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I would like to dedicate this novel to all my family members from New
Orleans who were affected by Hurricane Katrina. May your lives thrive as
you step out on faith and begin new lives in new places.
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Cherise turned the key in the lock and slowly pushed the door open. Before she could walk through the doorway, strong hands quickly pulled her inside the room, startling her. With her back against the wall, she was showered with deep, heated kisses as masculine hands and lips ravished her body. Her tall, dark companion towered over her and knocked over a lamp and vase as he basically ripped the clothes from her body. Seconds later, she stood before him, completely naked and out of breath. Cherise had a fabulous body and being inhibited was not part of her personality.


“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’ve missed me.”


Without responding, he stared at her mischievously before quickly kneeling in front of her. He made her feel things she’d never felt before and she welcomed his unconditional love. When his lips came in contact with her center, she immediately began to hiss and moan. Her legs trembled and became weak, making it difficult for her to continue standing. He was an expert when it came to pleasure—he could please her just with his smile; however, at the moment it was his mouth that had her screaming for mercy.


He stood and without breaking eye contact removed his clothes. Cherise opened her mouth to speak but he put his finger up to her lips to silence her. He leaned down close to her ear and whispered softly into it.


“You know we don’t have much time so I want to make every second count.” Cherise melted in his hands as he gripped her hips and slowly joined his body with hers. A gasp escaped her throat as he filled her body. He smiled and began to move methodically, each thrust causing her to moan even louder. She held onto his broad shoulders as he wrapped her legs around his waist for easier access. Cherise looked up into his warm eyes as he continued to give her his forbidden love. He kissed her firmly on the lips, dipping his tongue into the warmth of her mouth. Within seconds her name tore loudly from his lips. Breathless, they held onto each other and continued to kiss.


“I love you, babe.”


“I love you, too.”


He released her so she could finally stand on her weakened legs, but understandably, he had to steady her.


She looked down at her watch and went into a slight panic.


“Oh shit! Look at the time! I have to get out of here!”


He stepped back and watched as she quickly gathered her clothes and began to get dressed. Sighing, he gathered his own clothes and began the same ritual.


“I don’t know how much longer I can do this, Cherise.”


She studied him as she slid into her skirt and quickly zipped it.


“I know, baby, and I’m sorry. I can’t help the situation we’re in right now. You told me you could handle it. Are you having second thoughts?”


He sat down on the arm of the sofa and folded his arms, still not fully dressed.


“I don’t know what I’m feeling.”


From his body language, it was obvious he was frustrated with their arrangement. She buttoned her blouse and sighed. “I love you, but this is the way things have to be until I get everything sorted out. Okay?”


He pulled up his pants without responding. Cherise walked over and wrapped her arms around her lover’s waist.


“Please don’t do this to me. You know I love you.”


He tenderly kissed her forehead and took a step back before glancing down at his watch.


“Yeah, but not like you love him, huh? Look, you’d better get going so you won’t get in trouble.”


Cherise picked her purse up off the floor and walked toward the door as he buckled his belt. She reached for the doorknob and with her voice barely above a whisper, she made a chilling comment.


“You do know that if he ever found out about us he won’t hesitate to kill us.”


Within seconds he was standing behind her, kissing the back of her neck while caressing her soft, cascading hair. This one, simple task sent shivers up and down her spine.


“Don’t worry your pretty little head about that because he won’t find out.”


She turned to him. “I wish you could guarantee that for me.”


He chuckled and then kissed her tenderly on the lips. “When can I see you again?”


Cherise discreetly opened the front door and looked out before stepping outside. She turned and gave him a quick peck on the lips before walking away. “I don’t know but I’ll call you later.”


He stood in the door with a bruised heart and watched her walk out to her car and drive off.


NineYears Later


Cherise had wanted to be a crime scene investigator for as long as she could remember. As a child she watched every episode of the TV show Quincy, M.E. and had never blinked an eye. Her parents were both retired doctors and wanted her to follow in their footsteps, but it was the mysteries of the afterlife that fascinated her more. Her career had blossomed over the years and now at thirty-eight years old, she was the best crime scene investigator in Atlanta. She did her best not to let the long hours of her job affect her life, but sometimes it couldn’t be helped. Luckily her parents, Jonathan and Patricia Jernigan, lived nearby to assist her whenever she needed them.


Her husband, Mason McKenzie, did his best to cope with the stresses in their lives as well. His career was just as demanding as hers because he was a police detective on Atlanta’s Anti-Crime Task Force. Forty-two–year-old Mason worked undercover and enjoyed it very much. His job kept his adrenaline pumping, but he had decided to reduce the amount of risky assignments he worked.
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On this day, Cherise was preparing to fly out to another conference. She was a dynamic speaker and lecturer at some of the top seminars across the country. Mason was buttoning a starched white shirt when he walked out of their closet and eyed her curiously.


“Now, where are you flying out to today?”


“Mason, I told you it was in Miami,” she answered while pulling on her nylons. “We talked about this… remember?”


He tucked his shirt inside his jeans. “It seems like you’re never here anymore,” he mumbled.


“Mason, don’t try to pick a fight with me before I leave. I’m not doing anything any different than the average man would in my position. Baby, I love my job, and this is a great opportunity for me,” she explained as she walked over to him and lovingly put her arms around his neck.


“You don’t have to do this to prove you’re a success to me, baby,” he said as he rested his hands on her curvy backside. “You’re already a success, but I think you should be home more with the kids. It’s one thing that you have long hours at the office, but now you’re flying all over the country lecturing.”


Cherise backed out of his embrace and folded her arms defiantly


“Mason, I have supported you and your career for the past fifteen years. You work longer hours than I do. You’ve been gone for days at a time when you’re undercover, so don’t go there with me. It’s not easy being alone here with the kids, but we make it work.” At the moment, Mason didn’t know what to say. He picked up a brush and started brushing his hair. He stood in the mirror and watched her reflection as he put on his watch,, shaking his head in defeat because he knew in his heart that Cherise was right. He had left her alone on more occasions than he could remember to go off and handle his police business. He’d practically made her a single parent without realizing it. He’d just never dreamed that one day Cherise would be absent from their home just as much, and now that the tables had turned, he was having a hard time coping with it. As Cherise sat down on the bed to put on her pumps, her beige skirt rose high up on her thighs, catching Mason’s attention. He stopped grooming himself and smiled at the image in the mirror. She smiled back at him before slowly walking over to him. She tenderly straightened his collar.


“Is that what it takes to get your attention, Detective?”


“Of course not, sweetheart, but it doesn’t hurt,” he answered playfully.


“You know you could go with me. Mase and Janelle would be in good hands with Momma and Daddy. You know they love any time they can spend with their grandchildren.”


He turned around to face her and carefully leaned against the dresser. He scanned her body and admired just how naturally sexy she was. He wanted nothing more than to spend some alone time with her, but unfortunately, at this moment it was simply impossible.


“I wish I could, Cherise, but I’m starting a new case today, and more than likely I’ll be going undercover for a while.”


She frowned. “When were you going to tell me about it?”


He straightened, kissed away the winkles on her forehead, and apologized. “I’m sorry, babe. I wanted to wait until I had more details about it before I said anything.”


She handed him her necklace and turned her back to him so he could assist her. She pulled her hair up so he could snap the necklace in place.


“Well? What does it involve?”


He pulled her hips against his body and kissed her softly on the back of the neck. “The same old, same old—drugs, so there might be some days I won’t be home. I don’t want you and the kids to worry.”


Mason could feel his body heating up from the physical contact with Cherise as he wrapped his arms around her waist. It never did take much for her to get him aroused. Most of the time all she had to do was walk into the room.


“I can’t help but worry when you’re out there hanging around all those horrible people. What if they find out who you are, Mason? You know they won’t hesitate to kill you, and where does that leave me and the kids?”


He tightened his grip on her body. “I’ve never let that happen in the past, and I won’t let it happen now. You guys are too important to me to take any risks, Cherise.”


“I thought you were through with undercover work,” she whispered breathlessly.


He turned her around to face him and noticed the tears in her eyes. He lowered his mouth to within inches of hers. “I am. This is my last job,” he admitted before kissing her lightly.


Cherise cupped his face and deepened the kiss. This was the part of his job she hated because when he went undercover, his personality changed—and it wasn’t always in a good way. She wasn’t looking forward to the man he would have to become to slum around with drug dealers. This was the man she loved, and she wanted to absorb as much of him as she could before he went through his metamorphosis. After finally coming up for air, Cherise closed her eyes and nuzzled her face against his warm neck.


“It worries me when you go undercover. Do you have to do this assignment, Mason?”


Mason caressed her backside with love and affection. “You know I do, just like you have to travel around the country doing these lectures. People are counting on us.”


Cherise wasn’t only worried about Mason’s safety. She knew he loved her more than life itself, but being on the job and away from home for weeks at a time still affected him. During one particular assignment, he was working undercover with a female partner and one thing led to another. The only way Cherise found out about the affair was because the woman started pressuring Mason to leave Cherise, or she was going to tell all. Mason wasn’t a man you could blackmail; so he got Cherise and his partner together and confessed. Unable to hold the secret over his head any longer, the female detective transferred to another division so she wouldn’t have any more contact with him. Mason, on the other hand, had risked everything and knew it would take a lot to get Cherise to love and trust him again.


Cherise was devastated and immediately filed for a legal separation in hopes of clearing her thoughts. She had to decide her future with Mason and it wasn’t easy. Unfortunately, it was during their legal separation that things between the pair went from bad to worse. It took a lot of praying, but after some time apart, Cherise eventually forgave him for his indiscretion and Mason made sure he never let himself get into that kind of situation again. He was very sorry for hurting Cherise and was adamant that she understood it would never happen again.


Mason had an idea that those thoughts were running through Cherise’s mind once again. He hugged her waist and stared directly into her sable eyes.


“Cherise, baby, I promise this is the last time; you don’t have anything to worry about.”


She sighed and leaned into him.


“I mean it. I’m burnt out and I want to be home more with you guys. Besides, I’m ready to try something else. I’m thinking about working in the cold case division.


She smiled and gave him one last kiss before walking over to get her purse. “Sounds good. Will I be able to get in touch with you if I need you?”


He grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair and slid into it. “Probably not directly, but they’ll get a message to me so I can call you back as soon as I can.”


She tugged on her purse strap nervously. “I need to talk to Momma and Daddy about helping out with the kids again.”


“Don’t worry about it, because I’ve already cleared things with them. The kids will catch the bus over to their house after school like they’ve done in the past. If you have to work late, they’ll take it from there.”


She tucked her cell phone inside her purse and took one last glimpse at herself in the mirror before walking toward the door. Then she paused. “What if I get called out in the middle of the night? Then what? I don’t want to have to drag the kids out of the house.”


He smiled and walked over to her. He placed his hands on her shoulders and looked her directly in her eyes. “We’ll work it out, Cherise, so stop stressing. My case should be over by the time you start on call rotation, and if push comes to shove, Mase is old enough to hold things down if you have to leave.”


She sighed. “I guess you’re right. Our son is a responsible young man, even if he is only thirteen. I just don’t want the kids to start feeling abandoned by us.”


He picked his keys up off the nightstand and tucked his badge and wallet inside his back pocket.


“They won’t, babe. They know what we do and they understand. You know we have some very intelligent children.”


“That we do.”


She looked at her watch and he picked up her luggage so he could carry it downstairs for her.


“I know I don’t say it enough, but I am proud of you, Cherise.”


“I’m proud of you, too, Mason.”


They smiled at each other momentarily before Mason reminded her of the time. They walked downstairs together so they could begin their long day. Once in the foyer, Mason set her luggage down at the door and gave her one last kiss.


“Have a safe flight, Cherise, and I’ll try not to pout too much while you’re gone. Now, let me get out of here before I’m late to work. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you to the airport?”


“I’m sure. There’s no reason for you to get caught in all that morning traffic. I’ve got a taxi coming.”


“If you insist, Doctor. I love you.”


“I love you, too, Detective.”


Cherise opened the front door for him and let out a breath. Mason walked out onto the porch and patted his pockets to make sure he had everything. “Make sure you call when you get to your hotel,” he reminded her.


Leaning against the door frame, she folded her arms and cleared her throat. “I will and I’m not going to say it, Mason.”


He turned to face her because he knew what she was referring to. “I know, I know. Don’t try to be hero.”


She always warned him when he was about to go undercover. He smiled as he walked down the sidewalk and around to the garage. Cherise closed the door and watched from the window as he backed down the driveway and pulled out onto the street. Once he was out of sight, she walked into the kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee. As she sat at the table, she realized just how quiet the house was when everyone was gone. Mason had taken the kids over to her mom’s the night before since they both had to get up and out so early. She was going to miss them even though she was only going to be gone a couple of days.
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Mason drove to his office in downtown Atlanta, eager to find out the details of his new assignment. He had finally gotten burnt out of undercover work and was tired of being away from his family. That was why he was determined to make this his last assignment and do something less risky.


As he sat behind the wheel of his car, he reminisced about the times when he went undercover. In the past he had his brother, Vincent, by his side to help take care of his family when he was unavailable. Like him, Vincent had moved up the ranks in law enforcement, but he wanted to go much higher than Mason did. Mason was always appreciative that Vincent never made him feel inferior once he climbed the ladder of success, and it was Vincent who made sure Cherise and Mase were safe while he was away. He cut the grass and did other things around the house when Mason was undercover. Mason missed his brother, who was now a police chief in Texas. After his promotion, Vincent moved away and Cherise hadn’t seen him in nearly nine years. However, Mason did find time to visit Vincent when he could, which was rare because of the job’s demands.


Vincent’s job was the kind that left him little time for himself. They sent e-mails to each other, but those notes lacked the closeness they were accustomed to sharing. Mason still wanted to go on the hunting trip they talked about but never got around to taking. Maybe once this assignment was over, they would make time to come back together as a family. Mason was jarred out of his trance when a car horn blew behind him. He vowed when this assignment was over he was going to take Cherise and the kids to see the Grand Canyon and swing through Texas to visit Vincent. He wanted to put his relationship with Vincent back to where it needed to be, because the children needed to know their uncle. Mase was a lot younger when Vincent moved away, and Janelle wasn’t even born. Mason smiled because his mind was made up about visiting Vincent. A good friend is something no one should be without, and he was determined to have his friend and brother back by his side once again.


Mason finally arrived at work and parked his vehicle in the garage. He exited the car and greeted several coworkers as they walked into the building together. Once in the office, he set his belongings down on the desk and picked up his messages. The room was full of activity. Some of the guys in his unit were on the telephone taking tips on suspected drug and other illegal activities. Mason looked over and noticed that no one had made coffee. He put his messages down and took off his jacket.


“I guess you guys expect me to make coffee every damn morning.”


“No one makes it like you, Mason,” a coworker nicknamed Tank because of his build, announced.


Mason picked up the coffeepots and frowned as he watched Tank stuff a doughnut in his mouth. If you didn’t get there when the pastries arrived, you took a chance on not getting any once Tank got to them. Tank was a former NFL linebacker and had been in the unit for seven years. He stood about six feet, six inches tall and weighed close to two hundred-eighty pounds. His size gave a lot of criminals the perception that he wouldn’t be able to catch them. They learned real quick that Tank was fast on his feet.


“I’m going to collect money from you guys so we can get a couple of those coffeemakers that you can set on a timer, because I’m not the goddamn maid around here.”


“Why are you in such a bad mood this morning?” Rat, nicknamed for his love of cheese, asked as he leaned back in his chair.


“I’m cool, but you guys are trifling when it comes to pitching in around here,” Mason mumbled as he filled the coffeepots with water.


Rat walked over to Mason so they could talk in private.


“Is everything okay? I mean, we haven’t even started the case and you’re already grouchy.”


Mason poured the water into the reservoir of the coffeemakers and opened two bags of coffee. He looked over at Rat and sighed. “Nah, man, everything’s straight.”


Rat picked up a doughnut and bit into it as he watched Mason pour the coffee into the filters. “I hope so, because from what I’ve heard, this assignment is going to be a mother,” Rat commented.


Mason pushed the button and watched as the hot coffee streamed down into the coffee pots. He folded his arms and directed his attention to Rat. “How so?”


“I heard we’re going after some heavyweights this time, but that’s all I know,” Rat said as he picked up another doughnut.


Mason looked across the room and watched as his unit prepared for their upcoming meeting. Some were on the computer pulling up criminal profiles, while others were mapping out the perpetrators’ territory. Seconds later, his commanding officer, nicknamed Domino, called him and the other members of his unit into the conference room so they could go over the details of their assignment. Mason had been a part of the Anti-Crime Unit Task Force for several years, and he enjoyed bringing down the bad guys. He knew in his heart this assignment would be no different, and he was ready to get it over with so he could concentrate on his family.


[image: Image]


Cherise walked through the house to make sure everything was locked up before her cab arrived. She glanced at Janelle’s calendar on the refrigerator to see when her next social event was scheduled. Eight-year-old Janelle was a serious social butterfly. Cherise had to keep a separate calendar for all the birthday parties, baseball games, slumber parties, etc. that she was involved in. Somewhat of a tomboy, Janelle was always challenging her brother to wrestling matches and other physical activities. And though she had her mother’s looks and personality, she also loved wearing her thick, wavy brown hair in a pony-tail, mostly because it fit perfectly under her baseball cap that she wore daily. She was a daddy’s girl and sought every opportunity to talk to him about improving her baseball skills. She was already on the All-Star team and recently started talking to Mason about playing basketball. Cherise wanted her to do more girlie things, but she didn’t try to hold her daughter back from doing what she really enjoyed, which was sports.


Cherise smiled when she saw Mase’s picture on the refrigerator. Mason Jr., an aspiring basketball player, was turning fourteen next month. He was already nearly as tall as his dad, standing around six feet, one inch. Everyone called him Mase, and he was quiet and very protective of the women in the family. He looked like his father with the exception of his thick eyelashes, which he had inherited from Cherise. Mase had already filled out in all the right places, especially since he had started lifting weights. His physique gave him the appearance of a sixteen- or seventeen-year-old, which was beginning to attract older girls. Cherise was having a hard time keeping the older girls at arm’s length from her young son. She knew that sooner or later she would lose the battle. She’d already gotten Mason to talk to their son about girls and sex because they weren’t ready to risk becoming grandparents. Mason happily took him on a relaxing fishing trip to break it down to him. Most of what Mason told him, Mase already knew; however, this gave Mase the opportunity to ask his father questions he knew he wouldn’t get a straight answer on from his friends.
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Reminiscing about her family made Cherise lose track of time briefly. She took one last sip of her coffee before rinsing her cup out in the sink. As she did so, she couldn’t help but worry about Mason and the dangerous job he had. She was trying not to let it get the best of her, but she could feel her stomach quiver. When she first met Mason, she wasn’t sure what she was getting herself into by dating a police officer. It didn’t take long for her to find out, but by then, she was madly in love with him. Standing at the sink, looking out over their backyard, Cherise remembered it like it was yesterday.


She was coming out of a boutique when Mason ran right into her, knocking her down on the sidewalk. He and another man were chasing someone who had just committed a crime. When Mason realized he had hurt someone, he immediately stopped but told the other man to keep going after the suspect while he attended to her. After helping her up from the sidewalk, he noticed blood running down the side of her head, staining her pink silk blouse; she had deep scrapes on her arms and legs. He quickly took out his handkerchief and applied it to her head wound.


“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”


“I’m not sure,” she answered, clearly dazed.


He spotted a bench in front of the store she had just exited and helped her over to it. People were starting to stare as they walked by, and the manager of the store rushed out to assist him. “Do I need to call the paramedics?” she asked.


Mason removed his handkerchief to inspect her wound and frowned. “No, ma’am, I don’t think she needs the paramedics, but if you have a first-aid kit, that would help.”


The young woman thought for a minute. “I think we do. I’ll be right back,” she said.


Within moments she returned and assisted Mason with the gauze and tape. Cherise was getting embarrassed with all of the attention. Onlookers continued to hang around to watch what was going on. Mason picked up on the fact that she was uncomfortable and he turned to the crowd and flashed his badge.


“There’s nothing here to see, folks, so move along. We have everything under control.”


Cherise looked up at his handsome face as he took control of the situation. “Thank you,” she whispered.


“You’re welcome. I can’t have them putting us on the evening news.” He joked to try to keep Cherise calm. The wound was still bleeding, and Mason realized he had injured her worse than he thought.


“You’re bleeding. Let me get you to a hospital.”


She looked at the handkerchief and examined the small amount of blood on it. “It’s not that much blood. I’ll be fine.”


“No, it’s bleeding through the bandages. It looks like you’re going to need a few stitches.”


Alarmed, Cherise tried to stand up. When she did she became dizzy. Mason steadied her and helped her sit back down.


“That’s it. We’re going to the hospital.”


“Do you want me to call the paramedics now?” the manager of the boutique asked Mason.


Mason looked at Cherise and noticed the panic in her eyes. “No, I’ll drive her, but I appreciate all your help.”


Mason handed the first-aid kit back to the manager and pulled out a radio that was attached to his belt. It as at that time that Mason really looked at Cherise and saw just how beautiful she was. Just as he was about to speak into the radio, he noticed a familiar face walking toward him. The person had a smirk on his face and a young, black male in handcuffs.


Cherise’s eyes widened as she also watched the men close the distance between them. She had no idea what was going on, but whatever it was, it was none of her business. Her concern right now was not her wound, but her torn and stained clothing, and her tousled hair. Cherise did her best to knock the dirt and leaves off her clothes, but since she was wearing white linen pants she was unsuccessful.


Mason automatically assisted her by gently plucking the leaves out of her soft, thick mane. He wanted to help her remove the dirt from her legs, but he figured he’d end up in handcuffs if he followed through on his thoughts. Her pants fit her round derrière perfectly, and it was taking Mason the strength of ten horses to keep himself from becoming aroused. So he turned his attention to the other man—his brother, Vincent.


“You caught him!” Mason said.


Vincent smiled and raised his brow. “I’ve been outrunning you all our lives, big brother. I wasn’t letting this young buck get away.”


“Whatever, bro.Look, I need to get this young lady to the hospital. I knocked her down and she’s hurt.”


Vincent turned his attention to Cherise and noticed the blood on her blouse. His heart skipped a beat when their eyes met. Feeling closed in, Cherise took a breath and once again tried to stand up. This time she was successful.


“I don’t need to go to the hospital,” she insisted. “Once I get home I’ll put some peroxide on and wrap it up real tight.”


“Nah, miss, I think Mason’s right. You need to let a doctor take a look at you,” Vincent said as he inspected Cherise’s cut. “It is Miss, isn’t it?”


Cherise gave him a disgusted glance. She knew a come-on line when she heard one, and she wasn’t in the mood. Her head was starting to throb and she just wanted to get home. She started to massage her temples and then remembered her wound.


“What does that have to do with anything?” she asked angrily.


Vincent raised his hands in defeat.


“You’re right. I’m sorry if I offended you, but you really should get that looked at.”


“Who are you guys, anyway, and why were you two running after this kid?” she asked.


“We caught this kid trying to break into our car,” Vincent answered as he reached inside his pocket and pulled out a police badge.


“I’m Officer Mason McKenzie, and this is my brother, Vincent. What is your name, if I may ask?”


“Cherise,” she answered as she eyed the young man they had in custody. She continued to hold Mason’s handkerchief against the bandage as they stood on the sidewalk.


“Do you have a last name?”


She looked over at him curiously and wondered why she was being cross-examined like she was the one in custody.


“Jernigan. My name is Cherise Jernigan.”


Mason picked up Cherise’s bags from the sidewalk. Vincent smiled at seeing his brother smitten with Cherise. “We’d better get going. I’d hate for that cut to get infected.”


“You’re right, Vincent. Cherise, where is your car?” Mason asked.


She pointed to the silver Lexus parked a few feet away.


“May I have your keys?” He held out his hand and waited for her to turn them over to him.


“I believe I’m able to drive myself, officer.”


Vincent butted in to help Mason. “No way, Miss! You have a head injury, so we can’t allow you to drive because that would endanger public safety. You could black out behind the wheel or something. You wouldn’t want that to happen, would you?”


Mason’s eyes met with hers and it was hard for him to tear himself away. He was praying she would cooperate so he could hopefully get a chance to ask her out once he knew she was okay.


Cherise sighed.


“I guess you’re right. Okay, Officer McKenzie, you can drive me to the hospital, but I’m driving myself home.”


Mason opened her car door for her and smiled. “We’ll see what the doctor says first. It’s my fault you got hurt, and I’m not going to rest until I know you’re safe.”


Before allowing Mason to escort her to her car, Cherise turned to Vincent and smiled.


“Despite the circumstances, it was nice meeting you, Officer.”


“Likewise, Ms. Jernigan,” he acknowledged before escorting the suspect down the sidewalk.


Mason strolled around to the driver’s side of Cherise’s car and climbed in beside her. They were silent for a few minutes as Mason maneuvered the luxury vehicle out into the flow of traffic. Cherise looked over at him and finally broke the silence.


“Are you this attentive with everyone?”


He pulled up to a traffic light and turned toward her. Her breath caught in her throat as she realized just how handsome Mason McKenzie was.


“Only the innocent bystanders.”


She smiled and looked away. She wasn’t able to look into those eyes for more than a second. Cherise decided it was best that she close her eyes and rest her head against the seat for the remainder of the ride. She’d only known Mason for about fifteen minutes and he was already causing her body to feel things that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She had to admit to herself that he was sexy and seemed to be a true gentleman, but a policeman was not on her list as a possible soul mate.


It only took minutes for them to arrive at the emergency room. Cherise received a couple of stitches and a tetanus shot to be on the safe side. Mason held her hand throughout the entire ordeal, and once the doctor was finished with her, Cherise felt like Mason was an old friend. From that day forward, they were inseparable. It didn’t take long for their relationship to blossom into a full-blown love affair. By the end of the year they were engaged, and they were married three months later. It wasn’t like Cherise to take to strangers like she did with Mason, but he was so warm and loving. She wasn’t particularly excited about the fact that he was a police officer, because she dealt with a lot of them on a daily basis in her profession; however, she loved him and would support him no matter what.


Snapping out of her trance, Cherise sighed and looked over at the clock, realizing she didn’t have much time left before the taxi arrived. She prayed this weekend would not only be informative, but would also open even more doors for her. Within minutes, the taxi pulled up and blew its horn. She closed her eyes and said a short prayer before walking into the foyer to get her bags. She grabbed the handle on her luggage and took one last look around before letting herself out and locking the door. Then she rolled her bag out to the cabdriver, waiting patiently while he put her luggage in the trunk.


“Good morning, ma’am,” he said with a smile. “Where to?”


Cherise smiled back at the gentleman, who didn’t appear much older than she was. “Good morning. I’m going to the Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport, please.”


The gentleman closed the trunk of the taxi and walked around to open the car door for Cherise. “When does your flight leave?”


“Nine o’clock.”


“With all the security, I’ll have you there in twenty minutes so you’ll have plenty of time to go through the checkpoints.”


“Thank you.”


Just as the taxi pulled away from the curb, a weird feeling overtook Cherise. It was overwhelming and had her feeling that her life was headed for a major change. She had no idea what was in store for her—no idea.
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As Cherise walked through the baggage claim area in Miami International Airport, pulling her suitcase behind her, she saw a gentleman holding a card with her name on it. She veered over to him.


“I’m C. J. McKenzie,” she said.


The man in the black suit smiled and shook her hand to greet her properly. “Welcome to Miami.”


“Thank you, mister.”


“You can call me Walter. Now let’s get going. I’m sure you can’t wait to get to your hotel.”


“You read my mind,” she replied.


The driver led the way out. Cherise’s blouse immediately stuck to her body in the hot, humid air. Thirty minutes later, the car pulled up in front of a beautiful Miami hotel.


“We’re here,” Walter announced. “Welcome to the Paradise Resort.”


Cherise removed her sunglasses to admire the hotel. “This is a beautiful building.”


Walter walked around and opened the door for her to step out.


“Yes, it is. It’s one of the newest in Miami, and I must say it lives up to its name.”


Cherise waited for Walter to pull her luggage out of the trunk. They walked through the huge glass doors together and he escorted her over to the front desk. He sat her luggage beside her.


“It was a pleasure to serve you today, Mrs. McKenzie.”


Cherise thanked him and gave him a nice tip before saying good-bye.


The lobby had huge skylights and was decorated with plenty of greenery and tropical flowers. She quickly checked in and walked across the marble floor to the elevator. Once inside her room, she fell backward on the bed and sighed. She was tired and hot, and she welcomed a steamy shower before the conference began. First she needed to call Mason to let him know she had arrived safe and sound. She pulled out her cell phone and dialed his number.


“Anti-Crime Task Force. McKenzie speaking,” he answered like the detective he was.


“Hey, babe, it’s me. I’m at my hotel and it’s so hot,” she moaned.


He laughed at her whining.


“My poor baby. I guess it’s not easy suffering around white sandy beaches and blue ocean water, huh?”


She kicked off her shoes, walked over to the window, and looked out at the beautiful scenery.


“I see you have no sympathy for me. Did the kids get off to school okay?”


“Yes. Your mother said everything was fine. I’ll pick them up this evening.”


Cherise unbuttoned her blouse as she walked across the room.


“Good. I miss you already, Mason. I wish you were here.”


Mason tapped his pen on his desk nervously, a habit he’d had since elementary school. “I miss you, too. Behave while you’re down there. I know you crime scene investigators can get kind of wild.”


She laughed, sending a tingling sensation down Mason’s spine. He’d always loved the way she laughed.


“I see you have jokes.”


“I’m just teasing you, sweetheart.”


Cherise knew Mason had a hard time dealing with her traveling, so joking was his way of handling it.


“Well, I’m not going to hold you any longer, Mason. I know you’re busy. I’ll call you guys later tonight.”


“Okay, Doctor. Be careful down there.”


“I will, and you do the same. I love you,” she reminded him.


Twirling around in his chair, he picked up the family picture on his desk and stared at it. “I love you, too, Cherise.”


He hung up and immediately made eye contact with Rat. “What are you smiling about?”


Rat leaned forward to talk privately with Mason.


“You, and the way your voice changes when you talk to your wife.”


Mason sat up in his chair and started thumbing through some paperwork. “Whatever. I’m sure you’re no different when you talk to all those hoochies you hang out with.”


Rat leaned back in his chair and let out a barreling laugh.


“You’re right. Just call me Don Juan.”


The telephone rang on Mason’s desk and he answered it. While talking to the caller he jotted down a series of notes. After hanging up, he stood and grabbed his jacket.


“Let’s go. I just got a tip that’s going to help the case.”


Rat grabbed his jacket and they hurried out of the building and into the mean streets.
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Later that afternoon, Cherise tried to get her thoughts together. She made her way through the massive hallways to the ballroom where the conference was being held. There were several hundred people already enjoying drinks and hors d’oeuvres. Tonight was only a meet and greet, and she was thankful because she didn’t have the energy to speak, even if she had to. Cherise entered and smiled at the receptionist seated behind the desk.


“Hello. May I have your name?”


Cherise pointed to her name tag lined up with all the others on the table. “That’s me, Cherise McKenzie.”


“May I see some identification?”


Cherise pulled her CSI badge out of her purse and presented it to the receptionist. The young woman pulled an envelope out of a box and handed it to Cherise along with the name tag.


“Here you are, Dr. McKenzie. I hope you enjoy the conference.”


“I’m sure I will. Thank you,” she said, pinning the badge on her blouse.


Before she could turn around, she heard a familiar bass voice that gave her chills.


“If I hadn’t seen you with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.”


Cherise swung around in disbelief. She hadn’t seen him in years, but he still looked and sounded heavenly. It was none other than Mason’s brother, Vincent.


“Hello, Vincent,” she said, surprised.


She tried to hold her composure as he walked over and pulled her into his arms. He leaned down and kissed her lovingly on the lips before hugging her once more.


“C. J., you still look and feel just as beautiful as you did the last time I saw you.”


She’d always loved the way he called her C. J. He’d tagged her with the nickname when they first met, and it had stuck ever since. She even used it in her business. But to Mason, she would always be Cherise. She swallowed the lump in her throat and slowly stepped out of his embrace. Folding her arms across her chest in a defensive manner, she took a deep breath before speaking.


“You look great, too, Vincent, and I hope you realize just how long it’s been. What are you doing here anyway?”


He pointed to his name tag before shoving his hands in pockets. “I’m on the program. What about you?”


“Guilty as charged,” she answered as she tried to keep her lips from trembling.


Vincent, about six feet, four inches tall, was dressed in a pair of brown dress pants and a white shirt. His hair was cut close and he still had a body to die for. With his cocoa complexion, alluring personality, and straight white teeth that flashed in his warm smile. Vincent McKenzie had always been a man to be reckoned with—and it was obvious nothing had changed over the years.


He picked up two glasses of champagne as a hostess walked by and handed one to Cherise and winked at her as they stepped away from the reception table. “So, how have you been?”


“I’ve been fine, Vincent, but don’t you think you should ask me about your whole family?”


Cherise frowned, ready for battle. She gulped the champagne down quickly and set the glass down on a nearby table.


He smiled before taking a sip of his champagne. It was obvious that Cherise was upset with him, and she had a right to be. “I see you still have that temper of yours.”


“Whatever, Vincent,” she replied as she picked up another glass of champagne. This was a nervous habit Vincent was quite familiar with, so he warned her.


“You’d better take it easy with that champagne, C. J. You know what it does to you.”


She gave him a look that could kill. How dare he? She wasn’t drunk or out of control.


Vincent saw the fury building in her eyes and decided to defuse it. “So, how are Mason and the kids?”


She started to walk off without answering, but decided to indulge him since he had asked. “Why haven’t you come back to visit us? It’s been years, Vincent.”


He finished off his drink before answering her. “Damn, C. J! I talk to Mason all the time.”


“It’s not the same as visiting, Vincent, and you know it. He talks about you all the time.”


Her flushed color signaled to him that she was drinking too quickly. He realized she was upset with him, but he couldn’t let her lose control. Not tonight in a room full of their colleagues.


“What’s wrong, C. J.? Do you miss me?”


She waved him off. “You’re the one who decided to disown your family, not me.”


“I didn’t disown my family. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you were the one who helped me make the decision to stay away.”


They stared at each other in silence. Vincent admired her lavender silk blouse and short black skirt that displayed her incredible legs.


“I still miss you,” he admitted in a serious tone. “I miss you a lot.”


Cherise swallowed the last of her third glass of champagne and put her hand up to him in defiance. “Vincent, don’t even go there.” He frowned and ran his hand over his head in frustration.


“Do you have any idea what it has been like for me having to stay away?”


“Vincent, you promised you would leave it alone,” Cherise said, clearing her throat.


“I know what I said, but seeing you makes it hard for me to keep my promise, C. J.”


She put her hands over her face and shook her head. “I love Mason. I’ve always loved Mason.”


Looking at her from head to toe in a sensual manner, he licked his lips seductively.


“I know you love Mason, but that didn’t keep you from making love to me with that sensational body of yours, did it?”


She looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “You’re right, and it was a huge mistake.”


He took a step toward her. “You can’t stand here and tell me we didn’t mean anything to each other, C. J.”


Just standing in close proximity to him caused her stomach to flutter like it used to. The room was becoming hotter by the second; the air was thinning, making it hard to breathe. The champagne had her buzzing and feeling out of control. She looked away.


“You were a good friend to me and you were there when my life wasn’t going so good, but it still doesn’t excuse what we did,” she said.


“Are you saying you don’t have that void in your life anymore? I’ve talked to Mason, I know how busy he is and how often he’s away from you and the kids. I also know that you and I were more than friends because friends don’t do the things we did,” he calmly informed her.


“You are Mason’s brother, for God’s sake! We committed the ultimate betrayal, Vincent. Don’t you understand that?”


He rubbed his neck and shook his head in disagreement. “I understand how I feel about you.”


Cherise briefly closed her eyes and bit down on her lip. “All of that is behind us now.”


“Is it?” he asked softly. “Nothing has changed for me.”


They stared at each other once again in silence. Cherise’s heart jumped up in her throat and she began to sweat. He was still able to make her shiver with emotion. Seeing that he could still affect her physically, Vincent smiled with satisfaction. Looking down at her feet, Cherise pleaded with him.


“Vincent, can we please change the subject? I don’t want to talk about us anymore. Okay?”


He tilted her chin up before responding. “So everyone’s doing okay, huh?”


Cherise cleared her throat to try to regain her thoughts. What she wanted was another glass of champagne to wash the dryness from her mouth.


“Yes, everyone’s fine.”


She could feel the intensity of his glare even when she wasn’t looking directly at him.


“Something’s been bothering me, C. J., and I hope you forgive me for asking, but I need to know. Is Janelle my daughter?”


All the air left Cherise’s lungs as if she’d been punched in the stomach. She balled up her fists and gritted her teeth. She couldn’t believe Vincent would pull something like this on her in public!


“Hell, no! Don’t even try it, Vincent. You know she’s not your daughter.”


A couple nearby heard Cherise’s heated reply and started whispering.


Vincent took Cherise by the arm and walked her out into the hallway for more privacy.


“C. J., you can’t be one hundred percent sure she’s Mason’s daughter.”


Cherise suddenly felt ill and started fanning herself. She looked around frantically. “I need to sit down. I can’t believe you would ask me some shit like that.”


Vincent led her over to a nearby sofa and they sat down.


“Don’t you realize that if I knew I wouldn’t be asking you, C. J.?”


Cherise pulled a tissue from her purse and dabbed her eyes. “This is not the time, nor the place to discuss this.”


He was so close she could feel the heat of his body, smell the sensual scent of his cologne. Vincent leaned over close to her ear.


“We might not talk about it right now, sweetheart, but we will talk about it,” he whispered.


“Vincent,” she pleaded, “I’m begging you not to push this. She’s not your daughter.”


He crossed his legs and plucked a piece of lint from his pant leg. “Well, I believe she is, and until I know otherwise, I’m not letting it go.”


Cherise grabbed her purse and tried to stand up, but Vincent grabbed her by the arm, preventing her from leaving.


“Look, I know you still have feelings for me, C. J. The kind of passion we had between us doesn’t just go away. I love my brother, but I can’t help the fact that I’m still hot for you, and I know somewhere deep inside you, you’re still hot for me.”


“We’ve been over for a long time, Vincent.”


“It’s not over until I know whether or not Janelle is my daughter.”


Tears began to well in her eyes again—this time of anger. “I know you’re not threatening me!”


She was loud, so loud that people walking by turned to see what the commotion was all about.


“I’m not threatening you, but I have a right to know.”


She yanked her arm free and pointed her finger in his face. “This is not up for discussion, Vincent. She’s not yours, so leave it alone!”


“Look at the time line, C. J. I know we took precautions most of the time, but those other times we were reckless.”


This was the last thing Cherise wanted to think about, even though she was confident Janelle was not his daughter. She looked up into his warm eyes.


“Vincent,” she said slowly, “for the last time, Janelle is Mason’s daughter—period.”


He studied her expression and knew he had upset her. The fact remained, however, that he had a right to know and wouldn’t rest until he knew for sure. Vincent sighed.


“Sit down, C. J. Please?” he said.


She thought for a moment before rejoining him on the sofa. Neither one of them said anything for several minutes.


“Do you have any pictures of the kids?”


“You know I do,” she whispered, still shaken.


“May I see them?”


Cherise studied his expression for a moment and realized he was just as upset as she was. “Yes, you can see them.”


She pulled out her wallet and removed the pictures of Mase and Janelle. Vincent held the picture of Janelle in his hand and felt a warming sensation overtake his body. Cherise watched him as he stared at the picture, tears in his eyes. She felt sorry for him at that moment because she knew he wanted so badly for Janelle to be his.


“She’s not your daughter, Vincent,” she repeated, shaking her head.


Vincent studied every line of Janelle’s face. He scanned her picture several times and then handed the photo back to Cherise.


“She’s so beautiful, C. J. Even though the McKenzie bloodline is strong, she looks like you. I mean, I see McKenzie in her, but not like I do in Mase. He’s all McKenzie.”


She slid the picture back in place and closed her wallet. “Thank you, and yes, Mase is definitely a McKenzie man.”


She trembled as she placed her wallet back into her purse. With emotions still running high, Vincent unexpectedly took her hand into his and stood.
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