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Synopsis

 

 

“How can I love and hate a man at the same time? River Stevenson is kind and compassionate, yet he is not Axe. He is hiding something, and I am bound and determined to find out what that something is. Why does everything have to be so complicated?  If only things were different, and the turmoil Axe caused between us was just a bad nightmare.”

Kenzi Horton never thought she could fall for another man while her feelings for Axe Riley were still real. Caught up in a world of secrets and lies, Kenzi begins her quest for the truth and whom she can trust. Will it be Axe Riley, the man she loves, or will River Stevenson win her over and capture her heart?

From Award-winning Author, A.L. Long comes a heart-wrenching love story with a triangle of love and deceit. Ignite is the third book in the Sinful Desires Series.

Sinful Desires

Fire (Sinful Desire #1)
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Prologue

 

 

 

 

Last Chapter of Burned

 

 

Kenzi

 

River had left early this morning, but not without leaving me with another amazing orgasm. He had a few errands that he needed to take care of. He was acting weird. Not crazy weird, but more like a secretive weird. I offered to go with him, but he insisted I stay in the penthouse. For a man who was concerned about leaving me alone, he was very adamant about leaving me here, and with neither Mark nor Brian to watch over me.

 

Gretta was nowhere to be found, so I poured myself a cup of coffee and made myself comfortable on the sectional before powering up my computer. The patio would have been the perfect place to do my research, but the air was a little chilly. September was one of my most favorite months. Not only could I still enjoy the warm weather, but I could also watch the leaves turn colors. 

 

Before I left the office yesterday, I was researching Magdalena Harris. It seemed like as good a place as any to start my research. I might even find out who the man standing beside her in the donation photo was. There was something about him that gave me an uneasy feeling. Typing in her name, I waited for the information from yesterday to come up. Before I left the office, I had only enough time to click on a few links. I would really have liked to find something on her. Axe was pretty hell bent that I research her.

 

When the first page of links appeared, I scrolled down to the bottom of the page and clicked on the next set of links. I scrolled through the links and clicked on the next pages until something of importance came up. When an interesting link came up, I stopped scrolling. I wasn’t sure why this link wasn’t at the beginning of my search. It involved Magdalena, and a man named Claude Wilkerson. This was no longer a coincidence. Sharing the name Harris with the man who kidnapped me might have been, but reading the name Wilkerson wasn’t. Somehow, Van Wilkerson and Niles Harris were connected to Claude Wilkerson and Magdalena Harris. 

 

I clicked on the link and waited for only a moment before a news article came up in the Chicago Sun-Times. As I read the article, my curiosity about the man was satisfied. Claude Wilkerson was the husband of Magdalena Harris. Just as I thought, he wasn’t a good man. Reading further down the article, it appeared that Mr. Wilkerson met his fate. His profession involved buying and selling drugs. Apparently, a drug deal he was supposed to make went bad, and he ended up dead. 

 

The information in the article still didn’t explain why it was so important to Axe that I research her. There wasn’t anything mentioned in the article about any connection to Van Wilkerson or Niles Harris except that they shared the same names as Claude and Magdalene. Maybe I was going about this the wrong way. Maybe I needed to research information on any children they might have had together. 

 

I deleted Magdalena from my search and typed, ‘children of Claude Wilkerson and Magdalena Harris.’ When the links appeared, Van Wilkerson’s name came up first in the search, with Niles Wilkerson below it. Coincidence? I didn’t think so. This search was getting too weird. Van Wilkerson was the son of these two people, and so was Niles. The only difference was that Niles took his mother's maiden name instead of his father’s. Somehow, this didn’t surprise me. When I first met Niles Harris, he went by the name of Dice. The different names he used made me wonder how many other aliases he had.

 

There had to be something more to this article. I continued reading until my eyes were glued to an obituary that was in the Chicago Sun-Times. Not only were Van and Niles the sons of Claude and Magdalena, they also had a third son. River Wilkerson, the oldest of three sons. I couldn’t believe my eyes. This was not another coincidence. My River and River Wilkerson were one and the same. It couldn’t be true. 

 

My heart was about to pound out of my chest as I picked up my cell. As I held it in my hand, all I could think about was the lie River was keeping from me. Axe knew the truth, yet he didn’t tell me. Why? My hand shook as I put my cell to my ear.

 

“Kenzi, what is it? Are you okay?”

 

I hadn’t said a word, but I couldn’t hold in the emotions stirring up a storm inside me. The flood gates opened, but I managed to get out my findings. “He lied, Axe. River Stevenson isn’t even his real name. He, Van, and Niles are brothers. Do you know? Why didn’t you tell me?”

 

The tears rolled down my face as I waited for Axe to answer. “I wanted to tell you, Kenzi, but I knew you wouldn’t have believed me. I wanted you to find out for yourself what kind of man River Stevenson was.” 

 

“Axe Riley, I want you to tell me everything you know. No more lies.”

 

 

There was a hesitation on the other side of my cell. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for the truth, but I had to know the truth before I made the biggest mistake of my life. 

 

“The information you found is true,” Axe began. “River, Van, and Niles are brothers. Their father, Claude Wilkerson, was a kingpin drug lord with operations in Chicago. Magdalena is their mother. She lives in Italy. She moved there after Claude’s death. We are still trying to find the reason River changed his name. The only thing we could come up with was that he didn’t want to share the last name of a man who bought and sold drugs. I’m guessing Niles took Magdalena’s name to fake his death.”

 

My ear was glued to the phone, listening to everything Axe was telling me. I wasn’t sure how much Axe knew, but after sharing what he did, he should also know the truth behind River’s father’s death. “I know how Claude Wilkerson died. River never told me his name, but he admitted that he might have caused his death. He told me that he set his father up and made it look like he was stealing money from the head guy that he sold drugs to. It had something to do with obtaining Triage.”

 

“So that was what he was hiding all these years. Kenzi, I know you have been through a lot. And I know I’m the last person you can trust, but I’m begging you. Please let me come and get you and get you away from Stevenson. You don’t have to come back to Atlanta, but you're not safe with him.” 

 

“I don’t know, Axe. I’m so confused. I don’t know who to believe.”

 

“I’m going to find a way to get to Chicago. With this new lawsuit hanging over me, maybe I can convince my attorney to make a plea bargain with the judge to allow me to come.”

 

When I got off the phone with Axe, my head was spinning. Axe was right, I needed to get away from River. Remembering the apartment offered to me, I dialed Burt’s number. As I waited for him to answer, all I could think about was River and his deception. Everything he had done for me was only to save his own ass. I wouldn’t be surprised if he and his two brothers had planned my whole kidnapping thing together. Maybe the thing with Gretta being taken was also part of the plan. He used me for his own personal gain, so that I would fall in love with him. Maybe this was his plan all along.

 

The more I thought about how stupid I was to fall into his plan, the sicker I got. I had to get out of here. Pushing from the sectional, I hurried to the bedroom and began packing my things. I wasn’t sure how long River would be, but there was no way I would be around for him to explain why he lied. At this point, I didn’t care. I was done with him. Matter of fact, I was done with men.  

 

~

After my call to Burt Marsh, I had one less worry. I had a place to hide until I could figure out what to do. A key would be left for me at the front desk. Thankfully, there was still an apartment available, and it came furnished.

 

Once I started packing, it didn’t take long for me to grab a few other items and leave the penthouse. As I headed down the elevator, I contacted Uber to have someone pick me up and take me to the apartment the law firm offered. 

 

The 20 minutes it took me to pack a bag were 20 minutes too long. When the elevator door opened to the main floor of the Triage building, a call from River came through my cell. I wanted to avoid it, but then he would know something was up. Somehow, I had to get through this call. Swiping the screen, I acted like everything was normal. “Hey, handsome. I was just thinking about you.”

 

“My security team said they saw you in the lobby. What’s going on?” he asked, concerned.

 

I couldn’t hold back the tears, no matter how I tried. The truth came out in buckets. “I know who you are and who your brothers are. You lied to me.”

 

Silence fell over everything around me. It was as though I was inside a tiny bubble, and it was smothering my air by the second. I needed to get out of here. Before he could say another word. I chucked the cell he had given me in a nearby trash bin and headed toward the door. Relief consumed me when I saw the Uber I called was waiting by the curb. It was my ride to freedom or hell. I didn’t know which one, but at least I was away from the lies and from River. 

 

Giving the driver the address to the apartment building, I stared ahead without looking back. This was my life, alone and betrayed. Why had every man I’ve ever loved broken my heart? More importantly, why did I let them?


~1~

 

 

 

 

Kenzi

 

In the span of 24 hours, my life went from wonderful to a complete nightmare. Looking back, the only person to blame was me. How could I have been so stupid to trust a man I barely knew? 

 

As I slipped the key into the lock of my new home, it dawned on me that I had no way of getting in touch with anyone. I threw the only phone I had in the trash can just outside the entrance to the Triage building. I should have thought that through more. When I pushed open the door and took in my surroundings, at least I wasn’t looking at an empty apartment. With little to no money, there was no way I could afford to furnish my new digs. 

 

The apartment was exactly as Burt Marsh had said. It was the nicest apartment I had ever seen, period. The furnishings appeared to be brand new. Every piece of furniture was unscratched and had no signs of wear upon them, as if they were never used. The light-colored couch and matching accent chairs had straight, clean lines and thin padding that made them appear simple but elegant. And the standing lamp near the tall window that was made of brushed nickel was a great addition. I could see myself siting on the couch with my feet propped up on the black coffee table watching the large screen TV mounted on the wall. It had to be at least 65 inches from one corner to the next.

 

Wanting to see more of the apartment, I placed my bag on the floor next to the couch to explore more of the place that was going to be my new home. As I continued to look around, I realized the kitchen was smaller than the one I had in Atlanta, but it was still nice, with stainless steel appliances and a breakfast bar with two wooden stools.  

 

Everything about this space was perfect. After taking a quick look at the view the living room offered, I headed down the short hallway to the bedroom. The bedroom door was cracked and I could see that the sun brightened the room. This alone comforted me, knowing I would feel the warmth on my skin when I woke up in the morning. As I pushed the door open, the entire space came into view. Just like the kitchen and living area, this room was nicely decorated. The room was painted a bright yellow, and it reminded me of being in the eye of a storm of fireflies, or like a piece of the sun had fallen to earth and decided this would be its permanent home. This room would be my new happy place.

 

As I began walking toward the window, everything inside me shut down. The adrenaline flowing through my body subsided and reality finally settled in. I fell to the bed and defeat seeped in. The flood gates opened and instead of holding back every mixed feeling I had inside, I let it out. Instead of screaming, all I could do was cry. I didn’t have the strength to be angry. That little voice inside kept telling me I should have gone with my gut and kept my distance from River, but all I could think about was the life I had left behind and what we could have had. And to think that only moments ago I had been on top of the world with a beautiful view below me.

 

The tears I shed were for me and no one else. I wasn’t about to shed another tear for River. From this point on, the most important person in my life was me. Knowing that I couldn’t remain in this beautiful room forever, I thought about the things I needed to do. I had to come up with a plan, which included purchasing a new cell phone. Pushing from the bed, I headed back to the living room to grab my purse. Settling in would have to wait. I headed out of the apartment with a mission—cell first and groceries second.

 

~

Call me paranoid, but everywhere I went, I felt like someone was following me. My paranoia led me inside a dollar store to find some sort of disguise. As I looked around the small store, it wasn’t too hard finding something I could use since Halloween was next month and costumes were already displayed on both sides of the seasonal aisle. With my disguise in hand and a few groceries, which would get me by for a couple of days, I couldn’t help but smile when I noticed the locked cabinet behind the cashier. Until I could get a replacement phone, a Tracfone would give me a way of communicating. 

 

When I left the store, I had spent more than I wanted, but at least I had a working cell phone with 500 minutes and a great disguise. I looked nothing like the scared, confused woman that entered the store. I was no longer blonde, but a confident brunette. The rhinestone sunglasses I chose hid my eyes perfectly, while the red over-the-top lipstick made my lips the main focal point on my face. I resembled a young Liz Taylor. Just the thought made me realize how much I missed watching her movies with my mom.  

 

 I exited the store, keeping my head down as I walked through the streets. The apartment building belonging to the law firm was only a few blocks away. Even walking past the people who were more interested in getting home after work than me, I still didn’t feel safe. Instead of walking the rest of the way, I flagged down the first cabbie I saw and asked him to drive me around for a bit. He found it to be an odd request, but since he was getting an extra $20 out of it, he didn’t ask questions.

 

About 15 minutes later, I instructed the driver to pull up in front of the Richmond Apartment Building. The second he came to a full stop, I paid him and quickly got out of the car. It was only when I was safely inside my apartment that I released the breath I had been holding. Paranoia was still knocking in the back of my mind as I deadbolted the door. I had been through so much these past weeks, and I wasn’t about to take any chances. Putting the shopping bags on the kitchen counter, I removed my wig and walked to the large window in the living room. My paranoia dissipated when I saw no one was waiting outside, ready to swoop me up. I wasn’t sure if this was good or bad. I could only think about what could happen once I fell asleep.

 

Thinking this way was insane. Closing out the rest of the world and my thoughts, I pulled the vertical blinds closed and stepped away from the window, returning to the kitchen to retrieve my Tracfone. There were very few numbers that I knew by heart; my mom’s and Reyna’s were among them. Dialing Reyna first, I pulled out the bar stool and took a seat. 

 

“Zi, are you okay? Are you safe?” Reyna answered with concern.

 

“How did you even know it was me calling?” I questioned, since it could have been anyone.

 

“Instinct. I have been trying to call you for the past four hours,” she began. “Axe has been too. He went totally ballistic when I told him I couldn’t get a hold of you.”

 

It didn’t surprise me that Axe would be worried, since he was the one who told me about River and to get to a safe place until he could get here. Getting in touch with Axe was why I called Reyna first instead of my mom. 

 

“I need you to get in touch with Axe and let him know I’m okay. Can you call him and give him this number?”

 

“Of course.” Silence filled the air, and I could sense Reyna's hesitancy. “Zi. Please allow Axe to keep you safe. I know you two aren’t on the best of terms. Just give him another chance. He really loves you.”

 

“Just have him call me.”

 

I hung up with Reyna, more confused than ever. The things she said filled my mind. I was torn between doing what was right or what my heart was telling me to do. Axe and I had shared so much together. Through everything, he never stopped making sure I was safe. Even with the ordeal that Reyna went through with her father and Rui Salko, he was always by my side, checking every door I walked through, accompanying me wherever I went just to make sure I was safe. But the fact remained: He lied to me. 

 

Exhausted and frustrated, I pushed from the couch and walked to the kitchen. Instead of driving myself crazy with letting Axe back into my life, I unload the three bags of groceries I purchased. As I emptied the bags, I wished I had stopped to purchase a bottle of wine. 

 

Lo and behold, it was as if someone above felt my turmoil, because when I opened the cupboard beside the dishwasher, staring at me like the light of day, two bottles of red wine were inside with an attached card on one bottle. Grabbing the bottle of wine with the small envelope secured with a twisty around the neck, I ran my finger beneath the seal and pulled out the card. It was from Saxton, Marsh, and Peters. 

 

As I read the card welcoming me to the firm, I wondered if the same card was left for all the junior partners who took advantage of the housing the firm provided. Smiling at the warm welcome, I placed the card on the counter and I poured myself a glass full of the wine. Before I could take a sip, there was a knock at the door. 

 

The unexpected knock caused me to drop the glass, shattering it to pieces. When I looked down, wine had stained my clothes and shoes, spreading out in front of me. The door of the cabinet where I had found the wine was covered in wine as well. Frantically, I hurried and grabbed the roll of paper towels from its holder and began wiping the white-washed cabinet door before the
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