. Congratulations.” The caller had a feminine voice I didn’t recognize.

“It’s Myers-Falco now, please update my records. Also, can you repeat what you said just a moment ago about my parents’ will? I’d like my husband to hear.”

“I was explaining that I had a forensic handwriting expert review the last several will and testaments your parents submitted over the previous years. All of them matched except for the signatures on the one submitted a week before their deaths. The last is a forgery.”

I stood abruptly and exited the bath, water trailing to the floor in my wake. “This is Giovanni Falco, Julianne’s husband. You can speak freely. Are you saying you can prove the last submission of Rachel and Lewis Myers’ wills is a fake?” Julianne stood naked, her eyes wide and expression scared.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Mr. Falco. Our experts have a ninety-nine percent accuracy rating. Their expertise has been used in hundreds of legal cases just like this. We can prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

Tears slid down Julianne’s cheeks, and her bottom lip trembled. I pulled her into my arms and took the phone from her hand. Her shoulders shook as she cried quietly against my chest.

“Can we meet with you and your experts tomorrow morning to determine next steps in the case? We’d like to see the proof in person. This is a big find. One that could rip apart families. It also may need to be shared with the police, as this information may shed new light on the plane crash that killed Lewis and Rachel Myers, as well as my own parents, Valentino and Caterina Falco a few months ago.”

“I agree it’s definitely suspicious and warrants more investigation. I’ll schedule a meeting for 10 a.m. Does that work for the two of you?” the lawyer asked.

I eased my hand around Julianne’s jaw where she had it tucked to my chest and lifted her chin up so I could see her face. The grief I found in her expression was laid open and bare. It tore at my heart. “We’ll meet with them tomorrow. Get to the bottom of all of this, okay?”

Julianne nodded, then cleared her throat. “Thank you for calling, Ms. Christofferson. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. We’ll see you tomorrow,” she said and hung up.

I tossed her phone onto the stack of towels I’d grabbed for us. Then I took Julianne’s hand and stepped into the steaming tub.

“I’m not sure I can…” Julianne started to protest.

“Just sit with me. That was a lot to take in. Let me hold you.” I genuinely wanted nothing more.

This news was devastating for so many reasons, not the least of which because it proved the will was a fake. I’d known something was strange from the get-go. The Myers loved Julianne and Brenden with their whole hearts. They’d never leave her out of owning part of the business she’d devoted her career to. It wasn’t like them. Now we knew why. Then there was the fact that the documents had been submitted only a week prior to our parents dying in that plane crash.

Julianne stepped in front of me, and I sat down, my back resting against the tub, my legs opened wide for her. She slowly eased down between them. Once she was settled, I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close, tucking her back against my chest. She came willingly, almost like a limp ragdoll, and keeping her close, I settled myself once more against the back of the tub.

A long sigh left her as she relaxed against me, the water cresting her beautiful pink-tipped breasts that bobbed enticingly. The woman was my every fantasy come to life, but there was plenty of time for pleasure. We’d just been hit with some pretty life-altering news that would change the way we moved forward with a lot of things. Namely, her brother. Secondly, I now had reason for the authorities to reopen the case into our parents’ deaths.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” she murmured, shock evident in her tone.

I reached for a large sponge in a basket and pumped some soap onto it. Then I drew the sudsy sponge along her arm, down to her fingers, and back up to her neck. She hummed pleasantly as I did so.

“It’s surprising news and a bit hard to swallow,” I agreed.

“It was all a lie. Everything in the will was a lie. It makes so much more sense now.” She sighed as I ran the sponge along her other arm.

“Surely makes more sense. Your parents wouldn’t hurt you the way that will reads. But the bigger question is, who forged the documents? Who has something to gain from all this treachery?”

“Brenden obviously got the best deal out of it. Still…” Her words fell away, disbelief filling the air around us.

“Honestly, I can’t see him doing that to you, or going against your parents like that. Your family has always been really tight.”

“So has yours. All of us were close; our parents were best of friends for life. They said it all the time,” she reminded me.

“True. They loved one another deeply. It was the only consolation we had with losing them so soon. Knowing they all went together. There’s even some jewelry and art my parents left to you from our estate I need to give you. A couple cars Dad gifted Brenden… You know how they shared their love of cars with one another.”

She nodded.

“I just haven’t been willing to deal with it all, as you know…”

“Because you were hiding away like a hermit crab in your lake house,” she teased, a little of the stress from the call slipping away as I washed her and we talked.

“I will admit to not handling things well,” I murmured, realizing how I’d left everyone hanging while I ignored everything around me.

Julianne suddenly spun around, water sloshing out of the tub as she wrapped her arms around my neck and leaned her bare body against mine. “You handled things the only way you could. Grief is a strange beast. It does weird things to us, and we have to allow ourselves to heal in whatever manner is needed. Yours just happened to be hiding away from it all. Honestly, I should have gone to the lake with you. Chased you down. Talked things through. Something. Especially after Bianca.” She frowned deeply.

I cupped her face; her freckles dotted her skin like flecks of brown sugar. “Don’t lay blame on yourself. It wasn’t on you, Jules. None of it.”

“No, but I am sorry, Gio. I should have been there for you. I was so wrapped up in my own shit with losing interest in the company and fighting with my brother, I left you to handle your loss alone. That wasn’t cool. No matter what we have now, we were friends and colleagues…family even then. I should have d-done m-more.” Her voice cracked.

I dipped my head and kissed her nose. “I should have done more too. We were both spinning out. It would have been nice to do so together.”

She smiled, sat up, then wiggled until she was fully straddling my lap. My cock had softened, but with her naked body on display poised above me, it immediately hardened to full mast.

“We’re together now.” She rubbed her lower half against me as a taunt, my cock wedged perfectly between her center and my pelvis.

I coughed a laugh as pleasure rippled from my groin through my abdomen and out my limbs. I curled my hands around her fleshy hips, digging my fingers into the soft curves. “Yes, we fuckin’ are. And we always will be. Promise me, Jules. Shit hits the fan with your lawyers tomorrow. The authorities get involved. Brenden becomes even more of an ass. Bianca’s pregnancy…whatever may come our way, we handle it together. No secrets. No lies.”

“No secrets, no lies. I promise,” she said and then lifted her bottom up, her weight transferred to her knees as she centered my cock exactly where I wanted it most then slid down to the root.

“Fuck!” I hissed at the burst of sheer bliss making my vision fade in and out. Her sex squeezed my length so tight I could hardly breathe. True ecstasy, thy name is Julianne. Hell.

“God damn, that feels good,” I said, followed by a throaty moan. Then she rose up and slid down nice and easy.

I grunted and lifted my hips, wanting to get as deep as possible, meld our bodies together until neither of us knew where one started and the other ended.

She arched her spine, red hair falling around her shoulders as she thrust her lush tits into my face.

I dove between those bouncing globes, rubbing my face all over them.

“You are so fucking beautiful, Julianne, it’s nearly impossible to look at you,” I admitted as I chased a plump pink nipple with my lips. Once I caught it, I sucked it inside the heat of my mouth, taking as much of her breast as I could. They were too big by far, but I’d die trying to get my mouth all over them. I plucked and thumbed the twin until she was riding me with intent. Her moans rose and fell as she was getting off on riding my cock.

I laved her nipple, swirling my tongue around its tip while pinching the other until her breathing became labored.

I fell back and leveraged my hips up on each of her down glides. She whinnied and hummed, her hands braced on my shoulders, where her nails dug in, the crescent shaped daggers slicing into my back. I didn’t give a flying fuck. My balls were swelling as my dick felt like it might explode if she didn’t come soon.

“Get there, baby, ride me how you need it,” I growled.

“Gio,” she moaned, her face tipping toward the sky.

She was a goddess riding her stallion, taking her pleasure however she wanted it.

I couldn’t look away. I’d brand this vision into my mind for eternity because I’d never seen anything more magnificent than Julianne using me for her pleasure. Finding her peak and tossing herself over the edge into beautiful oblivion.

Her breath came in sharp little huffs as she rode and ground into the base of my pelvis. Her inner walls started to tighten and release, milking my cock.

I slid one of my hands down between her thighs and used my thumb to circle her clit.

“Gio!” She cried out and picked up the pace. Water sloshed over the tub’s edge in waterfall-like waves. Neither of us cared. There was only one word that could explain this moment…unleashed. Julianne was unleashed as she strove toward her release.

“Fuck me!” I groaned, not sure I was instructing her or calling out for help. The pleasure was so intense I had to grit my teeth to prevent shooting too soon.

“Gio, baby, please,” she whimpered on a gasp, lost to her desire. Her movements became wild and sloppy as she continued to reach for that elusive high but not tipping over.

“Let go!” I commanded through clenched teeth and pinched her clit between my thumb and forefinger.

She screamed, “Aaaaaaaahhhhh” at the top of her lungs, her body convulsing, tears falling unchecked down her face as though a dam had broken. Her lower half locked around me as she continued to ride wild, giving back as good as I gave. So much so, I saw little white stars blinking at the edge of my vision. I finally let go myself, holding her hips down as I thrust up and released hotly into her body.

“Jesus, Jules,” I panted as she slowed and came to a halt, then slumped forward, her face falling against my neck. I could feel her breath on my damp skin and it settled me like nothing had before. All the shit that we’d dealt with the past three months just slipped away as I wrapped my arms around my wife and held on tight.

“I love you, Julianne. I love you so fucking much. And not only because you’re fantastic in bed or in the bath.”

She giggled against my neck, then ran her tongue along the column. “Mmm, you taste good. And I love you too. And it’s not because you have a monster cock and know how to use it.”

I clung to her and held on, my kisses to her shoulder and neck mingling with the water droplets, soothing her while I soothed myself.

“As long as we have this…me and you, nothing else matters. Not really. Not in the grand scheme of it all.”

She sighed and nuzzled my neck. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It can be,” I said, meaning every word. “All I really want from this is sitting in my lap with my cock still inside her.”

She burst into laughter. “You’re a cad, you know that.”

I shrugged.

Jules lifted up, disconnecting and washed between her thighs. When she was done, I took the sponge and did the same.

“Rinse off in the shower?” I asked.

“Are you going to bang me up against the tile this time?” she teased.

“That can be arranged.” I grinned as my cock started to rise again.

“Seriously!” She stared at my hardening shaft. “What are you, superhuman?”

“No. I’m just really fucking attracted to my wife, and you’re still naked,” I admitted honestly, my gaze running up and down her lush bare form. Julianne was considered full-figured by fashion and societal norms. Thick creamy pale thighs, juicy ass, massive boobs, rounded stomach, and wide hips I loved gripping. She was soft everywhere I was hard, and every last inch of her was absolute perfection.

“Well put that thing away…I’m hungry and someone promised me Chinese food.”

We got out of the bath and shuffled into the shower to rinse. I would have played nice had she not bumped and rubbed her fine ass against my cock. I responded by taking her hands, hoisting them above her head and holding her there with one hand around her wrists, the other on a curvy hip while I fucked her from behind and called her a filthy girl. A fact I realized made her hot and bothered real quick.

She came two more times in the shower as I plowed her from behind. When we got out, I dried her off and ordered the Chinese food.

We settled on the couch in her bedroom, both of us in fluffy robes. She swore she’d bought the one I was wearing in case she had a guest of the male variety over, something I did not want to hear and ignored. Then Julianne flicked on the TV. She landed on reruns of Friends as I opened all the small square boxes.

“I ordered a bit of everything,” I said, passing her a plate.

“You don’t eat Chinese food from plates, Gio. Everyone knows that,” she scoffed.

I chuckled. “Then how do you eat it?”

She picked up one of the boxes that had chow mein, shoveled her chopsticks inside and held a bunch of noodles aloft as she put the lot into her mouth, noodles hanging in her wake as she slurped them up. Her cheeks were puffed like a chipmunk when she got them all in.

I laughed out loud and stole her box then copied her exactly, chipmunk cheeks and all.

We both snickered through our food, taking bites straight from the containers and then switching so the other could have some. It was fun. Julianne was fun. Something I was realizing I’d never had when I was with Bianca. She rarely ate much in front of me. The woman so thin I could blow on her and she might fall over. Whereas Jules was just herself. Enjoying life. Everything from our bath, to the shower, to sitting in robes and eating food out of the box while watching reruns of an old comedy. I hadn’t noticed how much of my true self had been lost when I dated Bianca.

“Thank you, Jules. For choosing me.” I stated out of the blue.

She stuck her chopsticks in the box and set it on the table. “Technically, you chose me. Remember the auction.”

“Oh, please. You and I both know, there was no way your godmother was going to let a stranger have you as their wife,” I scoffed.

She lifted a shoulder, the robe slipping off and showing me a swath of creamy skin. I licked my lips. I’d had the woman twice today and already I wanted more.

Focus, Gio.

“Well, I’m glad it was you,” she whispered.

“Julianne…it was always going to be me.”

She pushed forward and crawled across the couch to cuddle next to me. “I love that you think that way. There was definitely a time where I would have said us being here together like this, married, newly in love, wasn’t a possibility.”

I played with her drying hair, as I thought about what she said. “I’m glad it was you too.” I kissed her temple as she stretched her legs out along the couch, her body relaxed against mine. She sighed with contentment, and we both relaxed, watching six friends live their comedic lives.

This was how I wanted to end every night. My wife and I relaxed within one another’s arms. I would do whatever it took to hold on to it.


Episode 45

Blue Blood
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NAOMI

“Baby, you want to go ahead and introduce me?” Memphis let go of my hand and curled his arm around my shoulder, hugging me close.

“Memphis, um, this is Malik Hendrickson. A family friend and someone I used to date.” I sighed tiredly, really not wanting to get into my romantic history with Malik right now.

“Date?” Malik scoffed. “We were engaged to be married, Naomi…” he blustered, his expression becoming harsher by the second.

“Good to meet you, Malik.” Memphis cut him off at the quick. “I understand you work for the Shaws?” he prompted, shocking me. Mostly because I hadn’t shared anything about Malik and our past. He must have done some research to know anything about my ex.

“That’s right. Although I’m far more than an employee or a friend,” Malik inserted, challenging Memphis’ word choices.

“Well, a friend of the family I’m marrying into is a friend of mine,” Memphis announced good-naturedly with a smile.

Malik’s eyes widened, and his jaw firmed. “You expect to be friends?” He laughed in that haughty, richie-rich way I abhorred. It was so pretentious and demeaning. And here Memphis was, being kind and courteous as usual. Memphis didn’t realize he was staring a wolf in Tom Ford clothing straight in the face. And Malik was the type of man to make his enemies feel safe and welcomed before he struck and tore their lives apart.

“Sure, friend,” Memphis emphasized. “We’ll share a beer together some time. But first, my woman is beat. She needs food and cuddle time with her man.”

“Cuddle time?” Malik mocked as if Memphis had spoken gibberish.

“Yeah, you know. When couples actually spend their evenings together connecting, having a meal, sharing their troubles,” I said pointedly. A not-so-subtle reminder of one small issue on a long grocery list of things that didn’t work between me and Malik. Besides the fact he worshipped my father, hated sports, and loved eating out when I wanted to eat in. Also, the man was greedy in bed. I did all the work for very little return on that investment.

Memphis was literally the opposite of Malik. He adored me, and his family. Two things I could get behind. And he was the best lover I’d ever had. Relentless in his pursuit of my pleasure before taking his own. The man breathed football, which was a sport I enjoyed wholeheartedly, much to my family’s and Malik’s irritation. My father hated seeing images of me at sporting events caught by the paparazzi. He felt sporting events were for common folk and beneath us. His words, not mine.

“I would love to share a meal with you, Naomi, if you’d ever answer my calls. And I’d resolve any troubles you had promptly, provided you’d confide in me,” Malik hissed.

Memphis rubbed my arm. “Yeah, well as nice as that is for a friend of the family, I’ve got things covered from here on out. You ready to get settled, baby?” he asked me.

I hummed and rubbed my head against his shoulder. “Beyond ready. Will you cook for me then take me to bed?”

“Anything, you know that. How’s about a famous Taylor family grilled cheese? My granny’s recipe.” He kissed my temple, both of us ignoring Malik, now positively fuming.

“Sounds like perfection, honey,” I whispered, then rose up on tip-toe as he dipped his head to peck me on the lips. “I’m so happy you’re here,” I sighed and kissed him once more.

Malik cleared his throat. “I hope the cook has enough for three of those sandwiches because I’m staying here this week while Chantelle recuperates.”

“What!” I snapped, my head turning to take in Malik’s shit-eating grin. “Why?”

“Your father doesn’t want to be too far from his wife. Isn’t that sweet? And there is important work to be done for Shaw International. You’d know that if you would finally accept your role in the family business.”

I groaned. “As I told you and my father a thousand times before, that is never happening. I have paved my own path.”

“Naomi, please. Your little business has done well, but it will never be Shaw International. The company is worth billions.”

“Yeah, and my company profited in the hundreds of millions in the last few years. I’m doing just fine on my own.”

“Damn, Nay. You’re the shit. Hundreds of millions. I’m so impressed,” Memphis hugged me tight, showing his affection.

Pride filled my chest, and his praise made me feel ten feet tall. “Thank you, honey. Can you feed me now? I’m so tired. Remember, you kept me up most of the night with your shenanigans,” I batted my eyelashes making it very clear what those shenanigans consisted of.

Memphis chuckled playfully before leaning toward my ear and speaking loud enough for not only me to hear, but also Malik. “It was worth it,” he murmured, his voice low and filled with salacious intent. “Let’s get you settled, babe.” He reached for my hand. “If you’re staying here, I guess we’ll talk later, Malik.” He gave a flick of his hand in a salute then led me toward the front entrance where another member of my parents’ staff was waiting.

“Hi, Patrice,” I waved at the housekeeper who assisted Rupert with the family’s needs.

“Welcome home, Ms. Shaw. Shall I tell the cook to set a meal for the two…” Her gaze reached Malik who was stomping up the steps, clearly agitated. “…three of you?”

“No,” I rubbed my hand up and down Memphis’ strong, broad chest. “My fiancé plans to woo me with a family staple tonight.”

“Patrice, have Cook make me a steak, rare. Potatoes and vegetables on the side. And a good bottle of red. I’ll take all of it in my room,” Malik snapped. No please or thank you to be found.

What a dick! And just like my father. Another reason things between us crumbled.

“Of course, Mr. Hendrickson. I’ll have that brought up as soon as it’s done. Anything else I can handle for you?”

Malik’s lips twisted into a snarl as he assessed us standing cuddled up. “No, that will be all for now,” he clipped, before pushing past us and taking the stairs to the guest rooms closest to my parents’ bedroom. Thank God we were set up in the opposite wing.

I rolled my eyes at Patrice, and she smiled as she looked down and away.

“Come on husband-to-be, show me those kitchen skills. I’m eager to experience this family recipe,” I encouraged, wanting to push away any of the nasty energy Malik had added to an already trying day.

* * * *

I moaned deeply then hummed, completely content for the first time all day.

“Well?” Memphis cocked a dark eyebrow, a wicked grin on his face.

“That was by far the best grilled cheese sandwich I’ve ever had in my life.” I licked my lips and watched my man’s eyes follow the movement of my tongue with interest.

He smiled. “Told you it would be. Granny Taylor does not play when it comes to food.”

“I look forward to thanking the matriarch for her talents in the kitchen upon our first meeting.” I said and then finished the tall beer he’d also poured each of us. I didn’t even know my parents stocked this particular beverage.

“Enjoy the beer?” he asked randomly.

I tilted my head. “Very much. I’m not normally an ale-type girl, but this did pair deliciously with the grilled cheese and chips you found. Honestly, I wasn’t sure my parents had what they would consider junk food in the house. Meaning beer and potato chips. I certainly never found any growing up.” I chuckled.

“The brew is a friend of mine’s. Well, technically, I’m closer to his wife Savannah than I am to Erik.”

I frowned. “Savannah? Sounds like a pretty little Georgia peach to me. Let me guess.” I tapped the rim of my empty glass with my nail. “She’s tall, sleek…an ex-cheerleader? Long, blonde hair…”

Memphis burst out laughing. “Total opposite, and she’s also not someone I dated, so you can calm the green-eyed monster I see lurking under those dark gorgeous eyes.” He finished with a smirk.

“Oh, fine. Ruin my fun.” I rolled my eyes. “So, you got me. Who is she?”

“Actually, she was in the last auction. Another candidate. We all became fast friends. I just attended her wedding with Alana and the entire group right before we arrived in Vegas. She was chosen by Erik Johansen the owner of Johansen Brewing Company.”

“Wow. He’s the biggest in the beer industry,” I said, flashing back to reading an article about the brewmaster and his company.

Memphis nodded and swallowed the remainder of his beer, following it up with a hearty, “Ahhhhhhhh,” before he licked his lips and wiped his mouth with a napkin.

“Savannah is actually a curvy redhead from Montana. She’s part of a sister team that joined the auction last quarter. She’s definitely the sweet one. Dakota, her sister, who ended up being auctioned to their rival neighbor, is a blonde ball-buster though. She takes no shit from no one.”

“Sounds like my kind of people.”

“Yes ma’am. I hope they’ll come to our wedding, but it may be tight. Dakota is pregnant with twins, and Savannah and Erik are on their honeymoon now.”

“That’s a long honeymoon if they were in the auction last quarter and supposed to get married within a month.”

“Oh, so you didn’t hear about all the drama. They, uh, got tangled up in some family business that went sideways with an ex-lover of Savannah’s who ended up pulling all kinds of hinky shit at their farm. Burning down barns filled with horses. Shooting and killing people. And then when they thought they had the right guy, they’d actually put the wrong one in jail. When we were all attending their first wedding, Savannah and Erik both ended up being shot.”

I gasped. “Lord have mercy, what in the world! That’s insanity! But they’re okay now if they’re on their honeymoon.”

He nodded with a grim expression. “They are but it was touch and go for a bit there. They waited to get married until after they both healed.”

“Wow. And you somehow ended up not being chosen in the last auction?” I surmised.

He shook his head. “Nah, I actually bailed on it. One of the other candidates, Jade Lee, you might remember her…”

“Alana’s new protégé?”

“That’s the one. She freaked out on stage. Bidders were yelling some garbage so I left the auction to help her through it.”

I reached out and looped my arms around his neck. “You took care of a damsel in distress?” His cheeks pinked. “My hero.”

He eased forward and took my mouth in a soft, slow kiss. I hummed and sighed into it, enjoying this quiet time with him. Tomorrow was going to likely bring a shitstorm of drama for us to deal with, especially with Malik on the premises.

“Soooo, you going to tell me what’s up with the suit, your ex-fiancé?” This was the one question I really didn’t want to deal with, but he deserved to know what he was up against. My father was already a mountain that was practically insurmountable, but paired with Malik? It was like climbing Mt. Everest with no tools or protective gear. Basically, a suicide mission.

“Malik and I were practically betrothed from birth. Our parents are longtime friends. From the very beginning, we were groomed with the knowledge that we should do what was best for our families’ businesses.”

“Meaning keep the rich blood running true blue for generations to come.”

“You’ve got it.”

“And at some point, you were on board with that decision?” He leaned an elbow on the counter and rested his head in his hand, his entire focus on what I had to say. I loved the way he gave me every ounce of his attention when I spoke. It was refreshing to say the least.

“When you’ve grown up every day of your life being told how amazing Malik Hendrickson is and how your families together were going to run the world, you kind of get caught up in it. And Malik is good looking…”

Memphis made a scrunched up silly face.

“Not as handsome as you. Relax.”

“Go ahead. I’m listening.”

I let out an exhausted breath. “We started officially dating freshman year. We both attended the same private school. We broke up for a year in college because he was demanding I take classes that would benefit Shaw International. And he didn’t want to do anything fun. Just study and prepare to the be the best CFO in the business.”

“You didn’t attend frat parties or any ragers?”

“No, I did. Which is when I broke up with him. He was so pissed I wanted to go out and relax a little. Experience everything college had to offer. So, I cut him loose. Much to my family’s great dismay. I heard nothing but complaints from my parents. After about a year, and a thousand apologies from Malik, I caved and took him back. Things were fine all the way through college. It was graduation night that he asked me to marry him. I was completely unprepared. Our entire families were there, and the party had over a thousand people in attendance. So I had to accept.”

“Damn, he really put you on the spot.”

I nodded. “I was barely out of college and had already enrolled in a gem credentialing program. During my time at the university, I realized I didn’t want to be behind a desk. I wanted to create. I’ve always loved the sparkly things that came from my father’s mines. Not the mining business itself. I can put on my business hat, but I have highly educated people to do all of that for me. Now I get to create. Work directly with my clientele. And that’s what makes me happy. Not crunching numbers, hiring and firing, doing budget reports, meeting with the board of directors, marketing, admin…blech.” I made a gagging sound.

Memphis shook his head and laughed. “Deep down, Nay, I think you’re an artist. Most creative types can’t be shoved behind a desk or they’ll wither up and die.”

I pointed to him. “Exactly!”

He shrugged. “What happened after you accepted his very public proposal?”

I pressed my lips together in a little snarl. “I tried to give it a chance. But I couldn’t stand the fact that he never understood who I really was. What I really wanted for my life.” I reached for his hand and held it between both of mine. “You’ve known me a few days and understand me more deeply than anyone else in my entire life. Isn’t that messed up?” I whispered that last part, realizing how profound that bit of truth was.

Memphis Taylor was almost a stranger based on the length of time we’ve known one another, yet I was more comfortable with him than I ever was with anyone else I dated, including Malik, or my own family. Memphis sees me, not my family’s good name. He sees the woman I am, and that’s who he wants. Not the fame, fortune, or clout.

“I’m sorry, baby. That all sounds brutal. Just know I’m here now for as long as you’ll keep me.”

“You mean three years?” I pursed my lips and stared into his pretty eyes.

“How’s about we not set limitations on things we can’t begin to understand.”

“That being?” I hedged.

“The future, Nay. No one knows what it holds. Not you, not me. We committed to something, yes, but that doesn’t mean there’s an end date. Not really. That’s something we decide when the time comes.” He lifted our clasped hands and rubbed his scruffy cheek along the back of my hand. “I prefer to let the chips fall where they may. See where life takes us. Right now, it’s the Hamptons. Three years from now, it could be a bun in the oven, if that’s what we decide.”

Both my eyebrows rose up toward my hairline. “You want to have children with me?” I croaked.

“I want to have children one day with the woman I love. Nothing’s off the table, Naomi.” He smiled softly, the honesty clear in his steadfast gaze. “We’ve got time. Let’s enjoy it.”

I grinned and nodded. “We do. As long as we survive this week, the future is ours.”

“Now that’s the Naomi, I know.” He stood up and pushed his chair back in place, grabbed our plates and took them to the sink. “Should I wash these?” he asked.

I truthfully couldn’t remember the last time I’d washed a dish. We had staff for that. Still, it felt like a normal thing couples did together, and I wanted to experience everything with Memphis. Even washing dirty dishes together. “You wash, I’ll dry,” I offered. “Then I’m taking you to bed where I will have my wicked way with you.”

“Is that right, Ms. Shaw, soon to be Mrs. Shaw-Taylor?” He turned on the water and soaped up a sponge, then washed a plate.

“I think I’ll go with Mrs. Taylor, if you don’t mind.” I was happy to drop my father’s name.

He looked taken aback, but then a slow smile spread across his face. “Naomi Taylor. Sounds fucking beautiful to me.”

I bumped his hip with mine. “I think so too. Now hurry up and get those dishes washed. I’m ready for my dessert.”

“Dessert?”

I ran my hand over his firm bottom and squeezed a cheek. “Yeah baby, my dessert tonight is you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

We were done with the dishes in mere minutes.
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“Then let’s get ready to go to France.” Maia said as she backed up and patted me on my bare chest. A sly smile stretched across her full lips. Made me want to kiss them again, the same way I did in the limo. We’d gotten out of control then, and truth be told, I felt a little out of control now. “But first, you should probably put some clothes on,” she whispered, her voice a husky rasp.

I cleared my throat, wrapped my arms around her, and kept her right where she was. “What are you afraid of Maia?” I gazed into her soulful brown eyes.

Her bottom lip trembled as she clung to my back. “Everything.”

I cupped her cheek and watched with pride as she nuzzled into my palm, seeking comfort. My comfort.

“Whoever is threatening you and Alana is not going to get away with it. I will keep you safe,” I vowed.

Her eyes closed as she nodded. “I know you will.”

“Then what are you afraid of?” I looped my other arm tighter around her waist, keeping her pressed against me. She sighed, welcoming the embrace.

“Everything,” she repeated again and opened her eyes. “This thing between us that’s growing into…”

“Into?” I prompted, wanting desperately for her to tell me how she felt about us, me, our impending nuptials. We were an unlikely pair, especially if taking our almost fifteen-year age difference into account. But ever since that day in the airport when we crashed into one another, there has been this undercurrent of a much deeper connection. One I want nothing more than to explore.

“Into more than I expected,” she finally answered.

“And what did you expect from me?” I held my breath, hanging onto every word.

“I…” She shook her head. “Not you in particular, but the auction itself. I assumed my bidder would marry me in Las Vegas, consummate the marriage and likely only want to speak to me when he wanted to get laid or have someone on his arm at a party.”

“I’m not that kind of man. I didn’t choose you to be a trophy side-piece. I chose you because not choosing you felt like I'd be making the biggest mistake of my life. Flashes of a future with you, years learning exactly what makes you smile, what makes you moan…” My throat went dry as I admitted the truth.

Her body trembled in my embrace as she stared at my chest, seemingly unwilling to make eye contact. “I don’t know exactly what I expected, but it definitely wasn’t this.”

I tipped her chin up with my thumb, encouraging her to look at me. “And what is this to you?” I stroked the apple of her cheek. She was so soft.

“I don’t know…more.”

The smile that stretched across my face was filled with hope, as my heart beat rapidly.

I pressed my forehead to hers, our breath intermingling. The smell of coffee permeated the air, along with a subtle hint of vanilla and spice that was uniquely Maia.

“This is more, Maia. You were unexpected but not unwanted. I’ve been alone for a long time.”

“Why me?” Her words were thin and brittle, rather shy.

“Because of the crazy way we met and how much that meeting affected me. I knew instantly there was something incredibly special about you. Something I wanted to explore, but didn’t know how to approach. And you were so standoffish.” I chuckled. “Likely due to the fact that you were stealing from me. But then, you returned what you’d stolen.”

“Most of it. I kept the cash because rent was due and…”

“I don’t care about any of that. You tried to do right by me in your own way. And I believe it was because you knew there was something between us. Something more.”

“There was…I mean, there is,” she agreed.

“Hell, Maia.” My hands shook with the need to get it all out. These feelings boiling just under the surface every time she was near. “Sweetheart, you have the saddest eyes of anyone I’ve ever known. Sometimes when I look into them, I see my own loneliness and desire for true connection reflected back.”

She raised her arms and curled her hands around my neck as she laughed dryly.

“Do you wish it was someone else?” I asked, the one fear that had been plaguing me since I won the bid. What if she’d rather have a different man. A younger man. A man that didn’t have a teenaged child and a diva ex-wife.

“No!” She blurted. “Never. I think for once, the Universe got it right.” She lifted her face and pressed her lips to mine in a simple peck, then another. Her lips were impossibly soft, like velvet flower petals sliding across mine. She continued to give me light, teasing, exploratory kisses that slowly increased in pressure.

I groaned as she flicked her tongue across the seam of my lips. Pleasure rolled through my body like a tidal wave, my cock rising naturally.

No longer able to help myself, I tunneled one of my hands through her soft dark hair, tilted my head, and took her mouth in a deep kiss.

Maia mewled into my mouth, flattening her body fully against mine.

I grunted and ground my erection against her belly. She opened her mouth and chased my tongue with hers. A perfect pairing.

As we kissed, lost to one another’s taste, one of her hands eased down my bare chest, her fingers curling around the towel I had tied around my waist. Before I knew it, she’d undone the knot, and the towel dropped to the floor. Then her small hand was wrapped around my rigid length.

“Oh fuck!” I grunted and pulled away from her mouth, turning my face to the ceiling as pleasure coiled in my groin.

Her hand stroked up and down my length, her thumb teasing the slippery tip.

“You have a very pretty cock,” she announced then pressed her lips to my chest. She stroked me expertly as she placed fluttering little kisses along my pecs. Her tongue swirled around the flat brown disc of my nipple sending bolts of desire through me.

“Maia,” I hissed between clenched teeth, not sure if I wanted her to stop.

Who the fuck was I kidding?

I never wanted her to stop. Her hand around my dick felt like pure nirvana. And it had been so long since I’d last felt the touch of woman.

Her little hand never faltered as she worked me. My balls tightened and I countered her thrusts. As her hand went down, I moved my hips up, increasing the pressure while I fucked her fist.

Then her touch was suddenly gone. She’d dropped to her knees.

“Maia, you don’t—” My words were cut off by the heat of her mouth engulfing my cock. “Jeez-us!” I gulped, my hand instantly cupping the back of her head.

She lifted her gaze, those doe eyes mesmerizing as she bobbed on my length, giving me a sexy as fuck show.

“You’re so fucking beautiful with my cock in your mouth.” I gritted my teeth, thinking my vulgar words might offend her, but the opposite occurred. Desire lit her gaze, and she took me further, humming as the tip of my cock hit the back of her throat.

She worked me deep, deeper than I’d ever experienced before. The woman was an enigma. One minute shy and a little skittish, the next, a sexual goddess.

“Fuck, Maia, you keep that up, and I’m going to come in your mouth,” I warned.

She moaned and I gripped her hair tighter, guiding her movements just the way I liked. “You’d like that wouldn’t you? For me to let loose, to lose myself in you and that perfect mouth.”

Maia whimpered, picked up the pace and sucked harder.

“Too late, sweet girl. I’m already fucking gone for you,” I groaned, and thrust my hips faster as I watched the hottest little thing I’d ever seen rock my world.

She lifted one of her hands, cupped my balls, and took me down the hot well of her throat. Then she blew my mind when she swallowed around the tip, clamping the head of my dick so tight I almost lost the ability to breathe. My entire body convulsed, pleasure spearing like lightning from my groin and electrifying every one of my nerve endings. I fisted her hair like a handle and shot my release down her throat.

Maia took it all and got off on it, her body humping at the air, her eyes closed, mouth sucking and swallowing as though she’d lost all train of thought.

Panting, I slipped out of her mouth, and fell to my knees on the lush carpet. She must have read my mind because she laid back as I scrambled to pull off her pants. Once I got them off, I ripped her panties down her toned legs.

“Spread them wide,” I demanded on a growl, lust fueling my every action.

Her eyes were filled with need as she butterflied her legs, presenting me with the pinkest, wettest haven. I couldn’t wait to get inside. But first, I had to taste her. Return the gift she’d given me. Make her as mindless and feral as I felt for her.

“Please…” She arched her sexy little body.

“Oh, Maia, you never have to beg me. I am more than eager to put my mouth all over your spectacular body. And I will always give you what you need,” I promised as I leaned forward, curled my hands under her and cupped that toned ass. God damn, I couldn’t wait to take a bite out of it, but first I needed to taste her. I lifted her ass, her center a feast for the eyes. My mouth watered as I watched her sticky folds separate, opening for me.

“Fucking hell,” I said and then covered her with my mouth.

Maia cried out as I dove into her pussy with my tongue, reaching as far inside her as I could, flicking my tongue all along those sensitized walls. She tasted incredible, like a salted caramel apple. I moaned as I settled along the floor, laving at her seam in long strokes, just barely fluttering my tongue over the place she wanted me the most. I teased and taunted her until her body quivered with the need for release.

“Rhodes, Rhodes, Rhodes,” she chanted, each call of my name filling me with pride.

I answered her call by swirling my tongue around that hot bundle of nerves, making her quake. Desperate, wanton moans spilled from her lungs as I wrapped my lips around her clit, slid one finger insider her soaked cunt, then sucked…hard.

“Oh my God!” She cried out, her body strung tight as a bow as her sex clenched around my finger. I didn’t stop, doubling my efforts as her orgasm ebbed and flowed through her. Eventually, it waned, and I removed my finger, then circled her clit with my tongue until she sighed and her body relaxed. I kissed my way up her lithe form and covered her breasts with my hands, enjoying the feel of their small weight in my palms. I ran my thumbs over the cloth-covered tips, testing her reaction and was pleased when Maia shivered and moaned low in her throat.

I smiled as I made my way up to her head. The sadness was now gone from her expression, and what remained across her features made me feel like a god. She was relaxed, the most tranquil I’d ever seen her. The pinch between her brows, gone. The tension around her mouth, gone. The tightness in her jaw, gone.

I placed a light kiss on her lips as I hovered over her half naked body. She made a purring noise, smiled, and opened one eye.

“Hey.” I was feeling a whole lot smitten and kind of dopey. We’d just taken a very big step, one I hadn’t planned on taking so soon, but didn’t regret in the slightest.

“Wow.” She smiled, her eyes still closed. “That was…awesome,” she breathed.

Awesome.

Laughter burst from my lungs, and I buried my face against her warm neck. She wrapped her arms and legs around me, forcing me to rest the bulk of my weight on her tiny form.

“I’ll crush you.” I braced myself on my elbows.

“Don’t care. I’m dead already. You killed me,” she mumbled.

“With cunnilingus?” I chuckled and ran my tongue along her clavicle, loving the taste of her skin, seeking that hint of sugary vanilla spice that was uniquely Maia.

She hummed. “Yep.”

“Well, you sucked my brain right out of my cock,” I countered happily.

“Fair point.” She hugged me tighter, sighing as though ready to take a nap.

I kissed my way up her neck to her ear. “Hey there, sweetheart, you can’t snooze right now. You can do that on the plane.” I nipped along her jaw playfully.

Maia stretched her neck, allowing me to continue my path, as content a kitten as I’d ever seen. I kissed her chin and then her lips again.

She hummed into the kiss.

“Maia…” I chuckled.

The woman made a little snort sound as though she’d actually fell asleep with me pancaking her into the floor, her bottom half bare and wrapped around my naked half, which started to harden the longer we lay there.

“Sweetheart, you gotta get up.” I nudged her cheek with my nose.

She made a disgruntled noise and slowly opened her eyes. “Fine.”

I stood, grabbed my towel and wrapped it around my waist. There was no more time to ravish her. Emily was an eleven-hour flight away from takeoff to landing. I needed to get to my daughter. I wouldn’t feel settled until I had eyes on her, Maia, and Alana for that matter. All three women meant the world to me and there were no lengths I wouldn’t go to in order to keep all of them safe.

Maia sat up, her hair even more of a tousled mess than when she woke up. Which reminded me…

I reached out and helped her stand, bringing her into my arms again. I placed one hand around her nape, the other on her bare ass, because, well, I felt as though I could touch her more freely now, and she had a great fucking ass.

“I meant to ask you…” I pecked her on the lips once. “Why did you sleep on the couch last night? We fell asleep together, and then I woke to find you out here, curled into a ball.”

“Oh, um, I got up to get a drink of water and must have sat down and then crashed. I wake a lot and fall back asleep. I think it’s a bit like sleepwalking.” Her gaze flitted away. She wasn’t sharing the whole truth.

“Should I be worried you’ll sleepwalk out the door?” I frowned.

She shook her head. “No, I’ve never done that. Usually it’s when I, um, get up to pee or get a drink. I’ll end up on the couch or in a chair. It’s never been an issue. Don’t worry about it,” she said, then distracted me with another kiss.

“Okay.”

“I’m going to try and call my mom. At least leave a message with the staff for her to reach out to me as soon as she can.”

“That sounds like a good idea. Give her both of our numbers, just in case,” I suggested.

“I, uh, I don’t have your phone number.” She smiled, suddenly seeming nervous.

I huffed and grinned. “Looks like we still have a lot to learn about one another.”

She bit into her bottom lip. “At least we now know one thing about each other.”

“Agreed. We are definitely compatible between the sheets.”

“Or on the floor.” She laughed.

I burst out laughing. “I’m sorry about that. Things got carried away. I should have taken you to the bedroom.”

“I don’t regret anything.” She looped her arms around my neck, which was how all of this started. Her body pressed up against mine.

I gripped her ass firmly. “Me either. Just that I would have liked to make it more romantic.”

“I’ll take hot over romantic any day.”

“Duly noted.” I kissed her gently, then with a bit more fervor before I smacked her bare ass. “Get ready, call your mom, and I’ll charter a plane.”

“Charter a plane?”

“Usually, I don’t like to destroy the environment by chartering a private plane, but getting to Emily is priority number one.”

She nodded. “Okay, I can be ready in fifteen minutes tops.” She grabbed her panties and pants then dashed to the spare bedroom where I’d stored her things yesterday.

Only a woman like Maia could be ready that fast. I watched her fine ass jiggle until she disappeared from view.

I left the kitchen, entered the bathroom, and turned the shower back on so I could rinse off after our fun on the floor. I faced the mirror and stared at my reflection for a long moment, steam from the shower rising in the air around me.

“This woman is going to change me in ways I can only begin to imagine.”
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I spent the entire day working with my plants, going over everything that had been said between me and Jack earlier today. The journey through my thoughts was intense, going from spitting mad to realizing I’d been a complete and utter asshole.

Jack was allowed to have his own feelings about his future wife’s job. Especially in light of the fact that, in his world, the product I sold was completely illegal. Living in California, where cannabis had been legal for almost a decade, gave me a different perspective. And most of the people I communicated with were also in the business or treated cannabis the same way they did alcohol. You had to be twenty-one to buy it, use it, and sell it.

End of story.

However, there was still a huge stigma on using the product regularly, even in the states where it was perfectly legal. And I should have been considerate of that fact.

I just get so tired of people’s shitty opinions on something that doesn’t affect them. If you don’t want to use cannabis, no one is forcing you. But let the rest of the world enjoy its healing properties and make our own choices for our own bodies.

“You’ve been quiet today,” my dad noted when we piled into his beloved 1996 Ford Bronco. He’d had the vehicle since Autumn and I were born. It had a red top, a big fat white stripe horizontally down the center of the car with a red bottom. It was cool as hell, and I hoped it would run forever.

“Had a fight with Jack,” I sighed.

“Already? Shouldn’t you be in the honeymoon phase?”

I shrugged. “It’s complicated.”

“Romance and love always are. But the way that boy looked at you at dinner last night, like the sun rose and set from your eyes.” He shook his head. “Boy is gone for you, Sunny.”

“He’s a man, Dad. A twenty-eight-year-old super rich, super-hot, super judgy guy apparently. And I’m not so sure he’s all that into me, if he can hate what I’ve devoted my life to,” I huffed.

My father burst out laughing as he took the turn that would lead us down main street toward The Pink Lady.

“Speaking from experience, when it comes to you, your sister, and certainly the woman I worship from her braided hair down to her rainbow painted toes, everything about all of us is open to judgment. The world is filled with people who see us and what we grow as a horrible disservice. Some even believe what we grow is a gateway drug to hardcore illegal substance addiction.”

I rolled my eyes.

“You and I both know that isn’t true, but it will take more time for the rest of the world to catch up. And it’s our job to educate and inform as best we know how.”

“It’s draining, Dad. And it wasn’t something I expected to have to deal with in my romantic relationship.”

“Well, if you look at it from your original plan, you put yourself up for auction to the highest bidder in the hopes they would help you learn a few things in business, not to mention find a man who has his own money so he wasn’t leeching off of you. It wasn’t exactly intended to be a love story, was it? Perhaps your expectations of what you committed to have changed recently?”

I pursed my lips and thought about what he said. My expectations had changed. Because…well, Jack. He’s not only rich and successful, but he’s funny and kind, and so serious. I want to poke and prod at him until he lets go a little, laughs more. And he has. Just this morning, he had me laid out on my kitchen table about to screw me into next week when my annoying sister interrupted us. I’d been so excited to take that next step with him. The chemistry between us was off the charts.

“I like him, Dad. Really like him. And when he got mad and shocked about the farm, I don’t know, I lost it a little. Gave him an ultimatum, which is not like me at all.”

“Yikes, sounds like you have some making up to do.”

“That’s just it. If Jack truly can’t handle what I do for business, then this will never work out.”

“True. But did you even give the man the chance to mull it all over? For someone like him, coming from an entirely different market, not to mention another country, what we do might seem problematic. It hasn’t been accepted internationally. Yet. One day, I’m certain it will be as widely accepted as alcohol and cigarettes, both of which are worse than cannabis.”

“Dad, you don’t have to lecture me. I’m already a believer.”

“What I’m trying to say, Sunny, is that it had to make him pause. As it would any genuine businessman. He needs to evaluate any possible repercussions to his own business. Not that I really believe there would be any, but it’s still a factor.”

“Ugh, you sound exactly like him. Now I feel even worse. I’d already realized I was kind of being an asshole about it all, but the way he fired off didn’t help.”

My father nodded. “Just talk to him, honey. It seems like you really might have something special brewing between you two. Get it, brewing? Witches. Beer.”

“Oh my god, not the dad jokes.” I covered my eyes and chuckled.

“You know you love them.” Dad prattled on as he pulled up in front of my house where I could clearly see the rental SUV parked.

Apparently, Jack hadn’t packed up and left. Something I’d considered earlier and had sent up a silent prayer to the goddesses that he wouldn’t leave without talking to me first.

I moved to get out of the vehicle but stopped when my father cupped my shoulder.

“Give him a chance, Sunny. I wasn’t kidding about the way that man looked at you. It’s the same way I looked at your mother in the beginning and still do to this day.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. My father was gonzo for my mom. Always had been. They are ridiculously in love, and everyone around them knows it. They’re one another’s soul mates. Twin flames even as they had always been an “opposites attract” type couple. She into the earth, a practicing witch who prayed to goddesses and spoke openly to our ancestors, otherwise known as her spirit guides. My father, on the other hand, had an alphabet soup of academic degrees and was focused on the science behind all things. An unlikely pair to be certain, but somehow it worked beautifully.

“I will give him a chance, Dad. I’ll make it right. There has to be a way for us to work through this,” I said, not sure if it was more for my father’s benefit or for my own. Perhaps both.

I leaned over and kissed my dad’s cheek. “Thanks for the pep talk, Dad. I love you.”

“Love you too, Sunny. Good luck!” he said as I got out of the car.

I smiled, shut the car door, and watched as he drove away. When I turned around to take the stairs leading up to my place, I was greeted by none other than the man himself.

Jack was leaning against the railing, my cat in his arms, his eyes on me.

“Lucky cat,” I remarked as I slowly climbed the stairs.

“I’m sorry,” was the first thing he said when I got to the porch landing.

My chest squeezed and my stomach dropped. “I’m sorry too,” I said, not wanting this ugliness between us to fester.

He blinked as though stunned, his mouth falling open. “You’re…wait. But I was the one…” he stammered.

I reached for Rebecca and pulled her begrudgingly from Jack’s arms. “Girl, I know that chest is comfortable, but it’s my turn,” I grouched and put her down. Then I reached for both of his wrists and stepped into his arms, pressing my body fully to his with my arms forcing his behind my back. He got the memo and held me fully in his arms.

“We were both wrong today, Jack. You had some genuine concerns about your own company, and I should have been more considerate.”

“I shouldn’t have gone off half-cocked like I did. What you do does help people. And honestly, I truly have no problem with what you grow, Summer. It was just a surprise, and a bit shocking. I hadn’t expected it, and I didn’t handle it well.”

“No, you didn’t. I didn’t either. I got defensive and bitchy because what I do is incredibly important to me. It’s why I entered the auction in the first place. To find a man that could teach me a few things, all while sharing a bed, and a life, together.”

“I still want that, Summer.” Jack stated with conviction.

“Really?” I gulped, my nerves so shot I was afraid to hope he’d want to work things out.

He dipped his head to my neck, hiding his face while he hugged me. “One hundred percent. Maybe we could…I don’t know, start over?” he suggested.

I snorted and tightened my hold around him, breathing into the hug, allowing his warmth to permeate through my entire body. “We don’t need to start over. We just need to work through our concerns and come to a happy medium.”

He pulled back and cupped my neck. “I’d like that. Perhaps we can do so over dinner?” He smiled wickedly as he took my hand. “Come, I may have a little surprise for you.”

“Oh?” I definitely did not expect any type of surprise or gift after the way things went down this morning.

Jack led me into my home and I was instantly aware of the aroma of something savory baking in the oven. The air was rife with delicious scents of garlic, onion, as well as floral notes.

“Come…” Jack pulled me through my house and into my dining room.

I gasped as I saw my eight-seater table set up with two place settings, one at the end and the other to the right. He led me straight to the head of the table and pulled out the chair. I sat down, and he helped me scoot the chair closer to the table.

“What is all this?” I gestured at the pretty lit candles and, to my amazement, a trio of crystals paired with a vase of roses in the brightest pink and the most buttery sunshine yellow.

He pointed to the decorations. “The pink roses are supposed to represent my gratitude and admiration. Because I do admire you, Summer. You’re an incredible woman, not only because you’re gorgeous and unique, but because of how intensely you believe in the things and people you deem important. The yellow roses are supposed to represent our growing friendship.”

“Friendship?” I cocked a brow.

He chuckled. “Apparently red ones mean love and passion, and although I definitely feel intensely passionate when around you, I didn’t want to give the wrong impression.”

I pressed my smiling lips together in order not to laugh. He’d definitely thought all of this through in meticulous detail—so very Jack—though I suspected he had help.

“And the crystals?” I challenged.

“Oh! Autumn helped with those. The smoky quartz is for grounding and letting go of any negative feelings and baggage we both hold. I figured that would help with the fight we had.”

“And the clear quartz?”

He looked at the ceiling and his fingers wiggled as though he was cataloguing through cards in his memory bank.

Jack snapped his fingers suddenly. “For manifesting what we want in our lives, but more importantly for us, within our new relationship.”

I smiled wide. “That is true. And the red one?” I knew exactly what my sister was up to with this trio.

“Carnelian,” he frowned. “I can’t remember what it’s supposed to do though.”

I smirked. “Passion. Drive. Attraction. Sexual pleasure.”

His eyes seemed to bulge out of his sockets, and I watched with glee as he nervously swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing enticingly.

“Uh, I didn’t realize…”

I burst out laughing. “My sister was pulling a fast one, but it’s okay. I absolutely approve.” I rested my elbow on the table and propped my chin in my hand so I could peer up at where he stood. “And what is that delicious smell coming from the kitchen?”

“Ohh! It’s a recipe I’ve perfected. Mediterranean chicken, couscous, and vegetables.”

“Smells divine,” I said right as my stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten after breakfast because my stomach was twisted up from our fight.

Jack beamed as he reached for an already open bottle of red wine and poured a hefty measure into the empty glass at my setting and then into his own. “You sip on that, while I plate our dinner. I’ll be back in a minute. I had it all done and was keeping it warm since I didn’t know when you’d be home.”

“So how did you know when I arrived?” I asked, putting the goblet to my lips.

A shy expression stole across his face making his masculine beauty seem more boyish in the candlelight.

“I…um…” He coughed. “Just looked out the window every few minutes.”

“Wow. I’m impressed.” And I was. Completely gobsmacked that he’d go to such lengths to appease me after we fought. I’d expected him to leave, ask Madam Alana for a new bride, or something. Definitely did not expect a homemade meal complete with flowers, crystals, and wine.

“I’ll be right back,” he said and disappeared into the kitchen. I could hear some banging around for a couple minutes before he returned with two steaming plates.

My mouth watered the second he put the plate before me.

He sat down, lifted his wine, and stared into my eyes. “To righting miscommunication, learning one another’s heart, and figuring out the best way to wade through both.”

I chuckled and grinned, tapping my glass to his before taking a drink. The wine was smooth and jammy, just how I liked it.

For a few minutes we both ate with gusto. I’d gotten through over half my dinner and wine before I finally felt calmer.

“I should have been…” I said at the same time Jack said, “I didn’t mean…”

We both stared at one another and laughed.

“You go first,” I instructed through my chuckles.

Jack wiped his mouth and sat back. “I was a dick today. When I found out what your business was, I didn’t handle it well, and for that, I’m truly sorry. I’m used to putting business before anything else in my life, and when I saw the magnitude of what you do…” he sighed. “…plain and simple…” He looked straight into my eyes. “I got scared. Of what being connected to your business might mean for Johansen Brewing. It had nothing to do with you as a person, or even the product itself. I’ve spent my entire career doing what’s best for the business. I just…I lost it a little, and I’m sorry.”

I reached out and took his hand. “You had every right to be concerned. I’m so used to fighting people about the benefit of cannabis that I didn’t really take into consideration what your situation might be. You’re right. It’s not legal where you do business. I can see how that would be a possible red flag. And after thinking about it, I can also see how it might be frowned upon in certain sectors. I’m sorry too. But the bigger question is: what do we do now?”

He squeezed my hand. “First and foremost, there is no way in hell I’m not marrying you.”

My heart beat a thousand miles an hour, and my bottom lip trembled. “You still want to marry me?” I gulped.

“More than anything,” he breathed the three words as though they were ripped from his soul. “You?”

I looked into those deep brown eyes and saw a future I wanted to jump into with both feet, closed eyes, while screaming “Wahoo!” at the top of my lungs. “I’d marry you tomorrow, Jack.”

Jack stood up, his chair falling back with the effort. “Takk Gud!” he barked, which I was pretty sure meant Thank God! in English.

He extended his hand, and I stood. It didn’t take him long to pull me into a deep hug. “We’ll work though this, solskinn. I don’t want to lose you over something so stupid,” he murmured against my neck.

“I don’t want to lose you either.” I hummed as he placed a line of kisses down my neck, stoking a new fire.

“I’ll call my team tomorrow and explain the concern. It’s their job to handle this type of thing.”

“Sounds very big-man-in-charge of you,” I teased as I lifted the back of his shirt enough that I could run my fingers along his warm, bare skin.

“How can I make it up to you?” He nuzzled my skin where neck and shoulder met.

“I can think of a few things.”

“Oh?” He nudged his nose over to the string tie that held my dress up, and pushed it off so it hung at my bicep.

“You know what the best part of fighting is?” I whispered into his ear then nibbled on the cartilage there.

Jack groaned and gripped me tighter. “Uh, wh-what?”

“Make-up sex.”

Without another word, Jack looped his arm around my back, bent in half and caught my legs behind the knees with his other arm, lifting me into a princess hold. He bounded up the three flights, carried me to my bed and tossed me on it with a flourish.

“Get naked.”
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The Little Death
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MADAM ALANA

The morning brought with it the sense of peace and serenity. It had been a couple months since we’d been home. Sleeping in my own bed, with the sounds of the French countryside coming from the open balcony door, eased the tension I had when I went to bed.

Rhodes and Maia were on their way to France right now, even though Christophe and I made it clear that all was well here. Rhodes wasn’t comfortable with being away from his daughter after Maia and I had been threatened, which I understood completely. If somebody had threatened my Christophe, I’d be stuck to his side like glue. And that the authorities still didn’t know anything about who was behind them, was deeply concerning.

I rolled over in bed to face the open door. I could see Christophe with the morning paper open, a cup steaming on the small bistro set along with a plate holding a few sugar cookies. Christophe had a major sweet tooth and often paired treats with his morning cappuccino, espresso, or tea.

“I can feel you watching me, mon coeur. Why not come sit with me?” He spoke aloud but kept reading the paper.

I yawned, shifted the covers back, and reached for my black satin robe at the end of the bed. I slipped it over my short matching nightie and tied the belt. I gathered my long hair over to one shoulder and sashayed to the balcony.

When I got close, Christophe closed his paper, folded it, set it down and looped an arm around my hips, pulling me to his side and down onto his lap crossways.

“Bonjour, chéri,” he murmured and then took my mouth in a heated kiss.

I threaded my fingers through his salt and pepper locks, running my nails down his scalp the way I knew he liked.

“Aaaaahhhh,” he groaned then smiled. “How are you faring this morning?”

“Better. Being home helps. Though I know things are going to be interesting once Rhodes and Maia arrive and he introduces her to Emily.”

“Do you fear that Emily will not accept Maia into their lives?” Christophe asked.

I played with his hair, twirling the longer layers around my first finger. “I do not know. Teenagers tend to react unexpectedly. I’m just hoping we can help ease the introduction.”

“Perhaps when they are all settled and jet lag has cleared, we can take them out. Show both Emily and Maia more of our country, and divert them from the more delicate subjects?”

His plan was sound, provided the teenager didn’t simply implode upon meeting her father’s fiancée. “I think we shall take Rhodes’ lead and hope for the best.”

Christophe smiled. “So wise, my wife.” He winked playfully.

I leaned forward and kissed him deeply once more. “I’m going to get ready for the day. Can you check on Emily…”

“I did, not fifteen minutes before you awoke. She’s completely out. Dead to the world.” He stood up and wrapped his arm around me from behind. “Remember what I promised you when we were leaving Las Vegas then ended up with all of our plans turned to ash?” He slowly walked me forward until my knees hit the bed. Then he rubbed his hardness against my satin covered ass and whispered in my ear. “Hands on the bed, Alana,” he growled in that raspy, deep tone that made my knees shake.

Instantly, I complied by bending forward and placing my hands on the bed. As I looked down, I saw his pajama bottoms fall down his legs and pool around his ankles. My throat went dry even as my lower half became wet with arousal. I shuffled my feet in anticipation as Christophe slid his hands along my thighs, pushing the robe and nightie up until the material hung around my waist. The chill in the room kissed my bare skin when it was exposed but immediately warmed when my husband gripped and squeezed each cheek.

“I’ve been thinking about fucking you like this for two days, chéri. Widen your stance and let me in to play.”

His heated words were like wildfire to my libido. My sex clenched, while my legs shook, and I trembled wantonly.

He nudged the large head of his cock between my legs and against my slick seam, lubricating it as he rubbed it back and forth. He gripped my hips and thrust home.

I cried out at the blissful intrusion, then muffled it with my hand over my mouth, just to be certain Emily couldn’t hear, even though her room was on the other end of the hall.

Christophe was a man on a mission, a madman, lost to his desire. I loved every second of his deep plunges paired with gentle yet crude affirmations. He told me how he liked to watch his wet cock disappear within me over and over again. How my forbidden hole winked at him with every plunge. The way my pussy held him in the tightest fist he’d ever known. That he would never love another more than me.

His filthy mouth sent us both spiraling into la petite mort…the little death.

He moved gently as our orgasms subsided. My face was still pressed to the bed, bum in the air, as he swirled his hips, working out the last of his pleasure. He shivered, then leaned over and placed a warm kiss to my spine.

“Bienvenue à la maison, mon amour.” Welcome home, my love.

I grinned against the sheets, my position still precarious, but I felt a million times better after that homecoming.

“A welcome home indeed, husband.”

* * * *

Shortly after our bed-play this morning, Christophe and I took a shower and got ready for the day. Once completed, we woke Emily so she could get onto France time sooner rather than later. We also informed her that her father’s plans had changed, and he would be arriving in France soon with a woman in tow. For some reason, that made her excited, whereas we thought perhaps she’d be unnerved by not only the fact that he was joining her two-week vacation with us, but that he would be bringing a lady friend. Neither seemed to be the case.

We joined Emily in the kitchen where Aurelie, our cook, was plating omelets, potatoes, and bacon as the buzzer to the gate sounded. Our house attendant took care of it, but that didn’t stop Emily from tossing her utensils to the counter, jumping off the chair, and racing bare-footed, still in her pajamas, through the house screaming, “He’s here!”

“We better go make sure the meet and greet goes well,” Christophe announced, pushing out of his chair.

“Agreed.” I followed him to the front of the house where the door was already open and Emily was bouncing from foot to foot like a little monkey.

Rhodes stopped the car, leaned over and said something to Maia who looked wide-eyed and terrified in the passenger seat before he got out.

“Where’s my best girl?” he called out.

Emily jumped in the air, both arms raised above her head before she dashed down the stairs. When Rhodes reached the bottom step, she jumped into the air. He caught her, bracing a foot back as he did so, but locked her in place and spun her around.

“Daddy! I knew you couldn’t vacation without me!” she gushed. “You need me!”

Ah, now I see. Emily—almost fourteen and wanting to be so independent—actually needs her father to want to spend time with her. Interesting bit of information I planned to discuss with Rhodes at a more private moment.

Christophe curled me against his side as we watched the tableau unfold.

The house attendant opened the door for Maia who cautiously exited the car and gave me a slight wave before her gaze moved to take in the house. I saw her mouth the word, “Wow,” as she crossed her arms over her chest, in an attempt to make herself a little smaller and less noticeable. It didn’t work. Maia was a stunning natural beauty. No matter where she went, what she wore, or how hard she tried to hide, she would always be noticed.

“Who’s that?” Emily pointed to Maia.

Maia uncrossed her arms and rubbed her palms on her faded jeans.

Rhodes set Emily down then looped his arm around her shoulders. “That is Maia Fields,” he said.

“Is that your girlfriend?” Emily asked, shy interest in her tone.

“Um, sort of. She’s a friend, and a girl but…” Rhodes rubbed at jaw tiredly.

That was my cue.

I clapped my hands, and everyone looked at me. “Emily darling, this is Maia, an old friend of mine. She is dating your father. So when plans changed, we all thought it would be fun to spend time together in France and get to know one another. Oui, Rhodes? Maia?”

“Yeah, for sure. Is that okay, kiddo?” Rhodes gestured to Emily, his tone filled with worry.

“Oui, oui,” Maia said and then snorted as though attempting and failing to hold back her laughter. “I mean, that sounded like I have to go pee. Which, technically, I really do, but that wasn’t…”

Emily cracked up laughing. “Dad! Your girlfriend said oui, oui, because she has to pee pee!” She continued to cackle.

Maia laughed, probably harder than she needed to, but walked up to the girl and held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Maia. I like your anime pj’s. They’re cool as fuck.” Then her eyes widened as Rhodes said, “Maia!”

“Shit, fuck, ah, I mean…I’m really tired,” Maia stammered miserably. “Sorry, Emily,” she mumbled, her cheeks turning bright pink.

Surprising us all, Emily reached out and pulled Maia into a hug, clapping her on the back. “Is this your first time meeting a guy that has a kid?” she asked out of the blue, sounding rather mature all of a sudden.

“Totally,” Maia admitted. “And you’re so pretty, which means your mom is probably drop dead gorgeous,” she babbled, laying it on a little thick.

“She is,” Emily said with pure pride. “She’s a model, but I don’t get to see her much.” Emily’s tone said even more than the words themselves.

Not that I needed a reminder, but I hated Portia Davenport. Hated her with every fiber of my being.

“I don’t get to see my mom much either. It sucks. Does it suck for you?” Maia asked sounding genuine.

Emily tilted her head, looking deeply into Maia’s eyes. Then she suddenly nodded. “Totally, but my Dad is pretty cool.” She covered her mouth. “Duh, you probably know that already since you’re his girlfriend. I can’t believe my Dad has a girlfriend. Did you know you’re the first one ever?”

“No pressure there. Jeez, Emily. You trying to make me pass out?” She teased Emily, who laughed heartily. “Thank you for being such an awesome kid and not being mean. I was scared to meet you. Rhodes said you were the most important thing in his entire life, and if you didn’t like me, well, all bets were off.”

That last part did not sound like Rhodes, but I could see the way Maia was playing this.

Emily puffed up her chest. “Daddy! You said that about me?”

I could tell by the look on Rhodes’ face that he, in fact, had not said anything of the sort. Maia was schmoozing this teenager like her life depended on it and winning splendidly.

He deflected, answering the bit that was true. “I… Well, you are the most important thing in my life.”

“Daddy, I told you I wanted you to be happy. You, like, never ever date. This is a good thing. Besides”—she looked Maia up and down—“I think we’re close in size. We can share clothes!” She squealed as though they were all of a sudden best friends.

“Anything of mine you want, it’s yours. I don’t have much anyway.” This was probably the truth, especially if her place had been ransacked.

Emily looped her elbow with Maia’s. “Don’t worry about it. My dad has loads of cash. He will buy you all the clothes you need and more. I get him to buy me new stuff all the time. All you have to do is—”

“Em!” Rhodes cut her off. “Please don’t encourage my girlfriend to manipulate me.”

“And now you see the stick in the mud, responsible side. I’ll show you how to get past that side too,” Emily whispered.

“God save me from beautiful women that have me wrapped around their little fingers,” Rhodes called out to the heavens.

“Anyway, your room is on the first floor. We’re on the top. Do you want me to show you? Oh, and Dad, Aurelie made an American breakfast,” Emily called out, taking Maia up the steps at a quick clip.

“What? I was looking forward to crepes,” he grumbled.

“Right?” Emily said. “Uncle Christo apparently hasn’t had enough American breakfasts even after being in Las Vegas for like, ever!”

“Ma douce,” Christo called out to his niece. “Nothing is better than American food.”

Emily rolled her eyes. “If you’d rather have crepes, I’ll bet we can get Aurelie to make some. She did last night, and they were fab-u-lous.”

Maia nodded. “Um, yeah, okay. Whatever everyone else wants. I’m not a picky eater.”

“Really? My mom doesn’t eat much of anything. She says air makes her fat. Isn’t that weird? How can air make you fat?” Emily prattled on.

Rhodes looked at me, then at Maia and Emily. All three of us were shocked at how nice Emily was being to his new girlfriend. Somehow, Maia had won over the teenager within the span of a few minutes.

The two of them disappeared into the house. “Holy shit!” I heard Maia say as Emily responded. “Dope, right?” I needed to look up this meaning of the word “dope” so I knew what exactly she meant. I thought it meant drugs.

“How did that just happen?” Rhodes said, his voice low enough so only Christophe and I could hear. “I expected tears and a tantrum.”

I shrugged. “Maybe your little girl is growing up?”

He shook his head. “Something is up, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it. I know my kid, and that wasn’t her.”

“Well, Maia did play along a bit more than I would have expected. Our little pickpocket has picked up a thing or two. At least enough to win over a teenager,” I agreed.

“And what about that part about Emily knowing I couldn’t be happy vacationing without her. It was like she wanted me to miss her so much that I’d come running to France to be with her.”

I offered my thoughts. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because her mother doesn’t miss her at all?”

“That’s a good point. Terrible and true. I’ll think about it. She did just find out her mother wasn’t going to marry Pablo. She was excited about her mother settling down. And she liked the guy. He was decent in his own way. Then again, Emily has liked all of Portia’s men. Hmmm. Maybe that’s what it is. The first time I’m bringing someone around.”

“Maybe,” I pressed my lips together, pondering the oddity.

“I just…I thought it wouldn’t go well between Maia and Emily,” Rhodes continued.

“Let us not look a gift horse in the mouth,” Christophe added with a clap to his shoulder.

“You’re right. And I could really use a hot meal and a nap.” Rhodes said.

“Come, darling, let’s get you and Maia settled.”

Christophe broke off to have Aurelie make two more plates and redo ours as I followed Rhodes and the sounds of two girls cackling like hyenas.

When Rhodes and I entered the downstairs suite, we found Maia and Emily sitting cross-legged on the bed laughing.

“Dad! Did you know that Alana and Maia met years ago when she tried to steal Auntie’s watch? But Auntie caught her!”

Rhodes and I both looked at Maia. Who smiled sweetly.

“Uh…Maia shared that? It’s news to me.” Rhodes’ voice cracked and I could see his jaw tighten.

“Was I not supposed to?” Maia gulped, her face suddenly pale.

Rhodes was silent for a full breath, his nostrils flaring as though he were trying to keep his cool.

“Maia was just a teenager like you. She didn’t know any better at the time, right Maia? One should never steal.” I clarified.

Maia looked at my serious expression and then at Rhodes stiff stature. “No. Uh, it was a different time and I’m not proud of it. But Alana caught me and then helped set me on the right track…” she winced obviously uncomfortable.

Rhodes shoulders slumped in what could only be relief. “See Em, we all make bad decisions but sometimes, we learn our lesson and good can come of it. Like Alana and Maia’s long friendship.”

“I still think that’s so cool. Can you teach me how to take someone’s watch without them knowing it?” She put her hands together in front of her chest as she begged.

“Uh…I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Maia said at the same time Rhodes barked, “Absolutely not!”

My breath caught as Rhodes went eerily silent. He pointed to the door. “Emily, honey, go eat breakfast. We’ll be there in a second. I need a quick word with my girlfriend,” Rhodes tone brooked no argument.

“Come chéri, let’s give them time.”

Emily bounced off the bed. Rhodes sighed and rubbed his face with both his hands as Emily raced out of the room and down the hall.

“We’ll be in the kitchen,” I murmured and shut the door.

The second the door shut, came a growled, “You will not teach my daughter how to steal!”


Episode 49

Information Overload

[image: ]

JULIANNE

“Breathe, Jules. It’s going to be okay,” Giovanni squeezed my hand and whispered in my ear as we took the elevator up to the twenty-second floor where my lawyer’s office was.

I cracked my neck from side to side and wiggled my body, staring at my all-white getup in the mirrored elevator doors. I’d gone for a body-hugging white leather pencil skirt and a silk chemise tank. No jacket. My internal temperature always tended to rise with my emotions and nerves. Already I could feel sweat coasting along the surface of my skin, dampening my underarms and making my hairline tingle.

Gio pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket. “Here, use this above your lip. I can see little droplets forming.”

“I’m going to ruin it with makeup,” I fanned my face with my bare hand, but it didn’t help.

“I don’t give a shit. I have a million of them. Just breathe, Jules. It’s all going to be fine. I’m here with you. Nothing bad is going to happen to you with me by your side. We’re going to go in there, they are going to inform us of their findings, and we’ll determine what our next steps are.”

Giovanni’s confidence helped ease a little of the tension making my heart pound like a base drum. I blotted the moisture off my face and hairline, then did the same under my arms. I looked up at Gio sheepishly. I wanted to run the cloth under my boobs to sop up any moisture there but drew the line at my pits. When I felt a bit less damp, I shoved the handkerchief into my purse to launder later.

“Thank you.”

“Happy to help,” he interlaced our fingers again and kissed the back of my hand as the elevator door opened.

I left my nerves in the elevator as I strutted toward reception. The woman behind the desk stood as we arrived.

“Mr. and Mrs. Falco?”

“That’s us,” I answered. I could have corrected her that my name would officially be Myers-Falco but it wasn’t imperative at the time.

“All the members of your meeting are already here. I’ll take you to them.” She led us through a series of cubicles and then down a long hallway to a set of double doors. She opened the door and held it for us to enter.

“Mr. and Mrs. Falco,” she announced as I took in the room. Several people I didn’t know, all wearing business suits, sat around a large conference table. The wall opposite the door was floor-to-ceiling windows that let in the natural morning light. Plants dotted the space, making it feel a little less corporate.

My lawyer, Ms. Christofferson, approached first, cutting a razor-sharp image with her blunt-cut blonde bob and Alexander McQueen steel-gray suit. She shook both of our hands and gestured to a pair of vacant leather chairs.

Giovanni held my chair until I got seated, undid the button on his suit jacket, and took his own seat. I loved watching him move with such subtle grace. Gio was a man who commanded a room. Not only with his stature but with his stoic nature and cool expression. He didn’t give anything away, which made him a lethal adversary in corporate circles.

“Thank you for joining us,” Ms. Christofferson said, her hands clasped together as she gazed around the room.

We did a round of introductions of a bunch of lawyers and their positions within the company and how they would be helpful on my case, all of which I forgot the moment they said them. My heart was in my throat, my anxiety level through the roof, waiting to hear what these experts had to say. I was also eager to hear how we would approach the case with the authorities and the new information as it pertained to our parents’ deaths.

Within moments of the last introduction, my lawyer tapped a button on a hand-held remote and a movie screen lowered from the ceiling to cover the far wall.

“First, I’d like to have our experts go over their findings,” Ms. Christofferson announced. “We will begin with the graphologist, Mr. Ayers.”

A gray-haired man of somewhere north of sixty years old stood and approached the front of the room. He wore silver, wireframed glasses and held a laser pointer.

“If you’d direct your attention to the screen,” he announced, reminding me of when I was in college and the professors would stand in front of these large screens or whiteboards as they went over the coursework. “The image on the left is Rachel and Lewis Myers’ signature on the first submission of their wills.” Another image popped up right next to it. “This is the second submission, provided three years after the first.”

“They both look almost identical.” Giovanni stated flatly.

“That is correct,” the expert confirmed and posted another picture next to the first two. “The third was submitted roughly four years after the second.”

I squinted at the three signatures. “Again, they definitely look like they were signed by the same people. Except there’s a little loop on my mother’s Y in Myers where it was straight the first two times,” I noted, my stomach fluttering at seeing my parents’ names and signatures again.

“Yes, but that’s not uncommon for people who have letters such as Y, G, Q, Z in their name. It’s also not uncommon for signatures to take on a sloppy approach if people are in a hurry or signing their name quickly. Regardless, there are still consistent identifiers that prove these were done by the same person. The way the pen rests longer in specific spots leaving more ink is a distinct marker we look for.” He used something on the laser pointer that highlighted sections of each signature on both their names in each of the three documents. “See it now?”

All of the spots where a pen would have left a darker impression were the same.

“Fascinating,” I whispered.

“It absolutely is.” Mr. Ayers smiled and seemed to stand a little taller at my praise. “Now for the fourth, that was submitted only a year after their last one…”

“Which already is suspicious, as you know, when taking into consideration the timing of their deaths only a week later,” Ms. Christofferson added.

I reached out blindly and Giovanni was there, his warm hand enveloping mine, keeping me grounded. I tightened my grip as I stared at the screen, trying to find the differences in the four signatures.

“They…they look the same to me.” I said while clinging to my husband for support.

Giovanni pushed his chair closer, so that I could feel his leg and shoulder touching mine. He was staring intently at the screen. “I don’t see the differences either.”

Ayers’ eyes lit up. “That’s where we come in. Look here and here at those same impressions I showed you before.” He pointed to the ink blots on the screen.

We both stared at the first, second, third and then the fourth signature. The first three had those resting spots with more ink within the signature when magnified. The fourth, however, did not.

“That can’t be all?” Giovanni asked. “I wouldn’t imagine a court case can be won on this alone.”

The expert shook his head. “There’s more. Look at how Lewis was written on each. There’s one thing missing on the fourth.” He pointed to the little dot above the letter I in Lewis. The fourth was missing the dot above the letter. “People with this particular letter in their name rarely forget to dot it. Especially since we can prove with many, many samples of his signature that he’d never forgotten it before.”

“Interesting. Okay, so we have two discrepancies. Anything else?” I asked.

“Do you see the R in your mother’s name? Look closely at the level of ink spread across each R.”

I shook my head, not understanding. “You can tell your mother started writing her name from the top to the bottom. Meaning, she’d start her R from the top, went down, then traced the line back up, doubling the line in the first letter. See,” he pointed to the slight doubling of the line in each R that could only be seen when magnified. There, plain as day was a double line for each R. The fourth didn’t have one.

“You can tell the person who signed the fourth document started from the bottom. I’ve been a forensic handwriting expert my entire career. Not a single person has ever reversed where they start writing their letters. It isn’t natural to their unique handwriting DNA. But it is very common for someone who is tracing one’s signature to do it the wrong way. Say by holding it up to a glass window or a light. Let me show you.”

He walked over to us and put down a piece of paper and a pen. “Mr. Falco, would you be so kind as to sign your name on this sheet of paper.”

Giovanni took the pen and signed his name with a flourish.

“Now you, Mrs. Falco.” He shifted the same page to me.

I scribbled Julianne Myers-Falco.

Ayers took the sheet of paper, walked right over to the glass window and put a blank sheet on top of it. He slowly traced both signatures before placing them on the table under some device that displayed the pages on the screen.

I gasped as I noted how well he’d copied both of our signatures. “Wow, that’s eerie.”

He grinned, then magnified them and proceeded to show us where the two didn’t match even though, at first glance, they looked identical.

“With the few inconsistencies I’ve noted between the first three documents and the fourth submitted, I can say with ninety-nine percent accuracy the fourth will and testament allegedly submitted by your parents is indeed a forgery.”

Tears welled in my eyes, but I tamped them down. I could be strong a little longer.

“I’ve already submitted our experts’ reports to the court and notified the detectives on your parents’ case. With this information, I’m positive the judge is going to rule in our favor. I’ve also notified your parents’ lawyers, where the documents originated. They are currently doing their own internal investigation, but that will likely turn up nothing as the documents were updated and submitted via courier to their offices. They have the backup to prove it too.”

I rubbed at my temples, now completely on information overload. “This is a lot to take in.”

“We need to go to their house, Jules. Dig through their files to see if we can find anything that might help the case. Someone close to them had to have had access to these documents. Enough access to edit the language and terms so completely, then forge both of their names, and hire a courier to deliver them to their lawyers’ offices without their knowledge.”

“That could be anyone,” I whispered. “Not excluding Brenden, even though I truly don’t believe he had anything to do with it, unless it’s proven beyond a shadow of a doubt. I just can’t. He’s my brother, and I know how much he loved our parents. But there are so many staff, business acquaintances, their personal assistants…”

“They’ll all need to be interviewed. Let’s pull together a list of anyone you can think of now, and our office will get started on the process,” Ms. Christofferson offered.

I nodded as she dismissed the other people at the meeting and handed Giovanni and I each a legal tablet.

We spent a couple hours working on the lists. Giovanni even called Muriel, his executive assistant, to help. She immediately pulled a list of all the employees working at our company while Gio and I thought of other contacts, household staff, and anyone else who might be close to the family and benefit from changing the will.

The last part of the list was small and primarily included me, Giovanni, and Brenden. No one else received any benefit from their death, making it glaringly obvious that Brenden was the primary suspect. A fact I still couldn’t begin to wrap my head around.

It just wasn’t possible…was it?

Could Brenden truly hurt me and my parents like this?

* * * *

My brain was spinning in a variety of directions as we left the lawyers’ office. Giovanni led me numbly to the limo, and made sure I was buckled in.

“Where do you want to go now?” he asked, his warm palm covering my knee in a gesture of support.

I shook my head and stared out the window. “I don’t care. Anywhere.”

“Take us to my old place,” he instructed his driver.

I smirked. “Your old place…as opposed to your new one?”

He leaned over and kissed the bare curve of my shoulder. “Well, seeing as my wife doesn’t live with me, and I now live with her, I thought it prudent to gather some essentials and start the process of having my things moved to your home. Unless you’d rather we keep separate residences.” He frowned deeply, proving how much he didn’t like that idea at all. “Or I could call my realtor and have her look into new places for us.”

I appreciated he was kind enough to offer it, though I didn’t suspect he’d want to sleep apart from me. I certainly wasn’t keen on being without him now that we’d both admitted our love for one another and consummated our marriage…repeatedly…gloriously. And I was in no mood to start house hunting. Not until all of this was behind us could I even fathom such a task.

“No, I like the idea of you moving in as soon as possible, if that’s what you want.”

“What do you want? You made it clear you didn’t want to sleep in a bed I once shared with Bianca, so I put two and two together.”

I turned my head, lifted my hand to his face, and shifted his chin toward me. “You’re incredibly thoughtful, Gio. You know that?” I leaned forward and kissed him softly.

He smiled against my lips. “Expect a lot more of my generosity. I’ve had years of wanting to spoil you rotten.” He lifted my hand that held his grandmother’s ring and laid his lips over the top of it. I still couldn’t believe he’d given it to me and not Bianca. If nothing else, that gift spoke volumes about his love for me.

“Are you going to want to move your décor into my home? Do I need to plan to make room for all your man toys?” I teased, even as the idea of Giovanni fully moving in with me made my heart flutter and arousal ooze through my veins.

He chuckled low in his throat. “All of my toys are in the form of cars, boats, airplanes, and housing. I don’t think any of those would fit into your penthouse.”

“No sports paraphernalia? A giant pool table, or maybe a bunch of big screen TVs?” I walked my fingers from his knee up his leg, gratified when he cleared his throat, his gaze on my mouth.

“Actually, I do have a pool table, but I only have it for entertainment purposes,” his voice lowered to more of a deep rumble.

“So mostly to fill a big space in your gigantic penthouse?”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Are we comparing penthouse sizes or dicks? Because I assure you, Julianne, I will certainly win at both.” His gaze heated, and I gripped his thigh with intent, feeling the powerful quad muscles underneath his slacks.

His cock hardened behind his slacks, pressing against the fabric not far from where I had my hand on his leg. My throat went dry, and I licked my lips as we got lost within one another’s eyes.

The limo suddenly came to a stop in front of his building.

“I could fuck you right here, right now,” I breathed. “Lift up this skirt, slide my panties to the side and ride you until we both lose our minds.”

His nostrils flared as his chest rose and fell. As he stared at me, he pressed a button on the console above our heads.

“Lee, drive around the block until I tell you to stop,” he commanded in that no-nonsense business tone I’d heard a thousand times.

“Sure thing, boss,” Lee confirmed, and the engine started once more, and pulled out into traffic.

I opened my mouth but didn’t know what to say as arousal tore through my body like white-hot fire.

Gio, ever ready for any unforeseen event, shifted his body to the center of the bench seat, undid his belt, unzipped his pants and pulled out his hard cock. Then he lifted his arms and placed his hands behind his head.

“Hop on, filthy girl, and show me what you’ve got.”


Episode 50

Highs and Lows
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MEMPHIS

The sun rose magically over the Atlantic Ocean as I ran the water’s edge back toward the Shaw’s mansion. It had been too long since I’d been to a beach. There was something about the crash of the waves hitting the shore, the caw of seagulls, and the feel of my feet sinking into the wet sand as I ran that settled my soul. I thought about all that had occurred from the auction to today and tried to wrap my mind around everything.

Last night had been bonkers. Hell, all of yesterday had been a whirlwind of highs and lows.

High – Waking up to Naomi, my fiancée.

Low – Her mother having a heart attack.

High – Flying in a helicopter for the first time.

Low – Meeting her parents at the hospital.

High – Grilled cheese and beer with my best girl.

Low – Meeting Malik.

I snarled thinking about her ex being at the house. Having met her parents at the hospital, I already knew they were not thrilled about me becoming a part of their family. Add in the traumatic circumstances that led to our first encounter, the odds were not in my favor. But I wouldn’t let something as silly as timing be the deciding factor in whether or not Naomi’s parents would accept me.

Naomi’s worth her weight in gold and I knew that before I ever had an inkling she’d be my bidder. To me, it felt like fate had stepped in and was doing me a solid.

Naomi was the real deal. She was exactly the type of woman anyone would want for their future. Smart, sexy, successful. And none of that even covered how absolutely stunning she was. Her unblemished, umber-colored skin was so smooth it stole my breath to look at her sometimes. The pale pink of her lips made me want to smother her in kisses. And those eyes, sweet baby Jesus, those eyes were endless pools of the deepest onyx. I could look into them forever.

I stopped running and bent at the waist, sucking in lungfuls of air as my heart rate slowed. Sweat ran in rivulets down my bare torso as I took in the ocean, breathed in the salty air, and trekked up the backside of the estate. Lessons from some of the people I trusted came to the forefront of my mind.

I heard my granny’s voice. “Memphis, just be yourself.”

“When you’re up against a strong opponent, look them directly in the eyes and don’t back down. Never let ‘em see your fear.” My old football coach’s advice before the team headed out onto the field.

“Bullies ultimately end up lonely,” my father used to say. “If you’re stuck in a situation where you’re being bullied, make them laugh. Laughter can often deflect others bad intentions.”

“Be yourself, show no fear, and if all else fails, make them laugh,” I murmured as I kicked off my sandy shoes near the back door. My lungs stopped working as soon as I realized I’d stepped right into breakfast between Malik and Naomi’s father Abraham.

I nodded to both men. “Mornin’,” I said with a smile.

Both men looked at me as though I was a horsefly that had disturbed their breakfast and shit on their plates. Not exactly welcoming.

“Do you always attend breakfast half-clothed?” Abraham responded while his eyes traced my form from top to bottom, taking in my bare chest and loose athletic shorts. Sand still clung to my feet, and I wiped them unhelpfully on the rug.

“No, but I didn’t know it was time for breakfast, and I just finished my morning run. The beach is awesome. Have you been out yet today?” I asked gamely.

Abraham frowned while Malik smirked.

I pointed to the hallway. “Perhaps I should go shower, change, and wake Naomi. When I left, she was still sleeping, but I’m sure she’d love to have breakfast with you.”

Malik huffed and lifted his coffee cup. “Naomi doesn’t eat breakfast. Isn’t that something that her fiancé should know about her?”

“Sit down, Mr. Taylor,” Abraham pointed to the chair in front of me.

“I think I’d rather shower…”

“I said, sit down,” Abraham commanded with the authority befitting the man of the house.

Since my parents taught me to mind my manners, especially in someone else’s home, I did as he requested and took the seat.

“What are your intentions with my daughter?” Came the question every father probably asked of the new man in his daughter’s life. Immediately, I relaxed and rested against the back of the chair.

“That’s an easy one, sir. My intention is to make your daughter happy. Support her in the things she finds important, make her laugh as much as possible, learn new things, and experience as much of life together as we can.”

Abraham released a long-suffering sigh from low in his throat. “And how do you expect to make her happy and provide for her when you don’t have a job.”

I swallowed around the sudden cotton clogging my esophagus. “As you well know, Naomi can provide for herself. However, I have recently come into quite a large sum of money. Ten million dollars as a matter of fact. And I was planning to use that money as a buffer while Naomi and I got settled into our lives together. After that, I was going to take my last semester of school, finish my bachelor’s degree, then find a position that puts my extensive knowledge of football to good use.”

“Football knowledge,” Malik snorted. “What could you possibly use that knowledge for? It’s a foolish game, and one that doesn’t require any real intellectual prowess. All that’s needed is physical brute force in order to win.”

“I would beg to differ, friend,” I enunciated the last with a hiss between my teeth. “Football requires strategy, grit, critical thinking, research, an incredible amount of physicality, and adaptability. For every play that’s called, there are endless possibilities and pathways to consider. Not to mention, being aware of each player and their role and potential moves on both sides of the field. I liken it to chess. There are an endless number of ways to checkmate an opponent, but only the most intelligent and savviest of players will be victorious. Just as only the best team, who is capable of analyzing on the fly and moving together as one, can take the ball all the way to the goal. If even one person loses their focus, the other team can swoop in and change everything.”

Malik snarled at my response but shut his pretty boy mouth.

“So you plan to drag my daughter to Georgia while you finish your degree and then what?” Abraham asked.

I shrugged. “Honestly, I can take my last semester online, which I plan to do, so that Naomi’s work schedule isn’t affected. The rest we’ll discuss together, as partners. Obviously, her company, and being close to her headquarters is important. My family, however, is in Georgia, which is important…to me. My granny is old, and I want Naomi to have some time to get to know her, my parents, and my five sisters.”

Malik rolled his eyes and pursed his lips at the mention of my family being important. It saddened me that based on his response, he likely didn’t have a good enough connection with his relatives to want to be close to them.

“Look, Memphis, you seem like a nice, young man…” Abraham stated.

“Thank you, sir. Coming from you, that means a lot.”

He lifted a finger and shook it the same way a mother would have done at her toddler for being naughty. “Don’t get too excited. Just because you’re nice doesn’t mean you’re right for my daughter. Malik and Naomi have a long history together…”

“One which Naomi claims was over long before she was ever put on the spot at her and Malik’s combined graduation party where he asked to marry her in front of a thousand people. Making it impossible for her to decline without hurting all of you.”

Malik slapped the table, and the silverware rattled against the plates alarmingly. “I did not put her on the spot!” he snapped.

“But you did.” I tilted my head. “She made it clear she dumped you right after, did she not?”

Malik lifted the napkin off his lap, tossed it on the table, then stood. “This is blasphemous. I’ll not hear another word of your lies!” he spat. “Excuse me, Abraham, I’ll be in your study making some calls.”

Naomi’s father nodded and then stared at me as though I was the one that had made a scene.

“You done?” he asked cryptically.

“Proving my point? Yeah, I am.”

Abraham turned to the side, crossed his legs, and tapped his chin with an index finger. “What it comes down to, Memphis, is this. You are not good enough for my daughter. Very few people would be, so I’m not holding it against you. What I will say is this: that ten million dollars you received recently, I’ll match it right now if you agree to break things off with Naomi and never look back.”

I burst out laughing while Abraham put his hand into the inside jacket pocket of his blazer and pulled out a slim checkbook and a shiny gold pen. He made a show of opening it on the table and clicking the top of the pen.

“You’re barking up the wrong tree, sir. Naomi’s worth way more than ten million dollars.” I crossed my arms over my chest, the cool air having dried the sweat and the saltwater from my run making my skin itch.

“Okay, how about twenty…” he upped the ante.

I shook my head and stood.

“Thirty million, final offer…”

I pushed my chair in and looked down at the man I would soon be calling father-In-law. “I’m surprised you haven’t gotten this yet, Mr. Shaw, but your daughter, Naomi…”

“What about my daughter?” His jaw was firm as he stared me down, thinking I would crumble under such intense scrutiny. He was wrong. Another thing football taught me. When you stare into the eyes of your enemy, you give nothing away. Not your fear. Not your friendship. Not even your concern or compassion.

“No amount of money is worth letting a woman like Naomi go.”

He glared and his lips compressed into a thin line. “Everyone has a price.”

I inhaled deeply and let it out slowly as I counted to five in order to calm down. “Sorry sir, but you’ve got it wrong. Not everyone has a price, because the Naomi Shaw I’ve come to care for is priceless. Thanks for the chat.” I walked my sandy feet out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

The second I opened the door I saw Naomi sitting up in bed and untying then removing the pink satin bonnet she’d wrapped around her hair last night before we went to sleep.

“Hey baby, how was your run?” Her voice was sweet and sleepy, both things I’d come to appreciate about my woman. And I loved that she woke easy, with a smile on her face.

I padded over to her, curled my hand around her neck and bent down as she lifted her face up to greet me. My lips met hers, and she hummed low in her throat as I took her mouth in a deep kiss.

“Tastes like salt and sunshine.” She licked her lips and smacked them playfully. “All we need now is some tequila!”

“I’m sure that can be arranged,” I teased. “But first, I’m gonna shower.”

Her eyes lit up with interest. “You want company?”

“From you, always. Besides, it will give me a chance to tell you about the conversation I just had in the kitchen with your father and your ex.”

Her entire mood went sour, her shoulders slumping, and she threw her body back down to the bed dramatically as she flung her arm over her eyes. “Tell me they weren’t mean to you,” she groaned.

“Mean is a strong word. Your ex is a stuck-up asshole. Your father though, I think I could have a chance at winning him over…one day.”

She peeked out from under her arm. “Really? I wouldn’t expect you to say that. What did he say?”

I chuckled. “Before or after he offered me thirty million dollars to walk out of your life today?”

Instantly she sat up, got to her knees and became a spitting, growling mad tigress. “He did what now?” Her voice rose almost to a yell. “I’ll rip him a new one!”

I waved my hands to calm the beast and sat on the bed next to her. “It’s okay, Nay. I didn’t accept.”

“Well,” she pouted and reached for my hands. “I guess that’s something. Thirty million is a lot of money…but what on Earth would give him the idea that he could buy you off?”

I shrugged. “Maybe it’s because I have no job, no degree, and no real-life plan?” I had to laugh or I might’ve shed a God-forsaken tear. It’s not as though I didn’t have some plans in the works, but what I wanted for my own life came second to what my family needed. I’d be okay no matter what. I could get three jobs to take care of myself, but that’s not what was most important.

She squeezed my hands. “I know you took a leap of faith entering the marriage auction. And I also know the money I paid is going to make a huge difference in your family’s lives. I’m sorry you couldn’t share that with my parents, but if they ever found out about the auction, they’d never stop trying to break us up. Believe me, I’ve been trying to escape their meticulous life plan for me since I was in middle school.”

“Babe, I can handle your father. I can even handle Malik. As long as the two of us are open and honest with each other, we’ll make it through anything they can throw at us. Still, one day, I have hope of winning your parents over. Once they see how happy I’m going to make you…” I grinned and leaned forward to steal a quick kiss. “Maybe then they’ll realize what we have is real.”

She looped her hands around my neck and stared deeply into my eyes. “Is it really real? This thing we have going?” She swallowed slowly, and I watched as the uncertainty crossed her face.

“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

“But the money…” she whispered, reminding us of the cross we both bore.

“Money has nothing to do with how I feel about you.”

“And how do you feel about me?” She licked her lips, and I watched that pink tongue slide across the plump flesh, another part of me also took notice and hardened.

“I feel like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. Sitting in front of the woman of my dreams, my ring on her finger, us planning to get married and start our lives together as one family.”

She pressed her forehead to mine. “Good answer.”

“And what about me? How do you feel about me?” I asked, needing the answer more than I needed my next breath.

“I feel like I was meant to meet you from the second you sat down in the seat next to me at the bar in Las Vegas. There was this shiver that ran down my spine as if something supernatural was saying, ‘Pay attention, this moment matters.’ And there you were, all smiles and kind eyes.”

I wove my fingers into her long hair and kept her close, our breaths puffing against each other’s faces. “Whatever fight we have before us, with your parents, with mine. We’ll win them over together. If it takes an hour, a week, a month, a year, or more. Me and you…we got this.”

A knock interrupted our private moment.

“Come in,” Naomi called out.

Rupert opened the door, took one glance at the two of us, Naomi still in bed and me half dressed, and averted his gaze.

“Your mother has come home from the hospital. She would like the courtesy of your presence in the parlor off her suite in one hour for brunch.”

“Thank you, Rupert. Please tell her we’ll be there,” Naomi answered.

Rupert nodded and shut the door.

“Time to armor up for battle,” I teased.

Naomi chuckled and flung her body forward, knocking me back onto the bed, her body straddling mine. “But first,” she grinned, “shower time!” Then she curled her fingers around the hem of her satin nighty and pulled it over her head.

I instantly went for her bare, bouncing breasts, but she was too fast, jumping off me and dashing into the bathroom.

“Come on, slow poke! I thought footballers were fast!”

The day started with highs and lows, and I was beginning to realize that when a person had something important they were building with someone else, there would always be highs and lows. What counted most was how they handled them.

I was about to enjoy the hell out of Naomi in the shower.

Definite high.

Brunch with her mother after the chat I had with her father…could be a high, could be a low.

The outcome has yet to be determined.

“Are you coming or what?” I heard Naomi holler from the bathroom.

I chuckled, shucked off my shorts and entered the bathroom.

I was learning with every new day that life was all about balance.


Episode 51

Teen Angst
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MAIA

“You will not teach my daughter how to steal!” Rhodes growled.

I looked at him wide eyed and shoved off the bed. “Of course, I wouldn’t! I may not have a college degree, or a high school diploma for that matter, but I’m not stupid.” I snarled right back.

Rhodes slumped down onto the bed, his elbows braced on his knees, head in his hands. “I’m sorry,” he rubbed at his face. “Obviously you wouldn’t. I don’t know what I was thinking. Just a knee jerk reaction, I suppose.” He lifted his head. “Forgive me?” His steel gray eyes looked tortured and beyond that, exhausted.

“Yeah,” I nodded quickly then moved to stand in front of him. The moment I did so, he reached out and curled his large hands around my hips. Then, to my utter shock, he pressed his forehead to my stomach.

“I really am sorry. I’m out of sorts. Jet lag, the worry, and then Emily was being so nice…it just doesn’t add up.” He sighed as he nuzzled my stomach, clinging to my hips.

I reached out tentatively and put my hands on his head. Instinctually, I ran my fingers through his hair.

He sighed so deeply it was as though his very essence relaxed, his body slumping deeper, more of his weight leaning on me. I used my nails and gloried when his grip tightened on my hips, reminding me of what we did on the floor in the hotel room not an hour before we boarded the flight to France.

“Hey, the thing with Emily, it’s going to be okay, you know. Teenagers are hard to figure out, and they have strange ways of working through change. I should know, it wasn’t that long ago since I was one,” I teased.

He groaned and shifted his head, so his chin was pressed to my abdomen and his gaze was on me. “Don’t remind me. If I think too hard about our age difference, I’ll have a whole new set of worries to obsess over.”

I dipped my head and kissed his forehead. “I’m very much an adult. And besides, my birthday is right around the corner.”

He sighed. “Still doesn’t change the fact that you’re closer to my daughter’s age than mine.”

I scrunched up my nose. “Let’s not forget I’ve lived as an adult for a decade. I may be younger in years than you’re used to dating, but not in life experience.”

He looped his arm around my back and tugged until I got the hint and straddled his lap, bringing us face-to-face.

“You didn’t get your high school diploma?”

I pressed my lips together, hating to admit anything about my past but knowing it was important if we were going to be married for the next three years. And I liked Rhodes. A lot. Not just how he treated me, but the way he treated everybody. Emily, Alana, Christophe. Heck, he was even genuinely kind to strangers he met in the airport.

“Here’s the thing. When you’re a runaway and want to attend school, they immediately call child services. That means foster care, and worse, a sweet and good-intentioned social worker that wants to reunite you with your birth parent. Meaning my mother and her abusive husband.”

He closed his eyes briefly. “I see.”

“Yeah. It was hard enough obtaining a copy of my birth certificate and social security number, and Alana had to pull some strings to make that happen, hence the reason I also have a passport. It was how I ended up being able to work odd jobs. Ultimately, I ended up doing better on my own.”

“Pickpocketing.”

I nodded.

“Do you want to get your diploma?”

“Sure. It’s on the list of things I want to achieve, but it’s never been my top priority. That has always been saved for finding a way to get my mother and siblings away from the Devil.”

Now I was the one feeling the exhaustion creep up and smother me in despair.

“I checked my phone when we got off the plane and haven’t received a call from an unknown number.”

“We’ll try again, maybe after we’ve had a bite and taken a nap, yeah?” he offered.

“Whatever you want.” I looked away. What was another day in the grand scheme of things?

“Hey, look at me, Maia,” Rhodes urged.

I turned my head and focused on his handsome face. He really was a looker. The salt and pepper hair, the scruffy jaw, naturally sculpted dark eyebrows, long Roman nose, and gray eyes that seemed to look straight through me with nothing but honesty. The man was a walking, talking, fantasy come to life, and he was mine…for the next three years.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want. Just because we’re getting married doesn’t mean I own you.”

“But the auction rules…”

“Fuck the auction rules. I live my life by a moral code. One that doesn’t make the woman I’m going to marry bow to my every whim. If there is something you want or need, we’ll get it. You are not a prisoner.”

“Okay.”

“Right. Then I’ll ask again, would you like to go get some food and then take a nap?”

I ran my hands up and down his thick shoulders and biceps. His face was something to see but that body… I shivered in his lap and watched as a smile spread across his lips.

“Unfortunately, now is not the time or the place for what that look you’re giving me implies,” he said in a rough, sultry timbre.

“I’d actually like to nap. I ate a snack on the plane when you were making calls before we landed.”

He nodded, cupped my cheek and then pecked my lips. “Okay. You rest, I’m going eat and talk to Emily, then I’ll join you.”

I nodded.

He looked deeply into my eyes before kissing me softly again, then lifted me and turned sideways so I was on the bed and he was standing before me. I held my breath as he reached for my foot and slid off one shoe and then the other.

I shifted and crawled up toward the head of the bed and pulled the covers down.

“Do you want to get undressed?”

“Is that a proposition?” I teased and then ruined it by yawning.

He chuckled. “No.”

“I’m fine. I’m used to sleeping in my clothes.” I laid my head on the pillow as he covered me with the blanket.

“I’m not sure I even want to know why you’re used to such a thing, because I know I won’t like it, so I’ll just leave it alone,” he grumbled, tucking the blanket around me.

“Good idea,” I mumbled, sleep already invading.

“Sleep well, Maia.”

“Mmm hmm,” I said and then I was out.

* * * *

RHODES

For a full two minutes I watched Maia sleep. She closed her eyes and was out like a light, seemingly instantaneously. Her face was angelic when she slept. All of the intensity and nervous energy that tended to surround her simply gone. I vowed to make her look more rested as we got to know one another better. But the little I did know didn’t take away from my concern for her and her family.

The situation with her mother, siblings, stepfather, and stepbrother was ugly. The more I thought about what she shared earlier, the more I realized I might need to call in reinforcements in order to help them, provided her mother even wanted that. Maia didn’t really have a good read on her mother because it had been years since they’d seen one another. And from what I gathered, they didn’t talk often.

What if we went to Colorado, barged in like white knights, and were cut down by the very person we were attempting to save? One lesson I’d learned in my thirty-eight years on this earth was that you couldn’t save someone who didn’t want to be saved. No matter how hard you tried, or how well-meaning you were. They had to want it themselves.

I shook my head as the jet lag started to creep in, making my limbs feel even heavier. Still, I needed to eat and I wanted to talk to my daughter. The way she reacted to Maia didn’t add up to the Emily I’ve known her entire life. If she was playing some game, I’d put an end to that shit real quick.

I kicked off my shoes in the corner of the room next to my suitcase and removed my jacket, tossing it on a lone chair. On socked feet, I padded out of the room and closed the door gently so I didn’t wake up my sleeping beauty.

A high-pitched laugh I recognized made me smile as I followed the sound to the kitchen.

Emily’s expression lit up at my entrance. “Dad! Alana says we can take Maia shopping in Paris at the Galeries Lafayette! Isn’t that badass?”

“Mouth,” I reminded her.

She rolled her eyes, which was very much like my daughter, so I relaxed a bit when I took the seat next to her.

“Where’s Maia?” She looked over my shoulder.

“Sleeping. She was beat.”

“Jet lag took me out for like sixteen hours, right Uncle C?” She gestured to Christophe.

“That is true.” He smiled at my daughter and passed her what looked like a crepe. The man would have made an excellent father. He doted on Emily as if the sun rose and set with her. Then again, he didn’t have to live with her teen angst on a regular basis. He might not be so willing to spoil her rotten if he had even half the dose she gave me daily.

The cook set down a fully loaded plate of eggs, bacon, hashbrowns and a perfectly cooked crepe. I did a double take on the crepe. Like I said, what Emily wants, Emily gets, especially when it’s Alana’s and Christophe’s to give her. I usually didn’t care as long as their gifts were within reason. Every teenager needed to be showered with love from the adults in their lives, and one adult in particular didn’t give Emily the attention she desperately needed.

“So can we go?” Emily asked around a mouthful of food.

“Go where?” I blinked not having a clue what she was going on about.

“Shopping, duh! With Maia and Alana at the Galeries Lafayette,” Emily practically whined.

“Darling, this word, duh, is irksome. It is rude and makes you sound like a small child and not the lady you are becoming. Can you cease using it?” Alana interrupted.

Emily’s mouth dropped open as she focused on Alana. Surprisingly, she nodded but didn’t respond.

Maybe my daughter was maturing before our very eyes.

“Merci beaucoup,” Alana responded with a sweet smile, and shocker of all shockers, Emily smiled back.

“Yes, honey, when both Maia and I are rested, perhaps tomorrow, we can go shopping.”

“But tomorrow…” And there was the annoying whine that grated on my last nerve.

Again, one sharp narrowing of Alana’s gaze and she looked down at her plate and pushed the crepe around.

“Okay Daddy, that’s fine,” Emily begrudgingly answered.

For a few minutes the four of us ate silently until Christophe spoke. “How about, while your dad and Maia rest, we can paint together?”

Emily’s eyes widened and her entire face lit up with excitement. “In your studio?” she breathed as if he was suggesting taking her to the mall with no spending limit.

“Oui. A few sessions with me and you will be painting your own masterpieces in no time,” Christophe boasted.

That time I rolled my eyes while Emily danced in her chair, eating her breakfast with more gusto than before. Probably eager to get to painting.

We finished eating and Emily popped up and took her plate to the sink. Again, where the hell did she get these manners? At home, it would take half an army to get her to do something as simple as cleaning up her own plate. She’d usually grouch that we had a live-in house attendant for that very reason, regardless of the fact that I was doing my best in trying to teach her good manners.

“Hey Em, honey, can we chat in the living room privately for a few minutes before you meet up with Christo?”

“Go on, ma douce,”—my sweet, he called her—“I will get the supplies ready.”

I put my plate in the sink, and Emily followed me into the living room. She threw herself onto the couch ass first.

“Em, don’t sit like an elephant. The springs in the couch aren’t made like a trampoline. You run the risk of breaking the seat base when you do that. Sit like a lady,” I used the same phrasing Alana would have in the hope it might trigger this new side to my daughter. The mature side.

“Ugh, sorry, Dad.”

It worked. She actually apologized instead of griped.

I sat down next to her and put my hand on her knee. “Honey, I just wanted to talk about me having Maia here. You were really kind when you met her, and I wanted to thank you for being so nice.”

She frowned. “Because I’m not always nice to new people?”

I tilted my head and stared at her, giving her enough time to come to her own conclusion.

Emily looked down and stared to fiddle with her fingers. “I’m not that bad. I’m not mean to everyone.”

I laughed. “Nope. That’s normally reserved for me.”

Her shoulders stiffened, and I could see tears fill her eyes. “You’re not going to get rid of me, are you? Send me away to some boarding school for rich kids whose parents don’t love them anymore.” I watched in horror as the tears fell down her ruddy cheeks.

“What on Earth would give you the idea that I would ever let you go?” I gasped, my free hand going over my heart as if it were breaking in fucking half.

She shrugged.

I reached out and tilted her head up with two fingers under her chin. “Emily, you are the most important thing in my life. Maia was not wrong when she said that. Nothing will ever come between me and you. I am your father, and that will be so until my last breath.”

She swallowed, and her lips trembled. “But what if you want to like get married, and then go off and be free like Mom does with her men?” She cast her gaze away as if afraid to see my response.

I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose, my nostrils flaring as I mentally tore Portia a new one for creating this new fear in our daughter’s mind.

“Emily, I may have a girlfriend, and I may, in fact, want to marry her, but she does not replace you. Not now, not ever. She will be added to our lives, not replace another’s position. And there is no way I’d ever shuttle you off to a boarding school. I love you. I love being your dad. I love having you just down the hall when I put my head on my pillow at night. Nothing gives me peace like knowing you are safe, sound, and happy, living right under my roof.”

Emily flung herself into my arms and cried against my neck.

“Is that why you were so nice to Maia? Because you’re worried I’m going to replace you with her if you don’t like her.”

She nodded against my neck, her tears wetting my skin.

I held her tight. “I want you to get along with Maia. She could really use a good friend like you. And for me, I really like Maia as a part of my life. But she will never replace you, because you’re irreplaceable, Emily. I will never love another the way I love you.”

“But Mom never wants to be with me…” she sobbed. “And if you want to be with Maia like she wants to be with her boyfriends…”

“No! Absolutely not. Do not compare me to your mother. I loved Portia, and the best thing she ever gave me during our marriage was you. A gift I’d never give back. And if she can’t or won’t spend time with you, then she’s missing out. I will not be missing out.”

“I love you, Daddy.” Her voice cracked.

“I love you, baby. Forever and always. You never have to feel otherwise.”

She sniffed, wiped her nose on her sleeve, and smiled. “I do like your new girlfriend. She’s really pretty, dresses cool, and she’s so small. Do you think she’ll want to hang out with me too?”

I cupped both her cheeks and wiped her tears away with my thumbs. “If she doesn’t, she isn’t worth my time.”

Emily snickered and softly punched me. “Daddy, if you keep up that talk, you won’t have a girlfriend for very long.”

“Oh is that right, because you’re the expert on girlfriends?” I tickled her ribs until she howled with glee. “Get out of here. Go paint with Christophe.”

She bounced up, the melancholy gone as quickly as a swift breeze passing through a window.

Exhaustion set in as I watched her bound up the stairs. My gaze became rather blurred at the edges and my eyelids were hard to keep open. I eased up and went to my room to find Maia hadn’t moved an inch. I removed my pants and overshirt and slid into bed next to her in my underwear and t-shirt. I curved an arm around her slight form, tucked my face into her sweet-smelling hair and passed out.


Episode 52

Make-up Sex
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JACK

“Get naked,” I demanded, pulling my shirt over my head and tossing it to the floor.

Summer stared, mouth falling open as her gaze traced every dip and valley of my chest. Her cheeks were flushed a pretty pink as she licked her bottom lip, making it glisten.

I groaned and flicked the button on my jeans. Her eyes lit up with a desire I was eager to quench.

She took her time crawling up and onto her knees.

I cocked a brow. “I showed you mine,” I gestured to my bare chest. “You show me yours.”

Summer smirked and whipped her sundress over her head in a flourish. She wore a strapless beige bra and matching panties set. Then I held my breath as she reached behind her and undid the clasp, the undergarment dangling from her fingertips as her breasts bounced free.

I sucked in a sharp breath through my teeth at the sight of her. Her breasts were full, rounded, with small erect nipples I couldn’t wait to taste.

“Now you,” she lifted her chin, gesturing to my pants.

Wanting to tease her, I slowly unzipped my pants, then nudged just the denim down my thighs and legs, kicking them off when they pooled at my feet.

She pouted in response, though the way her breath caught, and her eyes widened, I could tell she liked what she saw. It was intensely erotic when she stared, her hands gliding up her thighs, over her slightly rounded stomach, and up to cup her breasts. She moaned as she touched herself, and I clenched my teeth in order not to pounce. Though I did follow her lead by palming my package through my boxer briefs.

I hissed as I rubbed my length through the fabric. It felt so good.

As I taunted her, she upped the ante by falling to her bum, wiggling off her panties and lying back. She lifted her hand and crooked a finger in a come-hither gesture.

“You are magnificent, solskinn,” I whispered pushing my underwear off. My cock stood at attention as I prowled toward the bed.

Her gaze went straight to my length.

I watched with sheer delight as she licked her lips as though she wanted a taste. A pearl of my arousal beaded at the tip.

She whimpered at the sight.

In response to that sound, I cupped the base of my erection and slowly stroked up. “You want to taste this?”

She didn’t even try to deny it. Eagerly, she gasped, “Oh yeah,” and licked those pink lips, driving me positively mad with lust.

I rubbed my thumb over the top of my cock, slicking the head with my own arousal, teasing myself and her in the process. My entire body ached with need. I wanted to jump on the bed, spread her legs and fuck her until kingdom come, but the game we were playing was too delicious for words. The anticipation in the air around us was already better than anything I’d experienced before. So much so, my hands shook with the desire to act, to take, to fuck my beautiful fiancée until she couldn’t remember her own name.

“In due time,” I promised her.

She groaned, glared, and did something I wouldn’t have expected. Brazenly, she butterflied her legs wide open, her pink center on full display. She was so wet her lower lips shimmered with her essence.

“Fuck,” I rumbled, stomping the last few feet to the end of the bed and crawling up to where she was opened for me. I braced her inner thighs with both hands and leaned forward to position my head closer to her core. I inhaled fully, absorbing her scent deep into my lungs. My cock hardened painfully as I pressed it against the coverlet.

Instantly, Summer threaded her fingers into my hair at the sides of my head. I glanced up from between her thighs to find her eyes on me. She was going to watch me eat her. Fuck me, that was hot as hell.

I gave her a single warning before I covered her sex with my mouth. “Hold on, baby.”

Her fingers clenched in my hair as I thrust my tongue deep inside, tasting the very heart of her arousal. Something in my mind clicked, and it was as if a feral button had been pressed, because I ravaged her cunt as though I’d never get a chance to taste her again. I fucked her slit with my tongue, gorging on her juices until she went from calling out to the goddesses, straight to incoherent grunts and gasps of air when I inserted two fingers deep and moved up to play with her clit. She mewled and moaned, humping my face wantonly, getting off on how I manipulated her body.

I growled as I fed, plowing those two fingers into her steadily until I found that spot inside that made her legs nearly crush my head and the muscles of her sex clench around me. I grinned and manipulated it until she was practically arching off the bed.

“Jack!” she screamed, digging her heels into my back so hard I almost stopped sucking that tender bundle of nerves, but I powered through, lapping, flicking, and licking until the first orgasm rolled right into a second. I wanted her dripping when I put my cock inside her. I had just wedged a third finger inside when her fingers gripped the roots of my hair…hard.

“Please, Jack, fuck me. I can’t, I can’t take anymore.”

“Solskinn, you can, and you will.” I swirled my tongue around her clit. She mewled, her hands forcing my head down to grind against the very thing she’d said she couldn’t take more of. “Your body is telling me, more, more, more.”

“Honey, I want you inside of me,” she begged.

“Summer, baby, I am inside of you.” I fingered her deep, methodically, watching her response to every touch slide across her beautiful face.

“Give me your cock.”

I fluttered my tongue across her clit and celebrated with a devilish grin at the corresponding tightness around my fingers.

“You’re incredible,” I murmured as I kissed my way from her sex, up her pelvis, and to her stomach where I stopped to dip my tongue into her belly button.

Her abdominals trembled, and I smirked. “You are so responsive to me…it’s fucking brilliant.” And I slicked my tongue across one of her ribs.

She wrapped her arms around me as I made my way to her breasts. I palmed and plumped both, rubbing my thumbs across the pebbled peaks. “Now these are almost as pretty as your cunt.”

“Blessed be,” she gasped as I covered one perfect tip with my mouth.

Summer sighed and lifted her chest. I played with each succulent globe until she was writhing and twitching, mindless with need.

I lifted my head up and nosed my way along her neck until I could whisper in her ear as I played and nipped at the cartilage there. “Do you have a condom?” I asked, hoping she had something available close by. I’d purchased some but left them downstairs.

“IUD.” She said each letter as if it solved all the world’s problems, which it did not.

“That’s nice, baby, but it doesn’t protect from other issues.” I reminded her, slicking my tongue down her neck.

“My results were negative. Alana requests tests at the time of application. Which means your results were negative too.”

I pulled back and hovered over her body, my arms straight out, hands planted on the bed on either side of her head. “You, Summer, are a magical genius.” I smiled.

She grinned back. “Magical, yes. Genius, definitely not. Now get your dick inside me before I scream,” she griped.

I slid my hand down between us, grasped my cock, and rubbed the head against her slick center.

Bliss. Pure fucking bliss splintered through my entire frame at that small contact.

Her hands wrapped around my biceps, nails pinching as I worked the head of my cock right where I wanted to be most.

“You sure?”

Her blue eyes were open and clear, reminding me of a sunny, cloudless day, as she wrapped her legs around my hips and impaled herself on my cock.

“Kristus,” I hissed and followed her lead, sinking to the root.

Summer arched her spine, tipped her face back toward the headboard, and moaned. I felt the sound throughout every inch of my own body.

The pleasure of being connected to her was euphoric. All encompassing. Life-altering.

I cupped her cheek and covered her mouth with my own. She opened immediately, and I took the offering like the glutton I was. Our tongues danced as I shifted my hips back and plunged forward. I swallowed her moan, taking the kiss even deeper.

My mind went blank.

Everything became about touch, taste, and feel. The harder I thrust into her, the tighter she held on and the more she seemed to lose herself in the pleasure. Her cunt was tight, a warm, inviting haven I wanted to stay connected to forever. Only that was not to be, because as our desire bloomed, our hands and mouths became greedy. Our breaths intermingled as I worked her over, sliding a hand down to lift her knee up toward her chest, holding it there so I could get closer, and go deeper.

“More. More. More.”

I wasn’t sure who growled those words. All I knew was that I answered the call, doubling my efforts. I ground my pelvis against her with each thrust and swiveled my hips until I found what I was looking for.

Summer inhaled sharply and her eyes opened wide, her expression frantic. “Don’t stop,” she gasped.

I took that request literally, pulling out until her sex locked around my tip and then I plunged back in, over and over as our bodies slapped together noisily.

“You’re a fucking goddess,” I swore, gritting my teeth as the pleasure soared through my veins, lighting up every one of my nerve endings until I was one big, exposed ball of energy. Ready to explode at any moment.

“Jack, yes!” She cried out, sweat misting our skin as I shifted my arms under her back and curled them around the back of her head.

I took her mouth and plowed deep, my hips pistoning as I raced to the finish line.

Within moments, her body locked down around me so tight I could hardly breathe. But it was enough. My cock became agonizingly hard, my balls drawing up, as I buried my mouth against her neck and came harder than I ever had in my entire life.

Summer held on, her long limbs wrapping me up completely, so that every inch of our skin that could touch, did.

I panted against her neck, the floral scent of her hair filling my senses and calming the frenetic energy shooting in every direction. I shifted my body and braced my elbows so that I wouldn’t crush her.

Summer’s eyes were closed with a dreamy afterglow that made her look ethereal and sun-kissed.

I dipped my head and dropped soft pecks to each of her eyes, her rounded cheekbones, the tip of her nose, and finally her lips.

She sighed into the kiss and stroked my back. Little shivers raced down my spine and I chuckled against her lips.

Summer opened her eyes and smiled. “Jack…that was…” She hummed. “I don’t know what that was, but I want to do it again and again.”

I shook my head as I laughed. It sounded completely cliché, but I also felt different somehow. Better. And not because of the sex, though that did go a long way toward relaxing me, especially after the fight we’d had.

I eased my hips back, gently disconnecting from her body and slid to the side. Summer instantly turned and curled up against me, then traced my pecs and each abdominal muscle with the tip of her finger.

“You’re awfully quiet, Jack. Feel like sharing?”

I curved my arm around her shoulders and nuzzled her forehead, my lips against her skin. “It’s odd, this feeling flowing through me.”

“Try to explain it to me.”

“It’s not just about the sex, though you’re incredible in bed. The way you let go and are free with expressing what you want and how what I do pleases you,” I hummed low in my throat. “I’ve had none better, and that’s saying something,” I admitted.

“Because you’re a big ol’ player.” She snickered.

I kissed her forehead. “I’m not going to lie. In the past, I hooked up with women for one thing. For the most part, it was completely mutual. I made my intentions known from the moment things started to escalate toward the possibility of a physical relationship.”

“Okay, so what changed?”

I made a noncommittal shrug. “At some point, I just wanted more. A person I could share my life with. Someone who looked forward to me coming home from work, and someone I looked forward to seeing as well.”

Summer continued to lightly stroke my skin, creating gooseflesh in her wake. “That’s pretty normal, Jack. Most people mature and want to settle down. Find more meaning in their lives than the daily grind and meaningless sex. I sure as heck got tired of it.”

“Yeah?”

“Of course. All work and no play makes Summer a dull girl,” she declared and then placed a kiss on my pec.

I tunneled my fingers into her hair, playing with the soft, golden locks. “With you, everything is different. Bigger. Brighter. Things have more meaning somehow. It’s hard to explain.”

She turned her head, so she was resting her chin on my chest. “Your explanation sounds pretty good to me.”

I stared into her stunning face, loving those kind, honest eyes, and the way her lips moved, just as expressive as the rest of her.

“You’re constantly surprising me, and that’s unusual. I can figure out most people within ninety seconds of speaking with them. You, on the other hand, keep me guessing. It’s refreshing.”

She grinned, her entire face lighting up in that way that was all Summer.

“Then I shall keep doing it.”

I clenched my fingers against the roots of her hair and nudged her forward so I could take her mouth in a deep, wet, ridiculously long kiss.

Summer sighed as she pulled back. “I’m going to go clean up and get ready for bed.”

“What exactly does that entail? Do you need to be alone, or can I brush my teeth while you do it?”

She sat up, completely unfazed by her nudity as she got out of bed. “Mi casa es su casa.” The almost universally known Spanish phrase my house is your house. Permission granted, I followed her into the surprisingly small bathroom.

There was only one sink, a bathtub and shower combo, and a toilet not enclosed behind a door. And there she was, naked as the day she was born, sitting on the toilet, peeing.

In front of me.

I covered my eyes and spun around. “I thought you said I could follow you.”

“What? You’ve never seen someone pee before?” Her tone suggested I was the strange one when I could recall no time in my entire romantic history where a female I’d had sex with, used the toilet in my presence.

I heard the toilet flush and opened my eyes as she bodily bumped me out of the way so she could wash her hands. Then she grabbed her toothbrush and loaded it up with toothpaste.

“Well?” she asked around a mouthful of foam.

“No, I have never had a woman use the facilities with me present.”

“Huh, weird.” She confirmed my earlier thought.

My eyebrows rose so close to my hairline it was comical as I found my toothbrush and she handed me the toothpaste.

Together we brushed our teeth, taking turns using the water and spitting in the sink. While we did so, I realized I’d already jumped leaps and bounds over my previous engagements with the opposite sex. Already I was sharing an intimacy with Summer I’d not experienced before—preparing for bed together. I smiled to myself as I leaned against the wall and watched Summer go through a complex skincare process including four different products that she applied to her face.

“You do this every night?” I asked.

She nodded, grabbed my hand and put it to her face. “Smooth as a baby’s bottom, right?”

I chuckled, and she winked playfully. I waited until she left, and heard her get into bed. I debated shutting the door but decided if I wanted true intimacy, it was right in front of me. I left the door open, went to the toilet and cringed as the sound of me urinating bounced off the tile in the small room. When I was done, I flushed and washed my hands.

“Bet that was hard for you. Peeing with the door open, huh?”

I slipped into bed beside her. “You have no idea.”

Giggling, she turned off the lights and curled up against my chest, her head to my shoulder, one of her long legs slung over my waist.

“Tonight was fun, Jack. I look forward to many more with you,” she said on a yawn.

I kissed her forehead and closed my eyes. “Best night in a long, long time. I look forward to more too.”


Episode 53

Divide and Conquer
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GIOVANNI

“Ready to go in?” I traced her curves with my gaze in order to determine if anything was out of place after our limo ride. Emphasis on the word ride. Julianne’s passion had been insatiable while my driver circled the block repeatedly as I’d instructed, until we’d satisfied our need for one another.

I wanted Julianne constantly, and she seemed as hot around the collar for me. Perhaps it was the years we’d secretly lusted after one another that drove our libidos to unquenchable levels. So much wasted time. Just the thought of being without her again made my heart pound and my hand reflexively contract into a fist.

She pushed a tousled red lock of hair behind her ear. “Actually, do you think you could handle gathering your things without me? After the visit to the attorneys, I want to check in at the office. Since you made it clear that Brenden had no business firing me, I kind of want to rub it in his face.”

“And you think you should be doing that alone?” I didn’t like the idea of her being anywhere near her brother without me there to run interference.

“He’s not going to get physical with me, if that’s what you’re worried about. He’d never hurt me that way,” she said gently.

“My sore jaw and bruised ribs contradict that sentiment.” I reminded her of the fight I’d had with her brother last night.

She sighed and slumped against the leather seat. “True, but he’s never laid a hand on me, and regardless of what happened between the two of you, I am his sister.”

I pressed my lips together and focused on her expression, attempting to read between the lines and ascertain she genuinely believed she would be safe. Her expression was tinged with sorrow at the mention of her brother, but there was no sign of fear, which calmed my instinctive need to protect her from harm, even if that harm was by her own brother’s hand.

Julianne smiled, pressed a hand to my chest and kissed me. “Stop worrying about me. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

I curled my hand around her nape, keeping her close. “I know you can, but you no longer have to carry your burdens alone. You have me.”

The smile she gifted me in response was ethereal. “I appreciate it. I do, but I need to handle some things on my own. I suggest we divide and conquer. You pull together what you’d like to take to your new home while I check in at work and rifle through our parents’ offices. Maybe there’s something we missed. Then, this weekend, perhaps we can go to the estate. I’m not ready to go there quite yet and poke around. I just …” She inhaled sharply and looked away.

I used my thumb and finger to turn her chin so she faced me. “You just what?” I pushed.

“I’m not ready to go there. I haven’t been back since the funeral and the reading of the will. The same one we confirmed was forged. I know we need to look into things.” She shook her head. “I can’t today. I need a few days to process all that we learned, our marriage, the shitstorm that is my brother, the business…” As she continued, her breathing picked up as though she was starting to panic.

“Hey, hey, hey, if you’re not ready, we’ll wait. There’s no rush. The lawyers are doing their research; the authorities have been informed, and we’ll follow up as we see fit.”

She nodded and closed her eyes while she took a full, cleansing breath. “Okay, you’re right. No need to rush. We’ve got this.”

I smiled and kissed her. “We’ve got this.” The limo had been idling by the front door of my building, and I pushed the door open. “Check in with me in a couple hours?”

“Absolutely. See you later, husband.”

Every time she called me husband, it felt like the sky opened up and the angels were singing loud enough for all the world to hear.

“See you later, wife,” I shut the door.

She rolled down the window as the driver started to move into traffic.

“Love you!” she called and waved wildly.

I chuckled, blew her a kiss, and waved, watching the car disappear before I turned around to take on the enormous task of moving into my wife’s house. No, not my wife’s house, our home. I’d have to figure out what she owed on it and pay the remainder off. There was no need for her to have a monthly mortgage.

“Mr. Falco,” the doorman greeted as he held open the door.

“Thank you. It’s a beautiful day in the city, isn’t it, Tony?”

“That it is, sir. Looking forward to grilling out on the deck with my wife when I get off work.”

“Steaks?”

“Pork chops,” he grinned.

“Nice. Sounds delicious. Maybe I’ll check in with the missus and see about grilling dinner as well. Great idea.”

“The weather calls for it, that’s for sure. Nothing but sunny, blue skies. Perfect for grilling.”

I glanced up at the sky, and it reminded me of Julianne’s eyes. I clapped the man on the shoulder after doors on the private elevator opened for the penthouse floor. “Well, enjoy, my friend.”

“Will do, sir. Call down if you need anything.” Tony said the same thing every time I arrived.

I lifted my hand in goodbye as the doors shut.

My mind was on Julianne and whether or not she had a grill as I rode the elevator up. I’d not inspected her place, outside of the bedroom, kitchen, and bathroom. I pulled out my phone and texted her.

To: Julianne Myers

Do you own a BBQ grill?

From: Julianne Myers

Why do you ask?

I chuckled as the doors to my place opened and I entered, my attention focused entirely on my phone.

To: Julianne Myers

Because I want to play music on it.

I laughed at my own joke as I continued to type.

To grill my wife dinner of course!

From: Julianne Myers

You cook? Since when?

j/k 12

Yum! And yes, I have a grill. It’s hidden away in the small closet off the balcony.

I was about to respond with something equally funny and prickly when I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I stopped at the entrance to my sunken living room and glanced up. My entire body chilled as Bianca stood from the chair nearest the balcony.

“What the fuck are you doing in my home?” I snarled.

She lifted her hands in supplication. “Gio, please, we need to talk.”

“You and I have nothing to say that can’t be discussed between our lawyers,” I declared and stomped over to the bar, suddenly needing a very large drink.

“Please, I know you’re angry. Just hear me out,” Bianca begged.

“Fuck you!” I snapped as I grabbed the crystal whiskey decanter.

“Gio, I’m sorry, okay! I’m sorry. I fucked up.”

I poured two fingers of the amber colored liquor and slammed the entire thing down, hoping it would hit immediately and magically make my ex disappear.

No such luck.

Bianca approached, her long, tanned legs on full display. I knew her well enough to know she’d made a point to put my favorite assets of hers on show. I’d constantly told her how much I appreciated her dancers’ legs. They were a mile long, unblemished, and toned to perfection in the short, flirty skirt she wore. She’d paired it with a tight-fitting sleeveless turtleneck and a blazer. Her dark brown hair was parted down the center and pulled into a sleek pony-tail running down her back. It made it impossible not to take in those big brown eyes, and full, red-painted lips I’d once adored.

Those perfect legs couldn’t compensate for the fact she was entirely too thin for my preference. The woman hardly ate, and when she did, it definitely wasn’t late night Chinese food, or crusty bagels like I’d shared with my wife just this morning, intermingled with sips of coffee and cream cheese coated kisses.

Frankly, as I stared at Bianca, I realized I was in love with the idea of her more than I’d ever been with the woman standing before me. She was a beautiful woman on the surface, looking a lot like a Hollywood actress, only a lot thinner. To me, Bianca was a cubic zirconia while Julianne was that rarest natural jewel—a clear, flawless diamond.

“Anything you have to say, you can say to my lawyers, Bianca.” I pointed to the elevator door. “Get out,” I hissed.

She ignored my request and walked forward until she stood on the opposite side of the bar. I took that opportunity to pour myself a refill.

“What about the baby?” she asked, sliding off her coat and tossing it onto one of the barstools. She then turned to the side so that I could see the slightest rounding of her abdomen.

I gritted my teeth and let out a long sigh. She fumbled with her coat and pulled out a single black and white square image and set it onto the granite top.

“That’s your baby,” she said with confidence pointing at the sonogram photo.

I ignored the photo entirely. “And you know it’s mine how? And why now? Did a doctor confirm it with a blood test, DNA, anything that could hold up in a court of law?”

Her lips pursed. “I just know it, okay?”

I sucked back half of my drink and shook my head. “You don’t know shit. And that’s because you are a backstabbing, unfaithful, gold-digger that I want out of my life and my fucking apartment. Right! Now!” I roared.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I want you back,” she murmured, and I swore I could barely hear it through the din of my anger, like rushing water between my ears.

“Jesus, you have got to be kidding me. What would make you think I’d take you back after everything you’ve done to me?”

“Because you love me, and we’re going to have a baby together.”

“I don’t fucking love you anymore, Bianca. And honestly, I’m not even sure I ever did. You fucked my best friend on the night of our rehearsal dinner, not a month after my parents died. Do you have any idea what that did to me? I counted on you to love and support me through thick and thin. I was going to promise to cherish you through sickness and in health. Until death do us part. Do you understand that? Of course you don’t. You didn’t even last until the ceremony before you broke those vows.”

“Gio…please…”

“I gave you everything. And you gave me lies and betrayal. You kicked me when I was at my absolute lowest. I’ll never forgive you for what you’ve done. And I’m going to tell you right now, if that baby is in fact mine, I will be securing full custody and raising him or her with my wife.”

“Wife? What are you talking about?” Her face paled.

I held up my left hand with pride, showing off the wedding ring Julianne had placed upon my finger.

“I married Julianne Myers, the love of my fucking life. And thank God for that. I could have ended up with you and been miserable,” I hissed.

“You don’t mean that.” Bianca started to cry.

“With every fiber of my being. Now get the fuck out of my house,” I yelled and slammed the rest of my drink.

My eyes started to get heavy, and my mouth felt like cotton was coating it. Four shots usually gave me a buzz, but never made me feel like this.

“We can get your marriage annulled or a divorce. Mine too. It will be okay. We’ll work through our differences and raise this baby as a family. You’ll see, my love.”

I blinked rapidly as I tugged off my tie and tossed it on the counter, then proceeded to unbutton my shirt. “Fuck, I’m hot.” It was like my skin was on fire. I shucked off my blazer and moved toward my bedroom, running into the wall as I did so. “Leave, Biiii…aaannn…ccccaaaa…” I was having trouble forming the words, but my order was clear. I wanted her out of my house.

“Are you okay? You seem unwell. Let me help.” She looped her arm around my waist as I stumbled but finally unbuttoned my shirt all the way. I didn’t have the energy to push her off me.

“H-h-hot…ughhh, and…t-t-ti-tired…” I managed that much around a tongue that was suddenly too big inside my mouth.

Bianca helped me sit on the bed, then took one of my arms and undid the buttons at my wrist.

“F-fu-fuck o-off,” I mumbled, my eyes so heavy I could barely keep them open.

What the hell?

Why was I so tired?

What was happening?

“W-w-what hap…pen…” I couldn’t even talk.

“You’re sick. I’ve got you. Don’t you worry. Bianca is here, and I’m going to take care of you, my love. Just like I always did before all of this mess. And it is a mess.” She removed the second button on my wrist and pulled off my shirt completely, leaving me bare chested. “You know, you weren’t supposed to find out about me and Brenden that night. It certainly wasn’t part of the plan. And I will admit, I improvised by switching teams and marrying him. Though, he’s really a poor replacement for you in every way.”

I growled under my breath, not capable of anything more.

I needed a doctor.

I needed Julianne.

Bianca cupped my cheeks and forced my face up. She pressed her lips to mine, kissing me hard. I tried to move away but I was so tired, and my arms weren’t working like they should, and my eyes were closing. It was taking all the energy I had to keep them open.

“N-n-no,” I mumbled but Bianca pressed her lips to my jaw, and then down my neck. My stomach soured when she reached my chest, and I almost threw up.

“Nope. None of that.” She fanned my face; the cool air felt so good. “If you vomit, I’ll vomit. Your baby has been making me sick as a dog, but I know in six months it will be worth it when he or she makes their debut,” she hummed almost whimsically.

NOT MY BABY! I tried to scream, but only a gurgled moan left my lips.

Then the earth went upside down as she pushed on my chest until I was flat on my back. I could feel her hands undoing my belt. She moved to my feet and removed my shoes.

I tried to protest but didn’t have the strength. I grunted instead but that seemed only to egg her on.

“You’re welcome, my love.” She moved up to my waist, undid my pants and pulled them and my underwear off entirely.

I gagged as she appraised my naked body. I loathed her, and as soon as I had all my faculties back, I’d do everything in my power to ruin her.

“You have always been something to look at Giovanni Falco. The hottest man alive. That certainly hasn’t changed.” She grinned.

The woman was completely psycho.

“Hmm, I wonder if I should put my lips all over you, leave lipstick marks in the most private of places in order to stake my claim in person with Julianne. I still can’t believe you’d choose to marry a chubby workaholic with no real future. I mean, I thought you had good taste. Even her parents chose to only leave her a house over their multi-million-dollar stake in their company. Says a lot about your current wife I’m afraid.” She sighed as though put out.

Then I watched in complete and utter horror as she let her blazer fall to the floor. Then she curled her fingers around her top and pulled it off her head. Her bra came next, and I averted my eyes. I could hear her undressing, and my stomach sank with each new piece of clothing I heard hit the floor.

Whatever shit was in my system worked fast and pretty soon I was having trouble opening my eyes.

Bianca appeared above me, her small bare breasts swaying as she hovered. I could feel the weight of her sitting on my lap. Then, through the haze, I heard a clicking sound.

I used every ounce of power I had left and opened my eyes to see her typing on my phone.

“There! I sent a nice little text to your wifey to come to your apartment quickly. There’s a lot she needs to see in person.” The look on her face was pure evil.

How had I never seen this side to her?

Then what she said worked its way through my mind. Julianne was coming here. She’d see me like this.

Naked, with Bianca.

God, no. If Julianne saw the two of us in bed together, she’d never forgive me. I’d lose her forever.

“Nooooooooo!” I gurgled, my stomach tightening painfully as I was barely able to turn my head to the side and vomit.

“Oh hell! Gio. How much did you drink! I wasn’t expecting you to have so much. Shit! You’re a mess. Now I have to clean you up before she gets here!” She bitched and then I heard the sound of her gagging and running into the bathroom.

After that, I heard nothing because I passed out.


Episode 54

Mommy Dearest
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NAOMI

Memphis held my hand as we stood in front of my mother’s bedroom door. I knocked three times and waited. Anxiety chilled me to the bone and made goosebumps rise on my arms. Memphis nudged my shoulder playfully and made a silly face until I giggled like a schoolgirl with her boyfriend, waiting to see the principal.

“Come in,” Mother called out.

I opened the door and found her across the room, currently sitting in the sunshine on the balcony, wearing a pink satin robe and matching pajamas. She’d been released from the hospital earlier this morning, and her hair was perfectly done, her face fully made up. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her disheveled outside of the hospital visit, and even then, she still looked pretty good for someone who’d had a heart attack.

Memphis squeezed my hand as I tugged him through the room and onto the balcony. There was a four-seater table set up, complete with an umbrella that blocked most of the sun but didn’t block the open view of the ocean beyond.

My mother gestured for us to sit at the table, which had been set with cutlery, plates, and stemware. An ice bucket with a bottle of champagne and a carafe of orange juice sat in the center along with a variety of fruits, cheeses, and small, bite-sized sandwiches.

“Sit, sit, let me pour you both a drink.” Mother’s voice was pleasant, as she stood and poured champagne into two flutes.

Memphis held out my chair for me and helped ease it closer to the table before taking his seat. This move was tracked by my eagle-eyed mother who never missed anything. Her lips tipped up into a smile that warmed my heart toward her. It wasn’t that I didn’t love my mother; I loved her dearly. I just didn’t like her very much. We were two completely different people, whose interests and values were on opposing sides more often than not.

Memphis sipped the champagne. “It’s delicious. Thank you, ma’am, for inviting us to brunch. I take it you’re feeling better?”

She drained her glass and poured herself another. “I am, young man. Thank you for asking. Just a little under the weather, as they say.”

I frowned as she drank half of the champagne she’d just poured. “Mother, shouldn’t you be off alcohol after what the doctor said yesterday?”

My mother tsked and pursed her lips. “Young lady, I’ll have you know, I haven’t had a sip of alcohol since all of this.” She waved her hand nonchalantly in the air. “I’m fine. I’m at the perfect weight for my age and height. I exercise daily to keep this girlish figure and eat only the finest quality foods. And besides, Cook has been notified of my new dietary requirements.”

“Except your eating habits didn’t land you in the hospital with a heart attack. It was the exorbitant alcohol consumption, mother.”

“Naomi…” Her tone was as sharp as a knife and just as cutting. “Do not concern yourself with matters that are my own. I will handle my health as I see fit.” She drained the second glass and reached for the bottle.

I snatched the bottle, stood, and went over to the railing. I tipped the bottle over and allowed all the liquid to drain out onto the sand below.

“How dare you!” She gasped. “I’ll have you know that was a five-hundred-dollar bottle of champagne you just wasted.”

“Better than letting you get wasted, Mom. What were you thinking? You just had a heart attack. Your heart stopped working. This is serious. You could have died!”

Before I could make it back to the table, she’d stood, leaned over and snatched my full glass, then sat back down.

I narrowed my gaze at her as Memphis made to stand up. “I think I should probably let you two talk.”

“Sit down!” I snapped. “You are a part of this family now. You get to see the good, the bad, and the ugly.” I glared at my mother.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “You see how I’m treated by my own daughter. Let this be a reminder to you, young man. When Naomi wants her way, she’ll do whatever it takes. Even embarrass her mother in mixed company.”

“Pleeeeease,” I groaned dryly and took my seat. “If you weren’t trying to drink yourself into an early grave, perhaps I wouldn’t have to be so dramatic in order to get your attention,” I fired back, my irritation rising to unparalleled heights.

“I didn’t invite you here to discuss my recent health concerns. I’m perfectly capable of handling any medical needs on my own, thank you very much. What I did want to discuss is your impending nuptials. Please tell me the two of you aren’t actually planning to go through with a wedding in less than a months’ time?” She lifted her hand to her chest; a diamond tennis bracelet dangled from her wrist. Something most people would find extremely odd when someone was wearing pajamas.

My mother was a different beast. Like my father, she flaunted her wealth with designer clothes, shoes, bespoke jewelry, cars, jets, helicopters, large donations to charities with causes she didn’t even care about. My parents used their show of wealth to control people or make others uncomfortable, and they were damn good at it.

“We absolutely do intend to wed in the next three weeks. Right, boo?” I used an endearment my mother abhorred.

I watched with glee as a grimace stole across her pretty face.

“Uh, yeah, just as soon as we tell my folks.”

Mother reached for a small sandwich and put it on a gold rimmed white plate. She repeated the process with a couple pieces of fruit and cheese. “Eat, please.” She gestured to Memphis.

He instantly loaded his plate with several small sandwiches. A man of his height and weight would need far more nourishment than a few finger sandwiches, especially after his run and our extracurricular activities in the shower.

“You realize the biggest roadblock between you and Naomi getting married is not me, or your parents. It’s Abraham. He has his sights set on a certain life for our daughter. One he has been preparing for since she was in the womb. What makes you think you’re the man that can give her all we expect her to receive? In a relationship with you, Naomi will be the bread winner, will she not?” Her eyebrow arched as she took a bite of one of the bright red strawberries and followed it up with a swig of what was once my champagne.

I gritted my teeth as Memphis continued chewing, wiped his mouth and placed his napkin back in his lap.

“Well Mrs. Shaw, my plan is to support Naomi as the bread winner of our family,” he said with pure confidence.

I reached out and put my hand on his knee and squeezed to show my gratitude.

“Of course, I want to make my own living and contribute to our lives, but I in no way need to outshine what she’s already created and achieved for herself. I’m a simple man. One who sees what he has in Naomi. One who understands the commitment she’s already put into her craft and the successful business she’s created. There’s no need for me to try and rise above it. She’s already hit the sky. My goal is to finish my degree and get a job that suits my interests and passions. Which I already know Naomi will support me in.”

“Definitely, baby.” I rubbed my hand up and down his thigh.

My mother shook her head and made that insufferable tsking sound I despised. I’d heard it so many times growing up, it grated on my last nerve.

“Abraham will not accept your plan. I wouldn’t put it past him to offer you a lot of money to walk away from my daughter.”

Memphis burst out laughing, and I couldn’t help but grin. Mother looked at us both as though we were nuts.

“He’s already offered me thirty million dollars to walk away, ma’am.” Memphis grinned, his gaze flicking to mine. It made my heart so full, knowing he turned my father down. Sure, I’d purchased his hand for ten million, but he could have taken the money and run. The fact that he didn’t proved how interested he was in building a life with me.

“Really?” She smirked and finished what was her third glass of champagne.

“Yup, and I turned him down flat. Please don’t tell me you’re about to do the same, because I gotta tell you, Mrs. Shaw, I’m not going to take it. Whatever you offer will never be enough for me to leave my beautiful fiancée. She’s got me hook, line, and sinker.” Memphis smiled, then leaned over, his face now close to mine.

I hummed as I kissed his lips teasingly, tasting the champagne remnants. “Delicious,” I smacked my lips playfully.

He chuckled and Mother stared at the two of us, watching how we interacted with one another. She poked a chunk of cheese with her fork and pointed it at us. “If you think my husband is done trying to break you two up, you have another thing coming. What Abraham wants, Abraham gets. Look at me.” She leaned back in her chair. “You think I’d planned to marry your father, Naomi?”

I sat up straighter as my attention snapped to my mother. “What is that supposed to mean? You’ve always said you and Daddy were a love match.”

“Oh good Lord, and you believed that? Have you met your father? He’s an asshole. Rude, high-handed, often cruel to his employees, and has no problem belittling me for every little thing. My weight. How I’m dressed. If he felt I ate too much at a dinner we attended. If I ate too little. It never ends. Nothing is ever good enough for him.”

“Whoa…where is all this honesty coming from all of a sudden? Are you telling me you’ve been unhappy all these years?”

“Do you think I drink as much as I do for my health?” She scoffed. “I drink because it numbs the pain of having to live with a man who loathes and loves me in equal parts.”

“Why don’t you just leave him?”

My mother bit her bottom lip, her smooth dark skin crinkling around the edges of her eyes as she stared out at the ocean. “And leave all of this? Your father offered me the world on a silver platter, and I accepted. I made my bed decades ago, and I lie my head down on the most expensive satin sheets money can buy. Then when I wake up, I walk through my multi-million dollar home and am served all my meals by a Michelin-starred chef. I buy what I want when I want it. Don’t get confused, darling, I love my life and all its luxuries. I just prefer not to be around the man who makes all this possible.”

“So you’re a gold digger,” I bit out, shame coating my words.

“I’m an opportunist, Naomi. An opportunity to change my life for the better presented itself, and I took it. I do not regret that decision. And you, my dear, are the best thing I ever contributed to this life. Which is why I’m telling you right now, if you want to marry this man for love,”—she gestured to Memphis—“you better be ready for battle. Abraham wants you with Malik, the son I was never able to give him. He wants you to marry him and work by that man’s side until you’re ready to have children.”

I burst out laughing. “That’s never happening, Mother. I care about Malik, genuinely, as someone I grew up with and once loved. That love died a long time ago, and it’s never coming back. I’m older and more knowledgeable. I know what I want, and it’s Memphis, not Malik. It’s my own business not my father’s. I’m sorry if that lets him down, but it’s my truth, and I’m going to live my truth by my terms, not his.”

She smiled wide. “Atta girl. You stick with that level of commitment and just maybe you’ll get all that you desire. In the meantime, keep your eyes and ears open because your father will stop at nothing to break the two of you up. Money is only a smidgeon of the wicked ways in which he controls the world around him.”

Memphis reached out and put his hand behind my neck, kneading the tension there. “I’ll be here every step of the way, Naomi. Whatever you need that’s mine to give—support, loyalty, an extra hand—you’ve got it.”

“Thank you, baby,” I whispered and sighed, hating that my family couldn’t be normal. I wanted to bring the man I was going to marry home and have a party. Celebrate this step in my life with joy and laughter, not threats and bribes.

“Now, while I’m feeling well enough, tell me what the plan is for the wedding. I’m assuming you want to go big, invite everyone. I’d be happy to do all the planning…”

I held up my hand and shook my head. “Mom, no. Memphis and I are going to discuss what we want, and then proceed from there. I appreciate the offer, but my wedding will be one that suits me and Memphis, not you and my father and all of your wealthy friends.”

“Naomi, that just won’t do. You know that when one of us weds, it’s a massive opportunity to mix, mingle, and network. Your father will want—”

“I don’t give a shit what Dad wants. I care about what I want. What Memphis wants. My wedding is not going to be a place where business deals and rubbing elbows is done. Our wedding will be Memphis and me, devoting our lives to one another emotionally, spiritually, and legally. It will be witnessed and celebrated by those we choose, not your charity friends or Dad’s associates. I’m sorry, but that’s not happening.”

“Naomi, I want to help. You’re my only daughter…” my mother pleaded, her eyes tearing up.

“Then you will respect my wishes and help me plan something we want. A wedding that’s best for us, not you and my father. Understood?” I tilted my head and glared, purposely not even blinking so she’d see the seriousness behind my demand.

She swallowed and pursed her lips. “Okay, Naomi, I’ll agree to your terms. But you are our daughter so we will be paying for everything.”

I was about to object when Memphis removed his hand from my neck and covered my wrist. “It is tradition for the bride’s parents to pay for the wedding, is it not? My folks will want to pay for the rehearsal dinner too.”

“But they’re already strapped,” I whispered.

He smiled so sweetly I wanted to kiss him again. “Once I pay off their mortgages and granny’s medical bills, they’ll be just fine.” He patted my hand.

I glanced at my mother and noted she’d heard every word. She now knew that his parents weren’t in the upper echelon of wealthy families. Something my father obviously hadn’t had the chance to research yet. I don’t know why, but I felt protective of his family, and I didn’t even know them yet.

“We should go visit them soon.”

“I’m ready when you are. I go where you go, Nay. What about work?” he asked.

“It will keep. My team is incredible, and my VP keeps me informed of everything with a daily email update. I don’t need to be in New York for another week. I’m meeting with Cartier to discuss a new line I’m crafting for their winter launch. It’s going to be breathtaking jewelry for the holiday season.”

“I can’t wait to see what you’ve created.” He lifted my hand and kissed the back warmly.

“As much as I enjoy seeing the two of you lovebirds together, I’d suggest you pack and take your leave before Abraham comes up with a new method to break you up.”

“But you just had a heart attack. Don’t you want me here to help take care of you?” My voice cracked with the need to be there for her.

Mother stood up and sighed, her shoulders sagging. “I have staff that will take care of me. And surprisingly, your father has shown more concern for my wellbeing than ever before. Maybe this is an opportunity for the two of us to reconnect too. Not that I believe it will help, but I’m always willing to try to better a situation.”

“Mom, you shouldn’t have staff assist you when you have a husband and daughter right here,” I argued.

She came to my side of the table, leaned over, and cupped my cheeks. “Naomi, you are a good daughter, and I love you with my whole heart, but I’d rather rest, check myself into a spa retreat for a week, and think about wedding plans. Go, meet your fiancé’s family. Have fun. But stay cognizant of your father’s antics. He’ll strike again.” She kissed my forehead. “I’m going to rest. It was lovely meeting you, Memphis. Take the private jet to Atlanta.”

“But…”

“No buts. We have a wedding to plan, and I need to rest.” She waved, disappeared into her parlor and then through the door that led to her room.

“Sooo, should we pack up and head to Atlanta?” Memphis asked.

I stared out at the ocean. “Yeah baby, let’s go meet your parents. I can’t imagine it will be any worse than what we’ve already dealt with.”

“Except for the fact that you haven’t met my ball-busting granny.” He winked and I burst out laughing.


Episode 55

Nightmares Can Be Memories
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MAIA

“Lies! Lies! Lies!” my stepfather screamed when I finally admitted to him and my mother what his deplorable son had been doing to me. “You’re nothing but a lying, conniving brat. You have hated me and my son since the day we moved in. And now you’re trying to ruin his life with your disgusting lies!” he roared.

“It’s true! He’s hurting me! Every night. Every chance he gets to put his hands on me, he does. When you’re not looking, he crawls into my bed at night!” I screeched, tears sliding down my face faster than I could wipe them away.

My mother tried to interfere, her arms opened and ready to embrace me. Before she could, my stepfather, Damon, grabbed her around the waist and shoved her against the nearest wall. He locked her in place with a hand around her throat, then pointed a finger an inch from her face. “Don’t you fucking dare console that lying little bitch. My son would never do the things she’s claiming he’s done.”

“But he does! For years!” I cried. “He comes into my room and holds me down, covers my mouth, and then he…”

Damon let Mom go, stomped over to me and backhanded me so hard I fell to the side from where I’d been kneeling on the hardwood floor. My face was on fire, stars flickering in and out of my vision as my cheek burned.

“Don’t touch my daughter!” Mom howled as she skidded across the floor, fell to her knees, then wrapped her arms around me.

“Mom, I’m not lying. I’m not.” I clung to her.

“I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.” She held me so tight I could feel her warmth seep into my bones.

“Get out of my fucking house!” Damon growled, grabbing Mom by the arms and ripping her off me.

“No! She’s only a child!” She kicked and flailed.

“Mommy, what’s happening?” My little brother Zach appeared bare-footed and wide-eyed at the entrance to the living room. His bright blue Batman pajamas with the yellow and black emblem emblazoned on the front stood out like a beacon in the middle of a horrifying storm.

“Go back to bed, son!” my stepfather yelled.

“It’s okay, buddy. Sissy loves you. Go back to bed.”

“Take care of our son,” Damon hissed at Mom.

She trembled and nodded, walking over to my brother. “Come on, buddy. It’s okay. Let’s get you back to bed. School tomorrow,” she said in a fake sing-song voice, leading my brother back down the hallway to his room. She looked over her shoulder at me, her eyes filled with desperation. “I love you, Maia.”

“Go!” my stepfather snapped.

Then he turned back to me, his eyes pitch black, hands curled into fists. “You have ten minutes to get anything of importance to you and get the fuck out of my house and our lives,” he snarled.

Seeing the crazy look in his eyes, I did as he ordered and jumped up and dashed to my room. With my backpack in hand, I stuffed as much clothing as I could into it, then grabbed my meager savings. I’d been doing babysitting jobs the last two summers, so I had a few hundred dollars, but that wouldn’t last long. I grabbed the picture on my desk of me, Mom and my two siblings, Zach and Maisie. We’d been at the park and had a great day. Mom had a stranger take the photo of the four of us together. It was probably the last time I’d see them for a while. I stuffed it into my bag, put on a hoodie over my pajama tank and shorts, and slipped my bare feet into my combat boots.

“Time’s up.”

Before I turned around, Damon had a hand around the back of my neck, his fingers pinching painfully as he forced me to walk in front of him. I stumbled through my bedroom door and down the hallway to the front door. When we got to it, he shoved me through it. I fell down the two steps that led up to our door and skinned one of my knees bad enough it was dripping blood.

“Get the fuck out of here, Maia, and don’t you ever come back. You are no longer welcome. I see you sniffing around, and you’ll be looking at the barrel of my gun. Try me, I dare you!” he snarled, spittle flying from his mouth.

I limped backwards down the walk.

“You’ll regret this,” I swore at the top of my lungs. “Someday, somehow, I’m going to make you pay for what you and your son have done to me and my mother.”

Instead of responding, he slammed the door and turned off the porch light.

I was alone.

Completely, hopelessly, alone.

No place to go.

No home. No family.

* * * *

I trembled against the unbelievable warmth surrounding me.

“Shhh, shhh, it’s okay, Maia. I’m here,” said a low rumbling voice against the back of my neck.

An arm tightened around me, and my eyes snapped open, white-hot fear pouring through me.

I was back there. Back in my old room. Darkness all around me. And he was there, hands like an octopus, grabbing and touching where I didn’t want to be touched. Acid swirled in my stomach, bile coasting up my throat as I felt one of his hands on my bare stomach where my shirt had crept up in my sleep.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” I hissed, knowing if I screamed, my mother and stepfather would come running in. Derrick swore he’d blame it on me. Tell them I begged for it. And his father would believe him.

“Maia, sweetheart…” That voice. Was that Derrick?

The room was dark, and I couldn’t see anything. My fight or flight instinct kicked in so fast I flopped around like a wild animal, punching and kicking at the arms holding me down.

“Jesus Christ! Ouch!” that voice said again, but I was finally free.

I flung myself out of the bed and slammed right into a wall that shouldn’t have been so close to my bed. I whimpered as my wrist came down hard on a piece of furniture that I didn’t own.

“Where the fuck am I?” I screamed, fear now flooding my system like a tidal wave. My heart hammered in my chest, and I couldn’t catch my breath as I felt along the wall, looking for a door. “Let me out! Let me the fuck out!” I pounded the wall.

The lights suddenly came on. I spun around to find myself in a room I didn’t recognize. Rhodes stood panting, wearing only a t-shirt and his underwear, his eyes wide with concern, his arms up, hands palm out facing me.

“Maia, honey, it’s me. Rhodes. You’re safe. You’re at Madam Alana’s house.”

I looked around the room, my mind split between the past and the present. Confusion clouded my vision as I scanned the room, looking for Derrick.

“He’s not here,” I whispered.

“Who?” Rhodes asked gently.

“Derrick?” I gulped in a breath of air, still tracing every corner of the room until I recognized the door to the bathroom.

Rhodes clamped his mouth shut, then peeked inside the bathroom. “No one here, Maia.”

I backed up until my ass hit the wall. I could feel the adrenaline from what I now realized had been a dream leave my body to be replaced by an exhaustion unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. My shaking legs could no longer support my body, and I slid down the wall, ass smarting when I hit the floor. I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them to tuck myself into a little ball.

Along with the tears came a warm, soft voice.

“Maia, honey, you’re okay. I’m going to touch your shoulder, sweetheart,” Rhodes said in a calm and clear tone.

He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “I’m here. You are not alone. Whatever is happening, I’ve got you. I think you had a very bad dream, but Derrick is not here. I am. Your fiancé. Remember?” The tender way he stroked my arm helped reality return and slowed the tears.

“I remember.” My voice sounded as though my vocal cords had been put through a food processor. “I’m s-sorry,” I managed to get out as the entire experience came flooding back.

“Don’t be sorry. Bad dreams happen,” he said and then sat down on the floor next to me. He put an arm around my back and nudged me against his side.

I lifted my head and looked at him. His tortured expression made me feel worse. My bottom lip trembled as I stared into his kind eyes.

“It wasn’t a bad dream…” I whispered, feeling like I couldn’t hold it all in any longer. If I didn’t tell him something, it was going to mess up everything I’d gained with him. And as much as I never wanted to admit the truth behind my past, more of these episodes were going to happen when I least expected it. This one had been brought on by him sleeping next to me, the same condition the last time I’d had a freak-out.

A couple years ago, I’d taken one of the bikers in Sam’s club into my bed and fallen asleep after our festivities. I woke him similarly as I had with Rhodes tonight. It seemed my trauma was triggered if I woke in a man’s arms, something I was pretty good at preventing most of the time.

“Then what was it?” Rhodes asked before placing a kiss on my forehead.

“A memory.” I gritted my teeth and held my breath.

His body seemed to stiffen for a moment, then he took a deep breath. “Will you tell me about it?”

I bit down on my bottom lip, closed my eyes, and nodded. I kept my eyes closed because I didn’t want to see his response to what I was about to share.

“It was the night I was kicked out of my parents’ house. Well, my mom and her husband, Damon.” I let out a long sigh.

“Okay. What happened that night to make you respond the way you did? Because sweetheart, you scared the hell out of me. Acting like a wildcat who’d been tased.”

Trying to be brave, I opened my eyes, turned my head and rested my cheek on my knees so I could look at him. For a few long minutes, I just stared, unable to speak.

“Come here, Maia.” Rhodes opened his arms. “Come sit in my lap. I have a feeling I’m going to need to hold you when I hear this.” The way he said it was as though the request had been torn from his soul. He knew what I had to share was going to be hard to say and hard to hear.

I unfolded my legs and cradled my aching wrist as I turned around and slowly crawled into his lap.

His gaze tracked the movement of me protecting my bruised wrist and his jaw tightened. It hurt but nowhere close to how much my heart did at that moment.

He settled me sideways in his lap, pressed against his chest, those muscular arms wrapped around me. I sighed in relief as I nestled my head under his chin and breathed in his delicious citrus woodsy scent.

“It was the night my stepfather kicked me out.” His arms tightened around me. “The same night I told them that my stepbrother was sexually assaulting me and had been for years.”

“Fucking hell.” He pressed me so close to his chest I couldn’t have slipped a piece of paper between us. “Fucking hell,” he repeated, his lips and breath moving against the crown of my head. “I’ll kill him.”

There was no way I could hold back the tears, so I let them fall, wetting Rhode’s t-shirt. “He didn’t believe me.”

“I believe you,” he said instantly and something in me broke wide open.

How could this man, who’d known me such a short time, trust me when my own family couldn’t?

I sobbed against his chest. “I haven’t seen my family in person since. Derrick could be hurting my little sister Maisie. She’s now the age I was when he started to hurt me.”

“That’s why you are so determined to get back to Colorado. For your siblings.”

I eased back and looked him straight in the eyes.

“I can’t let him hurt her.”

Rhodes cupped my cheeks and wiped the tears away with his thumbs. “We won’t let him. We’re going to find out what’s going on in Colorado and make sure all of them are safe. I swear it, Maia. I will do whatever it takes.”

And he would. Because Rhodes Davenport was a man of honor, strength, and compassion. Kindness, the love of family, and strong moral values were at the core of who he was and how he presented himself to the world.

I used the same words he’d said to me. “I believe you.”

He nodded and then pressed his head to my forehead. “Tomorrow I’m going to make some calls. Get someone to investigate what’s going on, but Maia, honey, we still have to be vigilant. Your place was trashed. Threatening messages were painted on the walls. Alana was also threatened. That situation needs to be dealt with and all of you kept safe before we head to Colorado. Does that make sense?”

It did. I hated every second of it, because it meant more time for Damon and Derrick to hurt my family. Except we didn’t know what was going on there. The last time I spoke to my mother, she said everything was fine. Which she said every time I’d spoken to her throughout the years. “We’re fine, and don’t risk coming back.” It was always the same message even though the words might have changed.

I knew it was a lie, because Damon put his hands on her too often to suddenly stop just because I’d been kicked out. But after me being hurt by Derrick, I also knew she’d be more aware of what was happening in their home in relation to my much younger siblings. I had to believe she’d protect them with her life, especially since she couldn’t protect me or herself.

“Okay.” I inhaled a jittery breath, fatigue taking over to the point that I slumped against Rhodes’ chest and closed my eyes.

He picked me up and set me back in bed. I undid my pants and shoved them off, wincing when my wrist throbbed. Rhodes moved around the room, flicking off the overhead lamp before turning on the bathroom light. He left the door to the en suite open a crack. The bathroom light pierced the blackness, making it possible to see almost everything in the room. Then he crawled back into bed, hauled me over and plastered me to his chest.

“Is this why you left my bed the other night?” he asked out of the blue. The damn man was too perceptive.

I nodded.

“We’re going to work on that. You sleep with me,” he said, and it was more of a demand than a request.

“It will happen again,” I warned, whispering against his chest.

He wrapped his arms around me more fully. “Then we’ll brave those monsters in the night together.”

“Sometimes, like this evening, I forget where I am, and I’m back there.”

“I gathered that from your response tonight. Like I said, we’ll battle those demons when they happen. Until then, you’re with me, where I can protect you.” He kissed the top of my head.

I admitted the ugly truth. “I could end up hurting you.”

“You’ll hurt me more by making me sleep alone.”

“Rhodes…” I sighed, rubbing my face against his comfortable chest, loving what he wanted to do and worrying for him at the same time.

“I want everything with you, Maia. The smiles, the laughter, and yes, even the tears. You can’t combat something like what happened tonight alone. I’ll not allow it. We brave that shit together. My future wife sleeps by my side, protected by my arms. It will be my voice you hear, bringing you back to a place where you are safe and cared for.”

“I don’t deserve you,” I croaked.

“You deserve so much more than me. But don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll give you everything you could ever want and more.” It was not only a promise but a vow.

“All I’ve ever wanted was for my family to be safe and to maybe find a little corner of the world where I could live in peace. Then, who knows, maybe one day I’d be gifted a love I could call my own.”

“You’ll have the first very soon, and the rest will come with time. We both have some emotional walls to scale, and some demons to fight, but we’ve got each other.”

I smiled and closed my eyes. “You’re right. We’ve got each other, and that’s more than I’ve ever had.”

Rhodes arm tightened around me for a second as he let out a breath. “Me too, Maia. That’s more than I’ve ever had too.”


Episode 56

Madness
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MADAM ALANA

It took me a solid ten minutes before I tapped my fingernail on the door of the guest room where Rhodes and Maia should have been sleeping. I was about to head up to bed earlier when I heard a muffled scream. Could it have been the two of them having sexual relations? Absolutely. Rhodes did not seem to be a man to flaunt his intimate activities, especially in light of his daughter being present. I believed he’d have more restraint. I wavered on whether or not I should check on them. Eventually, my concern outweighed the possibility of embarrassment, and now here I was.

Behind the door I could hear shuffling and murmuring, then the door opened with a flourish. I stepped back, clenching my robe as Rhodes stood there, his eyes tired, but his expression alert. He wore a white T-shirt and his boxer briefs.

“Hey, everything okay?” he asked me, pushing through the door and into the hallway.

I frowned and crossed my arms over my chest, rubbing the chill out of them.

“Oui, though I was going to ask you the same thing. I heard a scream come from your room earlier, and with everything that has happened, I wanted to ensure yours and Maia’s safety.”

Rhodes rubbed a hand over his face and then through his hair. “Sorry we disturbed you. She had a nightmare. A…uh…nasty flashback from her life before now.”

I gasped and covered my mouth. “Oh, no!”

Maia and I had shared bits and pieces of our past but not enough to paint a full picture. I told her how I’d been in the auction, that Christophe had purchased me thirty years ago, and how I had been homeless until the auction. Over the years, Maia had only shared with me that her family had kicked her out of her home in Colorado when she was a teenager, and she’d made her way by bus to Las Vegas. I knew she’d pick-pocketed and used the casino’s buffets as her primary means of securing food when she was much younger. Many times, I tried to take her under my wing, but Maia was a skittish little thing and didn’t trust most adults. It took an ungodly amount of time just to get her to have lunch with me or allow me to provide her with a phone and pay for the minutes back when we met. I may have been one of Maia’s allies, but we weren’t close friends. I hoped to change that with her marrying Rhodes.

He shook his head. “It was bad, Alana. And worse, she has family that needs my help to escape a terrible situation.”

Immediately, I thought of my best friend Celine and her experience. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

Rhodes leaned against the wall, his shoulders slumped, and his head fell forward in a position of defeat. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m going to make some calls in the morning. What time is it?”

“Ten in the evening. You both missed dinner, but we figured you needed the rest more.”

“I feel like I’ve only slept a minute, yet it’s been most of the day. Damn. The jetlag and worry over you, Emily, and Maia…it has taken its toll.” He groaned, seeming entirely drained of energy.

“Of course, it has. As it would anyone. My Christophe is beside himself. He’s checked in with the authorities and the staff in Las Vegas only to be told there’s been no new information. Have you heard anything from that motorcycle crew or the detectives on Maia’s case?”

“Not since I went to bed this morning. I’m going to get in touch with Joel Castellanos. He had that situation with his wife, Faith, last year. Claimed his cousin Bruno was an expert at investigating these things. I think we need reinforcements, not only to figure out who’s threatening you and Maia but also to look into her family in Colorado.”

“Is the situation that dire in Colorado?” I asked gently.

He stared into my eyes, his expression tortured. I shivered as our gazes held.

“It is, Alana. Worse than you could probably imagine.”

I closed my eyes and sent up a silent prayer to Celine that she’d keep an eye on Maia’s family. “I’ll discuss this with Christophe, and we will be of assistance in any way possible.”

“To be entirely honest, I’m going to need help with Em. I don’t want her knowing about any of this. She’s thirteen. This is her summer break. She has enough stress dealing with Portia’s endless crap, and now me bringing a new woman around. I don’t want any of this to touch her. She should be living her best teenage life in France with her aunt and uncle, me, and Maia.”

“As I said, whatever I can do to help. Emily is no bother, and neither are you and Maia. We are family, non?”

He chuckled softly, lightless entering his expression, the wrinkles around his tired eyes lessening. “We are. And I’m so grateful, Alana. You could never know…”

I reached out and pulled him into my arms, hugging him. “And Christophe and I are just as thankful to have you and Emily in our lives,” I said while running one of my hands up and down his back. “We’re going to work through all of these issues and eventually it will seem like old news.”

He sighed deeply against my neck, his grip tightening around my back. “Thanks, Alana.”

I pulled back and patted his cheek. “Get some more sleep. We’ll work on all of these concerns in the morning.”

Rhodes pressed his lips together and nodded. “I love you, Alana. You know that, right? You’re the big sister I’ve never had.”

I smiled as my heart expanded to almost bursting. “I love you, too, Rhodes.”

“If the two of you are done professing your undying love for one another, can I have my wife back?” My husband’s playful teasing voice came from the banister above where we were standing.

Rhodes and I looked up. I smiled at his sleep-mussed hair and disheveled robe. My husband loved to sleep in the nude, but when Emily, or any guest for that matter, was around he pulled out the loungewear.

I waved my husband off. “Une minute, mon coeur.”

Christophe yawned, stretched his arms above his head then yawned a second time. “ ’Night Rhodes.”

“Hey, Christo. You know I love you, too, man!” Rhodes called out.

Christophe stopped before disappearing down the hall that led to our room and turned around. “Je t’aime aussi, Rhodes,” he replied on a tired groan, then waved before leaving us.

“You know you have the best man on the planet, right? Only Christophe would see his wife in the arms of another man, one who’s half dressed, and be entirely confident and calm about it.”

“He knows our love is folie à deux.”

He frowned and rubbed at his temples as if trying and failing to remember what the expression meant.

“Madness shared by two.” I smirked. “Our love is unmatched by anything or anyone in this world.”

“I want that one day. To love a woman so much it hurts. I mean, as a father, I have that for Emily, but it’s different than what you and Christophe have.”

“Oui, it is.” I reached out and cupped his shoulder, giving it a supportive squeeze. “I have an inkling that the broken little dove in your bed may be the very madness you have been seeking all these years.”

He bit down on his bottom lip and looked me straight in the eyes for quite a while before he eventually said, “I think you may be right.”

* * * *

The morning brought with it a boisterous Emily who was chatting a mile a minute while stuffing her mouth with breakfast.

“So, are we going to Galeries Layfette today with Maia?” Emily asked with her mouth full.

“Darling do not speak with your mouth full. If I wanted seafood, I would have asked Aurelie to cook it for us.” I half-smiled as Emily burst into laughter. I loved hearing that sound. Children laughing, even teenagers—actually, especially teenagers—since they were always so filled with warring emotions about this or that.

Emily’s cheeks turned red as she swallowed and then wiped her mouth. Her eyes widened as she asked more politely. “Do you think we can go shopping today?”

Her excitement was contagious, filling the room with undeniable joy. “I do believe you and I can go shopping. I’m not sure about Rhodes and Maia though.” I hoped to quell any sadness she might have if the two of them were not up to going after the night they’d had.

She frowned deeply. “But Dad said they would go tomorrow. And today is tomorrow…”

I moved to redirect her when Maia quietly entered. “Go where?” Maia tucked her hands into the pockets of the hooded sweatshirt she wore, which was at least two sizes too large. The woman desperately needed a new wardrobe.

“Shopping at Galeries Layfette!” Emily squeaked, her excitement coming back to the surface at full speed.

“What’s Galeries Layfette?” Maia wrapped her hands around a cup as Aurelie poured coffee. “Merci,” Maia responded.

“It’s only the coolest, most awesome, swanky store in Paris!” Emily gushed.

Maia inhaled and held her breath as her gaze went to mine. “Um, I don’t usually shop at swanky places.”

Emily snorted and prodded a sausage link with her fork. “Well, you do now. Dad is loaded, remember.”

“I…uh…Emily, I don’t expect your father to buy me a bunch of fancy things. I don’t need much.”

Emily looked at Maia as though she was a ghost, then turned to me and pouted.

“Maia, darling, if Rhodes wants to splurge on his daughter and girlfriend while in Paris, I believe it’s perfectly normal to accept such kindness. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Sure, but, um…” Maia started as Rhodes entered.

He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Who wants to go shopping today?”

Emily jumped out of her chair and bounced over and into his embrace. “Yay! Thank you, Daddy. I’m going to go get ready!” She stood on tiptoe and kissed her father’s cheek, then ran up the backstairs to where the master suite and Emily’s guest room were.

Christophe smiled at her as he came down the stairs, his phone pressed to his ear. “Merci beaucoup.” He finished his call. “That was the Las Vegas authorities. They interviewed the courier who brought the note to the hotel. He claimed he was paid in cash by a large man with dark hair, dark eyes, and an accent. But he didn’t know what the accent was. He needed the money, so he delivered the letter. The guy gave him a hundred-dollar bill and disappeared. There was nothing more to share.”

“What about having him sit with a sketch artist?” Rhodes suggested.

Christophe frowned deeply. “Unfortunately, since there hasn’t been an attempt on Alana’s life—just a threat via the letter— the authorities believe it isn’t serious. They’ve done their due diligence, and the case is closed.”

“Basically, they are going to wait until someone actually hurts Alana,” Rhodes hissed.

Christophe nodded, came to my side, bent, and kissed the crown of my head. “No one will get near my wife or your fiancée and child. Security guards are arriving shortly for all three of them.”

“Wait, what? You’re going to assign a guard to me?” Maia scoffed. “That’s a bit overbearing, don’t you think?”

“Are you serious, Maia? Your house was trashed, and threatening messages were written on your walls. No, I do not think it’s going overboard at all,” Rhodes responded, a hint of possessiveness in his tone. I chose to ignore that alpha side to my friend because I actually agreed that we’d be safer with protection.

“Maia it’s just until we get more information about the threat.”

“It still feels like a lot.” She sipped her coffee.

Rhodes’ phone rang, and he pulled it out of his pocket. “It’s Sam.”

Maia coughed. “My best friend is calling you now instead of me. Great. Just great. I’ve lost all control of my life,” she said dryly with a cute little snarl.

Rhodes wove his fingers through her hair as he answered. “Talk to me, Sam. Give me some good news, buddy.”

“Buddy,” Maia mouthed, clearly disgruntled about her fiancé and best friend becoming close.

“Okay, let me put you on speaker,” Rhodes said, then tapped a button on his phone. “Go ahead.”

“My club hunted down the individuals that broke into your studio.” Sam’s voice was a low, dark rumble.

“Did you deliver them to the authorities?” Rhodes asked.

Maia snort-laughed and spilled some of her coffee. “Honey, that’s not how a motorcycle club works.”

“My sister’s correct,” Sam stated flatly. His confirmation carried a hint about what he and his motorcycle club were willing to do, and calling Maia his sister showed how much our Maia meant to the man. This could be good or bad, depending on how Rhodes responded.

“Whatever man, I don’t care. Who did this shit?”

“A team of three low-level street rats. They take on gigs from bigger fish and get paid when the job is done. Only this time, they said it was a woman who’d made the deal. One of the big wigs got a call for a job, accepted payment, then sent out three members of his crew. The only reason they even knew it was a woman is because one of them happened to be there when their boss received the request.”

“Well, can we talk to their boss?” Rhodes asked.

Sam chuckled. “You want to call the Latin Mafia? Do you have a death wish, Davenport?”

“Wait, the Latin Mafia…” Christophe snapped his fingers a few times. “Diego Salazar?” he asked out loud to the room.

“You people know the head of the West Coast Latin Mafia?” Sam asked, very clearly shocked.

“Actually, Mr. Salazar is a lovely man when you get to know him,” I added, reaching for my phone and scrolling to my contacts. “We’ll handle it from here, Sam.”

“Wait, what happened to the three little shits that messed up Maia’s place?” Rhodes growled, still fired up from the news.

“The club handles people who mess with our own. You no longer have to worry about them,” Sam stated.

“But…” Maia reached out and took Rhodes’ hand. She shook her head, sending the message not to dig further into it.

“Thank you, Sam. Tell everyone I’m grateful for the help,” Maia shared.

“You okay, Maia, all the way out there in France? Because if you need me, I’ll store the bike and hitch a ride on a plane, yeah?”

Maia smiled so wide it lit up her entire face. “I’m great. We’re going shopping today, with three shiny new security guards.”

“Excellent. Like hearing you got more protection than you need. Keep me posted.”

“Will do, Sam. And thank you.” Rhodes said.

“I’ll call in a few days,” Maia promised, and they ended the call.

I pressed the button on my phone to make a call of my own to someone I hadn’t anticipated every needing to contact.

He answered on the first ring. “¡Hola! Mrs. Toussiant, to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” Diego Salazar asked, with a smooth Spanish accent. The man was terrifying in person but also quite the charmer.

“Bonjour, Señor Salazar. I do believe I need your help.”


Episode 57

Emotional Blackmail
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SUMMER

After our make-up sex night, we spent the next week cooking meals together, fucking like rabbits, and talking about our respective businesses. I learned that Jack owned shares in Johansen Brewing and had taken over as CEO early on, while the primary owner, Erik, his best friend, was more interested in the artful beer brewing side of things.

Jack had an incredible mind for business, marketing, finance, and claimed the power behind their success wasn’t just a great product. It was in the people they hired and their combined talents that made up the secret sauce to a profitable and smoothly functioning company.

Once Jack and I had talked through all the ins and outs of Humble Buds and reached out to his PR team—who took the information of our impending marriage in stride—we fell into a really comfortable togetherness. Something I hadn’t experienced with the other men in my past. Usually, my anxiety and general awkwardness, or my unique family and the deep connection we shared would turn them off. Jack seemed to appreciate those things most about me. Maybe not the anxiety part, but that was a demon I battled internally every day. Having someone who was a good listener and helped to logically work through a situation fended off a lot of my day-to-day anxiety. And of course, regular cannabis use helped tremendously.

I stared at his bare, muscular back as he flipped half of the omelet over to cover all the cooked veggies and cheese he’d placed on one side. He repeated the process with a second omelet cooking on another burner. The man knew how to cook, and it had become something we enjoyed doing together.

“You know, my mother has some crazy intense plans for our wedding,” I said while cutting a cantaloupe into bite sized cubes.

He chuckled, looked over his shoulder at me and grinned. “I am not surprised by this information. When you say intense, I’m thinking Halloween themed with witches, pumpkins, ghouls, and other ghosties.”

I looked him dead in the face and held the most serious expression I could without bursting into laughter.

His grin slipped away the longer my expression didn’t change. Suddenly his eyes widened in what could only be horror. “No. She wouldn’t dare…” he gasped.

I held off as long as I could until I exploded with laughter. “Boy, I had you!” I chortled and giggled so hard I had trouble catching my breath.

He shook his head and pursed his lips in a playful pout. “You’re going to pay for that one, solskinn. Just you wait.” He lifted both pans off the flame and tipped them until each omelet slid perfectly onto the plates next to him.

“Oh, come on, that was too easy. But I wasn’t kidding. She does have some wild ideas.”

“Such as…” He reached for the paper towels and pulled off two, then grabbed both plates and set them on the table.

While he went to refill our coffee cups, I scooped the fruit onto each plate.

“She was definitely thinking a harvest style wedding, and she did mention pumpkins, but not the stereotypical Halloween decorations. We don’t observe Halloween in our faith. We celebrate Samhain, the Pagan new year, or the end of summer and the harvest.”

“Okay, so what would a harvest wedding entail?” he asked as he sat down in front of one of the plates.

I slid into the seat next to him and picked up my fork. “Mostly earthly things like hay bales, cornucopias, orange, red, yellow flowers and decorations. Candles, some rustic wooden tables for guests, fairy lights and such.”

He shrugged. “Sounds great. Do we know which day we’re thinking? I’ll need to get invites out to my extended family.”

I frowned, uncertain of what he meant when he’d made it clear he didn’t have blood relatives and had been raised primarily in foster homes and a school for boys.

“The Johansens. Erick and Savannah of course, but also his parents have been the adoptive parents I never had. I’ll want to invite the Goodalls and their entire clan, Memphis Taylor and his fiancée, Jade Lee, Alana and Christophe, the Castellano family, and of course, Ellen and my favorite little human, TJ.”

The way he mentioned the child’s name made me smile like a loon. “You love that kid, don’t you?”

He cut a piece of his omelet and poked it with his fork. “I do. He’s the closest thing I have to Troy.”

“And Troy was the friend you lost in the…um… helicopter crash.”

He sighed. “Yeah. Two and a half years ago. Not long before TJ was born. And Erik was in the hospital practically in a full body cast, lost to his grief. We were what Americans call “The Three Musketeers”. Inseparable friends for many long years.”

“I’m guessing that meant it was up to you to help Troy’s wife through it all.”

He swallowed his food then leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. “Why are you bringing this up?” His tone was shockingly raw and accusatory.

I lifted up my hands in surrender. “Jack, I meant no ill will. I just want to know you. The good and the bad, honey,” I hedged.

He groaned, dipped his head and combed his fingers through his hair. “Sorry. It’s not easy to talk about that time in my life.”

“Usually, the complicated things aren’t easy to talk about,” I agreed. “Tell me more about Ellen and TJ.”

Mentioning the two people still living had his frown turning upside down.

“The kid owns my heart. He’s exactly like Troy, even at such a young age. He’s inquisitive and curious about everything. Can be shy around new people and loves to laugh. When I take him out, people think he’s mine.” His cheeks tinged pink at the admission.

I smiled. “How so?”

“He has dark hair like his father and I, similar coloring too. But his eyes, they are all Ellen. A bright blue that will stop you in your tracks.” His gaze traced my features. “Actually, a lot like yours as well.”

“Sounds like a cute kid. You get to see him much?” I plopped a piece of fruit into my mouth.

“Couple times a week, well, until now. I’ve been getting up in the wee hours of the morning to have video calls with him while you’re sleeping.”

My mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding!” I chuckled, having been completely oblivious to his early morning chats.

He shook his head. “He’s so young and growing fast. I don’t want him to forget me.”

“He’s really important to you.”

“I love him and Ellen as though they were my own blood. She doesn’t have any family either. I brought Troy and Ellen into the fold. They had been in the same childcare system I was. Troy was my bunkmate back at the home for boys. Ellen was in the girls version of the same. They met at one of the co-ed dances that were put on. And the rest was history.”

“Sounds like you were all meant to be friends and family.”

He nodded. “Erik had it all compared to the three of us, but he never threw it in our faces. He and his parents welcomed us into their home so often they became our family too.”

“I love that. Blood isn’t required to make a family. I can’t wait to meet them.”

“They’ll be here for the wedding; I’ll make sure of it. And of course, you’ll fall in love with Erik’s wife Savannah. She’s sweet like you and has been through a lot herself. Being in the auction, marrying a Norwegian brewmaster automatically gives you both something in common.”

“True! And the pictures I saw of her, all that wild red hair, my goodness. I’m surprised you didn’t steal her from your bestie,” I teased.

His gaze lifted from his breakfast to meet mine. He looked me up and down and then licked his lips sensually. My heart started to pound, and I swallowed at the intensity within his eyes.

“I prefer blonde, tanned, with legs that make my mouth water, and eyes I could drown in. Not to mention, quirky, funny, and unbelievably kind. You, Summer, are the perfect woman for me. Don’t ever get the idea that I could ever desire someone else when I have exactly what I want right in front of me.”

I fanned my face, arousal flooding my veins and making my panties damp. “You keep that up, and I’ll be on my knees in front of your lap, gorging on your cock instead of this delicious breakfast.”

His eyes blazed with lust as he gripped the edge of the wooden table and pushed his chair back. The sound of the legs scratching across the floor sent a shiver down my spine.

“I’m all yours, solskinn. Do your worst,” he said in a tone that held a challenge.

I’m competitive. If a challenge is presented, I’ll best it or die trying.

Without another thought, I stood, leaned forward, and planted my hands on his knees. I glanced at his lap to find his erection already tenting his lounge pants. Brazenly, I licked my lips and slid to my knees between his spread legs.

I cocked a brow and issued my own dare. “Take off your pants and show me what you’ve got.”

He slid down his pants and they pooled around his ankles, his hard length pointing up toward his abdomen, his arousal already wetting the tip.

I wrapped a hand around the base and stroked the steely velvet just once. He hissed and grabbed the sides of the wooden seat.

“Now sit back and enjoy the show, baby,” I said and then swallowed his cock.

* * * *

We walked hand-in-hand through the cannabis fields behind my parents’ house. “This is a newer strain we’re testing. See the little furry hairs on the buds?” I pointed down to the flowering part of the plant.

Jack got close, inspecting the plant.

“This is an indica variant. Designed to give the end user a relaxed, chill experience. On average, many of our users suffering from anxiety, depression, ADHD, OCD, burnout, and more prefer this strain. However, if the THC content is too high, our users might experience what I like to call “couch lock”.

His brows furrowed together. “Couch lock? What does that even mean?”

I chuckled. “It means basically the body is so relaxed, they can’t do much other than chill on the couch and prevent it from levitating. That type of response can happen a lot with higher dose edibles.”

“That sounds awful.” He shook his head. “I can’t imagine allowing something to take over my body and mind like that.”

I shrugged. “I enjoy it, depending on my mood. If I need to ignore the world, letting go of it all is a pretty stellar option and nobody gets hurt. I’m not out drowning my sorrows in a vodka bottle, then getting behind the wheel and driving.”

“I see,” he murmured.

Over the last week, Jack had gotten a lot more comfortable with my chosen business and preferred method for combatting my anxiety disorder. He was now working with me to figure out the best ways to delegate business needs internally while still expanding.

“Have you considered working with a lobbyist to legalize cannabis federally?” he asked.

I groaned. “Ugh, I hate politics.”

He chuckled. “Most people do, but as a businesswoman, you cannot shy away from the things you don’t like simply because they are difficult. If this were my business, one of the first things I’d do is hire a lobbyist. If there’s too much involved in fighting the governmental restrictions on cannabis at the national level, then start with the state level. Work within the communities and states already trying to make change. Filter money into their causes and campaigns. Become the voice of legalization everywhere. You’re already one of the top distributers, why not take it to the next level?”

He made complete sense, but that didn’t change the fact I had zero interest in political anything. My entire family avoided political discussions and debate. My father even had to drag my mother and sister kicking and screaming to the voting booths every year. Mostly because you can’t gripe about what isn’t working in the world if you’re not actively using your right to vote to make changes in your own backyard.

“Because I don’t want to get in front of a camera or speak at rallies,” I trembled even imagining such a thing. It was hard enough being on stage at the auction, but there, I didn’t have to speak, which made the experience doable. “I’m a horticulturist, Jack, not a politician or a community activist.”

“Ah, but you are an activist in your own way.” He emphasized his statement with a pointed finger. “You constantly go through the list of benefits and medical conditions your product aids when challenged by those who don’t know any different.”

“That doesn’t mean I want to do it in front of an audience or a camera.”

“We could easily have the lobbyist do that on your behalf, but in order to go fully nationwide and eventually global, you have to start where you can have the biggest effect on your business. And it seems the only problem you have now is the state and nationwide restrictions.”

I slumped against his side. “I just want to play with my plants and help people heal,” I griped.

“And I just want to drink the beer we brew, sit on the porch with you, and rake in the profits. Unfortunately, that is not how it works.”

“Lame. We can talk to Dad about the idea of hiring a lobbyist at dinner tonight.” My stomach took that moment to growl.

Jack laughed, kissed my temple, and led me back through the long lines of plants toward my parents’ house.

When we made it to the porch and up the back stairs, my mother was already setting out dinner. Instantly the scent of garlic, tomatoes, rosemary, and oregano hit my nose. “Oh baby, you are in for a treat tonight,” I said as Mom set a platter of baked breaded eggplant onto the table. Behind her, Dad carried a pot that I knew by scent alone held Mom’s homemade soy Bolognese sauce.

“Eggplant parmesan?” Jack licked his lips and held my chair for me.

“Something like that,” my mother said and smiled. “Good evening to you, my son.”

I rolled my eyes. “Mom, he’s not your son-in-law yet, and what happened to saying ‘Hi, Sunny.’”

“You shush and leave me to my manifesting,” Mom quipped.

Jack sat down very slowly, taking in the environment as though he could lay eyes on the magical fairies that messed with him last week.

Autumn snorted as she set down a tray of bread.

“Is that your…”

“Garlic-infused homemade ciabatta? It sure is.”

“Is something happening? Why are you all bringing out the big guns. Mom’s eggplant from the garden, her soy Bolognese, Autumn’s mouthwatering bread.” I snagged a slice and bit into the warm doughy goodness.

“We thought maybe we should share some of our favorite dishes with Jack. Show him how great it is to be here, eat fresh from our garden, live close to your parents…” Mom’s voice trailed off as I thought about what she wasn’t saying.

“Mom…” I warned.

“What? I’m not doing anything but making sure Jack knows how welcome he is here. How happy we are that the two of you are finding your place in one another’s lives right here in Eureka.”

“Mom…” I growled. “Don’t.”

Jack’s gaze volleyed between me and Mom.

“So Jack, tell me, have you thought about where you and Summer will settle in? The Pink Lady is such a great, historical home, and so close to the business. And then there’s us of course, always here to share a meal with at the end of a hard day or week. You know, whenever you like.” She fluttered her lashes and smiled prettily.

“Mom, stop.” I ground my teeth together. I knew exactly what she was doing.

“And if the goddesses should choose to bless you with little ones sooner rather than later, I’m ready and willing to take care of the precious angels while the two of you work. You know it would be my honor, and who better to watch over such a treasure than their very own grandmother…”

“Is she…” Jack hooked a thumb in my mother’s direction.

“Trying to guilt you into staying in Eureka instead of us moving to Norway? Yep, that’s exactly what she’s doing.”

“Dammit, Sunny! I am not.” Mom snapped.

“You’ve never been a liar, Ann…” Father butted in.

“Ugh. Okay, so I want the two of you to live here. Sue me! So what’s it going to be? I must know. Are you moving right after the wedding?”

I looked at Jack and then at each of my family’s suddenly sad faces. This was emotional blackmail at its finest.

“Honestly, Ann, we haven’t talked about it.” Jack answered.

“Excellent, let’s do so over dinner,” Mom said and loaded our plates with delicious guilt-filled food.


Episode 58

Endgame
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JULIANNE

The limo pulled up to FM Enterprises and idled at the curb. I looked down at the last text my husband had sent me about grilling me dinner later tonight. I smiled as I thought about what he might make. Back when our families used to spend every summer together at the lake house, Gio would stand next to his father Valentino—or Val as we all called him—and watch him grill. Val enjoyed feeding his family by his own hand. We all had cooks for a lot of the day-to-day needs, but when Val was home, his Italian roots took over. The man’s love language was food. He was as good at cooking as he was at running a company, something his son had also inherited from the Falco gene pool.

I tucked my phone into my purse and got out of the car. With as much confidence as I could muster, I put one stiletto in front of the other and power walked into the building that had been as much my home as where I’d grown up. Now with proof that Mom and Dad’s wills were fake, a lot was going to change. I couldn’t wait to see Bianca and shove it all down her skinny little throat. I hoped she would choke on the news that they had no basis or right to kick me out of the company. And if my brother tried to pull his shit again, I’d tell him to shove it up his pretty boy ass.

With a smile on my face and even more pep in my step, I got onto the elevator and punched the button for the 38th floor. When the doors opened, I waved at the front desk receptionist and strutted down the hall toward my parents’ offices. There had to be something in their files that would give us—me— an inkling as to who would want to hurt them.

Muriel, Gio’s assistant, greeted me as I passed Gio’s empty office. “Hello Ms. Myers-Falco.”

I made a mental note to have Gio go through his parents’ offices, too, though I imagined Muriel had already scoured them, and that woman was nothing if not efficient and meticulous.

“It’s nice to see you in person, Muriel. It’s been ages,” I walked over to her desk and waited for her to come around to the front.

The older woman pulled me into her arms. “How are you holding up, Jules?” Her gray eyes were filled with concern and sadness. Which reminded me that we were all still grieving the loss of not one but four of the leaders of this company. Beside the fact that Gio pulled a Where’s Waldo and disappeared for the past couple months.

I hugged her and then squeezed her shoulders as I let go. “Things are looking up. Every day seems to be better than the last.”

“Agreed. Though the information Mr. Falco has had me researching would suggest otherwise.”

I gave her a compressed smile. “Yeah, that’s definitely a downside, but it gets us much closer to the truth, something we didn’t have before. At least now I know my parents didn’t willingly leave me out of the business.”

“But the suggestion there might be more foul play such as the plane crash…” Muriel shivered, her eyes becoming glassy. The woman clearly missed our parents, and the idea of them being targeted was as abhorrent to her as it was to me.

I reached out and took her hand, giving it a little squeeze. “We’re going to figure all of this out and bring the appropriate parties to justice, one way or another. I genuinely believe the truth will prevail. We just have to dig through the muck to get to it. And having someone as capable as you on the research team is an unbelievable gift. Thank you for your commitment and support. I know you are beloved by my husband, but that love extends from me too.”

Muriel tugged me back into her arms, hugged me tightly, then let go. She pulled a handkerchief from her long billowy sleeve and dabbed at her tears.

“Yes, well, I am happy to be of service in any way you or Mr. Falco need.”

I smiled and nodded. “I’m going to go poke around in my parents’ offices. See if I can make any connections. It’s a longshot, but we’ll never know unless we check.”

“I have looked through some things and set any files, notes, and items of interest on the top of the small conference table in stacks for your review. Do call me if you have any questions or need assistance. I’m going to freshen up and get back to work.”

“Thank you, Muriel.” I waved and continued down the hall that led to my parents’ offices as well as my own and Brenden’s office.

As I approached, I could hear his angry voice coming from his office.

I stopped right before I reached his door. I took a deep breath, pushed my shoulders back, stood as tall as possible, and slid my all-business expression into place. This time, I would not allow Brenden to steamroll me. Not only did I have Giovanni at my back, but I had the forged will as proof things were not as they seemed.

Instead of knocking, I turned the knob and pushed open the door, allowing it to slam against the wall.

Brenden spun around, his phone pressed to his ear. His gaze narrowed, and he barked, “I’ll call you back!” into the phone before hanging up on the person.

“Good morning, Brother. I gather you’ve heard the news from our parents’ lawyers’ office that the will is not only being contested, which you already knew, but that it’s been proven to be a fake. That means the courts are going to review the last several submissions and most likely toss out the one submitted a week before they died.”

“What is your endgame in all of this, Jules? To ruin me?”

“Oh Brother, you’ve already done that all on your own. I didn’t have to lift a finger for you to screw up your life. That all started when you fucked the she-devil at your best friend’s rehearsal dinner. No one told you to stick your dick in crazy, but there you have it.”

“And what about you, huh?” He walked around his desk and sat on the edge, crossing his arms over his chest.

“What about me?”

“You married Giovanni to spite me and Bianca,” he spat with a snarl.

“Hmmm,” I tapped on my bottom lip. “Did I?” I shrugged.

There wasn’t a need to explain what actually happened between me and Gio. Brenden already knew we’d had a thing for one another since we were kids. Brenden being the primary reason we didn’t hook up earlier. Except for the night I lost my virginity, of course. A night no one else knows about. Thinking about Gio saying his ex-girlfriend’s name while in bed with me stung something fierce, but ultimately, we found our way to one another. And I was deeply in love with him, and I knew he was just as gone for me. Nothing my ignorant brother could say would change that.

“You think he married you because he loves you? That he doesn’t pine away for Bianca like some lost puppy? You’d be wrong. Trust me, I have Bianca and it’s better than anything I’ve ever had before.”

I rolled my eyes and pretended to gag. “Please, don’t say the B word, I might throw up.”

“You are so childish, Julianne. Always sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

“I’m the reason this company has done so well the last few years. Things were winding down as our parents planned for retirement when I graduated college and started working here. All the new high-profile clients that came through our doors with their business and their money, were all brought here by me. What the fuck have you ever done besides schmooze and drink your way through dinners and golf tournaments with the clients I brought in?”

“Please don’t flatter yourself. If I hadn’t spent one-on-one time with them, those men would have taken their money and walked. I nurture the relationships with our clients. I make them feel comfortable giving us their money to invest in business and properties that make them even more. They trust me.”

“Well, that’s going to end because, I hate to tell you, my husband has offered to give me his family’s shares in FM Enterprises. And when the judge reinstates the real will and trust, the one our parents actually signed legally, then I’ll own seventy-five percent, and my first order of business will be having you removed from the company.” I smiled and blinked prettily.

“You wouldn’t! Mom and Dad would roll over in their graves…” he seethed.

Oh, he thinks guilt is going to work on me, after everything he’s done. The man is insane.

“Actually, Mom and Dad have already rolled over based on the way you have treated me. Not to mention, how you fucked over your best friend. Look in the mirror, Brother. The only one you have to blame for your shitty decisions is you, and you will reap what you have sown.” I lifted my hand and fluttered my fingers in a gesture of goodbye. “Time to go, I’ve got some work to catch up on. Bye, loser,” I called out as I left him fuming in a fiery pit of his own making.

I’d just barely unlocked and opened the door to my own office, grateful that it hadn’t been touched by the she-devil since they tried to fire me, when my phone beeped that I’d received a text. I set my purse on my desk and pulled out my phone.

Instantly, my mood brightened when I saw it was another text from Gio. I clicked on the message and frowned.

From: Husband

Julianne, I need you. I’m at my apartment.

What in the world? That message didn’t sound like Gio at all. And why would he tell me to come to his apartment as if I didn’t know he was there? I’d just been in the car with him thirty minutes ago when we made the decision to divide and conquer and meet up later.

My intuition was pinging and raising the hairs on the back of my neck. I looped my arm through my purse and called Gio. It rang and rang as I trekked through the office once more. I looked down at my phone when it went to voicemail and ran smack dab into Muriel again.

“Oomph!” I blurted. “I’m so sorry.”

“What’s the matter? You look like you’re not feeling well.”

“Something’s wrong. Gio didn’t answer my call even after he told me he needed me. Do you mind calling his building and have someone check on him, then call me back. I’m going to keep trying him and head there now.”

“Of course, I can. I’ll be in touch,” Muriel said.

I dashed into the elevator and rang Lee, Gio’s driver. He answered on the first ring. “Mrs. Myers-Falco, do I need to pull the car around?”

“Yes, I’m sorry Lee. We need to go back to Gio’s apartment asap. Please pick me up out front. And hurry.” I demanded. Something felt wrong.

I pulled up Gio’s text and responded.

To: Husband

I’m on my way. Are you okay? I tried to call but you didn’t answer.

The door on the elevator opened and I ran through the lobby of the building as fast as my tight skirt and heels would allow. Many people looked at me, but the security knew me well, so I waved and smiled at them to ensure they didn’t follow me.

Luckily, by the time I reached the street, Lee was pulling the limo up to the curb. I jumped into the front seat, much to Lee’s surprise.

“Something doesn’t feel right. I’m going to need you to follow me into Gio’s apartment to ensure he’s okay. You act as security detail for him, when necessary, right?” I was panting, my breath sawing in and out of my lungs as I tried to calm down.

“I’d do anything for Gio, and that loyalty extends to his wife. Whatever you need, I’m here.”

I smiled, reached out and squeezed his forearm. “Thank you. I have no idea what we’ll see when we get there. I might be making a mountain out of a molehill, and he could be surprising me with something, but the way he texted me to hurry back to his apartment and then wasn’t available for a call is strange. I know with his money and influence he is targeted by whackos, and I would rather be safe than sorry.”

“Agreed, Mrs. Myers-Falco.”

“You know you can call me, Julianne, or Jules. We’re going to be seeing a lot more of one another now that Gio and I are married.” I smiled.

“Of course. Will do, Julianne,” he murmured and sped off toward Gio’s building.

My phone rang, and I hoped with my entire heart that it was Gio, but it was Muriel.

“Muriel, what did you find out?”

“The front desk said that Mrs. Falco had called down and requested they not be disturbed.”

“What! But I’m Mrs. Falco,” I breathed, fury infusing every one of my pores.

“That is what I told them, and they said I was lying because they’ve seen Bianca Falco many times and knew her voice well. They thought I was playing a prank on them, if you can believe it!” Muriel sounded pissed, but nowhere near the level of anger that was brewing within my gut.

“I’ll fucking kill her,” I snapped.

“Please don’t get hurt. Gio would want you to be as far away from danger as possible. If that woman is up to no good, I fear for your safety.”

“Don’t you worry about me, Muriel. I’ve got Lee as backup,” I glanced at Lee as he swerved around a taxi and pulled up to the loading zone in front of Gio’s apartment building. He was out of the limo in a flash.

“I’ll call,” I blurted and jumped out of the car.

Lee was at my side, a hand to my lower back, leading me into the building. I walked straight to the penthouse level elevators and pressed the button.

“Excuse me, Miss. You have to be approved to go up there,” someone called out.

Lee turned around and raised a hand between me and the front desk person who approached. I hadn’t been to Gio’s building in so long, I didn’t know any of the staff.

“Mr. Falco asked me to bring up his wife,” Lee stated.

The front door man shook his head. “No, I talked to his wife, Bianca, earlier. She said they were not to be disturbed by anyone.”

“Check the records. I have unrestricted access as Mr. Falco’s driver and security detail.”

“Sir, I need to check the computer before you head up,” he tried as the elevator doors opened and Lee and I stepped in.

“Wait!” the doorman cried out as I pushed the button for the penthouse floor and Lee typed in a code. The doors closed, and the elevator hummed to life.

The second the door opened to Gio’s apartment, Lee shoved me behind him. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a handgun I didn’t even know he had.

I gripped the back of his suit jacket from behind. “You carry a gun?” I whispered. The situation felt like things had gotten out of hand fast.

Lee lifted his finger to his lips in a shush gesture. I clung to him as we tip-toed through the living room. I could see Gio’s jacket lying on the floor. The tie he was wearing had been left on the bar in the corner. Soft, romantic music was playing throughout the whole house speakers.

As we approached Gio’s bedroom, I noticed candlelight flickering against one of the walls.

Oh shit, maybe he’d actually planned a surprise for me, and nothing was actually wrong. I’d feel stupid, but at least I’d know he was okay.

Lee reached behind me and grabbed my hand tightly. He tried to take a few steps back and push me away as he did so.

“What the hell? What do you see?” I shoved out of his hold and around the corner coming face-to-face with my worst nightmare.

A naked woman with long dark hair falling down her bare back was sitting astride my husband.

She cried out as though in the throes of passion.

“No, no, no, nooooooo,” I gasped and the she-devil herself turned around, flashing us a wicked grin and her small bare breasts.

“Oh, my goodness, would you look at that, Gio? Julianne is here! What are you doing here? We asked not to be disturbed,” she cooed with a devilish smirk.

“Gio!” I cried out, tears filling my eyes and falling down my face.

“Julianne, please, let’s leave,” Lee grabbed my wrist and tried to pull me away, but once again, I shook him off.

“Get up and face me like a real man!” I screeched on a half-sob, but he didn’t move. His hands were at his sides flat on the bed and didn’t so much as twitch. His bare feet were motionless. My mind was trying to understand what I was seeing, while my heart was ripping in half at the sight.

“Leave us be, Julianne, or I’ll have you bodily removed by the authorities. She reached for the sheet and wrapped it around her, but she didn’t so much as move from straddling my husband.

“I’ll leave when my husband gets up and asks me to go!” I snarled.

Again, he didn’t so much as stir.

“He’s…otherwise engaged,” she grinned.

That was when I lost it.

I snatched the gun that was dangling loosely from Lee’s fingers, pointed it right at the she-devil and fired.

* * * *

The Marriage Auction, Season 2, continues in Book 3. You can read book 3 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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