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Just a couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than that, all my books are independent projects.

That being said, I apologize, in advance, for the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for grammar, my books are probably not for you.

Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However, the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my series all at once. No waiting here...LOL. Now, the exception to that will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as myself.

Thank you for everything!
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​I really appreciate you reading my book, and I would love to hear from you! Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Other Books 

Dedication

For my readers and their endless supply of patience.
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I was doing my best to bite my tongue, but it was hard. As I watched my daughter indulge her daughter, it was all that I could do not to shake my head. It was one thing to weigh your options before deciding on something, and then it was another to be indecisive.

Or worse, spoiled.

Granted, we all had to take responsibility for the generational dilution that inevitably happened once wealth was achieved in a family. There was a saying that the first generation builds it, the second generation maintains it, and the third generation loses it. As I watched my daughter with her daughter, I could already see that happening, and I knew that I was partly to blame.

Because my mother and father had worked so hard, I hadn’t had to when I had come along. With Shander Antiquities having already been established by the time that I had come into adulthood, I’d been able to build on something that had already been successful. My brother had dealt with the pieces that we procured, and all I’d had to do was handle the bookkeeping part of the business.

At any rate, by the time that my children had come into the picture, the family had already become millionaires, so there was very little that Amy and Lauren had needed to contribute. Same could be said for my two nephews and niece, and that was another thing about generational wealth; the more offspring that came into the picture, the less the inheritance.

Still biting my tongue, I watched as Amy indulged Cicely, and I knew that I was going to have to speak to both Amy and Cicely about integrity and responsibility. Men weren’t the only ones that needed to honor their word once it was given, and Cicely needed to learn how to make a choice and stick by it. To constantly change one’s mind showed a lack of conviction, and that just wouldn’t do. In business, marriage, parenting, and community, you needed to know what you were doing, and you needed to see your commitments through, or else you were nothing but a grifter.

Now, while some might consider Cicely’s age to be a factor, children needed to learn their lessons young in life. It was easier to raise a child with morals than it was to pull one back from a troubled path. Shander Antiquities was going to fall into Cicely’s hands one day, and she needed to understand the magnitude of that responsibility, and so did her cousins.

Of course, antiques had been my parents’ passion, so if I didn’t want it to fail because of future generations, then I needed to make sure that enough of the next generation cared about antiques the way that I did. Passion was what kept dreams alive, and if none of them became interested in historic culture, then we might as well close the doors to Shander Antiquities now.

I bit the inside of my cheek as I watched Amy tell the salesperson that they’d be taking both dresses because Cicely just simply couldn’t make up her mind. Yes, she was only six-years-old, but I didn’t care. She needed to learn how to make a decision and stick to it, and it was clear that she wasn’t going to learn that lesson from her mother. Her father was also a nonfactor since it wasn’t the men that raised the children.

As I thought about all the grandchildren, only a couple of them showed any intelligent potential, and Cicely was one of them. Wealth had already done a good enough job of ruining the others, and there wasn’t anything to be done about that now. If I wanted Shander Antiquities to live on for many more decades, then I needed to rein in the children that could make that happen.

With the salesperson ringing up Amy’s purchases, I couldn’t help but think about my own mortality. I wasn’t long for this world, and I didn’t want all my years of living to be for nothing. I wanted my parents’ story to still be told years from now, and in turn, mine as well. When customers asked about the gallery, I wanted the story of our family’s legacy to be told in the explanation.

There were also other things to consider. If women were ever going to become more than just wives, mothers, or secretaries, then we needed to show that our honor was every bit as noble as a man’s. We needed to show that we were capable of making great things happen, and that started by being a woman of your word. It started by blinding them all with your integrity and intelligence.

Now, was I going to be successful where Amy and Cicely were concerned? I had no idea. Still, I wouldn’t be doing my duties as this family’s matriarch if I didn’t at least try. Plus, I didn’t relish watching what my parents had built fade away right before my eyes. Successful or not, it was all in how you fought the battle, not if you won or lost. After all, you could give something your all and still lose to greater forces; it happened all the time.

So, win or lose, I still had to try.
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Huntley~

As I stared out the window, the billowy clouds under my feet once again, a part of me dreaded going home. My family didn’t bother me when I was traveling for work, and after these past few months, I welcomed the silence every time that I’d had to fly out of state to retrieve a piece for my employer.

Now, while that might sound like I didn’t care for my family, that wasn’t the case. For the most part, I enjoyed my family, and my parents, Morris and Cicely Winslet, were actually good parents. Yeah, I was already thirty-seven, so I didn’t need much parenting these days, but I gave credit where credit was due, and my parents had always been rather solid.

With no siblings to share the spotlight with, I’d gotten all of my parents’ attention, and even though they’d had demanding jobs, that hadn’t stopped them from being hands-on parents. My dad had been and still was a corporate attorney, and my mother had been and still was a photojournalist, though she’d chosen to slow down on the traveling a few years ago. As for Dad, the man still worked as hard as he’d ever worked, but I suspected that was to keep my mother twinkling in diamonds.

Unlike my father, my mother had grown up rich, but her lifestyle had taken a dramatic turn when her mother and uncle had lost the family business. For decades, Shander Antiquities had been a real powerhouse in the world of art and antiques, but for reasons that had happened way before I’d ever come along, the business had been sold, everything equally divided among all the living heirs, and it was my understanding that it hadn’t been much once everyone had taken their share.

At any rate, luckily for my mother, she’d already been dating my father, so while he hadn’t had millions to keep her in the lifestyle to which she had been accustomed to, he’d already been pre-law in college, proving that he’d be able to take care of her well enough if she’d just been willing to adjust to a new lifestyle a little. Luckily for my father, she had loved him enough to make those adjustments, and so they’d ended up being able to make it work.

All in all, I had no real complaints when it came to my parents or the rest of the family, except for one. While mistakes were allowed in my family, stupidity was not. My mother was very big on a person honoring their commitments, and I had failed her fantastically when I’d gotten divorced six months ago. Granted, I hadn’t been the one to file for divorce, but that wasn’t the real issue at hand. No. The problem was that I’d gotten married in the first place, and I had compounded that mistake by refusing to get an annulment because I hadn’t wanted to hear that dreaded ‘I told you so’.

Which I’d ended up hearing anyway.

See, five years ago, I’d gone to Las Vegas with a few co-workers, and one of those co-workers just happened to be a good friend of mine, Hector Aiello. We’d gone for a Samarian art show, and everything had been going wonderfully until I’d woken up hungover and with a gold band on my ring finger, Hector’s naked body next to mine in bed.

To say that I’d been horrified would be an understatement, and it hadn’t been comforting that Hector had been just as horrified once he’d also woken up from his drunken slumber. My immediate solution had been to get a divorce, and then pretend like it’d never happened, but then my mother’s voice had vibrated all throughout my brain, lecturing me about commitments and honoring them. I had entered into one of the biggest commitments ever, and I’d been immediately trying to find a way out of it.

It also hadn’t helped that Hector had begun rambling about how he couldn’t get a divorce because he was Catholic. It’d been on the tip of my tongue to point out all the other sins that he’d had no problem committing, but spotlighting his hypocrisy wouldn’t have helped anything. So, with him panicking about his faith, and me panicking about my damn mother, we had agreed to stay married, and for a while, things had seemed like they were going to be okay.

Wrong.

With alcohol no longer in the picture to guide our delusions, things in the bedroom had gotten awkward rather quickly. Yeah, we’d been friends and had gotten along fairly well, but I hadn’t been as attracted to the man as I should have been, and I knew that he could feel it whenever we’d slept together. It’d almost felt like a chore, and I was pretty certain that he’d felt the same way. In fact, I knew now that he’d felt the same, and I still let out an audible groan whenever I thought about it.

See, on the surface, Hector Aiello was everything that you’d picture when you thought of a clean-cut, successful, responsible member of society. At six-foot, he had dark brown hair, matching eyes, and a face that resembled an Italian aristocrat. He also took care of himself physically, and while he wasn’t ripped, he was very nicely built, making him pleasing to the average eye.

Hector was also very personable. He was the one that made everyone laugh, but he also knew how to read a room and offer compassion if that’s what was called for. All in all, he really was a decent guy, so it hadn’t taken much to convince me to stay married to him. The mistake had been big enough that I hadn’t wanted to admit it to my parents, so for five years, I had stayed in a loveless marriage, the sex not even worth mentioning.

Then, six months ago, Hector had come home, announced that he was leaving me, and before I could even begin to process what that would mean for me, he’d decided to add that he was leaving me because he’d fallen in love with a guy that he’d been dating from his gym. While I’d kept my comments about his Catholic faith to myself, the lack of connection in the bedroom had suddenly all made sense. I’d been married to and sleeping with a gay man, and it’d been safe to say that no amount of counseling could have saved our marriage.

Now, while most wives would have been more horrified by the idea of their husbands leaving them for a man, I hadn’t cared about that. I hadn’t stayed married to Hector for love or passion, so what did I care if he was leaving me for a man or another woman? Honestly, I’d been grateful for that little piece of information because it had answered so many damn questions over the years.

Yeah, no...I’d been more upset about having to tell my mother the truth, and when I’d had, the lecture had been all that I’d been trying to avoid for years. By the time that she’d been done with me, I’d felt enough of a failure to make sure that I never got married again. Between my mother and grandmother, I’d been raised to believe that a person’s word was tied directly to their integrity, and even though Hector had been the one to leave our marriage, my mother had pointed out-and kept pointing out-that I was partly to blame for marrying a man that I hadn’t known well enough to marry to begin with. The bitch of it was that she wasn’t wrong about that, and that doubly sucked.

Of course, she didn’t know the truth about my wedding, so I could hardly blame her for thinking the worst. Hector and I had agreed to keep out the booze portion of our nuptials story, lest we traumatize our parents more than we’d already were going to have to.

At any rate, as soon as the plane touched down, I had the weekend off. Depending on how far the trip, I always gave myself a couple of days to regroup, and this particular antique piece had taken me to Angola, so I definitely needed some downtime. Plus, lunch with Keris and Dylan was on the menu for Saturday, and it wasn’t often that Keris went out without the baby. She was completely addicted to her kid, and it really was the sweetest thing ever.

Our lunch date was also to celebrate my divorce being finalized last week. While Hector and I had agreed to part ways amicably and leave with what we’d brought into the marriage, it’d still taken a few months for the paperwork to go through. Originally, a small part of me had been worried that he might want full disclosure on all my financial assets, but according to him, he’d been so happy to be free from his oppression-his words, not mine-that he hadn’t cared about anything but getting a divorce as soon as legally possible.

Now, while I wasn’t rich, I was close to it. Yeah, I didn’t have Keris’ kind of money, but I did very well for myself, and since I had no kids or any financial obligations beyond my regular household bills, I had a very healthy savings account, and while I didn’t throw money at strippers every weekend, I was able to enjoy the good things in life quite comfortably, which I did often.

As for dating, I had no desire to even try right now. My mother’s disappointment had left its mark, and the last thing that I wanted to do was introduce my parents to another gay man that had only married me because he’d been drunk out of his mind and in denial. Yeah, I could do without ever having to do that again. Honestly, my only saving grace was that we hadn’t gotten pregnant during our marriage, and at thirty-seven, I wasn’t even sure if kids were in my future anyway. With the exception of my mother’s disapproving gaze, I liked my life the way that it was, and kids would definitely change things a bit.

I leaned my head back as I closed my eyes, wanting to get out of my head. I had one failed marriage under my belt, and I wished that it didn’t bother me so much. I’d never wanted to have an ex-husband, but that’s exactly what I had, no matter if the marriage had been real or not. Legally, it had been, and I hated that an ex-husband was now a part of my story. It felt like failure, and that bothered me more than it should.

A part of me wished that my great-great-grandmother, Louise Shander, were still alive, so that I could lecture her rigid ass on the human factor and how we were all bound to make mistakes because no one was perfect.

Least of all, me.
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Chapter 2
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Onyx~

I stared into the empty glass of whiskey, knowing that I was probably going to go through the entire bottle before the night was over. Granted, my problems were of my own making, but that self-realization wasn’t going to help me much; not when I still couldn’t get my head out of my ass all these years later.

From the outside looking in, people would wonder what in the hell did I have to complain about, because I’d grown up middle-class to become richer than I could have ever imagined. While I hadn’t ever been embarrassed of my intelligence, I still hadn’t really believed in the American Dream because not a whole lot of people from Cutter, Idaho ended up wealthy and powerful. If anything, they ended up taking over the family farm or popping out kids like a goddamn Pez dispenser.

My parents, Lawrence and Cora Mercer, had done their best with the lives that they’d chosen, and I hadn’t ever faulted them for my drive or ambition. Dad had been and still was a hotel manager, and Mom had been an elementary school bus driver until my salary had made it possible for her to retire. Nowadays, she volunteered at the school to fill her free time, and for the most part, their lives hadn’t changed much, no matter how much money I sent home a month. Plus, with my father being a man’s man, he still worked, and he planned on still working until he was of the age to retire. He liked to believe that I sent them money for Mom, and not the both of them.

I also had a younger sister, Chrissy, and I had mixed feelings about her, even though I loved her with all my heart. Chrissy was three years younger than I was, so she was only thirty-three, but she lived her life like it was over, and victims were a real struggle for me. At thirty-years-old, she’d been diagnosed with fibromyalgia, and she had immediately gone into a decline, which hadn’t been necessary. However, instead of making the best of it, she’d become a hypochondriac, which had resulted in her husband of five years leaving her. Luckily, they hadn’t had any children, but their divorce had sent her into a serious bout of depression, and so she lived in the same neighborhood as my parents in Idaho, and I knew that my mother used a lot of the extra money to help support her.

Still, despite my sister’s issues, and my father’s stubbornness, my life was a good one. I’d gone from a middle-class kid to getting a full scholarship for college to play rugby to then becoming one of the youngest millionaires ever. Through hard work, determination, and a strong sense of perseverance, I had achieved a level of success that I still never took for granted.

Now, while I had loved rugby and still did, that athletic dream hadn’t been for me. I hadn’t wanted to chase that particular goal, and despite my athletic skill, I hadn’t wanted to be twenty-eight with a broken body. I hadn’t wanted sports to be my future because that dream was only sustainable by a very few. I’d wanted to put my mind to work for me, and so that’s what I’d done. I’d made my education my primary concern, sports secondary. Of course, rugby was where I’d also met Brantley and Magnus, so I owed a lot to the sport besides just my free education.

Yeah, looking back on it all now, there was no denying that all the years that I’d put into my life had paid off. I had more money and success than I’d ever need, and I had love and loyalty in my family and friends, though I had more acquaintances than I did friends. I took my alliances seriously, so it wasn’t often that I let tourists traipse through my personal life.

I was also married, and the stinging wounds on my back were a harsh reminder of my constant stupidity. Now, while I didn’t have to keep sleeping with my wife, it was either fuck her or kill her, and I didn’t relish spending the rest of my life in prison for a woman that wasn’t worth it. In fact, she wasn’t worth any of the effort that I put into her, but there were times when she left me no choice. I was high-profile enough in the financial business world that I did not need the woman going on social media to bash me to anyone that might want to listen.

Three years ago, Forbes had done a piece on me, and the second that the article had gone to print, women had started coming out of the woodwork, doing their best to trap me. At the time, I’d thought myself smart enough to spot the gold-diggers from a mile away, but I’d been wrong.

So fucking wrong.

While the women all around me had been doing the most, I’d been distracted enough not to see Jewel Walker coming for me, and she’d done it with the patience and skill of a five-star general. She had planted herself near the coffee shop that I used to frequent regularly, and I’d found her staring at a flat tire, tears in her eyes, her face full of nothing but despair. She had looked tired and vulnerable, and since my father had raised me to be a man, I had immediately offered my assistance without thinking that she could have easily called roadside service for her problem.

At any rate, having read the article in Forbes, Jewel had rambled about how she’d needed to get to a doctor’s appointment because she’d had nephritis, and how she couldn’t be late. She’d been given only a few years to live because she hadn’t been aware of her condition, and having known nothing about nephritis, I’d had no reason not to believe her.

Of course, her medical damsel in distress performance had triggered something protective inside of me because of the similarities to my sister, so like a fucking sucker, I had offered her a ride, assuring her that I’d have someone take care of her vehicle.

The entire way over, she’d spoken about just wanting to live her remaining years comfortably, but her health insurance hadn’t been the best, and so she was worried about what her quality of life would be once the disease really started taking over. She had rambled on about how so many people took their health for granted, and all she’d wanted was more years to live a happy life. She’d gone on about how money and fame meant nothing, and how the world would be a better place if we only started reprioritizing what really mattered.

So, by the time that we’d gotten to her doctor’s office, I’d fallen for it all. I had believed every fucking word out of her mouth, and I had even waited for her in the lobby to drive her back to her vehicle. I had cleared my entire morning for her, and it hadn’t been four months later that I had married the evil piece of work. With Chrissy on my mind, I had married Jewel, thinking that I could give her the one thing that I couldn’t give my sister. If Jewel had only a couple of years left to live, then I was going to make those two years happy ones and make sure that she got the quality care that she’d needed.

Six months into our marriage, her true colors started to shine through, and six months after that, she’d been miraculously cured, and I’d felt like the biggest fool on the planet. Not once had I doubted her story, so not once had I ever followed up on her doctor’s appointments or supposed treatments and medication. I’d been doing a good deed, and that’s all that it’d been to me.

It also hadn’t helped that the sex had been explosive. Jewel was a wildcat in bed, and there was nothing that was off-limits with the woman. She liked to be violently fucked, and because I hated her, whenever we did have sex, we were both left with battle scars afterwards. Luckily, we didn’t live together, but that didn’t stop her from showing up unannounced whenever she had a stick up her ass.

There was also the fact that I hadn’t made her sign a prenup because I’d been convinced that I’d be left a widow in a couple of years, and so that was the only reason that I was still married to the snake. While walking away with half of what I owned would still leave me a very rich man, I just couldn’t stomach rewarding her with millions for her duplicity. Even though we’d only been married for three years, I could see a judge falling for her act, and since she hadn’t worked in all that time, she’d insist on enough to keep her in the lifestyle to which she’d become accustomed.

Now, while I’d stopped being faithful to her ages ago, and while she was more than happy to return the favor, I still found myself in bed with her sometimes, and I knew that it needed to stop. She was toxic, and every time that she got her claws into me, I felt her poison like a fresh wave of pain. Not pain because I’d ever loved her, but pain at my obvious stupidity.

It also didn’t help that my parents were ignorant about the truth of my marriage, so Mom kept asking me about grandchildren, because I wasn’t getting any younger. However, the truth of the matter was that I wasn’t even sure if I wanted kids at this point. While I had nothing against them, I’d never have kids with Jewel, nor would I ever impregnate some random piece of ass. Kids deserved better than our irresponsible choices.
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