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~PROLOGUE~


[image: ]




Forest Hills, New York~ The Past

“They’ll be fine, Immi. You gotta give ‘em the benefit of the doubt sooner or later, you know?”

Imani Tesano straightened from the suitcase she’d been filling and turned to fix her husband with a look that crossed exasperation with amusement. “Did you really just say that to me?”

Roman Tesano, was at work packing his own case, “Wife,” he said and raised a broad shoulder in a casual shrug before laying a hand over a superbly conditioned chest, “love of my life, I have to be honest.”

“In that case husband, love of my life,” she began using the same melodramatic drawl he’d used, “I hope you won’t fault me for being honest as well.”

“Me? I’d never do a thing like that,” he vowed with the straightest of faces. 

And what a face it was. Imani forced her heart not to flip and distract from her course of action when he looked her way. Over 20 years of marriage and the man’s face could still stupefy her with its darkly sinful appeal.

Imani refused to be distracted. “Honestly speaking, you should start taking some of your own sage advice,” she laughed, shaking her head when his straight face adopted a look of phony shock. His hand slid from the T-shirt scrawled with a rendering of his name in Chinese calligraphy.

“My love, when have I ever not given people the benefit of the doubt?”

“You’ve done that many times with three people who just came to mind and here’s a hint, they’re hoping we’re gone by the time they get back from wherever they’ve ventured off to.”

Roman smirked, turned back to his suitcase. “Teenagers don’t count-shouldn’t count- don’t know enough yet to count.”

Again, Imani laughed, in reference then to the dig at their sons Isak, Smoak and Caiphus. “This from the man who flew to Africa to marry a girl from Mozambique when he was barely nineteen,” she said. 

Roman joined in on the grinning, the gesture activating the indentation of a long dimple in his cheek. “I was a rare kind of teen,” he said.

“Yes,” Imani agreed, “Yes, you were.”

The quiet adoration in her voice, once more drew Roman Tesano’s focus away from his packing. He moved from his side of the bed and was drawing his wife tightly against his very tall frame moments later. His eyes; unfathomably dark and deep, roamed her face with the awed devotion of a man newly captivated instead of one who had been hooked decades before.

Lightly, Roman drew a finger across Imani’s brow and then down over her model-worthy cheekbones and lush mouth. She was an uncommon beauty encased in a flawless dark package and he would never tire of looking at her.

“You’re the rare one,” he said.

Once more, she laughed. “Don’t try getting on my good side now!”

“You don’t have a bad side,” with those words Roman spanned Imani’s still-trim waist and hips- nearly smothering them in his broad grip.

Meanwhile, Imani’s hands did some spanning of their own until they were linked behind Roman’s neck. “Thank you for the surprise trip,” she told him. “With everything going on I didn’t expect it this year.”

“It’s because of everything going on that I don’t think we should miss the chance.”

Imani agreed with a nod. Vestige, her husband’s brainchild, had grown from the small investigative outfit it had once been to become one of the most powerful investigative entities in the world. It was an agency that operated in the shadows and with the full blessings of legal authorities at the highest levels.

The autonomy of the Vestige Organization was more than an acknowledgement of the status Roman Tesano and his associates wielded. It was a subtle, yet severe warning to those on the wrong side of the law that they were dealing with a dangerously unpredictable force.

Imani knew there was only so much Roman could or would tell her about his business. “Will you tell me when you think you have enough to move forward?” She took a chance on asking.

“Truth is,” Roman fixed his eyes on the way his hands favored Imani’s hips. “I had enough to move forward a year ago, but circumstances...well they’ve changed now, haven’t they? There are those involved I’d rather not see go down in this.”

Imani’s heart lurched and the reaction was reflected in her long, dark eyes. She didn’t need Roman to be more specific. Their eldest son Hilliam had moved out nearly three years prior following an ugly confrontation with his father. Roman and Imani had recently learned of Hill’s whereabouts on an island research community founded by his uncle. Roman’s eldest brother, Humphrey Tesano.

“We need this, Immi,” Roman’s voice was softer then as he studied her face. He knew the heartbreak she still felt as a result of Hill’s absence. He knew, because he felt it too. “It’ll be good for us to get away,” he said, “to get away where we’ve always been happy.”

Mozambique. Imani’s expression brightened. They’d taken a yearly trip to the East African country every year since Caiphus was five. Now that the boys were older and more active with school, athletics and summer camps, the trips had tapered off to take place every other year or so. This trip was to be the first Roman and Imani would take without their sons in tow.

Roman brushed a kiss to Imani’s temple. “You know if you try hard enough to have fun you might just have a little bit for real.”

Slowly, Imani’s smile returned. “I’ll try,” she said.

“That’s my girl,” Roman’s words silenced as his mouth came down sweetly on hers.

The kiss was sweet, yet only a breath away from lusty. Roman found the row of small buttons along the spine of the stylish cotton top that hung just past the waist of her jeans. He proceeded to undo them, until Imani stopped him-reaching around to take his hands.

“We’ve got time before we need to leave for the airstrip,” he said.

“Yes, but I still need to get the cards.”

Roman sighed, fighting the urge to laugh when he realized Imani was still set on making her pre-vacation purchase. “I guess givin’ the guys the benefit of the doubt is a no-go?”

“Not at all. Benefits of doubt are just fine. I still feel better knowing I can call and check on them wherever we are, is all.”

Once plans for the trip abroad had been settled, Imani had added purchasing long distance phone cards on her to-do list. Her parents, Hilar and Isis Kamande resided on a magnificent spread in Mozambique that boasted all the comforts; including phones. Still, they were likely to travel to several areas that were not as well connected. Hence the need for the cards. Imani could check on the boys anywhere there was a payphone. She still wasn’t a fan of the cellular phones that were popping up on the scene with consistent abundance.

She slipped out of Roman’s loosening embrace and fixed her top. “I’ll be gone and back soon-just need to find my car keys.”

“Why don’t we just get the cards on the way to the strip?”

“I rather get them from Ozzie’s,” Imani’s tone was absent as she hunted the bedroom suite. “It’ll save time to get them now rather than doing it when we’re trying to head to the jetport.”

Smirking again, Roman nodded at the mention of the general store. Ozzie’s wasn’t far from the expansive gated community where the Tesanos had lived for the last 8 years. With four active and wildly growing sons, the family had long since outgrown the house in Far Rockaway, New York that had been a wedding gift from Roman’s father, Liam Tesano.

“Tell Oz, I said hey. Even though I know it’s not me he wants to hear from.”

Imani laughed and waved off the dig at the store’s proprietor Ozwald Jett. Roman had always thought the man was a little too friendly with her. “Would you mind helping me look for the keys while you make your bad jokes at Ozwald’s expense?”

“Ozwald...” Roman’s grimace held a playful tint. Instead of helping Imani search for the keys, he went back to his packing. “Grab mine and take the truck. It’ll save time,” he added when he saw her piping up to argue.

“Besides,” he graced her with a sly wink, “I haven’t lost my keys.”

Grudgingly, she acknowledged his logic. “Want anything from Ozzie’s?” she asked.

“Just you.”

The comment earned him a dazzling smile along with an air kiss before she left the bedroom.

––––––––
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Imani entered the garage through the backdoor in the kitchen. The spacious area housed her Volvo, Roman’s Ford and the Jeep they’d gifted to Isak when he got his driver’s license. The car was missing from its spot, as Isak was out roaming the streets with his little brothers. Quickly, Imani settled into the truck with its dark interior and tinted windows. Once the AC was humming and the seat and mirrors had been adjusted for her height, she activated the garage doors and set out when they lifted.

Above the truck’s quiet engine, it was peaceful outdoors. There was only the distant sound of a lawn mower in use. Not bad for a Saturday afternoon at the start of summer. Imani hoped the traffic would be as forgiving when she and Roman headed out to the airstrip.

Ozzie’s store was a brief distance down the quiet road leading out of the neighborhood. The trip called for little driving time. Still, Imani selected an R&B station she liked and decided to enjoy a little music along the way.

She was singing along to an old tune by Evelyn Champagne King when the steering wheel jerked violently in her hands. She didn’t panic. If she was going to break down, there was no better place than right outside her neighborhood.

The wheel jerked again. Imani was easing off the gas when she spotted the truck in her rearview and riding the bumper with snarling intensity. She had but a few moments to realize the steering wheel’s violent jerks were in response to the truck ramming her bumper. Panic started its slow, noxious climb up the back of her throat. Imani tightened her hold on the wheel and clutched inner determination to keep the long truck steady on the road. She only had to make it to Ozzie’s store.

Another jarring ram from the pursuing truck and a small cry escaped her. Gently, she added speed and a trickle of relief took hold when the truck seemed to slow its prowl.

Imani’s relief barely gained a foothold when the demonic truck barrelled ahead once more. That time, the impact was enough to send the Ford’s wheels spinning. Imani screamed as terror seized her like a sticky goo from which there was no escape. 

The truck spun out, its flatbed colliding with the trunk of a massive cedar tree. It teetered along the edge of the road for what seemed like hours. The mysterious driver wasn’t done getting his kicks, though. Ruthlessly, the other truck slammed into the driver’s side. The blow set the Ford spiralling down a rocky embankment. The Ford’s darkly tinted windows burst as the gruesome death roll began. Down the steep hill, it tumbled and didn’t stop until the truck’s cab rested on its roof amid a sea of dirt and rock.

The sound of more falling rock and dirt stirred beneath a pair of sneakers that carried their owner at a steady clip down the embankment. The footsteps were confident, bold and sped up as they came closer to the wreckage. Rubble cascaded like a waterfall and then the rapid pace skidded until it halted.

“No!” The word echoed through the trees to join the birdsong overhead. 

“No, no no...” Horror radiated from the face of the teenager who stood over Imani lying half outside the busted driver’s side window.

“Aunty?! Aunty? No! No, no plea-please!” Brogue Tesano’s still maturing voice cracked over the regret-filled litany. His silvery blue eyes welled and shimmered when he saw the truck wheel bent and twisted over his aunt’s pelvis. Blood stained her top and jeans.

“Aunty, Aunty pl-please-” Brogue knelt, sliding his hands beneath Imani’s shoulders in an attempt to wedge her out from under the wheel. When she moaned, the distress flooding the sound made him nauseous. 

“Aunty?” He called when her lashes began to flutter. “Aunty I- I’m sorry, I-I’m sorry-sorry,” apology mingled with sobs.

“Br-Brogue?” Imani looked up, wincing in pain as the effort cost her. Her voice trembled badly.

“It’s me-it-it’s me, Aunty, I- I’m here. I-oh God! Oh God! I’m sorry! I’m so-th-they s-sent me for Uncle Ro- told me I-it-it was m-my duty I-for the family. Oh God, oh God, Aunty-”

“Brogue? Brogue? Sweetheart...l-listen, I-listen t-to me, my love,” Imani’s voice, unlike her nephew’s carried an innate calm that made the moment seem eerily surreal.

“Brogue-”

“Aunty, I didn’t mean it, I-”

“Brogue listen to me, Sweetness. Go to Ozzie’s store- it’s just down the road. Don’t go in-”

“Aunty-”

“Listen!” Momentary steeliness hit Imani’s voice and she grabbed Brogue’s wrist. “Ph-phones on the side of th-the st-store.” With effort, she swallowed and looked as though she was trying to do her best to stay awake. “Use them. Call help and g-go...”

“Aunty-Aunty, Uncle Ro-”

“You go!” The steel came to life once more in her voice. “You go, say-say nothing.”

“Aunty,” Brogue’s voice was thick with emotion as he pressed frantic kisses to Imani’s brow and cheek. “I c-can’t leave you like-”

“I’m alright, Love. I-it doesn’t hurt.” She spoke the truth. She was numb.

“Go, Baby. Go now. Go.”

Blindly, Brogue stumbled to his feet. He cried unabashedly as he rose. When he would have returned to Imani’s side, she held him off with a weak wave. He obeyed, swaying on the rubber and glass littering the ground. At last, he bolted, stumbling over his feet and then crab-walking back up the embankment in route to the truck he’d driven. 

He ran and considered not stopping even as he neared the truck. He wanted to run until he’d outrun the day, but he’d never do that. He would be running from this day for the rest of his life. That wouldn’t be so bad, he thought. He didn’t think he’d be alive much longer.
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Chicago, Illinois~ The Present

“What do the twins say?”

“What do you expect them to say? They’re old men-very old men. They haven’t chimed in on business in decades. You think they’ll argue the word of their nephews who, by the way are now the heads of the family?”

Parker Sullivan shifted uncomfortably in his seat at the end of the long table. “Heads of the family?” the query rode in on a current of laughter. “One’s dead, the other’s on his deathbed.”

“The twins aren’t concerned,” Cody Fortner told his associates in reference to Micalino and Toriano Tesano. Mica and Tori were the youngest brothers of Liam Tesano. Liam’s sons Gabriel and Vale now led the Tesano Organization which had been founded by their uncle and the eldest of Liam Tesano’s four brothers Emilio Tesano. It was widely known that Liam Tesano’s Tesano Corporation and Emilio Tesano’s Tesano Organization were as different as night and day, operating in much the same fashion.

Liam’s efforts had earned him a reputation rooted in charitable deeds- ethical and savvy business practices and tirelessness in the face of numerous personal losses. Meanwhile, Emilio’s efforts had earned him a reputation rooted in fear and rumored to be fortified by deeds related to blackmail, extortion, kidnapping and murder.

“Mica and Tori believe the kid’ll do his duty for the family,” Cody went on.

“That may not matter depending on what Vestige took from Shelanon’s mountain besides those kids. Who knows what kind of shit he had in those files of his,” Parker Sullivan retorted.

“We’ll worry about that later,” a voice said, “I, for one, don’t think any of it points a finger our way. It’s been two years since they raided that mountain. As bent as Roman is on bringing us down, he’d surely have done it by now if Shelanon had revealed any connection to us. Our focus should be on the kid. I agree with Cody, he’ll hold true.”

The heads of the 12 men in the soft-lit conference room all turned to the one who had spoken. Joseph Miles didn’t spare his colleagues the courtesy of eye contact.

“He’s done so many times before,” Miles said, “he’s his father’s son.”

“He’s his mother’s too,” Sullivan reminded. “And Aaron Tesano is his uncle. How long before the Noble One’s ways take shape in his nephew? He and the kid are close, you know?”

Joseph Miles cast that aside with a wave. “He’s lived with Jacob Shelanon for the last two years. An education like that is enough to convince me our young Mr. Tesano can be counted on.”

“And what exactly are we counting on him to do?” Sullivan queried. “As I remember it, the kid’s responsibilities involved muscle work and other more...lethal functions. What we need is someone with more finesse-an ability to negotiate before fists are drawn.”

“Sullivan may have a point Joey,” Cody Fortner hedged. “We gotta be sure that when those fists are drawn, that lethal ability should be tempered.”

“Something that makes me more confident the kid won’t disappoint.” Miles’ tanned features were relaxed, confident. “Aaron may be his uncle and he may’ve had a two year education with Shelanon, but it was his grandmother who raised him.”

Silence fell like an anvil while every man’s thoughts turned to Athena Tesano.

Wife to Liam and mother to five of his seven sons, the Tesano matriarch had been held in as high regard as she had been in contempt. There were several in the room who had witnessed the late Athena Tesano’s lethal persona in action. Still, there were several more who had experienced the pleasures she lavished upon those who had captured her attention. It was speculated that Athena enjoyed lavishing her pleasures quite often. Those in the room who had been privy to that attention valued their reputations and their lives too much to ever speak on it.

“Whether our young Mr. Tesano is up to the task or not is beside the point if we can’t guarantee he’ll cooperate with our interests.”

“Cody’s right,” Sullivan interjected. “Can’t have him roaming too far off the range now, can we? I, for one, haven’t bided my time waiting for Gabe and Vale to step aside and give us free reign to work, to give up that sovereignty to a kid who may bring changes we neither want or need.”

“I doubt any of us want that,” Miles said.

“So what are you suggesting?” Cody Fortner asked.

Sullivan pushed back his chair and stood from the long table. “I’m suggesting we find a way to guarantee our young man’s cooperation should we need to press an advantage.”

“Such as?” Miles probed, eyes fixed and narrowed.

Sullivan appeared pleased by the question. “Such as something or someone he’d do anything to keep, anything to protect-anything to remain worthy of. Something he’s too possessive of to ever let go.”

***
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Manhattan, New York~

The atmosphere inside the elegant yet sparsely furnished penthouse radiated a minimalist’s vibe that was somehow as calming as it was electric. That electric air was alive in every inanimate thing enclosed within the vast space. The artwork had been selected because it appealed to the owner and not because a designer had insisted it worked well for the space. The furniture, what there was of it, represented plush comfort and understated grandeur. 

Still, the uncluttered allure boldly stated that the man residing there saw little need for surrounding himself with troves of the finer things. Instead, he selected the finer things that were most useful to him. Judging from the ratio of square footage to furniture, it seemed the occupant of the prime piece of real estate prized his space above all else.

It was an overcast day. Rain had been pelting the city with a steady cascade of blinding sheets since late the night before. Now, just a few minutes shy of 9:30am, the rain showed no indication of easing. It alternated at times, lightly tapping the tall, bare windows that offered an unhindered view of the dramatic town beyond. At other times, the rain beat those windows without mercy when the sky released its downpours.

The outdoor gray, however, didn’t gain the foothold it could have. Lamplight paired with firelight from the living room hearth. It doused the place in soft whites and muted golds.

Brogue Tesano preferred such lighting-wall sconces and lamps of varying sizes. In his opinion, they were much more appealing than the vivid and, as he saw it, garish floods of illumination that overhead fixtures were best at providing.

The quiet light wound its way through the house and worked in tandem with the rain to fortify the calm of the atmosphere. Down one long hallway, the lighting grew as sparse as the furnishings. The area wasn’t completely dark, but the shadows were longer on that end, the vibe more electric than calm.

Sounds stirred beneath the primordial blend of rain and frequent thunder. They were sounds of the same primordial ilk as the storm, but with the added current of the erotic which made them much more distinctive. Cries stirred that were sometimes throaty, other times hitched and breathy. They entwined with those that were similar to the foreboding rumble of thunder beyond the dramatic windows of the penthouse.

At the end of the corridor was a set of double doors that could rival the windows for height. The doors, painted a soothing powder gray, lay open at the end of the hall leading into the master bedroom suite. The decor was another testament to Brogue Tesano’s preference for the minimalist’s approach. There was the firelight from yet another towering hearth. The tall lamps occupying every corner of the room were off. The only other light source flowed in from the gray outdoors.

The unmistakable sounds of sex in progress, drifted toward high ceilings. Aside from the lamps and a massive suede recliner, the only other furnishing the room boasted was the bed that nearly occupied the entire wall it stood closest to. In its center, Marcella Cannon lay on her stomach and writhed in the throes of what could be described as nothing but the most superior pleasure. Her lips were parted to express the highest approval of what was being done to her as well as dismay when what was being done... was withheld.

Brogue wouldn’t consider himself selfish, merely...particular as to the way he brought the woman in his bed to orgasm. She deserved nothing less than his best. She had, after all, given him her body in a way no other man had ever known. Brogue decided it was a way no other man would know as long as he was alive.

Secure in that fact, Brogue gave Marci more of what had her twisting on his sheets where she’d been since he put her there early the night before. His plans were to make love to her in every part of his home. So far, the bed had proven to be his favorite part of the house. He cut himself some slack. He’d only moved in 8 months ago. There was time.

Another cry rippled from Marci’s throat. She bit into the nearest pillow. There was no need. No one could hear her- the place was soundproofed from floor to ceiling and wall to wall. Still, she moved to muffle her outbursts-not wanting to give Brogue the idea she was climaxing. She had the idea he was trying to lengthen her pleasure or perhaps to torment her for as long as he could.

She knew it didn’t matter in the slightest. Brogue Tesano knew all her tells. Marci would wager he could detect the onset of a climax before she could. It was a wager she would win. Clearly, he had set out on a new exploration before she’d even stirred that morning.

She had been awakened by ruthless jabs of arousal and wondered whether and for how long she’d been moaning in her sleep. At first, she’d thought she was alone in bed. Brogue was nowhere to be found. Her lucidity strengthened along with her arousal when she felt the powerful grip securing her upper thighs, keeping them spread as he used his tongue to take her from behind. The long sultry thrusts invaded her core and coated his tongue with her need over and over again. Marci’s intimate muscles squeezed the organ in a blind search for the release Brogue seemed set on keeping out of her reach. 

When he deprived her of his tongue, it was only so he could run it across the velvety folds guarding her sex. When Marci tried to move, he only strengthened his hold to keep her positioned for whatever pleasure he chose to give next.

The oral romp went on and on, changing intensity and drawing Marci closer to her long-awaited climax. Anticipation clawed and yet she dared not give in to the possibility of getting what she’d been craving since her eyes had opened.

True to form, Brogue deprived Marci once more. Before she could mourn the deprivation, she felt his strong teeth nip one plump cheek of her derriere before he moved on to its twin. He nibbled and sucked her there at length while easing one hand over her hip until it cupped her mound.

Marci began to shudder into the pillow as sensation plumbed her core. Brogue’s middle finger circled her clit until she slammed her fist into another nearby pillow to indicate she couldn’t take it.

“Brogue I-I can’t, c-can’t...” she hiccuped those words until they became ragged moans. His attention to her bottom moved past the rise of the generous globes to lay siege to her spine. She squirmed, feeling deliciously decadent when his thick, wheat colored hair cherished her skin while his head bowed over her.

Brogue’s gifted tongue traced the graceful dip of her back until his nose met her shoulder blades. His fingers were still working their orgasm-inducing magic and he was mercilessly indifferent to her quiet pleas to relieve the carnal torture his touch created with pitifully little effort.

Marci bit down hard on her lip, wincing fiercely when her hands curled weakly into the bed linens. Brogue withdrew his fingers and, with her next inhale, Marci felt the lengthy intrusion of his erection. Hard and thick, he stretched her, pressuring her intimate walls and bringing her to climax as he claimed more and more of her sex.

The wicked rotation of his thumb at her clit, never eased and coaxed a pool of her need to stream in abundance. It didn’t take long for Brogue to join Marci in the throes of orgasm. He’d been well past his limit as well. He was usually on the receiving end of such pleasure-being the taker instead of the giver. With Marcella Cannon, his pleasure was stoked as definitively as his ego.

Women reaching their peak in his bed, were experiences he was well versed with. This was Marcella, however. It was Marcella Cannon reaching her peak in his bed and it was an experience he was still very much in awe of-had no prior context for. Nothing compared because Marcella Cannon was the woman he was falling in love with-the woman he had absolutely fallen in love with.

“Fuck...”, he murmured into the flawless, silken darkness of her skin where his mouth drew staggered breaths against her shoulder. His hands covered her hips while his groans meshed with her cries. The sinews of his wide copper-toned back glistened and flexed with an animalistic grace in reaction to every thrust he put to her body.

Intently, Brogue’s silvery blue stare roamed Marci’s curves seductively encased in a flawless dark chocolate hue. He withdrew then, the need to see her face thundering inside him like a monstrous wave. Exerting virtually no effort, he hooked an arm around her waist, lifted her just above the mattress and put her on her back. His mouth claimed hers before she could offer one syllable in argument. Again, she stroked his ego with her reaction. Her moan was cocooned in a sob that told him she tasted herself on his tongue.

Tasting her body during their kiss wasn’t enough to keep her hands from his ass and draw him back into her. Marci smiled when he cursed into her mouth. Impossibly, his unforgiving length grew harder and harder still until it erupted to coat her already moist walls with an extra layer of creamy white. His eruption wasn’t a brief spewing of need but more of a powerful and steady current.

Brogue sought her breast, his bright hair splayed across her chest. Ravenously, he sucked one diamond-hard nipple as he came. Marci felt doubly filled- first by his well-endowed sex and seconds later by the generosity of his release. 

Outside, the wind, rain and thunder continued to rampage as the scene drew to a close. Marci was drifting into another nap while the storm shook the sky.
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“Stay with me today.”

“You know I won’t.”

Brogue felt his jaw tighten and didn’t mind the sensation. Every day he asked. Every day her reply was the same. He knew why. Understood her concern. That didn’t mean he had to like it, but he understood it.

That was bullshit. There was as much chance of them being interrupted at his place as there was at hers. They lived in the same building, after all. The living arrangement was going on five months old. Marci had come to New York for several speaking engagements and fell in love with the town. Brogue was sure all hell would break loose when she’d told members of her immediate family in Royal Oaks, Michigan that she planned a permanent move to the Big Apple. He was also sure that many of those family members weren’t too jazzed to learn he’d be there to watch out for her.

At the end of the day, they’d relented. Brogue was a native New Yorker, not to mention owner of the sleek highrise he called home. Marci was elated when he proposed the idea of her moving there with him in her own place. Once her older brother Bashir Cannon had chimed in with his support, the plan took flight. 

Bashir was a strong ally and one Brogue knew he’d need if he wanted a chance with Darius and Opal Cannon’s only daughter. Technically, they had already lost her once at the hands of Brogue’s family. To give their blessing for her to ‘run away’ with the likes of him...that had to feel like they were losing her all over again.

Brogue knew the disapproval went deeper than that. While Opal Cannon seemed to adore him, Brogue knew he hadn’t misread the distinct chilliness Marci’s father exuded when they’d met and the man learned how ‘close’ Brogue was to his daughter. Having the last name Tesano was one thing. Being a white man was another thing entirely. That being the case, it had occurred to Brogue more than once that Marci likely expected his family to be as disapproving of her as hers was of him.

“Come with me to see my father today,” he asked, smiling in spite of his mood when he heard her laugh. He took her mouth in a kiss as though he were attempting to capture the gesture as a method to lift his spirits. Still, he withdrew when she moaned. It would be all too easy for another romp to begin. 

“You hardly go see him on your own, you know?”

Brogue considered her point while treating himself to a few moments of drinking in her image-the rich chocolate brown skin, wavy onyx ribbons of her shoulder length hair, the expressive hazel eyes and her mouth...lush and superbly kissable.

“My dad would appreciate the sight of you a lot more than the sight of me.”

“How can you say that?” Mildly annoyed, Marci yanked a tuft of his bright hair. “He thought you were dead. That had to be like hell for him.”

Again, Brogue’s expression sobered with consideration. “From what my cousins have told me, I believe it was. Don’t think I’d have believed it otherwise.”

Marci reached out to smooth the back of her hand across his cheek. As usual, she found herself awed by the marble texture of his skin. She’d seen his jaw shaded by honey brown stubble and knew facial hair could grow there. Once he shaved though...it was like the imperfection of whiskers couldn’t possibly exist in such an environment and that was only the start of all there was to swoon over. The strong bone structure, sculpted mouth and fiercely compelling silver blue stare- it was a strikingly gorgeous face framed by an enviably thick wheat colored mane.

Brogue took Marci’s hand, pressed a kiss to her palm, inhaling from the center before he spoke. “You don’t have to be afraid of him, Marcella. He’s moved past being loyal to my uncle’s island of horrors.” Something far away took root in Brogue’s eyes then. “At least he tried to redeem himself before it all went to hell.”

“I’m not afraid of your father, Brogue.” Marci searched his face in hopes of seeing the stony, pensive glint removed from his stare. Her words had the desired effect. Soon, his eyes had shifted back to hers.

“Then what?” He probed. “Something’s got you rattled and I’ve seen you look that way often enough to know.”

“Brogue-”

“Are you afraid of me, Marcella?”

“What?” She began to frown furiously. “Brogue I-no. No, never. I swear it.”

“Most people are,” he persisted.

“Well I’m not one of them,” she rolled her eyes. “They only feel that way because most people don’t know you. No one’s seen what you’ve become-a man who risked his life to save kids he had no allegiance to because it was the right thing to do. I know you Brogue Tesano.”

“Do me a favor then?” He pressed his forehead to hers, then put a kiss to her nose-another to her mouth. He was sliding a third kiss across her cheek and moving to her ear when the chime of the penthouse doorbell echoed through the room.

“Try to figure out a way to tell me what’s bothering you, okay?” The bell chimed again, but he made no move to leave the bed.

Marci smiled. His time living at the whim of a madman had not removed the unyielding traits that were so innately Tesano. They hurried for no one.

Brogue treated Marci to another demonstrative kiss. His tongue explored her mouth while strong, skillful fingers claimed her sex until a new well of moisture pooled to coat his skin. He worked her until she was approaching the throes of orgasm and then, of course, he deprived her.

Cooly, he left the bed with Marci moaning and squirming in unmet need. By the time he’d donned the sleep pants that had been carelessly tossed over a nearby armchair, she had recovered enough to throw a pillow against his back.

Barefoot and unhurried, he grinned. “Don’t even think about getting dressed,” he called over his shoulder.

The bell chimed a second time. The man in the hall jumped when Brogue threw open the door before the bell had time to silence. The man gave a panicked swallow, his anxious dark eyes flaring in response to the big man glaring at him and his colleague.

“G-good morning Mr. T-Tesano, uh-delivery for you, Sir.”

Brogue hardly looked to the box the other man carried. “Must be important for you guys to bypass the front desk,” he said. 

“Uh-w-we spoke to Mr. Essens. He said we should probably come on up instead of having you come out on a day like this.”

The hint of a smile activated a single dimple and Brogue wondered if the men at his door found the building manager’s reasoning as overindulgent as he did considering a trip downstairs didn’t mean a voyage into the day’s torrential downpours. At any rate, he had to appreciate Essens’ approach to his job.

Rob Essens’ sense of deference to his slate of residents was unmatched. Perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing since many of those residents commanded power at or near the highest levels of politics, sports, banking and some that required dealings of a darker nature.

“A lot of trouble for one box,” Brogue observed, moving to take a look inside.

“Nine more down at the welcome,” the man holding said box announced.

“Mr. Essens made sure they’ve all been scanned for anything out of the ordinary, Sir,” the man who’d rung the bell explained. “Our facility has instructions to sign them over to no one but you.”

Brogue looked up from his inspection. “Instructions? From?”

“From your uncle, Sir. Humphrey Tesano.”

––––––––
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Marci continued to lounge in the ridiculously large bed. Not for the first time, she wondered how she’d gotten there. Not in the bed-she understood that part well enough. Last night, the door had barely closed behind her before she was in Brogue’s arms or-over his shoulder-as it were.

It had been her turn for dinner at his place. They had only been out to dinner anywhere a handful of times since settling into their new NYC digs. Marci actually enjoyed their dinners in. Being on the road so often with her speaking engagements made time at home even more special. They’d eventually gotten around to eating last night, but that activity didn’t seem nearly as important to Brogue as what had happened among the sheets of his too large bed.

Yes, time at home had become even more special, she thought. The contentment in her hazel eyes made way for something more disquieting. Her thoughts wound back to the moments before Brogue left the room. Tell me what’s bothering you, he’d said.

If that request had come from anyone else, she would have spent her time trying to come up with a convincing lie to prove she was fine. This was Brogue Tesano, though and, as she’d already acknowledged, he knew all her tells. He knew nearly all there was about her right down to the small, but indelible mark on her inner thigh that had once marked her as property of Black Island. 

She shook off memories of the past to focus on the present. Brogue. He would accept no less than the truth.

Truth. Was it truth or just something worrying her for no reason? Smidges of doubt niggled away at her, corroding her contentment. Truth or not, she was preoccupied and with no idea how to fight it. The ‘truth’ was, she’d been slowly preparing herself for when he was done with their little stab at happily ever after. Surely the man’s list of deflowered virgins was a long one. No woman had taken him out of circulation yet. Who was she to think she had what it took?

No, her esteem wasn’t in danger of weakening. She liked who she was-who she was becoming. Besides, she’d been through a lot-seen enough during her tumultuous years to know her limits. Men like Brogue Tesano didn’t relinquish their freedom easily and their word was their bond. She believed a vow of commitment was one he would honor.

They had locked onto closeness in order to survive a horrible place-that was all. Now, they were moving further and further away from that time. Brogue especially. He was moving closer to the life he’d known before the ghosts of Black Island had tapped his shoulder. Once he was returned to that old, familiar life would a new thing like her even have a place there?

You’re in love with him, a silent voice echoed another truth. And? Even that strong fact might carry little weight. With her luck, he might think those emotions were only a by-product for the man she’d lost her virginity to.

––––––––
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Brogue had signed for the boxes and sent the delivery men back to the front desk. He’d sent them down with the lone box they’d arrived with minus one of its contents.

The delivery contained a collection of wide-ruled composition notebooks. The kind with the marbled covers in a spectrum of colors. Brogue had selected one of the books along with the sealed letter that had also been part of the delivery. Once he’d sent the delivery men away, he spent a few moments with the notebook flipping through the pages marked by his uncle’s elegant penmanship.

Humphrey Tesano. Brogue smirked, studying the handwriting. The writing was a mark of outward perfection that masked the heart and soul of a monster. Brogue studied the envelope bearing his name in the same distinctive scrawl.

What the fuck...? He mouthed the words while turning over the envelope, inspecting it. No other marks, save his name. When did Humphrey send this? Brogue’s long brows met as he pondered the mystery. The man had been dead for decades. What memories Brogue had of him were ones he preferred not to dwell on.

With another muttered curse, he looked at the envelope and then tore into it.

You have your mother’s eyes. She is the angel that continues to haunt me. You’re the closest thing to a son I will ever have and I’ve harmed you more than you know. There are things within these pages you will never be ready to read, but still more that you must read. You’re everything your grandmother and I raised you to be-

“Son of a bitch,” The scathing words fired into the room. Brogue crushed the page in his fist. Smothering the urge to hit something, he uncurled his hand. It took another few moments of easy measured breaths before he could continue the read.

...in spite of your dark origins. You found your light. I trust these books to no one else-the journey to my legacy to no one else. Because of me, your father lost his way. I loved him more than I loved myself. You’re everything he could have been if not for my actions.

I left instructions for these journals to be delivered at a certain time following my death. If you’re reading this, it means Gabe is either passed on or mentally or physically incompetent and now incapable of running our uncle’s company. He would never have understood my methods-what had to be done. The shame I feel.

But you, Brogue. As I write these words, you’re still so very young. Young as you are, I see so much of me in you. I’m ashamed that I wasted so much time grooming Hill. In the end, he had too much of his father in him. It’s you, Brogue. It was always you.

Read. Understand. Build...and forgive me.

Your Uncle, H.

“Nazi fuck,” Brogue muttered. Again, he crushed the letter in his fist.

The hearth fire popped as though it were queued to bring him out of the dark haze that was starting to cloud his brain. He considered the wadded page before heading for the gray stone fireplace. Humphrey Tesano would never be fully in his past. There were far too many reminders of the man in his present. One thing he remembered very well was that Humphrey didn’t waste effort. There was a reason behind everything he did.

Again, Brogue considered the letter. What was the reason for this? The words on the page said more than what was revealed on the surface. Sadly, he’d already stomached his daily allowance for Humphrey Tesano rhetoric.

With a patience he had to dig deeply for, Brogue smoothed the letter-half heartedly attempting to straighten it as best he could. He had tucked the notebook he’d taken from the box, under his arm. Now, he opened it-tucked the sheet between a couple of pages. Doing so, his gaze fell upon a few more of his uncle’s words hugging the journal’s wide-ruled lines. 

He’ll never get that contraption to work

Without the slightest interest, Brogue shut the notebook, tossed it to one of the armchairs facing the hearth and left the room.
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“If you’d asked me this question four years ago, I would’ve had an answer for you. Now, I honestly can’t say one way or another, Joey.”

Joseph Miles’ resulting nod was as grave as the expression he wore.

“Apologies, my friend,” Gabriel Tesano grinned broadly. “A man in my position,” he raised a hand to gesture toward the spacious and surprisingly grand hospital room. “I do all I can to keep people in good spirits when they’re good enough to visit me.”

“I’m the one who should apologize,” Joseph Miles said. “Has the doc said when you can get the hell out of here?”

“She hasn’t,” extraordinary sapphire eyes, sparkled wildly when Gabe added a wolfish grin. “At least she’s a looker. Doesn’t make the stay quite so bad.”

The men chuckled at length, but Gabe’s humor sobered as thoughts of Joseph Miles’ question resurfaced. “I wouldn’t hold out hope for my boy to be chomping at the bit to take my place,” he said.

“I’d think all that time with Shelanon would have him chomping at the bit to play a greater role,” Miles observed.

Gabe’s features twisted as if to indicate how little stock he put into that making a difference. “That’s just why I’m not sure,” he confessed. “I think the time out there gave Brogue a real lesson into how vast our organization is. He knows it’s no walk in the park running the place. I think we can both agree my kid’s strengths aren’t best used behind a desk.”

Miles responded with another grave nod. Brogue Tesano’s strengths were proven and, as his father aptly stated, not best used behind a desk. “What do you say to us giving the kid a little help?”

Gabe’s expression sharpened. “Explain.”

“Brogue may be a diamond in the rough, but his presence will still be expected at various functions. I assume he’ll be attending the Laurentian Ball in your place?”

Gabe chuckled. “So you’re here on party business, Joey?”

Miles grinned. “It’s a superior event with superior people. Forgive me for being frank, Gabe, but considering one of those people was killed on his own property-his livelihood destroyed all while Brogue was there...the others are understandably nervous.

If you recall, Hill was to be in charge of your father’s business and he turned his back on it. When Aaron steps down will there be a Tesano to take over? We all know Isak’s perfectly happy with his philanthropic duties. We’d hoped Hill would come in to join your father’s and uncle’s businesses into one Leviathan.”

Gabe smirked. “So much for two being better than one.”

Miles bristled. “You know what I mean, Gabe. The Tesanos are the foundation of so much. Brogue’s presence, his ability to take up Emilio’s mantle, sends a tremendous message. Now, I’ve got someone on my team-he and Brogue are about the same age. I think they’d get along well-his brain and Brogue’s brain and brawn, could be a powerhouse matchup.”

“You trust this guy?” Gabe asked.

“I’ve known him since he was playing in his sandbox. His dad’s an old friend. He can be trusted to do what’s necessary.”

Something in Miles’ words struck Gabriel and it showed.

“Gabe? You good?” Miles questioned.

Gabe nodded, raised a hand in confirmation. “Fine, fine,” he lied convincingly. “Set it up. I’ll talk to Brogue.”

Miles smiled approvingly. “Sounds good.”

Gabe reciprocated the smile. “You have more on your mind.”

“I hesitate to mention it with you being here...”

“Please,” again Gabe waved to encourage.

“It’s your brother, Gabe. Have you heard anything? Anything at all?”

“My brother?” Gabe flashed a quick grin. “Gonna have to be more specific, Joey. Is it the one threatening to shut us down or the one who's gone missing?” He selected his words carefully. Only a select few knew the truth about Vale.

Miles nodded. “Both, actually. Let’s start with the one who's gone missing.”

Gabe shifted into a new position on the wide bed in the private hospital suite. “With Vale, no news is good news, but it’s not like him to go quiet for so long. If there’s anything he lives for, it’s to remind me that the top spot Hump left wasn’t mine alone.”

“You think someone’s taken him out?” Miles pondered.

Gabe smiled. “It’d make my life a lot easier. Whoever it was, they were good. Left no traces.”

“That’s the thing-the ‘no traces’ part. Seems whoever did it would boast about it-lay out some demands, etcetera.”

“May’ve been personal,” Gabe put in. “Vale’s been stepping on toes since he could walk. Being gone this long, there’s no way he could change any of the moves we’ve made during his absence.”  

“Good to know. If only the same could be said for your other brother.”

Thoughts of Roman Tesano surfaced and Gabe smiled. He knew Joseph Miles’, condescending jackass that he was, would think the smile was motivated by derision or some darker emotion. It felt good to be back on the same side as his volatile little brother. Gabe wanted Tesano Organization destroyed as much as Roman did. That he had remained a part of it for so long given all he knew of his predecessor, was an open wound that would never heal.

“Roman’s quiet right now and anyone who knows him, knows that’s highly unusual.”

Joseph Miles looked rattled for the first time since he’d arrived. “What should we do?”

“Carry on as usual. We have enough friends in high places to see us through any storms Ro can rustle up.” Gabe studied the other man as he processed his advice. 

“Roman has high friends too,” Miles observed.

Gabe sent the man a look that seemed to shake that observation. “My brother Humphrey,” he paused over the name he rarely mentioned, “he could spend the tallest tales about places he’d been- connections he was making...Grek, he’d say,” Gabe smiled over the nickname only his brothers used. 

“Grek, there are people in the world for whom the term wealthy is too small a label. They exist in a realm unseen by the average wealthy- unheard of by all others. The elite bow down to them, they are so revered-so untouchable and even they will one day consider the Tesanos among their most highly regarded associates.”

Gabe shook his head then. “Hump was always full of shit and by the end of his life, I hated him, but he made a good point with that observation. There’s always a powerful friend to be gained. The trick is having the most powerful.”

***
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“You’ll never get out of here if you keep this up,” Marci did her best to ignore the bone-deep throbs that had every part of her humming. The sensations originated from the vicinity of her underwear as Brogue’s talented fingers worked their blissful magic.

“You’re keeping this up, Angel,” his voice was just as bone deep as the throbs he stirred despite being muffled as his mouth moved against her nape then on to her earlobe.

Marci needed no clarification as to the ‘this’ he referred to. The unyielding width pressed hard against the small of her back. Despite her efforts to the contrary, she shivered in reaction to the barely there rubs he put to the crotch of her panties. They were the only things she’d managed to slip into following a shower after the session of lovemaking that had taken place once Brogue had returned from seeing his visitors.

Marci had just enough time to apply deodorant, lotion and slip into the panties when he left her in the bath to go dress in the bedroom. She’d cheered her decision to bring fresh underthings and a change of clothing, but feared her fresh unmentionables would meet the same fate as the ones she’d worn the previous evening. That lingerie now languished in a tattered heap, embedded somewhere in a wild tangle of bed linens.

“You’re going to be l-late,” she told him, breath hitching in reaction when his middle finger slipped past the stitching to make contact with her flesh. Her body wasted no time betraying her. She squeezed the rim of the rose blush marble sink as eagerly as her intimate muscles squeezed his claiming finger. 

Marci’s head sloped forward and Brogue’s approving smile lent erotic definition to an already devastating face. “I don’t have an appointment,” he said in response to her precaution. “I didn’t even tell my dad I was stopping by,” he leaned closer to nip her earlobe with his teeth. “Come to think of it, I don’t really have anywhere to be today.”

Marci barely listened. Her lashes fluttered in tempo to every deep stroke, thrust and finger rotation he subjected her to. She was too overstimulated to process language. He cradled one bare breast and let his thumb have its way with her nipple. Between Brogue’s touch and the subtle yet spicy fragrances of the soap and shampoo clinging to his skin and hair, her senses were sumptuously overloaded. 

“Brogue...please, I-I don’t have any more panties here,” she felt his laughter radiate through her back.

“That’s the best thing I’ll hear today,” he said.

“You’re going to ruin your very nice suit,” she told him and was suspended between surprise and disappointment when he eased his fingers from their sensitive location.

Brogue put Marci on the counter. “I was hoping you’d ruin it for me, Dr. Cannon.”

Marci beamed even as her sparkling hazels narrowed in suspicion. “Acknowledging my credentials, that’s good.”

“I’m offended you think I’d only do that to have what I’m finding to be very hard to survive without.”

“You flatter me, Mr. Tesano,” her lashes batted once more when his thumbs brushed both her nipples.

“Not flattery. Truth.” Brogue’s striking blues, fixed on the plump dark mounds filling his palms.

“I’d really like to go back to my place in all my clothes...” she scarcely managed the words- so deeply she was sinking in sensation. Tufts of his bright hair lathered her skin when he bowed his head to nuzzle the valley between her breasts.

“You wouldn’t need to worry about that if you let me build a private elevator for your apartment.” He spoke while suckling a pebbled nipple.

It took Marci a moment to process, fixated as she was by his attention to her breasts and his hair threaded between her fingers. “We talked about this,” she sighed.

Brogue remembered that all too well. In actuality, the offer for the elevator was a ploy to see how she’d feel about them having that sort of access to each other’s homes. A stairwell led from the penthouse and opened into a private corridor leading directly to a back entrance to Marci’s apartment and was undetectable behind a hidden wall inside her residence. Brogue hadn’t used it, hadn’t considered using it, but then...he hadn’t had to. The corridor was merely a security measure, a perk for penthouse occupants in the event that a quick escape was needed. It was why he’d bought the building way back when. If anyone could’ve used a quick escape in those days, it was him. So far, he hadn’t seen the need to tell Marcella about it.

“Anyway, I’m likely to be gone before it’s finished...”

Her breezy reply had Brogue cooling his efforts. Marci didn’t notice the swift change in his mood, until he straightened to his full height in order to glower down at her.

“Where are you going?” He asked when their eyes met. He didn’t care what she saw in his stare then. It hadn’t gone unnoticed by him that she’d yet to answer his earlier question about what had her preoccupied.
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