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        For my Family.

        Love you guys.

      

        

      
        Also

      

        

      
        To all my readers who have given me the chance to write a new genre

      

        

      
        Thank you

        ♡

        This is for you.

      

      

      

      
        
        [image: heart suit]  In these troubled times. Take the time to look after yourself.

        If you do not look after yourself, who will do it?

        Be kind to yourself. Be the best you can. Remember — tomorrow is another day. As for today, we are living it. Keep safe. Keep your distance. Wash your hands. Wear a face covering. Speak with your family and friends to ensure they are okay — the internet and the phone are fabulous inventions.

        Big hugs, everyone. We will make it through it.

        Just one day at a time.  [image: heart suit]

      

      

      

      
        
        ♡

        Also, while writing this book, a wonderful family friend died of cancer.

        Unfortunately, he only had a short time from diagnosis to the day he gained his angel wings.

        He will be truly missed.

      

        

      
        Our hearts continue to break and weep.

        Our wet tears slow and run dry.

        Memories of life may come and go.

        But, the memories of you shall remain and stay.

      

      

      Miss you, Pete.

      Your quick wit and talent with numbers always amazed me.

      Forever in our aching hearts and fondest memories.

      

      
        
        To you the reader

        Please, have a medical check-up. Have your moles and spots checked. Have yearly blood work done. If you cough or pass, blood, have it checked as soon as possible. If you just don’t feel right and it continues more than a few days, and it is out of the norm for you – Don’t leave it thinking it will go away.

        Go to your doctor.

        Life is far too short.

        ♡

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      Contemporary second chance at love

      What does an independent, strong-minded ex-FBI woman have in common with a wealthy businessman-playboy?

      A marriage of convenience.

      What could go wrong?

      ✓ Action

      ✓ Drama

      ✓ Passion

      ✓ Action Fight scenes

      ✓ Love

      

      
        
        Too busy for love. A woman scorned is deadly.

      

      

      Three rules to stand by:

      Don’t mix business and pleasure.

      Don’t get involved with a client.

      Don’t get married.

      

      Never one for relationships, hard-working retired-FBI agent Essy Raiker has made it her business to follow her rules. Her priority in life is – to be the best and keep herself and her client safe. Complete her contract. Don’t get attached. That is until the day Declyn Bianchi hired her, and everything changed.

      

      Rules… what rules!

      

      More than bullets fly hot and fast when Essy faces her estranged husband.

      Essy will stop at nothing when unexpected enemies emerge.

      Can Essy overcome her pride, exposing her heart to win Dekk’s love, or has he replaced her with the blonde at his side?

      

      Declyn Bianchi is fed up–with his high society family controlling his life-including his trouble-seeking identical twin. Dekk’s prayers were answered in the form of a sinful-looking body—his new bodyguard, Essy Raiker. She’s perfect at protection, in every way, especially from poaching females and disgruntled business associates.

      With a family curse hovering dangerously over his head, Dekk turns to Essy to save him.

      Dekk must face reality when the family he thought he could trust betrayed him the most.

      Will Dekk have the chance to tell Essy he loves her and win her heart?

      Who is behind the attacks against the Bianchi family?

      Will passion burn deep in this second chance story at love?

      Not all secrets remain dead and buried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Believe in yourself.

        Trust your feelings.

        Only you can take the next step

        Life is not ending

        It is just starting to a new future.

      

      

      
        
        — M. L. Tompsett
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            Chapter One

          

          
            ESSY

          

        

      

    

    
      Great… nothing like going in blind when you’re on a mission.

      Military and FBI training only went so far. One glance around the elaborate gala venue already displays the building structure differs from the blueprints I memorized this afternoon.

      Side-stepping the champagne-carrying, nose-in-the-air guests, I survey the entries and exits again. The array of guests. The multitude of potential risks and danger points. Right this minute, I’d prefer my work leathers and Glock instead of high heels and an evening gown.

      Laini steps in beside me. “How in the world did you convince security to let us in?” she whispers, eagerly scanning the crowd of exquisitely dressed guests with expensive jeweled accessories worth more than a year’s salary. Knowing my adopted sister and best friend, she absorbs as much detail as possible—a smorgasbord of wall-to-wall celebrities for her next front-page article.

      Nervous energy fills me as I wiggle my fingers. I’ve lost count of the number of times my thumb brushes the gold band on my ring finger, and my heart flutters with the memory of the man who put it there. The warm strip of intricate gold with sapphire and diamond settings—the family heirloom I vowed never to remove—was our pass to getting into the elite party, and thankfully it worked. If not, my gorgeous sister was my contingency plan. Who wouldn’t allow a well-known freelance editor and reporter of one of the most glamorous international, cosmopolitan magazines into their party? The annoyingly rich and famous have hounded Laini to enhance their social status through her interviews.

      All I know is that the man I am hunting should appear tonight. I have to remind myself to remain professional. At all times keep my heart and emotions under control and under wraps. And most of all, do not show any weakness. Even though I have missed him every day since we parted ways, we’d agreed to a marriage of convenience. Little does he know our well-laid-out plans have changed.

      I squint towards the overhead balcony and ceiling, eyeing for threats — all clear. The only danger up there and above me is the eight large crystal chandeliers. If they don’t fall and shred you to ribbons, they’ll squash you like a bug. The thousands of hanging crystals might blind you, from their bright radiance reflected throughout the large room.

      Where are my sunglasses when I need them?

      Speakers strategically placed around the room emit an insistent thrum of pop music as it fills the air. People sway to the beat while chatting, their voices blending in a chaotic murmur. My eyes, constantly on the move, scanning the dark corners of the room, unable to shake the feeling of unease. My fingers twitch eagerly for my gun with each new hiding position.

      The mental tally increases as I add three more suspicious men to my growing count. Within seconds, I have their features and details memorized.

      “Essy, how long are we staying here?” Laini nags, interrupting my surveillance. “Standing in line as long as we did, my feet already hurt in these ridiculous high heels.” My eyes roll at her annoying comments. If I did not love her as I do, I would up-slap her.

      I rub my extended belly again, feeling movement within.

      Without meaning to, I roll my eyes again and groan, “Laini…” I had previously warned her… “I said for you to wear something else.” And glance down at her elegant, painted, sparkling red pretty toenails peeping out from her Jimmy Choo-Sacora heels. Shoes she tries to avoid.

      Laini is more at home in a pair of flats in different colors and styles, even though the woman has a room full of shoes, different types, styles, colors, and designs. The lucky bitch receives shoes by the box full. Jealous much…you betcha ya. Well, sometimes—but I still love her with all my heart. You name it, she’s probably got them. Not only designers but also different companies give her shoes, hoping she likes them enough to write about them, and wear them in public—it all comes down to advertising to these people. Seen to be admired and making sales. Lucky for me, we wear the same size shoes.

      I release a sigh… If only I could see both of my feet at the same time. My pregnancy is affecting me more than I realized. Sure, I can look after myself, but I’ve kept a false sense of bravery long enough. I’d prefer to be pampered by a caring and loving man. I am over being by myself, and I’m lonely. My FBI and military hardcore persona can only go so far. Even though my sister can be annoying, at least I can count on her — she will always have my back, and I love her for it. Thus why she is here, standing right by my side.

      With one of my gorgeous Araborda Acora Christian Louboutin poking out from beneath my gown, I barely see the tips of my scarlet red painted toenails. My hand rests on my hip, and my fingers stretch and press into my side. If I could get away with it — from Ms. Eagle Eyes beside me — I would rub the annoying niggle on my lower back. The stupid pain has been there since I woke up this morning. Instead, I keep surveying the different people, taking in their features, and assessing who might be a threat and who is not.

      “Okay. But you said we’re attending a fancy gala. What else was I meant to wear?” She takes a step closer and glances over my body. Then down to my gorgeous shoes. “I don’t know how you can stand in those shoes with your pregnant belly.” I cringe at her words. My nerves are ragged enough that I don’t need my sister, making me feel inadequate. “Shouldn’t you be lying down instead of standing on your feet?” Whoa. Low blow.

      My attempt at biting my tongue from snapping at the woman fails. “Quit it, Laini,” I growl from the side of my mouth. “I’m pregnant, not an invalid.” I automatically place my hand on my belly and continue glancing over at the guests, taking a deep breath. “Now, shhh. I’ve said we are here to find someone,” I hiss as I glance over to the left side of the room, noting the different guests.

      My hand gently strokes the side of my belly. Pressure beneath my hand increases, and I feel my babe’s back curve before they turn and roll into another position while practicing their karate moves. Just like their father — impatient — and I continue to rub and soothe my belly.

      Soon, little one. We will see your daddy… soon.

      “Geez. Don’t mind me if I care,” Laini murmurs under her breath. I swivel to retort back when something causes me to pause. That look in her eyes. It finally occurs to me. Since she arrived this morning, sadness has filled her. Her radiant, happy self has basically vanished. Laini usually comes back from Australia in a joyous mood. All smiles. Something has placed sadness in her eyes. Before the night is out, I will make sure she reveals whatever has made her sad, and I’ll place a smile back on her gorgeous face.

      When Laini’s eyes widen, I turn and follow her stare. The handsome man I am hunting is on the other side of the room — my MIA husband. My teeth grind together when I see his arm draped around a beautiful blonde-haired woman.

      What the hell?

      If I was not pregnant, I would march right up to the playboy and punch him in the nose before sending him to the ground with bruised balls.

      Nah, I think I might just do it anyway and smile at my thoughts.

      When I hear Laini pant, I come back to reality. “Oh, my. Who is that sexy specimen? I wonder if he is with that bimbo.”

      I tilt my chin and glare at the man. “I don’t know,” I say a little too forcefully, “but I’m going to find out.”

      With my feet already in motion, warmth surrounds my arm, causing me to halt. I glance down and see Laini’s fingers around my forearm. “Hey. I was only joking,” she squeaks. “That guy is out of my league.” Why does she do that to herself? My gorgeous sister is better than all the rich women here. She has to stop putting herself down. With a lift of her chin, she meets my eyes. “And your pregnancy hormones are turning you into a bitch.” Ouch…I just about feel bad for the way I have acted tonight. Although I wouldn’t agree completely, my pregnancy hormones are not entirely to blame. “Come on, Essy. There is no one of interest to interview here. Let’s leave before they hound me or kick us out.”

      My shoulders slump, and I sigh. “Laini, let go of my arm. I know that man.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            ESSY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Huh. How do you know him?” Laini mutters as she finally lets go of my arm.

      I surge forward before she can grab me again, dodging people left and right, eyes locked on my target.

      “Wait for me, Essy,” she hisses. “Slow down, will ya.” She’s already huffing. “For a pregnant woman, you sure can move fast.”

      Slow down? Not happening. I wasn’t top of my FBI class for nothing. I’m here for one reason: to figure out why my so-called playboy husband has basically vanished. M.I.A. Ignored my calls. Ghosted my messages. Should I keep going?

      It’s been over four months since my FBI assignment ended, and our communication has shriveled from rare texts to nothing. Weeks since the last weird message, and then his number just…poof, disconnected. Being ghosted is a brand-new experience for me, and spoiler alert: I hate it. Time for a face-to-face.

      The man in question laughs at something a gorgeous redhead says. The blonde glued to his side slithers closer, frowning. Geez. Any closer and she’ll be wearing him like a second skin. The redhead drifts off, but his eyes stay glued to her butt. Typical male. One-track mind.

      My shoulders sag. Pride kept me from telling him how I really felt, and now it might be too late. If he’s acting like a slime ball, I don’t want him anyway. Trust has always been my Achilles’ heel, thanks to foster care days. I stare at his smile, and my heart cracks a little more. So much for finding someone I could trust.

      Not now, Essy. Quit the pity party.

      I lift my chin, eye him, and huff. Marriage of convenience or not, cheating is not part of the deal — especially when I’m carrying his child. Correction: children.

      My security instincts kick in. Where the hell are his bodyguards? I thought I trained him better.

      Annoyance spikes. His bodyguards should be glued to him. Either he ignored my advice again, or something’s wrong.

      Each step closer, the foreboding crawls up my spine. I scan left, right, searching for threats. Nothing. Still, something feels off.

      Then I zero in on the blonde clamped to his arm.

      The ache in my chest sharpens. She’s stunning. I’m out of my league. No wonder he ghosted me.

      My FBI instincts scream at me: Look closer. Compare.

      Why the hell would I compare myself to Blondie Barbie?

      I swallow my pride and scan her head to toe. Fake smile, teeth too white to be real, eyes colder than a tax audit. Bottle-blonde hair, knock-off Louboutins. At least I’m real — head to toe, shoes included. And yet my so-called husband stands there grinning with her plastered to his side.

      Finally, he notices me. His smile fades as his eyes sweep over my very pregnant body.

      He slips away from her and steps forward. His hands touch me — and what the hell? This man is not my husband.

      I meet his gaze, recognition slamming into me before he pulls me into an embrace.

      “Hello, Sweets. What are you doing here?” Leo’ando whispers, voice dripping sensuality.

      Monkey hairy balls. He might be Declyn’s identical twin, but dammit, I want my husband, not his copy.

      I breathe slow, lean in. “Heya, Leo. Looking good as ever,” I whisper, arms wrapping around him. “I’m wondering where my husband is.” My voice is sharp enough to cut glass. Just then, my baby kicks against him.

      “Whoa. What the…?” Leo steps back, eyes dropping to my bulge.

      He presses his hand where the baby kicked. The little one moves again, and his face lights up. “Wow. This kid likes me.”

      No. This kid is smart enough not to trust his uncle.

      Leo looks up, smile fading when he sees my glare. Brow arched, I wait.

      “Ahh. Essy, my beautiful one, we need to talk.”

      No shit, Sherlock. My eyes narrow. “Damn right, we need to talk.”

      The blonde swoops in, hand on his chest, flashing a diamond ring so massive it could double as a weapon. Fourteen carats, easy. Hope she doesn’t swim with it — she’ll sink straight to the bottom. Claim staked. Fine. She can have him.

      She notices Laini at my side, and her fake smile widens like she’s just spotted Santa. My sister, ever the genius, turns her head, pretending to be fascinated by another guest.

      Not today, Blondie.

      Sometimes Laini cracks me up. Instead of laughing, I refocus on Leo — whose lust-filled eyes are glued to my breasts, framed perfectly by my silver-white gown.

      Eww. And seriously, buddy? Eyes up here.

      “Darling…who is your little friend?” the beauty says through clenched teeth. Wow. Blondie has officially given up on Laini and zeroed back in on Leo. His eyes widen at her words. From the look on his face, he’s completely forgotten the woman glued to his side. Typical Leo — attention span of a goldfish.

      From the sparkly rock on her finger, I wonder if Leo has gotten himself a fiancée. Maybe hell has frozen over. Then again, the weather has turned bitterly cold lately, so maybe that tracks.

      The strange thing is, Leo never forgets when he has a beautiful woman hanging off him — so something’s up. Who is this woman, and what does she mean to him?

      My thoughts flicker back to when I finished my contract months ago with Declyn, followed by that weekend of surprises with both Dekk and Leo. A once-in-a-lifetime event — emphasis on the “never to be repeated” part. Then the next day, our small wedding ceremony, tropical getaway, and Dekk urging me never to remove his family ring from my finger — before I left him for the FBI assignment.

      I place my hand on my prominent bulge and rub gently against the babe moving inside.

      The blonde beauty notices my hand. Well, the ring. Her eyes widen, mouth forming a perfect O. She glances up, meeting my eyes with an angry scowl. Oh, here we go — Blondie Barbie doesn’t like competition.

      With an internal headshake at her attitude, I glance back at Leo, brow raised high.

      “Babe, I think introductions are in order, don’t you?” I murmur, dripping sarcasm. Leo hates being called Babe. Which is exactly why I say it. Inside, I’m laughing my head off.

      He shakes his head, shooting me a look that screams you’ll pay for that. Through clenched teeth, he says, “Essy, this is Caroline. Caroline, meet Essynda.” His hand lands on my elbow. “Sweets. I’ll escort you upstairs.” He turns to Blondie and smiles. “Caroline, I have a meeting with the lovely Essynda.” He lifts his wrist, Rolex flashing, cufflink sparkling like he’s auditioning for a jewelry commercial.

      Damn Leo. He’s dodging Declyn’s name like it’s radioactive. Where is my husband?

      Caroline scowls at Leo, then at me. Her scowl sharpens into full-blown fury as she snaps back to Leo. “Like hell you do, Leo’ando. Who in the hell is this stranger? And whose child is she carrying?” Jealous much? Blondie’s claws are out, and she’s scratching at air.

      My lips twitch, and I smirk. Leo’s got his hands full with this aggressive Barbie doll. I turn and catch Laini’s wide-eyed stare. Poor girl looks like she’s watching a soap opera live.

      “Come on, Laini. Leo here will escort us somewhere to sit down!” I say, voice light but loaded.

      She blinks a few times, glances down at my belly, then at Leo, then back at me. Repeat. Poor thing looks like she’s trying to solve a Rubik’s Cube with her eyes.

      “Yep. Sure,” Laini murmurs. “I’m right behind you.” She turns and starts walking toward the entrance we came in.

      My poor sister is confused, lost, and probably regretting ever agreeing to tag along. I’ll make it up to her later. Maybe with chocolate. Or wine. Or both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            DEKK

          

        

      

    

    
      The vibration of my cell alerts me to a new message.

      Come on. Who the hell is messaging me now?

      If I’m discovered…

      Never mind those morbid thoughts. Whoever is sending me bloody texts in the middle of surveillance is going to regret it.

      My brother comes to mind, reminding me I’m late for his BS engagement party. I still can’t figure out what stunt Leo is pulling with that bitch Caroline.

      At least this time, I know I won’t be bailing him out when he gets into female or engagement trouble. I’m legally married now — to a sexy, lethal woman.

      She’s sensual, loyal, feisty. She put her hand up to help me when I needed her. The only thing I didn’t disclose at the time was why Leo and I wanted her to join us for a night of passion. For us, it came down to a stupid family curse that’s plagued the Bianchi men for centuries. Basically, a countdown to perform a secret ceremony with a willing woman… or die. Our father never explained the full story. He just encouraged us to bed someone meaningless.

      Back then, I wanted Essy. And I got her. Hot-blooded male, guilty as charged — the sex was off the charts.

      But I wanted more. I wanted her by my side full-time. And my gorgeous bodyguard agreed to marry me.

      A smile tugs at my lips. Her full name is Essynda Raiker, Essy for short, but in my head she’s Synn. Sin in nature, sin in body, sin in my bed. If she ever hears me call her that, she’ll have my balls in a vice.

      Synn said she avoided her adoptive parents’ ridiculous wedding scheme by secretly marrying me. She was never interested in marrying for love. Her career is dangerous, takes her around the world — not exactly conducive to romance.

      As for me, I needed a wife. Legal, aboveboard. Even though I wanted a real marriage, we agreed it would be in name only. I’d avoided marriage all my adult life, dodging my parents’ attempts to marry me off to some rich socialite bimbo. My father wanted the bank balance boost. I wanted freedom.

      From the moment Synn began her protection contract for me eleven months ago, she was more than my bodyguard. She was my plus one at functions. She never let me down. She’s one in a million.

      I know she’s going to hunt me down sooner rather than later. I’ve taken too long to contact her. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen her gorgeous body and that smile.

      After she left for her next assignment, death threats started arriving. At first, I thought it was Leo’s mess. Now I’m not so sure.

      With pride on the line, I wanted to prove I could protect myself. But I cringe at the thought of what Synn will do when she sees me. Maybe I should invest in a steel plate for my balls. I didn’t even give her my new number.

      The scent of the ocean fills my nostrils. Waves break against the pier. I refocus on why I’m here — hiding behind stacked crates, camcorder recording the three men in front of me for the past ten minutes.

      Their voices carry in the still night air. “Everything is set. The assassination will take place tonight.”

      Oh shit. Assassination tonight.

      The shortest man, slicked-back hair, husky smoker’s voice: “You better. I’ve bankrolled this little outing too long. I want the Bianchi men gone.”

      Shit. I thought Leo was the target. Now I know better.

      Over the last two weeks, I realized our guards were replaced with strangers. Our security is bogus. Tonight’s gala — Leo’s engagement party — is bait. Our plan was to uncover the mastermind. Now I have video evidence. Time to alert my family.

      My wife’s words about our lack of security echo in my head. As usual, my father refused to listen.

      At times like this, I need her. Images of Synn in her tight black leather outfit, weapons strapped everywhere, like a sex goddess model. Her curves, her legs — strong, toned, flexible. I remember them wrapped around me.

      Dammit. Not now. My dick grinds against my suit pants, seeking escape. Just thinking about her makes me hard. My dangerous girl has me pussy-whipped. I don’t just miss her body. I miss her heart. Her soul.

      Thanks to her, Leo and I have safe houses. She taught us to approach every event seriously, strategize, always have a backup plan.

      The men’s voices fade as they walk along the pier. At least I know what the Apolo Syndicate has planned. Time to warn Leo.

      I squint, focus on the shorter figure. Seconds pass. He turns. What the… heck. I duck back. He climbs into a car. Not a man — a woman in a suit. That explains the voice.

      Engines start. Cars leave. Who the hell is she? And why target my family?

      I wait, then pull my cell. Notification.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lion:

      

      
        The Phoenix has landed and carrying cargo.

      

      

      

      

      

      What the fuck? The only person we ever spoke about in code like this was Essy — she is the Phoenix. What does he mean by cargo?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        What cargo?

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots. They wiggle. Then:

      
        
          
            
              
        Lion:

      

      
        WTF? Is that really your first question? Not — how is the Phoenix?

      

      

      

      

      

      Is he serious? I want to know the cargo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        FO. If the Phoenix is there, then they’re okay. What cargo?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dots…appear. Wiggle. Then:

      
        
          
            
              
        Lion:

      

      
        Looks like the last Phoenix visit — left with a Kinder Surprise.

      

      

      

      

      

      If I didn’t know any better, I would swear my brother is informing me my wife is pregnant. Pregnant? Impossible. We used protection. She’ll rip my balls off if it’s true.

      I think back to her last cryptic message. Finally, it makes sense. Oops. I squeeze my legs together and groan. I’m in trouble.

      Back to the mission. Time to warn Leo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Time to order stationery. Send memo to Phoenix.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lion:

      

      
        Roger that. Already ordering.

      

      

      

      

      

      Thank God. Synn won’t mess around when she realizes security is compromised.

      Another message arrives.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lion:

      

      
        Phoenix is hot.

      

      

      

      

      

      WTF. If Leo touches my wife, I’ll kill him. Just because the ceremony required the three of us… I wonder how much she remembers.

      Stupid family curse.

      My brother should kiss her feet. She saved our lives that weekend. Without the ceremony, we’d be dead.

      I think of my father’s twin, Uncle Zaiden, who died after Jaiden married my mother. Leo and I wouldn’t risk it. Synn agreed to join us. She didn’t know whether to believe us. But she went along, silent, while we chanted words during certain acts, surrounded by candles. I’m amazed the place didn’t burn down.

      Men in our family either live or die before their time. I’ll cherish Synn forever for her sacrifice.

      My fingers fly over the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Get your head in the game and leave Phoenix alone.

      

      

      

      

      

      Leo replies instantly. Double ding.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lion:

      

      
        Touchy

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lion:

      

      
        Phoenix is asking for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now that my wife is with my brother, it’s time I catch up with them. Another ding vibrates in my hand. My breath hitches, pride swelling in my chest. Of all the things my brother has ever texted me, this one I’ll actually cherish.

      My annoying brother has taken a photo of my beautiful wife.

      I savor the image, drinking in her beauty. Oh, my gawd — she’s pregnant. My eyes nearly bulge out of my head. How pregnant is she? I scan again, zeroing in on the protruding bulge, her hand mid-caress over her belly. Then I see it… my ring. My family ring. The one I gave her, told her never to take off. It’s right there on her finger.

      My lips twitch, a smile breaking wide. God, I love that woman. My heart and soul ache to hold her, to feel her wrapped in my arms. When I see her face-to-face, I won’t hold back. She needs to know how much I want her, how completely in love with her I am. No more hiding our marriage from my parents. I know they’re up to something, and this time I’ll stop it.

      I trace her picture one more time. How the hell did Leo snap this mid-surveillance without her noticing? He’s right, though. She is hot. And she’ll wring his neck if she finds out he took it. My girl is private.

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I forward the photo to my secret personal account. Yeah, I know — paranoid much. But with my family, paranoia is survival.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            ESSY

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally, two security personnel in their standard black suits appear from a side door. If I were in charge, I’d start by replacing these two clowns for their tardiness.

      Actually, scratch that — I’d replace all of Leo’s current security. What the hell has been happening since I left? Laini moves to my side, keeping pace with my steps.

      Leo nods to his approaching detail as we head toward the gala exit. Caroline’s annoyed tones fill the air within seconds, demanding to join us.

      Leo shakes his head, keeps his back to her. Then I notice a cell phone in his hand. His fingers fly across the screen, and his face twists into that smug look I know too well. He slips the phone into his jacket pocket.

      I know that face. He pulls it every time he’s antagonizing his brother. So… is my annoying brother-in-law texting my husband?

      Fine hairs rise along the back of my neck, foreboding crawling higher. I glance around, and it clicks. Leo’s in danger. We need to get out.

      Warmth surrounds my back, dragging my focus to our exit. Leo needs to remember he’s my brother-in-law, nothing more, as he places his arm behind me. People are staring, wondering who I am and why Leo is hovering like a helicopter parent.

      “Leo, where are we going exactly?” I hiss, scanning left and right.

      The urge to bolt spikes as tingles explode along my neck and back.

      Whenever I get those sensations, I don’t ignore them. I focus. “As I said, Sweets. Upstairs. What we need to discuss is confidential,” Leo murmurs, urging me toward the elevators off the foyer.

      I glance over my shoulder as we walk the brightly lit tiled path. Leo drifts away from his security, widening the gap. Brilliant. Let’s just make ourselves easier targets.

      Just as he presses the up arrow, I demand, “So, who is Caroline?”

      “Ahhh. I wondered how long it would take you to ask.” He smirks. “Are you jealous, Sweets?”

      The urge to smack him upside the head is overwhelming. Thankfully, the elevator arrives with a ding, saving his face from my fist.

      “Leo, stop being obnoxious and answer the bloody question.” I usher Laini in ahead of me, then glance over my shoulder.

      Two of Leo’s guards stand with three strangers I spotted earlier. If I didn’t know better, I’d say those strangers are armed. Time to move.

      “Leo…” I whisper. “Who are the three men down the hallway? One of them has a red hanky in his tux pocket.”

      With a nudge to my back, I step into the elevator. Leo glances toward the men, then says, “Keep moving, Sweets.” He hits the close button and taps several floor buttons.

      “What is going on, Leo?” I demand. I know that ploy — either get out two floors up or ride longer to confuse whoever’s watching. He sends another message, pockets his phone.

      “Look, Sweets, for all appearances, Caroline is my fiancée.”

      Who is he fooling? I bite back a snort. “Does Caroline know the engagement is not real?”

      Leo shakes his head. Figures. What game is this family playing?

      The elevator stops on the first floor. He dashes out. I hold the door, step forward, and catch him leaning into another elevator, tapping buttons, then rushing to the next open one, repeating the trick before the door closes.

      He slips back into ours, and I hit close. Just as the doors nearly shut, another elevator dings. We’re being followed.

      Leo better know what he’s doing.

      He sighs as the doors close and the elevator moves. His puzzled glance flicks from Laini to me, then back to her. He’s wondering who she is.

      Time for introductions. “Leo, this is my sister Laini Raiker.” His face shows surprise, then he nods. “Laini, this is Leo Bianchi.”

      Her eyes widen. She nods, turns to me. “Isn’t he your old client? The super-rich dude?”

      I shrug. “Kind of,” I murmur, watching the numbers change above us. “His brother Declyn was the one who hired me.”

      Before Laini replies, the doors open. Leo darts out, catches another elevator, taps buttons, then races back before the doors close.





OEBPS/images/tompsett-publishing-logo-september-2022.jpg
Tompsett
Publishing

For al your
gl
3ok
formatting
requirements







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/tbcm-bookcover--09032022-b.jpg
SECOND CHANCE AT LOVE

g
M. L. Tompsett






OEBPS/images/rtx-2665-fe0e.png





